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Every small business is unique. Therefore, it’s essential to have tools that are customizable depending on your business’s needs. That’s why Entrepreneur is offering you access to our Startup Resource Kit. Get instant access to thousands of business letters, sales letters, sample documents and more – all at your fingertips!


Accessing Entrepreneur’s Free Startup Resource Kit is easy.



Simply visit: www.entrepreneur.com/guideoffer



and download to any windows or mac computer



You’ll find the following:

The Small Business Legal Toolkit

When your business dreams go from idea to reality, you’re suddenly faced with laws and regulations governing nearly every move you make. Learn how to stay in compliance and protect your business from legal action. In this essential toolkit, you’ll get answers to the “how do I get started?” questions every business owner faces along with a thorough understanding of the legal and tax requirements of your business.

Sample Business Letters

1000+ customizable business letters covering each type of written business communication you’re likely to encounter as you communicate with customers, suppliers, employees, and others. Plus a complete guide to business communication that covers every question you may have about developing your own business communication style.

Sample Sales Letters

The experts at Entrepreneur have compliled more than 1000 of the most effective sales letters covering introductions, prospecting, setting up appointments, cover letters, proposal letters, the all-important follow-up letter and letters covering all aspects of sales operations to help you make the sale, generate new customers and huge profits.
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Preface


Imagine creating the perfect business that allows you to work with someone you love, set your own hours and start making money with a minimal financial investment.

You’ve just found it. The book you’re holding is a blueprint for launching one of five hot businesses—businesses that are in demand because people universally put a high value on their pets and treat them as treasured members of their family. There are three pet service businesses discussed in this book, including pet sitting/walking, dog training and pet grooming; as well as two retail businesses, which include pet  food/treats, and upscale pet products. All of them appeal to the fundamental human need to take good care of their pets as well as the desire to shower them with lasting tokens of affection. At the same time, these ventures probably also appeal to a prospective pet-business owner like yourself because of your own love of animals. What better way to make a living?

There definitely is money to be made. According to a recent national pet owner survey, 69.1 million American households have at least one pet. So chances are excellent that people right in your own city or even your own neighborhood will be prospects for the services or products you offer. Take your business further afield by advertising, either through word-of-mouth, or in print or virtually, and you’ll expand your entrepreneurial horizons even further. Case in point: Cesar Millan, the worldrenowned dog behavior specialist (aka “dog whisperer”) found his calling as a child in the streets of Mexico, when he could always be found surrounded by packs of adoring dogs. After coming to the United States, his reputation grew thanks to some coveted media coverage, and he spun his unique “communion” with canines into a rewarding career. And you could, too!

OK, so maybe you won’t get your own cable TV show or national acclaim like Millan has, but entrepreneurial success definitely is possible, even when there’s a downturn in the economy. It does take commitment and patience, though, as well as enough start-up cash to work your way through the early phase of your new business, which is when income tends to be low. It also takes shrewd planning. So toward those ends, this book covers all of the steps necessary to establish a viable pet-focused small business, including:
• Determining the demand for your service or product, and crafting a dynamic marketing plan to reach prospective customers

• Establishing an effective business structure and naming your business

• Setting up an efficient home office

• Creating a viable business plan to serve as a roadmap to success

• Identifying business professionals who can help you reach your financial and business goals

• Purchasing the equipment and tools needed to ply your new trade

• Buying or leasing a building for a retail pet business

• Purchasing, storing, and tracking the merchandise you sell

• Harnessing the power of the internet so you can sell your products and services without the expense of a bricks-and-mortar location

• Manufacturing pet products and food

• Recognizing when it’s time to hire employees and how to do it

• Advertising your business to attract customers 


• Generating positive press for free

• Managing your finances and understanding the relationship between income and expenses





Another important part of this how-to book is the advice you’ll find from successful, experienced pet industry professionals. Their comments and stories appear throughout this book, and will give you special insight into the issues that can impact your fledgling business. But what you won’t find here is a discussion of industryspecifics like how to train dogs or how to give a pet a to-die-for clip job. We’re assuming you already have those skills, or you plan to get some hands-on training from a qualified practitioner. What you will find is an affordable, fast-track route to establishing a pet business that can reap big “kennel rations.” So dig in. You’re in for a pawsitively exciting journey!





1


Barking Up the Right Tree


When you think back to your childhood, is there a warm and fuzzy memory of a four-footed or winged companion in whom you confided your deepest secrets? Do you gaze into pet-store windows and vicariously tickle the puppies under the chin? Or have you ever considered buying a sweater  for your horse, some galoshes for your cat, or some Armor All for your armadillo? If so, then you understand what it means to be a pet lover—and that’s probably why you’re interested in starting a career in the pet-care industry.

As you no doubt know, we Americans are in love with our pets. In 2004, we spent $34.5 billion on our cats, dogs, birds, fish, horses, and other pets, according to the American Pet Products Association (APPA). In 2005, that figure was expected to jump by another $1.4 billion, continuing a decade-long trend of pet-spending increases.

This is good news for aspiring pet-business owners like you. No matter whether you’re interested in providing hands-on pet care or selling pet products like toys, food, and treats, the prospects for success in a pet-care business are excellent. It’s easy to see why when you take a look at the APPMA’s breakdown of the estimated $35.9 billion in 2005 sales across pet product and service categories:





	
Category 
	
Estimated 2005 Spending 



	Food
	$14.5 billion



	Supplies/medicine
	$8.8 billion



	Veterinary care
	$8.6 billion



	Live-animal sales
	$1.6 billion



	Pet services (grooming and boarding)
	$2.4 billion





“The strong growth in the [pet-care] industry demonstrates what an important role pets are playing in the lives of Americans,” says Bob Vetere, APPA COO and managing director. “They have become a part of the family. Spending across all sectors, from pet food and veterinarian care to toys and treats, reflects what lengths we are willing to go to for our pets.”

As a result of this desire to pamper and spoil those pets, pet-care businesses are playing an increasingly important role in the lives of pet owners. Busy people rely on these professionals to look after their pets while they’re away at work or on vacation. They turn to pet-care services for care they may not feel qualified to provide themselves, such as grooming and training. They also buy pet food and toys at specialty shops or online and turn to the internet to search for retailers far and wide that carry the things that will appeal to their little darlings’ palate or sense of fun.
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Fun Fact

Presidential pets have their own museum in Washington, DC. More than 1,500 artifacts and photos of famous pets, ranging from George Washington’s horse, Nelson, to President and Mrs. Bush’s Scottish terrier, Barney, are on display in this charming museum. The Presidential Pet Museum is located 19 miles from the White House on Route 4.




It’s a Zoo Out There


A lot of people think of dogs and cats when the subject of pet care comes up. But Americans keep any number of pets in their homes, and unless you’re a dog trainer or pet groomer, you’re likely to encounter some of these animals at one time or another. To illustrate, the American Pet Products Association (APPA) breaks down pet ownership in the United States as follows:



	
Animal 
	
Total in U.S. 



	Cat
	90.5 million



	Dog
	73.9 million



	Other small animal
	18.2 million



	Bird
	16.6 million



	Reptile
	11.0 million







In addition, the APPMA estimates there are 139 million freshwater fish and 9.6 million saltwater fish swimming around in tanks or ponds in or around U.S. homes.



It’s not hard to figure out why pets are so pampered and integral to people’s lives. They bring us joy, they love us unconditionally, and they even lower our blood pressure and give us a sense of well-being. They also fill the aching void left when children leave the nest or a spouse dies; for childless couples, a pet is “someone” on whom to lavish affection and gifts. Many people consider their pets their “kids,” and even relate to them better than they do to people!

This love of pets is also often the reason why people decide to start pet-care businesses. “We started our business with the intent to help animals and to point people in the right direction to help animals,” says John Zambelli, owner of NaturesPet.com, an online pet-food business in Elmwood Park, New Jersey, that specializes in all-natural pet food. “By feeding pets properly, you give them a good shot at a healthful life. This type of business was the right thing to do for us, and we knew the money would follow.”

In this book, we give you the advice you need to start one of five different types of pet-products and pet-service businesses that are in demand today: pet sitting/dog walking, dog training, pet grooming, pet-food sales, and upscale pet products. Each of these businesses can be started as homebased enterprises with a fairly low financial investment. Two can be started as strictly internet businesses to really keep costs low. And all of them  can be launched and run successfully by the owner, without any assistance from employees—at least until the time comes when you want to grow and expand the business beyond what you can personally handle.

The information and advice you’ll find in this book relates strictly to the business side of running a pet-care business. In case you do happen to need instruction in the specialized skills necessary to groom cats and dogs or train them to be well-mannered, we’ve included contact information in the Appendix for a number of professional organizations and schools you can explore.

Read on for a look at the five types of pet-care businesses discussed in this book.




Pet Sitting/Dog Walking 

If you are charmed by all things furred, feathered and finned, this is the profession for you. As a professional pet sitter, you will care for people’s pets while they’re away, either for the day or for longer periods like during vacations or business trips. Pet sitters play with their charges, feed them, brush them, and possibly give them medication or injections. They often offer other services to make life easier for their customers, like cleaning up accidents and changing cat litter boxes, bringing in newspapers and mail, watering plants and taking out trash.

Dog walkers take pooches out for their daily constitutional one or more times a day, either individually or in small groups. In some cities across the United States, like New York, dog walking alone can be a booming business. But it’s actually more common for dog walkers to offer additional services, including playing with and feeding pets, bringing in newspapers and mail, and turning lights on and off.

Both pet sitting and dog walking are still in their infancy as recognized professions. According to an industry expert, only 3 percent of households nationally use a pet sitter or dog walker. Even so, that adds up to 50 million to 60 million visits annually, according to the same source—and that number is on the rise. In fact, the outlook for pet sitters and dog walkers has never been better. Some estimates put the number of bonded and insured pet-sitter businesses nationwide at 10,000 (regrettably, there are no stats on the number of dog walkers).
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Bright Idea

When selling services like pet sitting, dog walking, and in-home dog training to new clients, offer to provide a list of references, even if your business is bonded. Giving a key to and allowing a stranger (you) into their homes while they’re away will make clients understandably nervous, and being able to check your references will put their minds at ease.



Just a few decades ago, these two professions didn’t even exist. Instead, people relied   on neighbors to watch and water their pets while they were away on vacation, or they dropped them off at kennels. But all that changed in the ’70s with a decrease in stayat-home moms available to let the dog out or take the cat to the vet. Also, young couples began postponing their plans to have a family in favor of establishing their careers and often adopted pets to fill the void. Finally, an upsurge in business travel that started in the ’80s and continues today also contributed to the need for the services of a pet-sitting or dog-walking professional.

The field is wide open, so now is a great time to jump in with both paws…uh, feet!




Dog Training 

Part instruction, part psychology, the field of dog training requires great people skills as well as a love of canines. Dog trainers will tell you that you’re not just training the pooches—you’re also training the folks who live with them. So you have to be able to talk to them kindly, deal with them patiently, and reinforce their behavior—then do the same with their furry friends. While a background in psychology can be helpful, a true love of both people and pets and a desire to help them goes a long way to ensure success in this career.

People have been training dogs professionally for decades, although the training wasn’t always done humanely. Prior to World War I, trainers used patience and rewards to school dogs. But with the war came the need for a lot of four-footed “soldiers” who could work in the trenches alongside human handlers. The military often used harsh techniques to train the animals they needed quickly—techniques that included choke chains, punishment, and fear.

But in the ’70s, a trainer who would become a legend began to teach people how to use kinder and gentler techniques to train animals. Barbara Woodhouse, an Irish dog trainer, believed there were no bad dogs, only inexperienced owners, and espoused the use of rewards and treats to train pets. Her 1982 book, No Bad Dogs: The Woodhouse Way, became a classic.
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Fun Fact

The American Pet Products Association says the top four pet-industry trends for 2008 will be: new pet products by big name companies (Omaha Steaks, Harley Davidson, and Old Navy), hotels with pet-friendly policies, dental products as well as self-flushing litter boxes, and luxury items to spoil your pet.



By the late ’80s, there was a resurgence of a type of training that had been invented 30 years before. Largely due to the efforts of animal behaviorists Karen Pryor and Gary Wilkes, clicker training made a comeback. It uses a small mechanical device that serves as both a conditioned reinforcer and a signal that a reward is coming later.   Although clicker training was initially ridiculed by trainers, “click and treat” training is now the standard in modern dog training, or as Wilkes says, “the first major improvement in dog training in about 15,000 years.”


Running with the Alpha Dogs


Barbara Woodhouse may have been one of the first to theorize in her seminal 1980s book that there are “no bad dogs,” only inexperienced owners. But it took an immigrant from Mexico with an engaging smile and dark hair wing-tipped with silver to make canine behavior modification into an art form.

Dog behavior specialist Cesar Millan—known popularly as The Dog Whisperer—has hosted his own shown on the National Geographic cable network since 2004. During each episode, Millan demonstrates various techniques for rehabilitating dogs who are aggressive, phobic, frightened, or just plain insecure.

The show is wildly popular—even among viewers who don’t own dogs—because of Millan’s unique gift for “connecting” with dogs and teaching their owners how to become the “pack leader” their pet innately needs. But this is a technique that entails much more than teaching a dog basic tricks like how to stay or sit. Rather, it involves being a “dog counselor” who corrects unwanted behavior by setting boundaries the pet’s owner may have previously been unable to establish.

The sheer popularity of Millan’s show is a good indication that there is a need for dog whisperers, which means there’s an opportunity for dog trainers like you to specialize in training animals with behavioral problems. While a cursory review of the internet did not turn up any credentialed or certified “dog whisperer” schools, there are quite a few books in print by experts like veterinarian Dr. Ian Dunbar that discuss canine behavior modification. It also should be noted that many dog behavior specialists do not agree with Millan’s methods. Still, if you’re interested in creating a niche for your new dog training business, becoming a dog whisperer might be a good way to build your business.



While there are no statistics on the number of dog trainers in the country because the profession is not licensed, the Association of Pet Dog Trainers has about 5,000 members. And with an estimated 74 million dogs in America, there’s lots of room for good trainers to enter the field.


Pet Grooming 

From bathing and clipping to tying bows and cleaning ears, the nation’s approximately 50,000 to 70,000 pet groomers do more than just change pets’ appearances—they also make them feel better both physically and psychologically. The loving touch of a groomer can calm a skittish pet, reassure a frightened pet, and make a well-adjusted pet wriggle with pleasure. In addition, groomers are often the first to notice that a pet has a skin condition, ear mites, or other medical issues that should be brought to the attention of a veterinarian.

In addition to having a true love of animals and enough physical strength to lift big animals onto grooming tables and into tubs, groomers must be behaviorists who know how to handle biters and scratchers. They also need the same kind of patience and good humor when relating to pet owners, so a general love of humankind is a necessary trait for a groomer.

Of all the businesses discussed in this book, pet grooming is undoubtedly the oldest. While records of dog-grooming parlors date only to 19th-century England, it’s pretty apparent from paintings by the masters and others that dogs have been groomed for many centuries (the evidence can be found in 14th-century paintings that depict what might be assumed to be coiffed pets sitting at the feet of their masters and mistresses). But it wasn’t until the 1893 publication of the book Ashmont’s Kennel Secrets that recommendations for washing and grooming were spelled out in detail.

Kennels started the modern trend toward grooming by washing and fluffing pets in their care so they could be returned fresh and sweet-smelling to their owners. When grooming tools like electric clippers and other modern supplies debuted in the late 1940s, the practice began to gain a foothold in mainstream America. But it wasn’t until the explosion in pet ownership that occurred in the mid 1950s that grooming services became less of a luxury and more of a necessity. Since the ’80s, there has been another boom in pet grooming, largely for the same reasons that pet sitting and dog walking have become so popular.

While many groomers choose to establish their businesses in a building, it’s possible to do the work out of a salon set up in your home. (You can either have pet owners drop off their animals or you can pick them up yourself.) A third possibility is to set up a mobile business that brings the salon right to your customer’s home. This type of business operates out of a specially outfitted van that has the same equipment and offers the same services as a site-based shop.

There are several companies that offer mobile turnkey franchises that can make it even easier to establish your business. They provide everything from specially equipped mobile vans to sales and marketing support. For the purposes of this book, we will assume you are planning to establish your own grooming business rather than purchasing a franchise. But in case you’d like to explore the possibility, you’ll find  contact information for some mobile franchises in the Appendix.
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Bright Idea

The pet industry is such big business that there are ad agencies that specialize in animal product marketing, public relations, and animal welfare promotion. Two to check out are Orca Communications Unlimited of Phoenix (orcacommunications .com) and Animal Voices of Davis, California (animal voices.com).



Demand for pet groomers is expected to rise 12 percent by 2010, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Petgroomer.com, the industry’s largest internet resource, reports that career opportunities are nearly endless because there are more than 4,000 dogs and cats for every U.S. grooming business—making this a great time to be considering this field.


Pet Food/Treats 

Whether it’s bricks-and-mortar or virtual, a pet store that specializes solely in pet food and treats can be a great moneymaker. Many pet owners today are willing to spend top dollar to buy the best of everything for their “fur children,” including food and treats. Your challenge, then, is to find a niche, such as all-natural food products, and offer a wide assortment so you can position yourself as a leading provider of these items.

And you’ll have plenty of products to choose from. There are all-natural (that is, human-grade) foods, specialty foods for diabetic pets or pets with kidney problems, and raw-food diets, as well as food for pet birds, livestock, and exotic animals like snakes. There are even bakeries that specialize in making dog biscuits and other tasty treats. In addition, some pet-food stores choose to stock other pet-related products, like collars and leashes. Whether you should do so, too, depends on how much you can afford to sink into your inventory and how much room you have to stash the products until they’re purchased or shipped out.

According to statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau, there were 15,890 pet and supply establishments in 2001 (the latest year for which data is available), with sole proprietorships numbering 7,945. The Census Bureau doesn’t capture information about how many of these establishments are internet-based, but you can be sure that no matter how many there were then, the number is growing now because an online store is such a cost-effective way to start a pet-food business. There’s virtually no building overhead if you work out of your home, and it’s possible to make arrangements with manufacturers to drop-ship product (that is, arrange shipping directly from the manufacturer to your customer) so you don’t even have to store and ship the product yourself. All you need is a merchant account to accept credit card payments or a PayPal account, and you can ship products all over the world.

The cost to establish a site-based store obviously is higher, but it may be the right choice for you. By specializing in one type of product, you can keep the store fairly  simple (basically, four walls with shelves). The key will be to find a good location and the right product mix, as well as a great staff to assist you when it comes to keeping the business running.

The pet-food industry has come a long way since the first processed food for dogs was invented in 1860 by James Spratt of Cincinnati, who was inspired to make biscuits when he observed canines gobbling up the hardtack discarded by sailors in seaports. His Spratt’s Patent Meat Fibrine Dog Cakes were made of wheat, vegetables and other ingredients, and were quickly copied by other enterprising dog-food companies.

Prior to that time, pets in urban areas were fed scraps from their masters’ tables, as well as raw meat. (In fact, people of great means and royalty often fed their pets specialty diets that were delicately seasoned to appeal to their finicky palates.) But a shift away from table food occurred during the lean years following the Depression when people needed less expensive ways to feed their animals. As a result, home diets began to contain less meat and more grains and cereal, a trend that was replicated in the canned dog food that debuted in the 1940s. Dry dog-food pellets became available after World War II and consisted of either biscuit or crumbled biscuit (known as kibble). Then the Purina Co. took dry dog food to a new level in the 1950s when it invented a way to process dog-food pellets that were larger in size yet lighter in weight. This saved money for the manufacturer while giving the appearance that consumers were getting more food for their money.

In 1969, the pet-food industry did an about-face on the subject of all-meat diets. A researcher at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine said too much protein was harmful to dogs and recommended fortifying their diets with nutrients and carbohydrates. This ushered in the age of nutritionally complete diets, and since then, specialty diets for “patients” with kidney, heart, and other diseases, as well as food for pets in various life stages, have become common and give pet-food shoppers a wide range of meal choices for their four-footed friends.
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Stat Fact

Thinking about taking your pet-products company online? That could mean big business. Americans spent $66.5 billion online in 2005, according to comScore Networks, a global information provider and consultancy—up 29 percent from the previous year. Nearly $16 billion of that amount was attributable to holiday season sales.



In recent years, there has been a lot of controversy about pet-food ingredients, with accusations that they are not wholesome and nutritious. For this reason, a number of companies now manufacture all-natural products, while others have duplicated the raw-food diets of yesteryear and market them as the ultimate in all-natural diets. In any event, pet food has come a long way, and you’ll need to do some basic research to figure out exactly what your business niche should be.


Upscale Pet Products 

The urge to splurge on pet clothes, toys, and other goodies has been around for a while now. But ever since Hollywood starlets started carrying their pooches around in designer bags and tucking them in to sleep under silk comforters on custom-made beds (and getting press for doing so), the upscale pet-products industry has exploded. Doting owners can now adorn their pets with rhinestone tiaras, pearl collars, and cashmere coats. They can wheel them around in luxury strollers or tuck them into glove-soft leather totes.

As with a pet-food business, it’s possible to sell products entirely through a website. But you could also sell exclusively to retail outlets like pet boutiques or pet stores. Or you can open your own retail location. If you establish a store and your product mix is truly exclusive and expensive, you’ll probably be more successful if you open in a resort area, in or near an upscale neighborhood (can you say, “Rodeo Drive?”), or in an exclusive mall. The rent in such locations may be very pricey, but it will be worth it when you reach people with a lot of discretionary income and the desire to lavish it on their best friend(s). Some of these business owners choose to manufacture the products they sell, which you’ll find out later isn’t as difficult as it might seem. “Manufacturing gives you more control,” says Exton, Pennsylvania, pet-product manufacturer Joyce Reavey. “I know I won’t run out of inventory, and I always know what the quality is like. That’s important to me.”


Meet the Experts 

In addition to the in-depth business information and statistics contained in this book, you’ll find a lot of comments and insight straight from the mouths of pet-care business owners who generously agreed to be interviewed for this project. They have commented on everything from advertising to financing, and plenty in between. They’ve also agreed to serve as a resource for you in the future if you ever are stumped by a particular situation or if you have specific questions that can only be answered by someone with field experience. You’ll find their contact information in the Appendix. These pet-care business experts include:
• Teoti Anderson. The owner of Pawsitive Results LLC, a Lexington, South Carolina, dog-training business started in 2001, is also president of the Association of Pet Dog Trainers and an award-winning writer who has published three dog-training books.

• Susan Benesh. The owner of VIPoochy, a wholesale/retail distributor of upscale pet products founded in 2002 in Columbia, South Carolina, designs and manufactures the products she sells. In addition to her pet business, she also has an etiquette consulting business. 


• Jennifer Boniface (“Aunt Jeni”). The owner of Aunt Jeni’s Home Made in Temple Hills, Maryland, is a nutritionist and manufacturer of natural raw-food products for dogs. This multifaceted entrepreneur has a bachelor’s degree in animal science and a master’s degree in animal nutrition, which qualify her to do the formulation and design of the products she has manufactured since 1997.

• Diane Burchard. The owner of Teca Tu—a Paws-Worthy Emporium & Deli, an upscale pet-products store and wholesaler in Santa Fe, New Mexico—began as a wholesaler in 1989 who manufactured her own branded pet apparel, neckwear, bowls, and treats, then gained retail experience via her previous 400-square-foot import business. Teca Tu was named the Upscale Pet Boutique of the Year by Pet Products News in 2002.
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Fun Fact

In the 1940s, Ed Lowe, inventor of Tidy Cat kitty litter, attended cat shows and cleaned hundreds of litter boxes every day in exchange for booth space to display his clay-based product. His first bags of cat litter, which he packaged by hand in 1947, were simple brown bags of clay with the words “Kitty Litter” written on them.





• Jamie Damato. The founder and training director of AnimalSense—Canine Behavior and Training in Oak Park, Illinois, holds a bachelor’s degree with majors in psychology and communications and has extensive experience working with animals. She founded and operated Out-U-Go Pet Care Services, a pet-sitting business, in 1996, then sold the business to David Lipschultz (see bio, below) before establishing her training business. She’s a certified dog trainer and behavior consultant who has worked with more than 12,000 dogs and trained about 7,000. She discusses dogs on the airwaves as a frequent guest on ABC 7 News Chicago.

• Leonard Green. The president of the Green Group—an entrepreneurial consulting firm in Woodbridge, New Jersey—founded the holistic pet-food company The Blue Buffalo Co. in 2002. Annual sales for this subsidiary—one of 14 companies under the Green Group—were a staggering $6 million in 2004, thanks to landing a significant piece of business with PetSmart.

• David Lipschultz. The owner of Out-U-Go, an Oak Park, Illinois, pet-sitting business, also owns Urban Tailblazers, a Chicago-based dog-walking and pet-care service provider. Lipschultz bought Out-U-Go from Jamie Damato (see bio, above) in 1996, then bought Urban Tailblazers in 2000 because the first company was running so well he needed a new challenge. He says he’s always been a big animal person but did a number of different things, including managing a restaurant, before he fell into pet sitting as a profession. Now he can’t imagine doing anything else. 


• Dan MacDonald. The owner of Fantastic Dog and Cat Sitting Service in Seattle provides walking and sitting services, as well as overnight boarding for dogs. He’s been in business since 1998 and holds a bachelor’s degree in psychology, which he says helps when he screens and interviews clients.

• Barbara Menutes. The owner of Barbara’s Cat Grooming in Houston has more than 12 years’ experience grooming cats and dogs. She also has a long history of animal care, having started as kennel help in a pet shop bathing puppies at age 16, then working her way up to bather and brusher before learning how to groom. Menutes specializes in grooming hard-to-handle animals.

• Amanda Miller. Miller is the co-owner of Poochie of Beverly Hills with her partner and mother, Cathy Jackson. Founded in 2001, the online company is based in Scottsdale, Arizona, and sells high-end pet beds to specialty boutiques, gift stores, and furniture stores. Miller and Jackson design the beds, select fabrics and trims, and oversee production at the furniture manufacturer that makes their products. Miller holds an associate degree in manufacturing, while Jackson has a bachelor’s degree in interior design.

• Joyce Reavey. The owner of Pawsitively Posh—a designer, manufacturer, and online wholesaler of upscale pet beds and other products in Exton, Pennsylvania—is an award-winning doll and jewelry designer who started her pet business in 2004 after being laid off from a 20-year career in doll designing with Franklin Mint. She has taken courses in fine arts and design over the course of her career and says her business is the perfect place to use both her design and management skills.

• Jerry Wentz. The owner of Homesitters of Raleigh, in Raleigh, North Carolina, since 1985 is also president of the board of directors of the National Association of Professional Pet Sitters and an arbitrator with the Eastern North Carolina Better Business Bureau.

• John Zambelli. The co-owner with his wife, Diane, of NaturesPet.com—an online pet-food business in Elmwood Park, New Jersey—has more than 30 years of experience in the retail and direct marketing industries. He established NaturesPet.com in 1996 as a part-time business when he discovered there weren’t many holistic pet foods he could feed to his dog. After the company he was working with “turned into dust,” as he puts it, he made a huge career shift and joined NaturesPet.com on a full-time basis.





So are you ready to make your mark on pet care? Then turn the page and let’s get started.
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Pet Sitting/ Dog Walking


Imagine a job where you get paid to play and romp with God’s littlest creatures every day, spend time outside in the park, and set your own work pace depending on your personal goals and needs—and do it all with minimal overhead and expenses. Those are some of the benefits of a career as a pet sitter or dog walker.

According to educational association Pet Sitter International (PSI), professional pet sitting is one of the fastest-growing homebased service businesses in the United States. And it’s not hard to figure out why. People are busier than ever. Both single people and partners in two-career marriages or relationships may have jobs that take them away from home on business, or they work long hours that keep them occupied elsewhere for extended periods of time each day. Rather than just leaving beloved pets on their own for many hours at a time, some people engage the services of an in-home pet sitter or walker to care for their pets in their absence.

That’s where you come in. Take a love of animals, add a pinch of business skill, and stir in a knack for managing details, and you can be a tailblazer—uh, make that trailblazer—in an exciting new industry. The field is wide open for new entrepreneurs like you to build a business you enjoy that can support you and your family. That is, as long as you don’t mind working days, nights, weekends and holidays—in short, any time other people need you so they can take vacations, business trips, and so on.

Despite the fact that you get to play with friendly little animals as part of your job, being a pet sitter or walker isn’t just a stroll in the park. Experienced sitters/walkers will tell you that the pace can be frenetic, and a lot of stamina is necessary to keep up with the requirements of the job. Depending on the number of regular clients you have, you could find yourself working a shift that far exceeds eight hours, which is why some pet sitters find themselves hiring part-time help relatively soon after establishing the business. But of course, the more work you have, the more successful your business will be.




Earnings Potential 

So how much can you earn? Pet sitter Jerry Wentz of Raleigh, North Carolina, says it really depends on where you’re doing business and how many visits you physically can make in a day. “You can make this business whatever you want it to be and earn as much as you want,” says Wentz, who in addition to running his pet-sitting company serves as president of the board of directors of the National Association of Professional Pet Sitters (NAPPS). “I know many people who have no other means of support for their family other than a pet-sitting business, but you have to make sure you start your business in a place where there’s a good demand. If you do that, it’s possible to make a good living.”

Someone who provides day dog-walking services in New York City, for example, can easily charge $25 a walk, while in a small town, you may only be able to charge $10 per visit—and some clients may balk at that. Add on some part-time staffers, and your earning potential rises quickly.

So here’s an easy way to estimate what you might make. Using a figure of $16 per visit, which Wentz says is the national average for pet sitters, determine how many visits  per day you think you can handle. If you’re planning to service just one or two communities, you should be able to make more visits in a day because your travel time between homes will be shorter. So let’s say you can handle eight 25-minute visits a day. Here’s the math:
8 visits x $16/visit = $128 per day

$128 x 5 days/week = $640 per week

$640 x 50 weeks (two weeks off for good behavior!) = $32,000 per yeary





Bump that up to 10 visits per day at $18 an hour, and you’ll earn $45,000 per year. Add two more visits per day at the same rate, and you’re up to $54,000. And if you’re in New York where the cost of living is higher and people don’t blink at $10 cups of hotel joe, those 12 daily walks at $25 each will earn you the princely sum of $75,000.

Incidentally, it’s customary to charge an additional $1 to $3 for each extra animal in the same household, which of course would improve your bottom line. For instance, a sitter who charges $18 a visit for one pet would charge $19 to $21 for a two-pet household, $20 to $24 for a three-pet household, and so on. And we’re also talking crossspecies pet sitting here—one dog and two cats, for instance, would be a three-pet-household visit.


Winding Down


While there’s no doubt that starting a business requires a lot of personal sacrifices, one thing you absolutely must not toss away is all your personal downtime. It’s easy to get burned out when you’re launching any new business, let alone one that requires you to be on the job evenings, weekends, and holidays. Experienced pet sitters and dog walkers recommend building time off right into your schedule, whether it’s for activities like a family wedding or your kids’ Little League games or simply to unwind at the end of long days spent feeding and exercising man’s (and woman’s) best friends.

After you set up your schedule, stick to it. Naturally there will be times when you’ll want to help out a favorite client who unexpectedly needs a pet sitter, but for the most part, you should guard that downtime with your life because your sanity depends on it. Instead of spreading yourself too thin, try developing a network of trusted local pet sitters or trained helpers who can help you preserve that precious time off.



However much you charge, pet sitters like David Lipschultz in Oak Park, Illinois, strongly recommend taking some of that money back out of the business in the form of a salary. “You are an employee of the business and as such you’re a business expense,” he says. “I’ve seen friends with small businesses put every dollar back into the business, and as a result they really don’t know how much the business is worth.”

Lipschultz said he doesn’t take a big salary—only as much as the accountant says he can take and an amount that shows the IRS that his business is sound and legal. Also, having a salary and being able to produce a pay stub is necessary if you ever need financing for anything from a car to a home.




A Day in the Life 

As a pet sitter or dog walker, the lion’s share of your business workday will, of course, be taken up with animal care you’ll provide in your clients’ homes. The number of times you’ll visit a home in a single day will depend on the type of animal you’re servicing. For instance, cats usually require one to two visits a day, while dogs will need two to four visits—each of these visits incurs an additional charge. The average visit is about 20 to 25 minutes.

Although many pet sitters specialize in the care of just one or two types of pets, like cats and dogs, some provide basic care for a wider range of animals, including birds, cats, fish, reptiles, and other small animals like ferrets. Some pet sitters even specialize in the care of farm animals like horses.

Among the things pet sitters typically will do during a home visit are:
• Play with and walk pets

• Feed pets and provide fresh water

• Scoop and/or change cat litter

• Give medication and/or injections (like insulin shots and fluid therapy)

• Lavish love and attention on pets





In addition, pet sitters often provide additional services that have less to do with the pets themselves and more to do with their environment. Some of these services may include collecting mail, packages, and newspapers, checking the exterior of the home to make sure all is secure, setting the alarm system properly, and watering plants. Finally, pet sitters may offer pet taxi services (usually to and from the   vet), vacation house sitting (i.e., actually living in the house with the pets while the owners are away overnight), and pet-waste removal.
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Dollar Stretcher

Instead of buying plastic bags for disposing of animal waste, use the small plastic bags you get from the grocery store. Not only is the price right (free), the plastic handles can be tied together to close the bag securely so you don’t have to worry about using twist ties.



People who specialize in dog walking usually provide general care like exercising, walking and playing with pets, and checking food and water levels. Dog walkers normally don’t administer medication or do any of the specialized jobs a pet sitter may take on because they’re usually in and out of clients’ homes so quickly. But as a courtesy they make sure all is well in clients’ homes. For example, if a pet knocked over a potted plant the dog walker would sweep up the mess so the pooch in his or her care wouldn’t get hurt.
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Smart Tip

The average 25-minute visit for either a pet sitter or a dog walker gives you plenty of time for walking, feeding, playing, and providing lots of affection. It’s especially important to talk to the pets—if their owners are away on vacation or business, yours will be the only voice they’ll hear during those lonely days on their own.



Pet care aside, you’ll also have a fair number of business-related activities you’ll need to attend to on a daily basis to keep the business operation running smoothly. On a typical day, you’ll take phone calls from prospective clients or answer e-mails with requests for information, then schedule those who are interested in using you. You’ll meet with prospective clients and their pets in their homes so you can assess whether the pet (and its owner!) seems friendly enough to work with. Advertising and marketing to attract new business will take up some of your time, as will networking to develop relationships with veterinarians, pet-supply store owners and other pet-related business owners who could be a source of referrals. You’ll be in charge of your business’s finance department, which means you’ll send out monthly invoices and reconcile your accounts as payments are received. Finally, when your business grows to the point where you need the assistance of a staff of part-time sitters or walkers to help service all your clients, you’ll have to devote some time every day to personnel administration tasks like scheduling, training and payroll.
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Beware!

If you’re planning to care for or board pets in your own home rather than your clients’, make sure you check the local and state regulations. Many municipalities restrict the number of pets you can have in your home at one time, while in some states, caring for more than three pets in your home means you’re running a kennel.



You also may choose to generate a contract for every customer you serve. Seattle pet sitter Dan MacDonald, who has a two-page contract that spells out his services and rates in detail, says, “I wouldn’t even go out of the house without a contract. People are too sue-happy.” Check out the sample contract on page 18 that you can use in your business or modify to meet you needs.


Sample Pet-Sitter Contract
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Smart Tip

A procedures manual is very helpful for training employees. Seattle pet sitter Dan MacDonald’s 25-page manual covers protocol (what to do with keys), behavior (no joking with homeowners), what to wear (no T-shirts with words), and how to interact with pets. Says MacDonald, “You need this to protect yourself.”






Equipment 

One of the beauties of going into business as a pet sitter or dog walker is that your equipment needs will be very modest. Naturally, you’ll need basic office furniture and supplies to outfit your office, as well as a reliable vehicle to get to and from your jobs, all of which we’ll discuss in greater detail in Chapter 10. Otherwise, all you’ll need to do your job will be a “toolkit,” such as a backpack, with a few inexpensive basics. These basics include a cat box scooper, a dustpan and short-handled brush, disposable gloves, disposable bags for bagging up animal waste, paper towels and antibacterial hand cleaner, and a flashlight for looking under furniture for elusive pets that disappear when you arrive. A big supply of dog and cat treats, as well as a pet carrier or pillowcase and towels for safely transporting animals to the vet, are also handy to have. Dog walkers will also need a poop scooper and disposable bags for cleaning up after the dogs do their business, and perhaps a leash or two (although it’s reasonable to expect the pet owner to provide the leash and harness). And that’s about it.

The homeowner is quite likely to have many of these items on hand already and no doubt will share. But you will look much more professional and prepared if you bring your own supplies and equipment—and, of course, your furry charges are much more likely to meet you enthusiastically at the door if they know you have treats in your pocket.




Getting Help 

When you launch your pet-sitting or dog-walking business, you’re likely initially to be a lone ranger who handles all the work. But experienced pet sitters will tell you that the only way to make the business grow is to hire help, since there’s obviously a limit to the number of pets you personally can service in one day. Business owners like Wentz don’t even do any pet care anymore—it’s all handled by part-time employees (22 of them in his case) who work three shifts that run from as early as 6 A.M. to as late as 10 P.M. With the right advertising and marketing efforts, you could get to that point sooner than you expect, so it pays to think ahead.

We’ll discuss how to hire employees in Chapter 13. For now, you’ll find it helpful to know that pet-sitter or dog-walker employees are usually paid about $4 to $6 per visit, which for a 25-minute visit works out to better than minimum wage. By the way, it’s not uncommon in this industry to give employees a percentage of the pet-sitting fee—from  40 percent to as much as 80 percent in some cases. But as Wentz says, “Why would anyone want to pay out that much [80 percent]? That sets you up for failure. Even in the NHL, payroll is only two-thirds of revenues. You need to have a lower rate of pay so you can add 20 percent to 25 percent on your payroll to cover expenses like workers’ comp, unemployment and Social Security.”




Setting Rates 

Setting a reasonable rate is always a tricky issue for new business owners. You don’t want to price your services too high because you could scare off potential clients, but you also don’t want to go too low because it will appear as though your work isn’t valuable. So here’s an easy way to come up with a rate. First, figure out how much money you need to earn to pay your bills. Let’s say you need $2,400 a month after taxes to cover your mortgage, utilities, and other living expenses. That means that if you’re a sole proprietor, you’d have to earn about $3,000 a month to cover your federal taxes (assuming you’re in the 20 percent tax bracket) and cover the household bills. If you charge $16 a visit (the national average), you’ll have to make 187.5 visits a month (or 9.375 visits a day if you work 20 days a month). If you charge $12 a visit, you’ll have to make 250 visits a month, or 12.5 visits a day. The question is, can you physically handle that many visits a day given the distance you’ll have to travel between clients? (Keep in mind those 12.5 visits might be to only six residences a day, since dogs and cats usually require two visits a day.) If not, you’ll have to make some adjustments either in your expected earning level or the logistics to make it work.




Startup Costs 

The cost to start a new pet-sitting or dog-walking business is quite low—no more than about $3,000 to $5,000, most of which is due to costs incurred when you set up your home office, order business cards, and so on. If you already have a computer or suitable office furniture, you can get under way for less. To give you an idea of what your business expenses may be, check out the “Sample Startup Costs” chart you’ll find on the next page, which is for a fictitious, one-person pet-sitting and dog-walking service. You’ll also find a worksheet on page 22 that you can use to start figuring your own costs.


Sample Startup Costs






	
Item 
	
Cost 



	Basic toolkit (treats, poop scooper, etc.)
	$50



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	$985



	Business licenses
	$20



	Phone (line installation charges)
	$40



	Utility deposits
	$0



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)
	$0



	Personalized polo shirts
	$0



	Magnetic sign
	$60



	Startup advertising
	$100



	Legal services
	$200



	Vehicle
	$0



	Insurance (annual cost)
	$500



	Market research
	$250



	Membership dues
	$140



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	$60



	Online service
	$20



	Website design
	$800



	Web hosting, domain name
	$90



	Subtotal
	$3,315



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	$332



	
Total 
	
$3,647 











Startup Costs Worksheet






	
Item 
	
Cost 



	Basic toolkit (treats, poop scooper, etc.)
	



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	



	Business licenses
	



	Phone (line installation charges)
	



	Utility deposits
	



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)
	



	Personalized polo shirts
	



	Magnetic sign
	



	Startup advertising
	



	Legal services
	



	Vehicle
	



	Insurance (annual cost)
	



	Market research
	



	Membership dues
	



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	



	Online service
	



	Website design
	



	Web hosting, domain name
	



	Subtotal
	



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	



	
Total 
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Dog Training


Dogs have been man’s (not to mention woman’s) best friend for tens of thousands of years, but during that time they haven’t always been models of good behavior. Our canine buddies bark excessively, howl, growl, bite, run away, get underfoot, jump up on people, sniff inappropriately, and exhibit a lot of other occasionally annoying behavior in the fulfillment of  their life’s work as ... well, dogs. But if you find dogs endearing no matter what they do and you have the patience and stamina to work with these sometimes unruly, always lovable pets every day, then you could have what it takes to be a dog trainer.

There are several career paths for dog trainers. The most common way to enter the field is as a pet-dog obedience trainer who teaches canines to be model citizens. Such trainers teach in group settings or one on one in either the pet owner’s home or a training facility (which can be homebased or site-based). One common type of group training that is utterly charming yet challenging at the same time is puppy training for “youngsters” that are at least four months old, but of course you also can offer group classes to teach new tricks to old dogs of any age.
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Smart Tip

Industry experts say it takes up to five years of study and hands-on dog training to become a capable entry-level trainer. For this reason it’s a good idea to apprentice with an experienced trainer and take as many hands-on workshops as you can to gain the competence you need to be successful in the field.



It’s also possible to become a dog trainer who prepares dogs for specialized work outside the realm of pet dog-dom. For instance, trainers are used to teach dogs to handle search-and-rescue missions, police work like tracking, individual and/or property protection work, bomb and narcotics detection, and service work (guide dogs, hearing dogs, therapy dogs, etc.). And, of course, the film and TV industries also use trainers to handle their canine stars.

Finally, you can enter this field as an animal behaviorist, which is a professional who studies animal function, development, and evolution of behavior. This is a scientific field that requires extensive education (often a master’s degree or a PhD), and increasingly these professionals are using their applied animal behavior expertise to train pet dogs. Degrees in psychology, like Oak Park, Illinois, trainer Jamie Damato has, can also be helpful when pursuing a career as a dog trainer.

Whichever career path you choose to follow, dog training can be exciting and challenging. Our mission in this chapter is to give you some background and tools to make that pathway a reality.




Basic Training 

Dog trainers practice their profession in many locations. Some open training facilities in their own homes and have pet owners drop off their canines for one-on-one sessions or group work, or they’ll work with both dog and owner in tandem. This type of business setup has low overhead and ensures a short commute to work for the trainer. Others go to clients’ homes for one-on-one sessions. Although it’s possible that the  owner will just want to teach Fido some manners, often training is requested to correct a behavioral problem, like biting or overcoming separation anxiety. Finally, some trainers offer sessions in a dedicated facility. This type of business has the highest overhead costs since you have to pay for rent or a mortgage, and it is the most likely type of business to have employees.

A trainer’s bag of teaching tricks will run the gamut from basic on-leash obedience training (sit, stay, come, heel, and so on) to behavior modification. Trainers often specialize in certain types of services—usually the ones they like doing best. Among the most common services are:


• On- and off-leash obedience

• Puppy obedience
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Fun Fact


Schutzhund (German for “protection dog”) is a sport that develops and trains dogs (usually German Shepherds) to make them useful and happy companions. Its intent is to demonstrate a dog’s intelligence, endurance, courage, and ability to scent. The sport focuses on tracking, obedience and protection, and makes Schutzhund-trained dogs perfect for police work.





• Competition obedience (handling techniques for obedience trials at competition)

• Full owner participation training (teaching the owner how to handle the pet)

• Pre-pet awareness (helping owners decide which breed would best fit their lifestyle)

• Hand signal and voice command training



Trainers also offer behavior consultations for problems like:
• Aggression (toward people and other dogs)

• Biting and nipping

• Fear biting (a response to fearful situations that make the dog bite to protect itself)

• Hyperactivity

• Digging and chewing

• Running away/roaming

• Anti-social behavior (including dog fighting in the home)

• Anxiety (such as separation anxiety)

• Fear of loud noises





Finally, trainers offer assistance with housebreaking and build confidence in shy and submissive pets.


Equipment 

Dog trainers use a wide variety of training tools to instill good behavior. These humane tools are used for positive reinforcement, not punishment, and some are  downright fun for dogs, owners and trainers alike!

Some commonly used equipment includes:
• Prong collar. This looks like a medieval torture device with its series of linking prongs, but some trainers use it because it replicates the way a mother dog reprimands her pups. It’s used to teach dogs to walk on a loose leash and to give motivational reinforcement when a dog steps out of line. It’s considered completely safe and humane because it fits to the exact size of the dog’s neck and won’t cut off its airway. Cost: about $10 to $18.
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Beware!

Always let someone (your spouse, significant other, parent, or adult child) know where you are when you’re conducting a private lesson in a client’s home. You may never run into a problem, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry. For the same reason, always carry a cell phone with you (set on vibrate).





• Gentle leader. This is a head halter that resembles the contraption used on horses’ heads. It buckles behind the head and doesn’t interfere with the dog’s ability to bark or drink water. It’s used to stop dogs from pulling and to prevent inappropriate sniffing behavior. Cost: about $18.

• Martingale collar. Similar to a slip collar (which slips over the head but can just as easily slip off), the Martingale has an extra loop of nylon on the main collar and an attached ring to which the leash is hooked. When the pet pulls, the main collar tightens enough to give the owner control without choking the dog. Cost: about $10 to $16.

• Six-foot canvas leash. This is economical, easy to handle and a good length for teaching a dog to heel. Cost: from $5 for nylon; about $20 for leather.

• Clicker. When depressed, this simple tool emits a clicking sound. It’s used to reinforce positive behavior and is always followed by a treat (the real reinforcement). Cost: about $40 for a 50-pack.

• Assess-a-hand. Use this to test the reaction of aggressive dogs, fear biters, and nervous pets. It looks like a man’s arm covered by a shirtsleeve, and assesses whether the pet will lash out or bite to defend its food, avoid being leashed, or otherwise protect itself. Cost: $20.

• Tether. This short, plastic-coated wire has clips on each end, one of which is attached to the dog’s collar and the other to a fixed point, like a stake in the ground. It is helpful as a housebreaking aid because dogs won’t soil in the area where they’re confined. (But, of course, it should never be used when the dog is unattended.) Cost: about $17.

• Taste deterrents. These unpleasant tasting spray or cream foams deter pets from licking, biting, or chewing inappropriately. Cost: about $5. 


• Treats. Trainers usually have more than one type of this ultimate teaching aid on hand because not all dogs will like the same one. Like human treats, dog treats can be loaded with salt and sugar, so be sure to read the label.

• Kong. A hard, heavy-duty rubber toy shaped like a three-tier snowman, it has a small hole on the top and a larger one at the bottom that can be filled with kibble or other food treats like dog sausages and even peanut butter. In addition to being plain fun for dogs to chew on in an attempt to get to the surprise inside, Kongs are great for keeping a dog with separation anxiety busy or for distracting it when there’s company in the house. Trainers love them because they’re so stimulating for the animal. Cost: around $6 to $9 each, plus $4 per package for liver treats to stuff inside.

• Toys. Frisbees, sticks, and other toys can be used to reinforce behavior for dogs that don’t respond to food treats. As with dog “yummies,” keep the toys nearby while training for immediate reinforcement of appropriate behavior.





As you can see, these tools are not specialty items available only to trainers—they can be purchased in any retail pet store. But carrying them in your training facility or your mobile “office” (that is, your vehicle) when making house calls can be a great way to earn extra income. According to some trainers, the Kong alone is a great item to carry—virtually every pet owner who sees how it keeps his or her pet occupied and happy will want one (and some treats to stuff it with). And, of course, you’ll need some of these items to use in your business. You can pretty much get everything you need for less than $100.

One final thing you might consider investing in is some type of uniform for yourself and your employees, if applicable. A collared shirt (no T-shirts—too casual) with your name embroidered on the left breast or the pocket will give you a professional appearance. They’re not very expensive—they can cost as little as $14 each from a company like Amsterdam Printing—and you can order as few as six at a time. We’ve included a few resources in the Appendix that you can explore.


A Day in the Life 

While the main part of your workday will be devoted to prepping puppies and their older cousins so they’ll mind their manners, being a business owner also means that you’ll have to attend to a lot of administrative details. Some of the tasks you can expect to handle on a daily basis will include:
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Bright Idea

Trainers typically give the owners in group classes homework to do with their pets between classes. To make the lessons learned “stick,” write a description of the behavior learned in class, reiterate the most important points about what was learned, and give some pointers on how the owner should work with his or her pet to reinforce the behavior.




• Office administration. Answering the phone, opening mail, handling accounts payable/receivable, paying the bills, processing credit card payments

• Customer service. Scheduling appointments, meeting with prospective clients, giving tours of your training facility

• Purchasing. Buying supplies for the business (office supplies, training supplies) and products for resale (leashes, collars, pet treats, etc.)

• Cultivating professional relationships. Touching base with veterinarians and local busi ness owners who could be the source of future referrals
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Bright Idea

Promotional items like pens, magnets, and memo pads imprinted with your business name and contact information are a great way to spread the news fast about your new business. And don’t forget clickers. Have them personalized and give them to every person who takes clicker training with you.





• Personnel management. Hiring, overseeing the work of employees, making up work schedules, conducting performance evaluations




Getting Help 

Not every trainer will need or be able to afford a staff at the genesis of the business. But there may come a day when you’ll need assistance with tasks like office management, or you’ll need to hire assistant trainers because you have more pets to train than you can handle yourself. That can be a scary moment because employees are a lot of responsibility. But when you no longer have enough time to do the jobs you love and started the business to do, the time has come.
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Stat Fact

There are no reliable dogtrainer statistics available. That’s because, as Association of Pet Dog Trainers (APDT) president Teoti Anderson says, “Since you don’t have to be licensed, anyone can put out a shingle and claim to be a trainer!” What is known is that at 5,000 members, APDT is the largest association of dog trainers worldwide.



The types of employees you’ll need for your business may include a staff trainer or assistant trainer to help you with the group training activities and to handle one-on-one training overflow you don’t have time to do yourself; assistants to help during class; an office manager to oversee the actual running of the business (handling payroll, keeping the lights on, etc.); and possibly a receptionist to greet customers, offer coffee to waiting clients, and to call clients to remind them about appointments, and so on.

Hiring people experienced in any of these areas will make your life easier, especially in a busy business. When it comes to dog trainers, however, you’ll probably want to hire people  who already have the training and experience you need. For this reason, you can expect to pay these employees a higher wage. According to one industry insider, experienced trainers earn $20 to $40 an hour on a contract basis, although trainers like Jamie Damato prefer to pay a set fee per class, plus an incentive for every student enrolled. For instance, you might pay your trainer $200 for a six-week class, plus a $10 incentive for each student, which for a class with six students would add up to $260.


Dog-torate Degree


When all the good little girls and boys are ready to graduate from Obedience U., what could be more fun than to throw them a graduation party? Owners and dogs alike will love this activity, which can include timed games like relay races and fetch (to see who brings a ball back quickest), as well as games that show off a dog’s newly acquired skills, like a contest to determine which dog can do the most “sits.” Naturally, there should be prizes for the dogs who win, but every dog should go home with a goody bag or some other token like a small toy.

To make the occasion really special, have a dog parade in which each dog and its owner comes forward to accept a diploma. You can buy award certificates from office superstores that can be personalized on your computer. Affix a gold seal to the front of the certificates, tie them up with ribbons and present them with a flourish. After all, every good dog deserves a pat on the head and something for its trophy case!



And here’s some good news for your bottom line. According to Lexington, South Carolina, trainer Teoti Anderson, “Many beginning trainers apprentice for several years and pay for the privilege of working for an experienced trainer and learning the ropes. Others work for free so they can learn the business and art of training dogs.”

If you plan to do all the training yourself, you may still find it helpful to have assistance with general business activities, as Anderson does. She has had up to five assistants at a time, but she rotates them so she has just one per class. These assistants handle general duties like taking attendance, helping owners who are having difficulty in class, giving out handouts and fitting Gentle Leader head collars. These types of helpers can be paid minimum wage or a little better.

While there is no published data on salaries paid to administrative people who work specifically in the dog-training industry, there are general data available that can give you a pretty good idea of what to pay. For instance, the International Association of Administrative Professionals says that in 2005, receptionists earned from $19,800 to  $24,250 a year, while an office manager earned $28,000 to $35,250. Depending on the hours you keep, the amount of business you have, and the part of the country in which you work, you can adjust these figures up or down.
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Beware!

When scouting out possible training facilities, be on the lookout for potential pup distractions. Lexington, South Carolina, trainer Teoti Anderson recalls, “I once trained in a gym that had a walking track up on the second floor that circled the entire gym. It was quite a distraction once the dogs noticed the people ‘walking on the ceiling’!”




Earnings Potential 

The amount your business can earn will depend on a number of factors. To begin with, Anderson says it’s not uncommon for trainers to work part time on the side, as the majority of Association of Pet Dog Trainers members do, while holding a different full-time job. (In fact, that’s exactly what Anderson does.) So rather than guesstimating how much a new trainer could earn over the course of a year, she offers these typical work scenarios and rates:

In-home private lessons are generally priced higher, both because the trainer must travel to the client’s home and because he or she is accommodating the client’s schedule. This type of one-on-one training is often necessary to address a specific issue, like aggression, fearful behavior, or separation anxiety. Because of these special circumstances, and because there can be liability issues, in-home trainers can command fees of $30 to $200 an hour.

A lot of new dog-training business owners take out only small stipends at the beginning so they can plow as much as possible back into the business to give the company the best chance at success. Damato, for instance, says she took out “just enough money to eat on” when she launched her business. Today, she takes a biweekly salary that she says is still pretty modest but is enough for her needs.


Setting Rates 

To get to the point where you can actually take a salary, you have to set rates for your services that are equitable and appropriate for your target market. This can be difficult at best, and it’s also hard for us to give you any hard-and-fast guidelines because rates can vary widely in different parts of the country. You may find that calling around to find out what other trainers are charging is a good way to get a baseline figure for setting your own rates.

Or you can do what Damato did, which was essentially to ignore the other guys on the block and price her services exactly where she wanted them. “We’re the most expensive service on the west side of Chicago, and we get what we want because people know  we’re good,” she says. “So much of my business comes from referrals that I don’t have a lot of price resistance, plus I’m so damned good at what I do there’s really no competition!”


Dog Training Earnings Potential


GROUP CLASSES 
3 to 15 classes per week 
6 to 10 students per class

Average rates for a 6-to-8-week session: 
$60 to $120 per student

Sample earnings:


5 group classes per week x 10 students per class x $60 per student = 
$3,000 for 6 to 8 weeks

5 group classes per week x 10 students per class x $120 per student = 
$6,000 for 6 to 8 weeks




PRIVATE LESSONS 
2 to 14 one-hour lessons per week

Average rates: 
$20 to $80 per lesson

Sample earnings:


10 private lessons per week x $20 an hour = $200 
10 private lessons per week x $80 an hour = $800





There’s a good lesson in that approach. You don’t necessarily have to beat the competition’s prices to get lots of business. Having a reputation as the highest priced service actually can work to your advantage—many people will automatically think you’re the best at what you do just because you are so expensive. The bottom line is, you need to figure out how much money you need to pay the business bills and have enough left over to pay your personal obligations (like the mortgage and car payments). Ideally, you’ll have a little profit left over after meeting all your expenses, which you can sink back into the business or salt away in a passbook account.

When calculating rates, be sure to include a mileage surcharge if you’ll be visiting clients’ homes. As of 2008, the IRS allowed a 50.5-cent-per-mile deduction for business-related travel. You can use that same amount to figure how much extra to charge your clients. For example, let’s say your target market has a range of 25 miles and you sit somewhere in the center. You might want to include a mileage surcharge of $6 in your rate (12.5 miles x .505 = $6.31) to accommodate those clients who are on the boundaries of your target market. But don’t tell your client about the extra charge—build it into your rate so you don’t cause any hard feelings. (You are completely within your rights to charge for mileage, but not every client will like it.)


Startup Costs 

All in all, the total startup costs for a homebased dog-training business are pretty low. You’ll need a computer and other office equipment and supplies to launch the business, as well as services like web hosting and legal and accounting assistance (all discussed in more detail in future chapters). Throw in a business license and possibly some  signage for your vehicle if you’ll be traveling to clients’ homes, and you’ll be pretty much ready to roll for as little as $4,000. In fact, Anderson recommends a low-cost startup for the best chance of success. “It is much more economical to start up a dog-training business if you don’t lease a space or have your own building, because you don’t have to worry about the overhead,” she says. “I teach at rec centers—they handle the money and I handle the training. So I don’t have any credit card fees or other expenses, and I take checks and cash for the limited retail products I offer.”


When the Dog Bites


There’s nothing sweeter than a cuddly puppy or well-mannered adult dog curled up by your chair or dancing with glee around your feet when you come home after a long day. So it’s sometimes easy to forget that even friendly dogs have the potential to bite if provoked. Certainly no one knows this better than dog trainers, whose gentle but firm ministrations can earn them a disgruntled nip—or worse. As a reminder, here’s what the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) recommends you do if you are bitten by a dog in your care:
• Seek immediate medical attention.

• Wash the bite area with soap and water and control bleeding until help is obtained.

• Ask to see a plastic surgeon when you arrive at the emergency room. Serious dog bites can leave a scar, but a board-certified plastic surgeon will know how best to repair the site to minimize scarring.

• Report the incident to the local health department, animal control agency, or police department.

• Speak to the dog’s owner about the animal’s vaccination record and medical history.







If you are planning to work out of a commercial facility, or if your home will need expanding or renovating to make it dog-friendly, your costs will be higher. For example, Damato says she spent $15,000 to build out the vet’s office where she apprenticed to accommodate her training facility. But you can launch your own business for less simply by renting.

To help you figure out how much it might cost to establish your own business, we’ve included “Sample Startup Costs” on page 34 that gives typical expenses for two fictitious dog-training businesses. The low-end business, A Matter of Manners Dog Training, is a sole proprietorship whose owner operates out of a home office and travels to clients’ homes to train pets. The high-end business, Denehen Dog Academy, is an LLC that operates out of an 800-square-foot facility. It employs one part-time trainer who is paid on a contract basis (five hours a week). Once you’ve looked over this chart, you can try your hand at estimating some of your own expenses on the worksheet on page 35. The other figures you’ll need to complete the worksheet, like the cost of web hosting, will be discussed in future chapters.


Sample Startup Costs






	
Item 
	
A Matter of Manners Dog Training 
	
Denehen Dog Academy 



	Mortgage (first six months @ $650/mo.)
	$0
	$3,900



	Basic equipment (collars, treats, etc.)
	$100
	$100



	Startup retail inventory
	$0
	$400



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	$985
	$3,415



	Business licenses
	$20
	$20



	Phone (line installation charges)
	$40
	$40



	Utility deposits
	$0
	$200



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)*
	$0
	$2,400



	Personalized polo shirts
	$75
	$75



	Magnetic sign
	$60
	$60



	Startup advertising
	$100
	$100



	Legal services
	$200
	$200



	Vehicle
	$0
	$0



	Liability insurance (annual cost)
	$500
	$500



	Market research
	$250
	$250



	Membership dues
	$100
	$100



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	$25
	$100



	Online service
	$20
	$20



	Website design
	$800
	$800



	Web hosting, domain name
	$90
	$90



	Subtotal
	$3,365
	$12,770



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	$340
	$1,300



	
Total 
	
$3,705 
	
$14,070 



	
*Contract employee who earns $20 an hour for five 
	
one-hour classes a week 
	











Startup Costs Worksheet






	
Item 
	
Cost 



	Mortgage
	



	Basic equipment (collars, treats, etc.)
	



	Startup retail inventory
	



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	



	Business licenses
	



	Phone (line installation charges)
	



	Utility deposits
	



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)
	



	Personalized polo shirts
	



	Magnetic sign
	



	Startup advertising
	



	Legal services
	



	Vehicle
	



	Liability insurance (annual cost)
	



	Market research
	



	Membership dues
	



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	



	Online service
	



	Website design
	



	Web hosting, domain name
	



	Subtotal
	



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	



	
Total 
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Pet Grooming


When it comes to providing a service that genuinely helps animals, there may be no better profession than that of pet groomer. By virtue of their clippers and skill, pet groomers offer many extrinsic benefits to pets (and their owners!) that go way beyond simply keeping them pretty and clean. Dematting a long-haired dog’s or cat’s coat helps  prevent the discomfort of skin lesions. Bathing and fluffing a pet means that the animal will get cuddled and petted more often. Eradicating fleas makes them healthier. Expressing anal sacs spares pets considerable discomfort. And the list goes on.
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Smart Tip

One of the best and most comprehensive grooming sites on the internet is PetGroomer.com, which has phenomenal resources ranging from lists of grooming schools and certification programs to “Grooming 101,” a how-to resource that gives grooming, blade, and tool tips for more than 150 dog breeds.



But being a pet groomer entails far more than just having the technical skills to do a lion cut or hand-strip a cairn terrier. Good pet groomers must have gentle hands, a kind heart, and the patience of Job. They must be fearless (although not foolhardy) when confronted with a pet that clearly doesn’t want his tail shaved or her nails painted. But above all, they must have a genuine love of animals, as well as a knack for dealing with their owners.

“When people bring an animal in, they need to feel comfortable that you’ll treat their pet well,” says Barbara Menutes, a Houston cat groomer who also has groomed dogs in her 12-year career. “If clients don’t trust you, they won’t leave Fifi with you. People tend to be even more obsessive about their pets than they are with their children, so it takes ‘people psychology’ and good rapport with them to be successful.”

It also takes careful attention to detail. “All groomers are artists, but they need clear information so they know what the customer wants,” Menutes says. “It’s important to take detailed notes so you give the client exactly what they want. You may work more with the animal, but you need to spend a lot of time with the owner, too.”

And there should be plenty of work for you. A study by the American Pet Products Association (APPA) predicted that Americans would spend $2.4 billion in 2005 on pet services, a category that encompasses grooming and boarding. It also estimates the average amount dog and cat owners spend on groomers and grooming aids every year is $107 for dogs and $24 for cats. Considering that there were an estimated 90.5 million cats and 73.9 million dogs owned in the United States in 2004, you can see there is a lot of opportunity out there for business owners.




The Business at a Glance 

There are three ways you can start your pet-grooming business:1. Homebased salon. If you have a space you can dedicate to the business, like a finished basement or converted garage, or you’re willing to put an addition on your home to accommodate your business, then this could be a viable option  for you. Some industry experts say you’ll need a minimum of 500 square feet for your business if you’re a one-person operation, which will give you enough room for the grooming table, tub, cages, and other equipment you’ll need. However, grooming industry product provider John Stazko in Myakka City, Florida, says 500 square feet is generous—he once had two employees in a busy 250-square-foot shop that was more like a closet.Chances are you’ll have to do some renovation to make this space suitable for the business, including adding plumbing or upgrading the lighting, and adding a nonslip floor that will stand up to the rigors of dripping pets (and possibly dripping groomers). You also will need room for a small reception area and a retail-products area so you can sell the same products you use on Fluffy or Fido. Finally, you’ll need an office from which to manage your business. If there’s room, this can be in or near your salon, but if the quarters are especially cramped, you may have to establish this office in another area of your home, like a spare bedroom.
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Smart Tip

Offering retail items like leashes, flea collars, and brushes for touch-ups between grooming appointments is an easy way to increase sales. Be sure to place these items near the cash registers to tempt pet owners as they’re paying for their grooming services.







2. Commercial salon. Whether you set up the business in a stand-alone building, a strip-mall space or a storefront, this can be an expensive proposition. In addition to renovating a commercial space to make it work as a pet salon, you’ll also be taking on a monthly mortgage or rent payment, which can quickly eat up your operating capital. You may be able to save on the cost of renovations by searching for a store that was previously used as a pet salon—or a human hair salon, for that matter, since the water and electricity needs are similar. If the previous owner is willing to make a deal for the styling stations and mirrors, so much the better. Today’s pet salons are looking more and more like their human counterparts every day, and you’ll save a lot of money on the décor and styling equipment if you can simply use what a previous owner left behind or is willing to part with.

3. Mobile business. Operated out of a specially outfitted van, this type of pet business goes where the customers are—that is, right to their homes. You simply drive up, collect the pet, take it to your van, and work your magic. There are many companies that retrofit vans or trailers to accommodate a groomer’s equipment and tools, or you can purchase a brand-new, fully outfitted van for about $35,000 to $50,000. These vehicles come with everything a groomer needs, from hydraulic tables to dryers, vacuum systems, and cages, as well as  luxury add-ons like sound systems. If that’s a little too rich for your blood, you may also be able to purchase a used mobile grooming van. Try doing a search on the internet or check with the conversion van or new grooming van companies to see if they handle used vehicles. You’ll find contact information for a few “groommobile” companies in the Appendix.
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Beware!

By law, every establishment that sells retail products must conduct a physical product inventory for tax purposes. To make the job easier, you can use a business software program like QuickBooks to keep track, or you can invest a little extra when you buy your cash register and get a pricing gun that scans barcodes and automatically tracks inventory.



Professionals in this industry often specialize in grooming a single type of animal—usually dogs, more often than not, because cats are more difficult and take longer to groom. As a result, if you’re entering the field in a market that already has a lot of grooming salons, you might want to   specialize in cat grooming since that could mean there would be a lot of work for you, both from the public and from referrals made by dog groomers who prefer not to handle felines.


What’s a Groomer To Do?


Chances are, if you’re considering starting a grooming business, you know a thing or two about pet grooming. Still, when considering how to structure your business, it may help to keep in mind the different types of groomers that might be found in a typical shop. After all, the time for hiring help may come sooner than you expect—and the process will be easier if you know what level of experience will be most helpful to you as you expand your business.

There are three basic types of pet groomers:1. Pet bathers or bather/brushers. These are entry-level groomers who are learning the business from the bottom up but don’t yet do any styling. Rather, they prep animals for the groomer while learning about skin and coat care, tools and equipment.

2. Assistant groomers. Assistants are those who may have been promoted from bather and do some of the clipping and scissoring under the watchful eye of the professional groomer.

3. Full-charge pet groomers. These are the talented stylists who clip and scissor pets from start to finish. As a one-person shop owner, this describes you, at least in the beginning. You will do all the brushing, clipping, nail cutting, ear cleaning, bathing, blow-drying and give the final clip and style.
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Dollar Stretcher

If you can, buy products from pet-products distributors, who will come by once you’ve been in business for a while. Not only will this save you a lot of money on shipping heavy items like gallons of shampoo, but also the supplies will be delivered right to your salon.



Obviously, an important consideration for people who wish to start a grooming business is the salary they can hope to earn. Stazko says grooming is a very lucrative business, but it depends on your pricing, expenses, and skills. “You can make a very good profit if you’re doing enough animals in a day and your expenses are in line,” he says. “It’s possible to earn anywhere from $20,000 to $100,000 a year.” Mobile groomers can earn approximately $60,000 a year plus tips, according to Wag’n Tails, a converter of mobile grooming vehicles.


Equipment 

To make sure you have all your bases covered, here’s a brief rundown of the grooming services you could offer followed by the tools you’ll need to get started. Services might include:
• Clipping and scissoring

• Bathing

• Dematting

• Carding (to remove dead hair)

• Nail clipping

• Hand stripping

• Expressing anal sacs

• Ear cleaning

• Giving formal show trims

• Applying veterinarian-prescribed bathing treatments (including flea baths)

• Bow making (for those cute toy breeds)





Of the five types of pet-care businesses discussed in this book, the grooming business is the only one that has significant workroom needs. Grooming schools estimate that you’ll need $1,000 to $1,500 worth of basic equipment to   launch your business, or more if you want to install hair salon-style workstations with mirrors and cabinets. For a handy chart that lists these tools along with their low- (Barky’s Canine Coiffures) and high-end (Molly’s Snip and Clip) prices, see the next page. Then use the worksheet on page 44 as you read through the following to get a feel for what you might spend.
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Smart Tip

Wearing a polo shirt embroidered with the name of your mobile business will give you a sharp, professional appearance while you’re on the job. In the shop, a smock with your business name on it adds to your professional appeal, while giving you pockets in which to stash combs, clips, and other small items that are easily misplaced.



The basic tools include:
• Grooming stations. You’ll need one to two for a one-person grooming business; up to five if you have employees. The centerpiece of your workstation should be a hydraulic table, which can be raised, lowered, and rotated as necessary. The standard table size is 24 inches by 36 inches and will cost $350 to $900. Electric tables are more expensive at $600 to $1,500, but the cost is worth it when you find yourself confronted with a 75-pound dog. Since an electric table goes as low as 18 inches, you won’t have to lift those big bruisers—they can just jump up themselves. To keep costs in line, consider buying just one electric table to supplement your hydraulic equipment. Each table also will need a groom post ($20 to $50).

• Professional grooming tub. A basic model without a sprayer is $300. A deluxe model with a sprayer, built-in strainer for trapping loose fur, drain stopper, faucet with hot and cold fixtures, and hose hook will put you back a cool $1,100. Purchased separately, the sprayer/hose combination is $70 to $160.

• Comb-out table. This is used before bathing to remove as much soil, mats, and hairballs as possible. Combing here rather than at a station also means you won’t inadvertently spread dirt to clean pets that are being clipped or dried. A 6-foot banquet table like you can buy at Costco works fine; a table from a pet-care products business is $60 to $140.

• Stand dryer. Two different types can be handy: a regular model for small dogs and cats or a heavy-duty model for dogs with heavy coats; $180 to $850.

• Cage dryer. Just clip it on the front of the cage to blow-dry the pet; $250 to $450.

• High-velocity force dryer. This is for sweeping excess moisture from the coat; $40 to $950.

• Cages or crates. You may want to have up to six in different sizes on a table along one wall and at a height that will cause the least amount of strain on your back when you lift pets out. Make sure to include cushiony bedding like easy-tolaunder towels and water bowls that cannot be tipped easily as part of the cage décor so waiting pets are as comfortable as possible. Prices range from $50 to $450, depending on the construction of the cage, with multi-tier products being the best value.

• Tool caddy. These wheeled carts have drawers to hold all your grooming tools. You can get a professional model from a grooming equipment company for $100   to $200, but you’ll find the type of plastic home storage cabinet sold at department stores like Target or craft shops like Michael’s will work just fine for a fraction of the cost.
Basic Grooming Equipment and Supplies






	
Grooming Equipment and Supplies 
	
Barky’s Canine Coiffures 
	
Molly’s Snip and Clip 



	Hydraulic table
	$350
	$700



	Electric table
	$0
	$600



	Grooming post
	$20
	$50



	Grooming tub
	$300
	$300



	Comb-out table
	$0
	$60



	Standing floor dryer
	$200
	$200



	Cage dryer
	$0
	$250



	High-velocity dryer (force)
	$100
	$200



	Cages or crates
	$600
	$600



	Tool caddy
	$50
	$200



	Clippers (2) and blades
	$225
	$450



	Scissors
	$150
	$250



	Muzzles and animal-handling gloves
	$60
	$120



	Stool
	$0
	$100



	Anti-fatigue mat
	$65
	$130



	Groomer apparel
	$25
	$100



	Towels
	$12
	$24



	Towel wringer
	$0
	$120



	Miscellaneous grooming tools and products
	$150
	$200



	Washer, dryer
	$0
	$600



	Wet/dry vac
	$70
	$70



	Waiting room furniture/equipment
	$0
	$0



	Service counter stool
	$0
	$90



	Visitor chairs (2)
	$0
	$250



	Retail product display
	$0
	$100



	POS terminal, credit card receipt printer
	$0
	$500



	Brochure/business card holders
	$0
	$30



	Retail products and supplies
	$0
	$0



	Initial inventory
	$0
	$200



	
Total Expenses 
	
$2,377 
	
$6,494 










Grooming Equipment and Supplies Worksheet






	
Item 
	
Cost 



	Hydraulic table
	



	Electric table
	



	Grooming post
	



	Grooming tub
	



	Comb-out table
	



	Standing floor dryer
	



	Cage dryer
	



	High-velocity dryer (force)
	



	Cages or crates
	



	Tool caddy
	



	Clippers and blades
	



	Scissors
	



	Muzzles and animal-handling gloves
	



	Stool
	



	Anti-fatigue mat
	



	Groomer apparel
	



	Towels
	



	Towel wringer
	



	Miscellaneous grooming tools and products
	



	Washer, dryer
	



	Wet/dry vac
	



	Waiting room furniture/equipment
	



	Service counter stool
	



	Visitor chairs
	



	Retail product display
	



	POS terminal, credit card receipt printer
	



	Brochure/business card holders
	



	Retail products and supplies
	



	Initial inventory
	



	
Total Expenses 
	











• Clippers, blades, and snap-on comb attachments. Two clippers are recommended so you always have a backup; you’ll also need two sets of blades for each clipper. Keep blade wash solution, lubricating spray, and oil handy for maintenance. Prices are $135 to $320 for corded heavy-duty models or $16 to $75 for trimming and finishing clippers. A deluxe 14-piece snap-on comb set will run around $60.

• Scissors. Various types are necessary, including 9- or 10-inch for roughing (first clipping before bathing), finishing shears, curved scissors for fine finish work, thinning shears, blunt-tipped scissors, and straight shears (for trimming ears and footpads). About $250 will cover everything you need in the modest price range.

• Muzzles and animal-handling gloves. No explanation needed, right? These will run about $4 for a muzzle and up to $50 for Kevlar gloves (bulletproofing for your hands and arms!).

• Stool. It can be a little tricky to learn how to groom while sitting, but if you can do it, your feet will thank you. A tall stool like the kind used behind a bar or in a hair salon usually works best. A stool from a pet-care supply business will run from $50 to $140.

• Anti-fatigue mat. This is something you’ll appreciate when you’re on your feet from opening until closing. Mats cushion bare floors to make it more comfortable to stand and clip, comb and spray all day; about $65.

• Groomer apparel. A grooming top or smock will give your salon a professional look and protect your clothing at the same time; around $10 to $30.

• Towels. You’ll need plenty in the course of a day. A dozen basic towels runs $12.

• Towel wringer. This is a handy little tool for dealing with piles of wet towels—if you have time to use it; $120.

• Miscellaneous grooming tools and products. You’ll need various products like earcleaning solution, eye drops, styptic powder, coat sprays, cotton balls, nail files, nail trimmers, tweezers, brushes, combs, mat-splitting tools, rakes, shedding blades, first-aid supplies (bandages, hydrogen peroxide, medicated spray, etc.), flea and tick spray, flea bombs, disinfectant (for tables, tools, crates, and the floor), and a box of latex gloves. Finally,   you’ll need different types of shampoo (all-purpose, flea and tick, bluing, etc.) and conditioner. Ribbon and elastic for making bows round out the list. About $150 to $200 should set you up.
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Bright Idea

To make it easier to scissor the paws and legs of black dogs or cats, place a large white towel on the table under the animal. The contrast of fur against terrycloth will make it much easier to see what you’re doing.




Certifiably Capable


Although many states have professional licensing requirements for hair stylists, no such vocational licensing requirements are yet on the books for pet groomers. (But stay tuned—this is a hot and controversial topic among groomers.) Until it happens, it’s easy for unqualified groomers to set up shop, and if they do a bad job, it reflects poorly on every other experienced and capable groomer in the vicinity.

Becoming certified is one way you can set yourself apart as competent and professional. Certification sends a message to clients that you’re not an amateur and that your skills have passed muster with a recognized certification organization. For this reason, once you’ve fulfilled all the requirements and passed the test, you’ll want to use the certifying organization’s logo on your promotional materials (including your business card), as well as on the door of your establishment.

Typically, grooming certification organizations require you to have several years of experience before you are eligible to take the exam, which usually consists of a written test and a hands-on demonstration of ability on live and possibly uncooperative pets. Exams are usually offered around the country, and at least one of the major certifying organizations offers accredited workshops to prepare you for the test.

You’ll find information about the nationally recognized certification programs in Chapter 14.





• Washer and dryer. If you have the room, these can be worth their weight in gold (no more grimy pet towels in with your household laundry!). A reasonably priced pair from a retailer like Sears will run about $600. Buy used and save a lot.

• Wet/dry vac. A heavy-duty, 5-gallon, 5.5hp model runs about $70 at a home improvement store like Lowe’s.

• Mobile grooming van. From a basic pull-behind trailer conversion that can be parked as a semi-permanent salon to a fully mobile van conversion salon with a bathroom, air conditioning, 100-gallon water tank, refrigerator, microwave, and more, these units run $35,000 to $50,000 or more.





You can see from the extreme price ranges given here that it’s possible to equip your salon on a modest budget or by using every penny in your life’s savings. However,  Menutes says that if you’re starting a business from scratch and you don’t have a lot of experience, it’s not necessary to go for the high-priced tools like $400 scissors. “You won’t appreciate them immediately,” she says. “What would be a better use of your money are tools that can cut down on hand fatigue while giving a better cut, like $200 clippers and one or two basic clipper blades.”

And one more thing to consider: Although grooming is a hands-on business that relies on fairly low-tech equipment, you may find that high-tech business management solutions—aka computer software—can make your office and salon administration a little easier. There are a number of software packages made just for groomers that you might wish to investigate. You’ll find them listed in Chapter 14 and the Appendix.


A Day In the Life 

There will be a number of other tasks that have nothing to do with clipping and snipping that nevertheless will have to be done on a daily basis to keep the business running. Among them are:


• Salon management. This will include everything from answering the phone, making appointments, and greeting customers to meeting with prospective clients who want to see your operation for themselves before they entrust Rover to your care. If you decide to sell retail products, you’ll have to stock the shelves and artfully display the merchandise in your salon. Collecting cash and processing credit cards also will be an integral part of your workday.

• Office management. As the top dog in your business, you’ll be in charge of opening the mail, making calls to the companies that supply your shampoo and other products, managing the books, making estimated tax payments, and handling numerous other business tasks that crop up.

• Purchasing. In addition to those pet products just mentioned, you’ll also be in charge of buying office supplies like computer paper and cartridges.

• Personnel management. If you start as a one-person business—as many new grooming business owners do—this won’t be an issue. But if you need to hire employees, you’ll find they bring with them a whole new set of management responsibilities. In addition to scheduling and training, you may also have to resolve  conflicts, soothe hurt feelings and referee disputes (always a problem when you’re working in fairly close quarters). You’ll also have a lot of financial liabilities when you have employees, which we’ll discuss in Chapter 13.
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Bright Idea

Send birthday and holiday cards to the pets you groom, preferably with a percent-off coupon enclosed. This not only charms their owners, but also it reminds them that Fluffy or Fido may be due for a grooming. Likewise, if a pet is ill or dies, a get-well or sympathy card will demonstrate your concern at a difficult time.





• Connecting with vets. Any time you work with wriggling animals that are not exactly pleased to be on your table, there’s the potential for accidents. You’ll want to establish friendly relationships with one or two veterinarians in your area whom you can count on just in case medical care is needed. In addition, vets can be a great
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Bright Idea

Communication is key when meeting clients for the first time. Always spend enough time talking with them before you ever pick up your clippers so you understand completely what they want and what their expectations are. That way, your animal friends shouldn’t have any “bad hair days” or disappointed owners.



source of referrals, so it would be helpful to establish connections with them when you don’t need emergency care, then cultivate those relationships. Pet sitter Jerry Wentz in Raleigh, North Carolina, did this successfully by first establishing a friendly relationship with the office staff. He dropped off chocolate and other small gifts along with his business card, then eventually asked to meet the veterinarian. By that time, the office staff loved him so much (or maybe it was the goodies) that they unhesitatingly made an appointment. This approach can work for you, too.

• Housekeeping. There’s nothing worse than shuffling through mounds of dog and cat hair on your way to bringing in the next furry client. Not only does this send a bad message to your human clients about the cleanliness of your business, the hair also can harbor fleas, mites, and other critters that can be passed along to incoming animals. So in addition to keeping the floor swept and the grooming tables, tubs, and tools disinfected after every grooming customer, you’ll also need to keep both odors and the flea population under control. Experienced groomers will tell you it’s a good idea to use a fogger product in your shop during flea season—usually as often as once a week. An ionizer and odor-killing sprays like Oust can help keep the air smelling sweet, and a disinfectant like Lysol that kills viruses, bacteria, and funguses should be used to sanitize all work surfaces. It’s also a good idea to hire a professional cleaning service to come into your shop about once a week.




Getting Help 

If you think all this sounds like a lot of work for one person, you’re right—it is. That’s why some groomers decide to hire staff to assist them—sometimes right from day one. In a perfect world, you would have a full staff of helpers, which would include: 
• Salon manager to assist you with all the tasks in the preceding section

• Pet trimmer/groomer to clip and trim, as well as do finish trims on animals that are started by the assistant pet trimmer/ groomer; also responsible for training

• Assistant pet trimmer/groomer to do preclipping on the face, stomach, feet, and tail in advance of the finish trim done by the full-charge groomer

• Pet bather to wash, brush, and comb pets; may also clip nails and inspect each pet for parasites like fleas and any lesions or cuts

• A receptionist to greet customers, answer the phones and explain services, receive pets and escort them to the holding area, ring the register and process credit card payments.
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Stat Fact

Industry experts say that once your client base reaches about 1,500 clients, you seriously need to consider hiring a salon manager to assist with business management. This frees you up to concentrate on clipping and snipping (if that’s your first love) rather than overseeing shop operations, meeting with grooming supply salespeople, and other less interesting tasks.









As you no doubt expect, the more skilled the employee is, the more that person will earn. It’s pretty typical in this industry to pay groomers a commission (often as much as 60 percent of each grooming fee), although bathers and receptionists usually earn an hourly wage. The salaries paid vary by region. In Virginia, for instance, typical hourly wages are $25 or more per hour for master groomers, $15 an hour for assistant groomers, and $7 to $11 for bathers. A receptionist might earn $7 an hour.


Setting Prices 

The most common way to charge is by the breed, since the amount of time you spend will vary from one pet to the next. Since many groomers prefer not to publish their prices, it can be difficult to get a feel for what the market will bear without calling groomers in your area and discreetly polling them. However, PetGroomer.com publishes an annual Pet Grooming Business Owners survey with results compiled by geographical area, and while they warn that the prices are not to be used to calculate or set your own prices, the survey results will give you some insight.

For instance, according to one of their recent surveys, the overall average grooming service fee by region was:
• Eastern: $39.50

• Central: $35

• Mountain: $36.25

• Pacific: $38.25





These prices were up to 2.25 percent higher than the prices reported in the previous year’s survey. By comparison, the survey also indicated that a “no pattern” complete grooming for a standard poodle was:
• Eastern: $62.50

• Central: $48.75

• Mountain: $49.50

• Pacific: $55.25





Add-on services also make prices go up. Flea baths, tooth brushing, and dematting for extremely matted pets are charged as extra services and can range from low (say, $10 for anal gland expelling) to high (around $50 per hour for hand-stripping or dematting an exceptionally tangled coat).

To help figure out prices, Menutes recommends checking out the demographics of the area and the average age and income of the people who live there. It also helps to find out the prices at the next closest shop to make sure you’re not too high—or too low.

And speaking of higher prices, even though mobile businesses offer the same services as site-based salons, their prices tend to be a little higher because of the convenience of bringing the salon right to the pet, because they have significant nonbillable time due to drive time between clients, and because they service fewer pets in one day. Wag’n Tails says it’s common for mobile businesses to mark up services $15 to $20 or more.

Another way to charge is to set an hourly rate for your services. Customers generally prefer this method because they’ll know exactly how much they’ll be charged for, say, a three-hour service. However, unless you are a fairly experienced groomer, you may find it difficult to estimate exactly how long it will take you to perform that service—depending on the condition of the animal’s coat, it could take you much longer or shorter than the amount of time you’ve quoted.

No matter which price structure you choose, your goal should be to determine first how much money you’d like to make, then set a price that allows you to cover your expenses and make an operating profit. An accountant can help you run some numbers and determine what that amount should be.


Startup Costs 

Now that you’ve seen estimates of what the basic materials costs will be to start a grooming business, try your hand at estimating your own costs. Toward that end, take a look at the “Sample Startup Costs” on page 52, which lists expenses for two hypothetical grooming businesses: Barky’s Canine Coiffures, which is a one-person sole proprietorship with low expenses, and Molly’s Snip and Clip, a high-end S corporation that  has a full-time owner and two part-time assistants (one assistant groomer and one bather who each work 20 hours per week). Then use the worksheet on page 53 to pencil in your own projected costs. Other information you’ll need for this worksheet, including the cost of professional services, advertising, and other business expenditures, can be found in upcoming chapters. Menutes says it’s possible to start a homebased salon with only about $5,000, which will get you the basics necessary to launch the business. Weekly supplies (shampoo, et al) will run in the $50 to $100 range.


Sample Startup Costs






	
Item 
	
Barky’s Canine Coiffures 
	
Molly’s Snip and Clip 



	Mortgage (first six months)
	$0
	$3,900



	Grooming equipment, tools, supplies
	$2,377
	$6,494



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	$985
	$3,415



	Business licenses
	$20
	$20



	Phone (line installation charges)
	$40
	$40



	Utility deposits
	$0
	$200



	Employee wages and benefits
	
	



	(first six months)*
	$0
	$8,160



	Groomer apparel
	$25
	$100



	Magnetic sign
	$60
	$60



	Startup advertising
	$100
	$200



	Legal services
	$200
	$900



	Insurance
	
	



	(professional liability, annual cost)
	$500
	$500



	Market research
	$250
	$1,000



	Membership dues
	$75
	$175



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	$50
	$50



	Online service
	$20
	$20



	Website design
	$800
	$1,500



	Web hosting, domain name
	$90
	$90



	Subtotal
	$5,592
	$26,824



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	$550
	$2,700



	
Total 
	
$6,142 
	
$29,524 


	
*Two 20-hour/week assistants: assistant groomer at $10 per hour; bather at $7 per hour 










Startup Costs Worksheet






	
Item 
	
Cost 



	Mortgage (first six months)
	



	Grooming equipment, tools, supplies
	



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	



	Business licenses
	



	Phone (line installation charges)
	



	Utility deposits
	



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)
	



	Groomer apparel
	



	Magnetic sign
	



	Startup advertising
	



	Legal services
	



	Insurance (professional liability, annual cost)
	



	Market research
	



	Membership dues
	



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	



	Online service
	



	Website design
	



	Web hosting, domain name
	



	Subtotal
	



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	



	
Total 
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Pet Food


While no business can be considered truly recession-proof, a pet-food business may be the next best thing. After all, “dogs and cats have to eat and people have to buy food year-round,” explains internet pet-food retailer John Zambelli of Elmwood Park, New Jersey. “There are no peaks and valleys in this business like with traditional retail stores.”

Because of this ready-made market, the pet-food industry was expected to ring up $14.5 billion in 2005, according to APPA, up slightly over 2004 and during a time when interest rates were rising, massive hurricanes had crippled parts of the South, and gasoline prices were soaring. In fact, market research company Business Communications Co. predicts an average annual growth rate of 3.6 percent through 2008, which would make the industry worth $16.7 billion in just a few short years.

There is commercial pet food available for virtually every kind of animal on the planet. Just the Purina Co. alone offers dozens of types of animal feed, from dog chow and cat chow to rabbit chow, cow chow, and pig chow—and who knows, probably aardvark chow. Pet food is available in many forms and formulations, such as all-natural human-grade foods and perishable raw foods (see Snapdata International’s “U.S. Pet Food Segmentation” below for a breakdown of the industry). Pet treats also come in many varieties, from pig ears and rawhide bones for dogs to honey sticks for finches. There are even pet bakeries that specialize in homemade, nutritionally balanced treats. The list is endless and the variety is amazing.

Because there is so much variety, many pet-food business owners choose to specialize in a certain type of food. Two of the entrepreneurs interviewed for this book specialize in natural diets for dogs and cats, while another established a business to manufacture a healthy raw pet food.


U.S. Pet Food Segmentation
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Source: Snapdata International






The Choices 

There are a number of different ways you can get into the pet-food industry:
• Bricks-and-mortar store. This is the traditional type of business, with pet food stocked on the shelves of a commercial building or other retail space. Most pet-food stores of this type cater to small animals like dogs, cats, birds, hamsters, and so on, and carry additional products like pet treats and toys. In rural areas, it’s not uncommon to find feed stores that carry livestock vittles, although for the purpose of this book we’ll assume that you’re planning to sell food for domesticated animals.

• Internet store. This is an economical way to do business because you can run a virtual store from your home and store product in your basement or any other dry, cool place you have available. By taking this route you (or your fulfillment center) are responsible for filling the orders that come your way, from processing the order and checking credit to packing and shipping.

• Drop-shipping. This is an even more economical way to get into the industry, because not only can you run the business via the internet from your home, but also you don’t have to store any inventory. Rather, you forward your customer’s order for dog or cat food (or whatever else) to the manufacturer, which ships it for you directly to the customer. You usually have to enter into a distributorship arrangement to be able to drop-ship, which basically means you become an agent for the manufacturer. When you make a sale, you collect the money, handle the paperwork to get the order to the manufacturer, then earn a percentage of the sale as a commission. For instance, Flint River Foods, a dog- and cat-food manufacturer, pays a 19 percent commission to its distributors on each pet-food sale. Many companies offer this type of distributor arrangement, and pet-food business owners like John Zambelli say it’s an ideal arrangement, especially if you don’t want to start out with any inventory.

• Pet-treats bakery. This type of business can be run in a bricks-and-mortar location or via the internet. Be aware that there’s more to making doggie treats than just whipping up a batch of biscuits and tying up the packages with pretty bows. Treats (like other pet food) should be nutritionally sound, and because they may be made of perishable ingredients like   eggs and cheese, they may require special handling and storage. But if you have any expertise in pet nutrition, this could be the business for you. If you’ve never made a dog chew before but think it could be your life’s work, check to see if your local university has an animal sciences program. You should be able to hook up with an animal nutritionist there who can help you formulate the recipe. A veterinarian who offers specialized diagnostic services and treatment beyond your average pet vaccinations and neutering services also may be able to refer you to someone qualified.
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Smart Tip

To carve out a distinctive spot in the pet-food hierarchy, consider selling a niche product. For instance, since the organic, holistic, and natural pet-food markets are strong now, you might try promoting cat food that includes cranberries to bolster urinarytract health or a line of kosher pet food.



Want to avoid this step entirely? Then purchase treats from a talented and competent baker, mark them up, and sell them yourself over the internet. That’s exactly what Santa Fe, New Mexico, upscale pet products retailer/ wholesaler Diane Burchard does. The all-natural, fresh-baked treats in her doggy deli are produced by a dog-treat baker in town in the shape of petit fours, tacos, hot dogs, burgers, and French fries. The local dogs (and their owners) literally sit outside the door for free snacks, and Burchard rewards them with a “Frequent Chompers Club” card that gives buyers one free 12-ounce package of dog treats after they buy a dozen bags.



• Pet-food manufacturing. OK, this type of business is not for everyone, largely for the same reason that a pet bakery is a more complex business to run: Namely, you need to have pet nutrition expertise or hire someone who does. But if you really want to be a manufacturer, there’s no need to buy a factory. Instead, look for a manufacturer who will work with you to make your product. That’s what Leonard Green in Woodbridge, New Jersey, did. This entrepreneur already had 13 other companies when he started The Blue Buffalo Co. in 2002; the gourmet pet-food business now grosses $6 million a year and employs 30 people.





Still, your startup costs as a manufacturer will be higher than for the other types of businesses mentioned in this book. Green’s startup was $100,000, driven by a huge first order from PetSmart, although it is possible to do it for far less, depending on what you wish to accomplish.
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Bright Idea

Consider offering a few add-on impulse prod ucts with your pet-food line to increase the dollar value of sales. For example, John Zambelli of Elmwood Park, New Jersey, sells catnip, flea collars, and other nonfood items on his website to complement his natural pet-food line. You’ll be surprised how fast even small add-on purchases will add up.



Some pet-food business owners—especially those who specialize in raw-food diets—do manufacture the food they sell. Jennifer Boniface, the Temple Hills, Maryland, entrepreneur, does just that. After a foray into pet nutrition consulting, during which she persuaded well-meaning pet owners to prepare raw food for their pets’ meals as a way to address health problems, then didn’t   see her clients following through, she realized she could do it for them—and a new business was born. She made her first product, Pupplements (a nutritious treat), in her kitchen, then graduated to manufacturing in a facility owned and operated by her company. The rest is, as they say, history, but make no mistake about it, it’s a big job. The manufacturing process includes receiving and inspecting raw materials, prepping them, making the frozen food, and cleaning up. Processing orders, shipping, office administration and personnel management (she employs five people to assist with the manufacturing process) rounds out the process of bringing the product to market.
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Beware!

In many states, you must obtain a commercial feed license if you wish to manufacture or distribute commercial feed, including pet food. The cost of the annually renewable license usually is nominal. For more information, contact your state’s department of agriculture.



“Our private facility is FDA registered, inspected, and approved for pet-food manufacturing,” Boniface says. “We also own our own equipment, and every bit of raw food and treats we sell is produced right here on our own premises. Control over quality and whether or not recipes are followed correctly are far too important to me to place in someone else’s hands where I can’t personally see what is going on at any time I wish.”




A Day in the Life 

While your ultimate goal is to sell pet food or treats, there will be a number of tasks you’ll have to do to get to that point where you’re actually putting the food in the hands of your customer. For example, a typical day in the life of a pet-food business owner may include:
• Handling office administration. You’re the chief cook and bottle washer when you start up a business, which means you’ll be in charge of every little thing, like answering the phone, opening the mail, making calls to suppliers, checking product against invoices, reconciling your accounts, and handling the other 512 things you’ll need to do to keep the business running.

• Purchasing. Your business will need various tools to run efficiently, including office supplies and the actual products you’ll sell to your client, whether you have them on hand in your own storage area or you’re drop-shipping.

• Finding suppliers/wholesalers. Because your business will continue to grow and evolve throughout its lifetime, your supplier list will have to grow as well. Companies come and go, and you’ll not only have to replace those that go out of business, but you’ll also want to keep up with the latest nutritional trends and offer the newest products. We’ll talk more about finding product suppliers in Chapter 12. 


• Managing personnel. Many new business owners start out as sole proprietors with no employees, but if you open a retail store or you ship product, you may need to hire employees to handle the tasks you can’t do yourself. (This might also include office help to answer the phones, open the mail, etc.) Then you’ll have to deal with issues like scheduling, payroll, dispute resolution and so on.

• Stocking the shelves. Whether you have a store or a storage area, you’ll have to make room for incoming merchandise and rotate the stock so the oldest product goes out first. (You’ll be surprised how much time processing and storing shipments can take.)
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Stat Fact

Industry experts say that the next hot trend in pet products is private-label brands, and independent retailers are finding ways to manufacture these products. The Private Label Manufacturers Association says store brands now account for 11 percent of cat food and 12 percent of dog food, and people are buying them in droves.





• Overseeing production. Obviously, this applies only to businesses that manufacture food products. If you have a dog-treat bakery, you may actually be doing the production work; more likely, if you start a manufacturing business you’ll be inspecting your employees’ work or the work of the manufacturer you use to keep a close eye on quality control.And by the way, entrepreneurs like Leonard Green will tell you that product testing needs to be an important part of the product development process. Recently his company was preparing to launch its newest product, sushi for cats. “It looked nice, the package looked nice, but we tested it and cats didn’t like it!” Green says, laughing. “Since cats couldn’t tell us why, we went back to the drawing board. The product is so unique, all we had to do is get cats to like it and people would pay a premium for it. We tweaked it and a year later, we were able to launch it.”



• Marketing and advertising. This is crucial for the success of your business and requires planning and insight. We’ll talk about techniques you can use to spread the word about your company in Chapter 15; for now, suffice it to say this is an ongoing process that can take a significant amount of time.








On the Web 

As previously mentioned, it’s possible to launch your pet-food business as an internet-based enterprise. This is advantageous for several reasons. First, you’ll keep your operation costs low, since you can run the business from your home. Second, the sales side of the business is “open” 24/7, which is very appealing to people who like to surf at all  hours of the day and night. Finally, you literally can reach consumers around the globe (although whether you actually want your reach to extend that far remains to be seen—shipping internationally can be challenging).

Product descriptions will be an integral part of your website. They should be as detailed as possible, with information like product package size and the major ingredients. If you’re selling a particular manufacturer’s product, chances are that manufacturer will already have stock language written that you can use on your site. But if you’re starting a pet-food company, you’ll have to write those descriptions yourself, and they can literally make or break a sale. After all, customers can’t touch the product, so the words used to describe it must be precise and appealing. You may want to hire a freelance advertising copywriter to help you write the descriptions. If you’re doing business in a part of the country that has a lot of product manufacturers (pet food or otherwise), you may even be able to find a writer who specializes in product or catalog copy. You can find such writers through local business organizations (like the chamber of commerce), university advertising departments, and the Yellow Pages.


Picture Perfect


Selling a product on the internet—even one as simple as pet food—is all about showing the customer what he or she is getting for the money. That’s why using sharp and crisp product photos on your website is a must.

Since one bag of dog food looks pretty much like the next, you might want to try taking the photos yourself. But beware. Product photography is not easy, and you could come off looking like an amateur. (To see what effect bad photography could have on your credibility as a businessperson, check out the listings at eBay. You’ll easily be able to identify the sellers who are true businesspeople vs. those who are simply clearing out their attic.)

If you need a professional photographer, look for someone who specializes in either product or “tabletop” photography, since there’s a knack to doing both that, say, a wedding photographer may not have. But here’s a heads-up: You may have to pay a professional as much as $300 per photo. As an alternative, you might want to check with the local art school to see if you can hire a student who will do a good job for quite a bit less money.

There’s one final option for getting professional-quality photos. If you’re purchasing food and treats from a drop-shipper, you may be able to obtain photos of the product package from the manufacturer. Often those photos will be provided to you at no charge, so it pays to ask.




For more advice and guidance on how to create a website, refer to Chapter 16. You can also check out Entrepreneur’s Start Your Own Online Business, to learn how to take your business online.
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Smart Tip

When choosing pet foods to sell in your business, the Animal Protection Institute recommends avoiding food that contains “byproduct meal” or “meat and bone meal” because these are the less expensive sources of animal protein. Also avoid generic brands because they often contain poor-quality ingredients.






At the Store 

If your intent is to open a retail location, your startup costs will be higher and your startup activities will take longer. But there’s no doubt that opening your own store can be a very satisfying experience. It’s a tangible manifestation of your ambition and drive—and if you’re a people person who loves animals it’s a great place to interact with customers and their pets face to face.

You might think that because your retail store will be filled with colorful bags of kibble and piles of canned food (or possibly occupied by a bakery counter filled with scrumptious pet treats) that you don’t have to do much besides set up some shelving units and display racks before you’re good to go. But retail selling is a science driven by factors like interior design, traffic flow, and ambience (yes, even if you’re selling bird food!). For instance, a brightly lit, neatly stocked store will be more visually appealing and inviting than one stocked to the ceiling with jumbled-up products. In addition, retailers often place advertised products at the back of a store so customers have to walk past all the other inventory to get to the sale merchandise, which ideally will spur additional sales. For this reason, you should seriously consider consulting with an architect, interior designer or other retailspace design professionals to create the optimal shopping environment. See Chapter 11 for additional tips on designing a retail store; and for more in-depth information on how to launch your own retail store, check out Entrepreneur’s Start Your Own Retail Store.




Storage Solutions 

Whether you’re selling on-site or online, you’re going to need a place to store your pet vittles. If you’ll be operating out of a retail location, the obvious thing to do is to designate a spot in your store as a stockroom. But if you’ll be selling online and handling the shipping yourself, you’ll need a place to store your inventory. Basements and other storage areas (even attic spaces or spare rooms) can be outfitted inexpensively with steel shelving purchased from the local hardware or home improvement store. If you’d prefer to keep the food out of your living spaces, you may find it helpful to rent a storage locker at a self-service storage park (just check to make sure the complex permits food storage—there could be restrictions against it because of the potential to attract unwanted pests). You’ll find more specifics about storage options in Chapter 12.




Fulfilling Orders 

Once you process orders, you’ll have to marshal your forces and send out the pet food or treats in a timely fashion. To do this you’ll need boxes and packing materials, a way to produce invoices and mailing labels (QuickBooks can do both), an inventory control system so you don’t run out of products, and a shipping service to send the boxes on their way. While it’s possible to hire a company known as a fulfillment house to handle all these tasks for you, most new business owners generally choose to do the work themselves—mostly because fulfillment houses can be pretty expensive. (One pet-business owner we know says it can cost $2.50 to $10 per item.) It’s helpful to have a dedicated space located near your inventory storage area—perhaps a 6-foot table—where you can spread out all the materials you need. Then all you have to do is box up the food and/or treats, drop in a sales receipt and packing peanuts or newspaper, seal up the box, and call the shipper or cart it to the post office. The Postal Service and commercial shippers like UPS, FedEx, and Airborne will pick up your products right at your home office. All you have to do is sign up for an account with the shipper of your choice. You’ll find contact information for several of these shippers in the Appendix.




Getting Help 

While it’s not uncommon for entrepreneurs to handle every aspect of business management themselves, there may come a time when you need assistance. The types of employees pet-food businesses commonly use include:
• Clerical help: to handle office administration, including answering phones and processing paperwork.

• Fulfillment help: to pack boxes, generate invoices, deliver packages to the post office, and so on.

• Retail help: to staff your store and greet customers, ring the cash register, bag merchandise, and stock shelves.





Additionally, if you’re planning to manufacture your own products (either kibble or bakery treats), you’ll need skilled labor to mix up the batches, bake it, and package it. If you’re using a factory to make your product, you’ll need a qualitycontrol person to oversee manufacturing.

With the exception of the skilled labor, these types of jobs typically pay minimum wage (which   as of July 2009 is $7.25 an hour), or perhaps a little more. You’ll probably find that if you up the wages a bit, you’ll attract a dedicated employee who is more likely to stay with your company and not jump ship for a 25-cents-an-hour raise. Skilled labor comes at a higher price. Although wage figures aren’t available specifically for pet-food manufacturing labor, the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 2007–2008 Occupational Outlook Handbook says that in 2006, food manufacturing personnel averaged $13.13 an hour, while bakery workers averaged $12.63.
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Smart Tip

“Natural” pet foods preserved with Vitamins C and E are healthier than those that contain chemical preservatives like BHA, BHT, ethoxyquina, and propyl gallate, according to the Animal Protection Institute. You should also look for the “AAFCO guarantee” on the bag, which indicates that the food is complete and balanced as determined by the Association of American Feed Control Officials.






Setting Prices 

Depending on where you purchase your products, you may find yourself locked into the retail prices set by the manufacturer. But if you have some wiggle room, you should take a scientific approach to determining prices. One way to do this would be to take all your expenses into account, including product, advertising/marketing, fulfillment costs, shipping and so on, and set your prices accordingly. Some small-business owners such as Zambelli start with the suggested retail price and mark the product up or down accordingly. However, Zambelli says that pet foods in general don’t have as high a profit margin as other types of products. You’re more likely to make your money on volume than on markup.

Jennifer Boniface, the Maryland pet-food manufacturer, keeps a close eye on costs to determine prices. “I keep a spreadsheet that analyzes my production costs for each item, which helps me keep track of the ups and downs that are a normal part of the marketplace,” she says. “I also have a rough idea of how much profit I think is fair for this type of product, and I try to build that much into my final retail price. Once I have established what seems like a fair retail price, I work backward to take a percentage off for wholesale and another percentage off for the distributor to arrive at a final cost.”




Earnings Potential 

So how much can you earn in the startup phase of a new pet-food business? This is a hard question to answer because a lot depends on how successful your marketing and advertising strategies are when you launch your business into orbit around Planet Profit. Bob Vetere, COO and managing director of the APPMA, says the average weekly sales per employee in retail pet-products businesses (including pet food) is $2,600, of which 19 percent ($494) goes to payroll and benefits. The rest of the money goes to inventory, taxes, licenses, fees, and rent or leases. But just think: If you’re drop-shipping, you don’t have inventory costs (rather, you’ll earn a percentage of sales). If you work out of your home, you don’t have to shell out for building leases or rents. That puts more profit in your pocket.

You might be wondering if it’s even possible to come anywhere near that $2,600 in sales per week. Not initially, Zambelli says. His first-year sales were in the thousands,  which is why he started the business as a part-time venture. But when he came into the business full time, improved his product mix, and spent more money on advertising, the business took off.

Some new business owners choose not to take much out of the business so it has the best chance of growing and succeeding. Boniface, for example, jokingly says that everyone else at her company makes far more money than she does because she sinks all the profits back into the business. “I think to be successful, you have to realize that it takes money to make money,” she says. “I would feel guilty if I was rewarding myself and spending lots of money on personal stuff instead of growing my business.”




Startup Costs 

Now that you have a bird’s-eye view of what it takes to start a pet-food business, you can figure out how much scratch you’ll need to fund it. If you’re launching a homebased internet or drop-ship business, your office costs will be fairly low. Basically, you’ll need office equipment and supplies, money for advertising and shipping supplies, and incidentals like accounting services and website design/web hosting (see Chapter 10 for a detailed list). You’ll also need startup inventory, which for a pet-food business might be $4,000 to $5,000. But if you’re opening a retail store, your costs will be higher because you’ll probably need more inventory, plus you’ll have a lease or mortgage payment, and numerous other costs associated with a store.
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Fun Fact

A recent study by the American Animal Hospital Association shows that 98 percent of respondents would risk their own lives for their pets, while 45 percent said their pets listen to them better than their significant others! No wonder more of today’s pet owners are so willing to buy holistic and human-grade pet food at any cost.



To estimate your startup costs, take a look at the “Sample Startup Costs” on page 66, which gives typical startup costs for two pet-food companies: a fictitious online pet-food business called FurandFinFood.com—a sole proprietorship with one employee (the owner)—and a retail store called The Doggy Diner—an S corporation that has one full-time employee (the owner) and one part-time retail clerk. You’ll also find a worksheet on page 67 that you can use to project your own startup costs.


Sample Startup Costs






	
Item 
	
Furand  FinFood.com 
	
The Doggy Diner 



	Mortgage (first six months @ $1,000/mo.)
	$0
	$6,000



	Startup retail inventory
	$5,000
	$50,000



	Startup manufacturing costs
	$0
	$0



	Fulfillment
	$0
	$0



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	$985
	$3,415



	Business licenses
	$20
	$20



	Phone (line installation charges)
	$40
	$40



	Utility deposits
	$0
	$200



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)*
	$0
	$4,224



	Startup advertising
	$2,000
	$3,000



	Legal services
	$200
	$200



	Liability insurance (annual cost)
	$500
	$1,500



	Market research
	$250
	$250



	Membership dues
	$0
	$1,500



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	$0
	$0



	Online service
	$20
	$20



	Website design
	$800
	$800



	Web hosting, domain name
	$90
	$90



	Subtotal
	$9,905
	$71,259



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	$1,000
	$7,126



	
Total 
	
$10,905 
	
$78,385 


	
*20-hour-per-week employee at $8 per hour, plus benefits at 10 percent of salary 










Startup Costs Worksheet






	
Item 
	
Cost 



	Mortgage
	



	Startup retail inventory
	



	Startup manufacturing costs
	



	Fulfillment
	



	Office equipment, furniture, supplies
	



	Business licenses
	



	Phone (line installation charges)
	



	Utility deposits
	



	Employee wages and benefits (first six months)
	



	Startup advertising
	



	Legal services
	



	Liability insurance (annual cost)
	



	Market research
	



	Membership dues
	



	Publications (annual subscriptions)
	



	Online service
	



	Website design
	



	Web hosting, domain name
	



	Subtotal
	



	Miscellaneous expenses (roughly 10 percent of subtotal)
	



	
Total 
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Upscale Pet Products


When Elizabeth Taylor started putting diamond clips in her Maltese’s “hair” and other Hollywood celebrities began carrying their pooches around in designer satchels, a lot of people shook their heads in wonder at the eccentricities of people with too much disposable income. But  savvy entrepreneurs recognized the beginning of a lucrative trend, and the upscale pet-products industry was born.

According to Pet Age magazine, more than six out of ten U.S. households, or 64.2 million, own at least one pet. Not all these households have designer pet strollers on the driveway or marabou-trimmed beds in the master bedroom, but enough people were buying products to pamper their pooches and kitties to make the pet-supplies industry a $5.86 billion market in 2003. Market research company Business Communications Co. predicts that by 2008, pet supplies will be a $7.05 billion industry, with an average annual growth rate of 3.8 percent. And while there are no statistics available specifically on the upscale pet-products indus try, it’s safe to say that the people who are selling these products are taking a big bite out of that prosperous market.


[image: 037]

Fun Fact

Designers that have segued into the luxury pet market include Burberry, Coach, Chanel, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, Prada, Ralph Lauren, and Tiffany & Co. Even Harley-Davidson makes spiked leather dog collars and shirts. Market research company Dillon Media attributes this trend to the whims of empty nesters, couples without children and other young professionals who consider their pets to be family members.



Upscale pet products run the gamut from the sublime to the sometimes ridiculous. There are ferret hammocks, faux mink dog blankets, and cashmere sweaters, Halloween costumes and Santa suits, and plush beds shaped like Fabergé eggs (the latter is the charming creation of one of the entrepreneurs interviewed for this book). Butter-soft leather tote bags made by famous designers and inhabited by tiny dogs are frequently seen on the arms of starlets and well-heeled consumers alike. There are even tiaras and pearl necklaces, strollers, and car seats. Other upscale pet products now in demand include jewelry (both barrettes and necklaces), wedding dresses and tuxedos, fashion eyewear, elaborate cat condos, stairs and ramps for elderly pets, pet toys and massagers, apparel (sweaters, dresses, and T-shirts), collars, and leashes.

Despite the proliferation of upscale pet products, this really is an industry in its infancy. While there have always been a lot of companies that sold pet products, as recently as 2001 there were very few offering upscale pet fare. Since then, there has been an explosion in the number of companies that sell these pricey products, which has made the industry much more competitive. But if you’re a committed pet lover who believes there’s a need for what some may consider fripperies, this is an industry in which you can make a good living.




Making Your Mark 

There are several ways you can tap into the upscale pet-products industry: 
• Retail store. In this type of business, you’ll buy products from a wholesaler, mark them up, and sell them in your own store. Going the retail route requires a fairly substantial investment, not only in terms of inventory but also for building costs. You’ll probably also need employees to help run the store because there’s no way you can be there every minute and still hope to have a life.

• Wholesale outlet. In this case, you supply products to boutiques and other retail stores (including online stores). This is how Santa Fe, New Mexico, retailer/ wholesaler Diane Burchard started selling the pet coats she originally designed and sewed for her little white dog, Teca Tu (the namesake for her “happy little shop,” as she calls it). She’s still a wholesaler today, but she has turned the sewing over to others. She also uses a pottery studio to create ceramic bowls, a leather belt maker to make pet collars, and even a co-op in Bolivia for handknitting sweaters.

• Internet store. This is a cost-effective way to enter the world of upscale product sales. You’ll need inventory (which you’ll buy at wholesale and sell at retail), and you’ll have to store it somewhere and package it up as orders come in, but if you operate out of your home, you can save a lot of money on overhead costs. Alternatively, you can sell at wholesale prices to boutiques and other retailers.

• Drop-shipping. No room for inventory? Then a business that fulfills orders on a drop-ship basis may be the way to go. Drop-shipping means you strike a deal with a product manufacturer to ship orders from its warehouse or production facility directly to your customer. (This type of arrangement is also known as a distributorship.) You simply get the order, handle the paperwork to get it filled, and receive a percentage of the sale or a flat fee from the grateful supplier. This type of business works well if you’re planning to sell really large or bulky items, like pet beds or cat condos, and don’t have room to store them yourself.

• Product manufacturing. If you’re a homebased entrepreneur, you may think this type of business would be outside the realm of possibility. But actually, if you have any design experience or proficiency and you’re willing to learn about product manufacturing, this can be a viable business to look into. As you can imagine, manufacturing requires a lot more time upfront to get the business started. Susan Benesh, who runs the Columbia, South Carolina, pet-products manufacturing/ wholesale company, says her business was on the drawing board for a year, while wholesaler/manufacturer Amanda Miller of Scottsdale, Arizona, says it took three years to lay the groundwork. You’ll also have higher startup costs, but the potential to make a lot of money is excellent.





You don’t have to establish your own factory to turn out products. You can contract with a manufacturer to make products to your specifications. That’s what all four of the upscale product manufacturers interviewed for this book did when establishing their  businesses. For instance, Miller uses a high-quality “people furniture” manufacturer to build her unique pet beds, which is a win-win situation because this company makes her products with the same care and quality as its own. Once you have a manufacturer relationship, you can sell products on a website, advertise in pet-products trade publications, or sell at trade shows.

Just be sure you have products to sell when you get to that point. Exton, Pennsylvania, products manufacturer Joyce Reavey went to her first H.H. Backer trade show—the industry’s largest—with just prototypes of her pet beds and brochures to hand out but no production to back her up. “I had read you should test the market before you start manufacturing, but the stores at that show were hungry for product and wanted the beds immediately,” she says. “I lost a lot of sales because I didn’t have any products ready to ship. Even though it may seem risky, you need to invest in production before you launch so you have something people can buy.”

Still, remember that research, development, and manufacturing take time. Benesh says it can take 100 hours to develop a product, including shipping prototypes back and forth, trying out the products on dogs, and so on. “But,” she adds, “I love it!”




A Day in the Life 

Of course, running an upscale products business involves more than just picking out or manufacturing cool toys and market-testing them (with the able assistance of your own precious pets, most likely). There are a number of tasks you’ll have to undertake on a daily basis to keep the business running smoothly and efficiently:
• Office administration. As the nerve center of your fledgling pet-products empire, your homebased office (or possibly an office at your store or manufacturing facility) will be the place where all the action takes place, from talking to customers and suppliers to balancing the books, planning advertising campaigns, and, in short, handling all the various details involved in running a small business. For this reason, you’ll want to outfit your workspace with appropriate office furniture and equipment so you can do your job efficiently. We’ll detail everything you’ll need in Chapter 10.

• Product research. With the internet, the process of finding new and exciting products—or inspirations for your own   creations—is much easier. Business owners often spend hours a day just on keeping abreast of what’s new on the market. You’ll find an in-depth discussion on how to find product suppliers in Chapter 12.
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Beware!

Outsourcing product manufacturing overseas can help you save on production costs because labor is cheaper, but you usually must have a pretty high volume to take advantage of those economies of scale. Also, freight and duty charges can be very high, and you won’t always be able to speak to your foreign counterparts during U.S. business hours.





• Purchasing. Obviously your assortment of products will be the engine that makes your business machine go, so you’ll have to devote a fair amount of time talking to sales and manufacturers’ reps. (One entrepreneur says that once you’ve been to a trade show, you’ll start getting cold calls from reps eager to sell you product for your bricks-and-mortar or internet store.) You’ll also have to buy supplies for your office, like computer paper and paper clips, and packaging materials like boxes, packing peanuts, and sealing tape. Finally, you’ll have to purchase the raw materials that will become your pet beds, towers, collars, and so on. This may entail traveling to places like the Los Angeles or New York garment and fabric districts, since there’s no substitute for actually touching and holding the materials that will become your upscale products.
[image: 039]

Smart Tip

If you’re interested in manufacturing products abroad but don’t know where to get started, try contacting your local SCORE office (score.org). A partner of the SBA, SCORE is staffed nationwide by retired executives from all types of businesses. They’ll either have the expertise you seek or be able refer you to the right people.





• Personnel management. Even if you’re a one-person band, you may one day find yourself in need of help to ship out a big order or unload a truckload of holiday merchandise. If you have employees (either on your payroll or contract workers), you have to oversee their work. You’ll have to come up with work schedules, process the payroll, and handle personality conflicts. You’ll also have to find and actually hire these people, then do the considerable IRS paperwork that comes with having employees.

• Inventory control and stocking. Unless you’re drop-shipping, the product you sell has to go somewhere, and that somewhere is the shelves in your home storage area or the display areas or stockroom in your store. This is tedious, physical work that many business owners prefer to delegate to someone else, but if you’re on a tight budget you may find yourself hefting those pet beds onto the top shelf or hanging the pet sweaters on racks in your store.

• Production. If you decide to manufacture products to your own specifications, you’ll be spending a fair amount of time on product design. You’ll inspect and approve prototypes. Then when the assembly line fires up, you’ll oversee production to make sure it meets your exacting standards. All this may take place in a city far, far away—like Beijing, for instance, or Hong Kong, which means you’ll have to factor travel time into your schedule. 
Holiday Magic


All right, class—what time of year puts a twinkle in the eyes of retailers from coast to coast? Why, the November-December holiday season, of course. According to a recent American Pet Products Manufacturers Association survey, nearly 154 million pet owners spent an estimated $2.6 billion on pet gifts during the 2005 holiday season, which means there’s plenty of opportunity for you to take a bite out of the market.

When planning your pet business, make sure you time its debut well in advance of the start of that all-important holiday season. Since it takes a while for people to respond to advertisements (and repetition is key, especially for new product or new store launches), you’ll want to have your ad campaign in full swing in the early fall, if not sooner. Ditto your key words if you’re an internet retailer. Pick them early and start paying for them right away so you’ll get as many hits as possible.

But don’t just stock up on toys and clothes. Make sure you add two of the hottest pet products to your line: Holiday pet bags and greeting cards. Wholesaler CMI makes a gift bag with flashing LED lights and pictures of puppies, kittens and birds that “sing” Jingle Bells, while Avanti Press is offering a line of dog-themed cards.

Of course, Americans are so enamored with their pets that the gift giving doesn’t stop in December. Pet lovers are showering their significant others with Valentine’s Day presents, rabbit ears at Easter, and Halloween costumes. You’ll want to include a mix of these products in your retail line to spur new sales for every gift-giving occasion possible.





• Trade shows. Speaking of travel time, you’re likely to want to display your products at pet trade shows to generate interest, build name recognition, and hopefully make a buck. This can take up several days and thousands of dollars, but in the long run you may find it’s time and money well-spent. Susan Benesh is a big believer in the importance of trade shows, but she doesn’t attend them herself anymore. Instead, she uses a company that provides trade representatives to sell for her. The company earns a 25 percent commission (“Which is a great incentive to make sure they sell for us,” she says), and she’s a big winner, too—she attributes 30 percent of her sales to this arrangement.

• Marketing and advertising. Trade shows, ads in publications, news releases and your website are all viable outlets for promoting your business, and it’s crucial  that you plan the scope and timing of these efforts carefully to maximize their impact. You’re likely to be thinking about these tasks literally every business day—and, no doubt, even in your sleep.
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Stat Fact

There are nearly 7 million horses in the United States, of which nearly 3 million are recreational animals, according to the Horse Council. So if you have a yearning to offer luxury products for pretty palominos or the people who love them, you should have a ready and receptive market. And don’t overlook the horseless—those who may not own a horse but wish they did can be big consumers of these products, too.
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