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Cleaning Service 
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Coaching Business 
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Construction and Contracting Business 
Consulting Business 
Crafts Business 
Day Spa and More 
e-Business 
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Event Planning Business 
Executive Recruiting Business 
Fashion Accessories Business 
Florist Shop and Other Floral Businesses 
Food Truck Business 
Freelance Writing Business and More 
Freight Brokerage Business 
Gift Basket Service 
Grant-Writing Business 
Graphic Design Business 
Green Business 
Growing and Selling Herbs and Herbal Products 
Hair Salon and Day Spa 
Home Inspection Service 
Import/Export Business 
Information Consultant Business 
Information Marketing Business 
Kid-Focused Business 
Mail Order Business 
Medical Claims Billing Service 
Net Services Business 
Online Education Business 
Personal Concierge Service 
Personal Training Business 
Pet Business and More 
Pet-Sitting Business and More 
Photography Business 
Public Relations Business 
Restaurant and More 
Retail Business and More 
Self-Publishing Business 
Seminar Production Business 
Senior Services Business 
Specialty Travel and Tour Business 
Staffing Service 
Tutoring and Test Prep Business 
Vending Business 
Wedding Consultant Business 
Wholesale Distribution Business







Preface


You’re the type of person who can juggle ten different projects at once and make sure they all turn out well. Everything you touch shines a little brighter when you’re done. You make friends wherever you go. You thrive on deadlines and love a challenge. But after years of racing around the corporate fast track, you’re ready to pursue new challenges and set your own course. And you think a personal concierge service might be your track to independence and success.

A personal concierge service runs on the most basic of premises. People want things done but don’t have time to do them.  But they are happy to pay someone to take care of their business efficiently and with a touch of class. Why not let that someone be you?

You are probably reading this book after thinking long and hard about starting your own business. You are excited, anxious, maybe even scared—all natural emotions when considering such a lifestyle change. Although we can’t make the big leap for you, we can give you the information to help you plan your next step.

Our mission is to provide all the facts you need to:
• Decide if a personal concierge service is the right business for you.

• Promote your business for maximum results.

• Start your new business on the right foot.

• Keep your business on the track to success.





You’ve probably wondered what it’s really like to be a personal concierge. Wouldn’t it be great to actually talk to one and find out what a day in his or her life is like? What’s the best part of the job? What’s the most challenging? The most fun? Well, in this book you will hear from personal concierges who share their stories, tips, and a few secrets. You’ll even hear some of the more unusual requests personal concierges have received. (Sorry, you’ll have to wait for those tantalizing details until further along in the book.)

This business guide also includes worksheets to help you estimate startup expenses and operating costs, ideas about organizing your business, tips on how to find and keep clients, and even a feature called Stat Fact, which highlights interesting statistics about the personal concierge industry.

We hope that you are ready to learn everything about the world of personal concierges and that you are enthusiastic about venturing into a business where you can carve out your own niche. Your new career will be exactly what you make it. And there’s no reason why you can’t be the next in-demand personal concierge. But first, you’ve got some reading to do. So jump right in. This is going to be fun!
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Keeper of the Candles

Industry Overview

 



 



 




In this chapter, we’ll explore the new trend toward personal concierge services as well as the history of the concierge profession as a whole. We’ll also introduce you to several entrepreneurs who have started their own personal concierge services. You’ll benefit from their experience and advice as we look into the personal concierge industry.




Spreading Like Wildfire 

Concierges have been around in one form or another for centuries, but the personal concierge burst onto the scene only in the late 1990s. Today, more people have less time for everyday tasks, and many of them rely on personal concierges for everything from walking the dog to getting dinner on the table. There are few tasks a personal concierge won’t tackle, as long as the chore is legal, of course.

Although personal concierge services are a fairly recent development, the number of companies that serve time-starved clients is mushrooming, right along with customer demand for such businesses. Today’s stressed workers, trying to catch up financially, are working longer hours and it just makes sense to hire help. Membership in the National Association of Professional Organizers, which includes some professionals who provide concierge services, swelled from a few hundred when founded in 1985 to more than 4,000 members to date.
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Fun Fact

Pronouncing the word concierge may seem intimidating. OK, on three: one, two, three—kon’se erzh. If you want a good laugh, just ask a concierge how many variations of the pronunciation he or she has heard.



The International Concierge and Lifestyle Management Association (ICLMA), an association of 350 lifestyle management professionals, found some optimistic results in their 2010 annual global concierge survey. Of the 207 respondents, the U.S. respondents reported that 37.5 percent of their business was comprised of errands and personal shopping requests, with general home management coming in at a close second at 35 percent.

Why the booming demand for personal concierges and organizers? A big reason is that most people are incredibly busy with jobs, families, and/or maintaining a household. Some people need help just to get organized; others could manage the paperwork if they were not saddled with so many other chores, and still others would love to have the time and freedom to achieve lofty personal goals, which they use niche concierges for. That is when they turn to (or would like to be able to turn to) professionals to help keep them organized, run errands, and see to it that business and personal obligations are met. They will look to personal concierges to help relieve stress and bring order to hectic lives.

Katharine Giovanni, Chairman of the Board and founder of the ICLMA, and award winning concierge author of The Concierge Manual: A Step-by-Step Guide to Starting Your Own Concierge Service or Lifestyle Management Company (New Road Publishing, 2007), has this to say about the future of the concierge industry: “Despite the current economy, the independent concierge industry is growing . . . and it’s growing at a steady pace around the world, though not in every country, through all major markets.  Companies are offering this unique service as a part of their corporate benefit package and as an additional service for their clients. Globally, real estate management companies offer an active concierge on site in the lobbies of their buildings so they can outshine their competition. The industry is also growing like a brush fire in hospitals around the United States, though not as fast outside the U.S. Security guards are being cross-trained to double as concierges. Shopping malls are offering concierge desks and kiosks. Fortune 500 companies like American Express, Google, and Coldwater Creek are all offering concierge services to staff and/or customers. There are hundreds more. This service is popping up everywhere, from funeral homes, train stations, and shopping malls, to hospitals, hospice care facilities, and even in nonprofits.”

As our industry expands we are seeing franchises, too, such as My Girl Friday (www.egirlfriday.com) and Quintessentially (www.quintessentially.com), which is also currently the industry’s largest international concierge company. The internet concierge trend is also developing rapidly, a prime example of which is WOW! Branded Personal Assistance (www.thewowcard.com).

Although it’s no secret that the personal concierge field is booming, hard numbers are difficult to come by. The National Concierge Association, founded in Chicago in the late 1990s as a networking and resource organization for both personal and hotel concierges, doesn’t yet track numbers or statistics pertaining to the industry, but membership has grown from six members in 1998 to over 600.

Katharine Giovanni quantifies the industry, “You can actually see the phenomenal growth by looking at my company’s numbers. Triangle Concierge began in 1998 with a dozen clients. Today we have thousands of clients from 40 countries and every U.S. state.” Several other personal concierges and concierge consultants agreed with that estimate and said the number of personal concierges is growing fast.

According to Sara-ann Kasner, founder and CEO of the National Concierge Association (www.nationalconciergeassociation.com), “The concierge business is exploding right now. There has been tremendous growth.” Personal concierges and industry analysts say there is plenty of room for even more growth.




Shifting Gears 

Many successful concierges do not have a hotel background. In fact those interviewed for this book came from such disparate backgrounds as customer service, events management, legal assistants, law enforcement officers, executive recruiting, and executive assistants. Jennifer Knoch of Radar Virtual Concierge (www.radar-msp.com) in Minneapolis, Minnesota, has an innate set of concierge skills: creative thinking, a sense of urgency, attention to detail, and follow-through. She first used those skills in customer service, project management, and production and now finds that they  serve her well in catering to clients’ needs. Jennifer specializes in holiday gift buying assistance and it takes an artistic eye combined with the right communication skills to deliver consistently to her time-challenged gift givers.

Valerie Fidan’s background as a personal assistant for male Fortune 500 executives, lawyers, entrepreneurs, and sports figures prepared her for success in her male-specific luxury concierge service, Valerie A. Lifestyle Management (www.valeriea.com).

Kevin Miller of The Daily Plan It, Inc. (www.thedailyplanit.info) says his background as an American Express office assistant and computer research gopher, combined with ownership of a small grocery store, developed the skills he now uses with the gay, senior demographic he caters to in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.

As a practitioner in the alternative health sector, Brian Mahan’s skills came in handy developing the eco-conscious, health-oriented Enlightened Concierge (www.enlightenedconcierge.com) in West Hollywood, California. He put his connections in the health industry and networking skills to use to create a topnotch team of alternative health professionals for his clients to access, all in one place.

Silvia Oppenheim’s San Francisco, California, full service, hospitality company, Le Concierge SF (www.leconciergesf.com), features everything from event catering and professional organizing to relocation services. Her background managing high profile accounts at the Ritz-Carlton and private estates for Fortune 500 clients and commodity trading in a cutthroat business environment primed her with the chutzpah she’d later use to excel in completing the most challenging client requests.


Crafty Characters Excel


A wonderful historical example of how the character and skills of a concierge were developed in one Madame Lucie at the turn of the century is revealed in the fascinating book, Confessions of a Concierge, Madame Lucie‘s History of Twentieth-Century France, by Bonnie G. Smith (Yale University Press, 1987). This work shows how the limitations of growing up in wartime stoked the deep roots of creativity to blossom for what would make Madame Lucie a genius, an unflappable concierge of almost magician status. One of the many illustrations of creativity born from necessity in the book paints the picture of Lucie and her father catching their dinner of eels by lowering an umbrella baited with a hand-sewn “worm ball” in a river, waiting for just the right moment to slap shut the device, trapping dinner for the family.

While your own life may not contain such dramatic examples, you may ask yourself how many times you’ve used creativity to change the situation you’re in. The ability to change nothing into something, and use whatever you have to make the seemingly impossible happen, is one of the most vital skills a concierge has.






Ancient Roots 

Although more and more people are becoming familiar with the term “concierge,” very few know where this customer service-based profession originated. The word “concierge” evolved from the French comte des cierges, the “keeper of the candles,” a term that referred to the servant who attended to the whims of visiting noblemen at medieval castles. Eventually, the name “concierge” came to stand for the keepers of the keys at public buildings, especially hotels. There is even a famous prison in Paris that is called The Conciergerie, in honor of the warden who kept the keys and assigned cells to the inmates.

The stigma of the concierge has changed greatly since the early 1900s where service personnel known as concierges first showed up in small rental apartments, then in some luxury hotels in Europe. Then, as now, their duties were to welcome and assist guests throughout their stay. In the small residential rentals a concierge would facilitate everything possible to help the building’s residents, from laundry services to obtaining their most unusual purchases. In Madame Lucie’s case, before she actually became a concierge herself, she was tutored by watching a neighborhood concierge who seemed to know everything about everyone on their street and used the information to get things to happen. Sound familiar?
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Smart Tip

Reports from the field: In a 2009 New York Times interview, the top residential concierges in The Big Apple commented that even though client service requests have changed to reflect economic hardship, the phone still keeps ringing, but with different kinds of requests. Request for economical services include finding reliable shoe repair (when previously clients would have just purchased new ones), restructuring already existing clothing to feel like a new wardrobe (clients in the past would have purchased more new wardrobe pieces), nixing the lavish dinner parties and requesting private party room rental at affordable local restaurants or cutting their guest lists back from 100 to more an intimate 20.



Today’s professionals may not operate to that end but the importance of keeping social connections strong can’t be stressed enough when trying to build solid vendor connections in this world of “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.” Naturally, guests didn’t have as many options or services as they do today. Traditionally, male concierges were mostly found in  the better hotels. Today, a 70 percent female to 30 percent male concierge ratio operates in the United States, while in Europe the concierge industry remains predominantly male.


Defining Moment 

To fully understand the industry, it’s important to make the distinction between hotel concierges, corporate concierges, and personal concierges (we’ll be focusing on the latter in this book).

Hotel concierges are employed by hotels to assist guests by arranging tours, making dinner reservations, offering advice on shopping or sightseeing, and taking care of other needs that may arise during their stay. At this time, only hotel concierges may become members of the elite Les Clefs d’Or (pronounced “lay clay door”), a professional organization of hotel concierges all over the world. To join, applicants must have at least five years of hotel lobby-level employment, with at least three of those years as a concierge. Applicants must also pass a written test, submit letters of recommendation, and pass test calls by examiners who pose as hotel guests.

Of the approximately 5,000 hotel concierges in the United States, 160 applied to join Les Clefs d’Or in a recent year, and only 25 were accepted. Les Clefs d’Or means “the keys of gold,” and it’s the emblem adopted by the association of concierges founded in Paris in 1929. Hence the gold keys pins that you will see on the lapels of concierges who are members of Les Clefs d’Or. If a hotel concierge is ever found guilty of an ethical breach, such as accepting commissions from restaurants or other companies, he or she is banned from the group for life and must surrender the gold keys.
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Fun Fact

The U.S. branch of the Les Clefs d’Or have hosted, sponsored, and led symposia and full semester-long courses at many of the most prestigious hospitality programs in the country, including Cornell University, University of Nevada-Las Vegas, Penn State, and Johnson & Wales.



Corporate concierges are employed by a corporation to serve the firm’s employees. The niche for corporate concierges grew out of the desire of some corporations to keep their employees so happy that they would never leave for greener pastures. In the quest for worker satisfaction, some companies have hired concierges to help employees with planning business trips, picking up dry cleaning, ordering dinner, running errands, and so on. Dentists, psychologists, massage therapists, and others are even offering their services in the workplace through concierges.

A personal concierge is not employed by a hotel or corporation. Instead, these men and women market their services directly to clients who pay them for running errands,  buying gifts, making travel arrangements, or myriad other tasks. Some of their clients may, however, be corporations, which contract with them to be available for employee requests.

While personal concierges typically appeal to a different market than those in hotels or corporations, their markets sometimes overlap. For instance, a businessperson may use the services of a hotel concierge while traveling and the services of a personal concierge after returning home.

Typically, a personal concierge builds a client base that uses his or her services on a regular basis. Clients might mostly be individual consumers, or predominately small businesses. They could even be a combination of the two. The personal concierge business is so new and evolving so quickly that no hard and fast rules exist. Again, this business is definitely what you make it. (You’ll read more about defining the personal concierge market in Chapter 2.)




Striking While the Iron Is Hot 

No official numbers are available on just how many people work as general, personal concierges. Below are some stats on similar professions as reported in 2008 by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). While considering how much you might make as a personal, general, or specialty concierge, take a look at the sampling of rates we’ve also gathered from thriving concierges today. Add to that, the knowledge that anytime you reach the level in your career where you are actually managing instead of just assisting, your income has the potential to skyrocket. “Lifestyle management” is a term used to define a concierge who literally manages your life. To be that, you must hone your service model to be all-inclusive, addictive, and indispensable. These facts point to promising opportunities for industrious, creative types interested in creating a fulfilling career in this industry.


• More and more hotel concierges, after learning every aspect of the trade, are walking away from their jobs to start their own personal concierge businesses.

• The internet has made it easier for entrepreneurs to succeed in far-flung fields. For example, the internet allows a personal concierge in Idaho to target potential clients in Louisiana—or even Paris.

• Many concierge networks and associations exist today, when just one was around 13 years ago.

• 2009 national median salaries for hotel, apartment, and office concierges as reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics were $13 an hour and projected growth by 2018 is higher than average. 


• Valerie A., a thriving, specialty lifestyle management service in California, charges $65 an hour for all weekday services and $85 an hour for same day and weekend services.

• The Montana Concierge, a service catering to vacationers, business visitors, residents, and local businesses, charges $25 to $60 an hour for a combination of professional business, event, and domestic assistance services.

• Travel guides, who require many of the same skills as lifestyle management professionals and hotel concierges, were reported to have national median pay rates of $15 an hour, or $31,000 annually, according to a Bureau of Labor Statistics 2009 report.

• Though the BLS also reports personal home care aides as taking in an average of $9.46 an hour in 2009, the growth for this field is projected as much higher than average. Catering to this crowd by offering similar services in addition to all of the other one-stop-shop perks you’re probably thinking of offering right now could position you to be attractive to those who have need, but also the income to pay a much higher rate for a “lifestyle management” professional than a personal care attendant doing many of the same duties.

• Silvia Oppenheim of Le Concierge SF works a 40-hour work-week, charges $50 to $75 an hour, and reports an annual salary in the neighborhood of $100,000.
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Smart Tip

Combining the offerings of a few specialty fields, like “personal shopper” and “personal assistant” can create just the right tailored concierge service to offer your specific demographic. Payscale.com utilizes nationally donated salary information from many fields and locations. If you’d like to imagine what services would pay well in a certain area or how to combine several services to compete with local thrivers, play a little on www.payscale.com. . Punch in your desired location and choose several free occupational salary reports. Defining your concierge profile should be based on client needs, how much money your customers have, and how much money you want to make. They need to match up!



Personal concierges who live in small towns or who reach out to clients outside their immediate geographic area generally have contacts and resources near those locations to handle the hands-on work. Concierge businesses can offer a smorgasbord of services or specialize in one or two areas. For instance, some personal concierges organize clients’ cluttered desks, set up their offices, and help them manage their schedules. Others offer to do everything from standing in line at the Department of Motor Vehicles to helping set up an elaborate marriage proposal. Some concierge businesses specialize in wedding planning, shopping for and wrapping gifts, and  decorating for the holidays. Some offer pet-sitting services. Other specialize in elder-care services, like accompanying seniors to doctors appointments, picking up prescriptions, or driving them to hair appointments. The list of services is endless, and it changes every day.
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Stat Fact

According to a 2010 survey by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, both partners were working in 47.8 percent of married couple families. In single parent households 67 percent of single mothers and 75.8 percent of single fathers with no spouse present were working. If everyone in a household is working, nobody has time to run errands—so business is likely to pick up for personal concierges.



One reason more people are using the services of personal concierges is that their free time is fading away faster than ever. As a rule, most of us have less personal time than in years past. How many times have you heard the refrain “There just aren’t enough hours in the day”? Hence, the demand for helpers to run errands for us just becomes more desperate. More than ever, families include two full-time wage earners, and even many teenagers hold down part-time jobs. Who will get dinner on the table, pick up the dry cleaning, get the dog groomed, and make sure the lawn gets mowed on a regular basis if everyone is at work? Can you say “concierge?”

According to the concierges interviewed for this book, people who make the best concierges share certain characteristics: They’re patient, calm, resourceful, have good contacts, and enjoy people. If that sounds like you, and you like having a different routine every day, juggling multiple projects, and making people happy, this could be the business for you. We’ll talk a lot more about what it takes to be a concierge and explore a typical day in the life of a concierge in Chapter 6.

Some personal concierges say the field was so new when they started their businesses that there were few experts to turn to for advice. The few people already established in the field were often reluctant to give away any secrets for fear of competition. As the field grew, more resources became available to anyone looking for ideas about setting up a personal concierge business; you can find some of these listed in the Appendix of this book.


Concierge Conundrum


A client orders a special piece of jewelry and asks his personal concierge to pick up the piece so he can present it to his wife at a dinner party that evening. The concierge gets to the store and finds it closed for inventory. Panic? Not a concierge. He pulls out his Rolodex and gets busy. It takes two hours, but he eventually locates the owner of the store who agrees to open it so the concierge can retrieve the jewelry. The client? None the wiser, he gets his piece of jewelry on time. The wife? Happy as a clam. The concierge? Ends up with a fat tip.




You Need That When? 

A personal concierge’s duties can be as simple as gift-shopping for a client or as elaborate as arranging to have a Rolls Royce waiting at the airport to whisk a client and his girlfriend to a hotel room stocked with six dozen red roses, chilled champagne, a catered prime rib dinner, and a camera to record her reaction when he proposes.

Personal concierges are people with connections. They know how to get front-row tickets to a concert that has been sold out for weeks. They know whom to call when a client isn’t happy with the color of his rental car and wants a fire engine red convertible delivered now. They don’t panic when a client calls with a last-minute request for a private jet. They have Rolodexes that read like a who’s who. Most important, they perform well under pressure and almost always get the job done—politely and with a smile.

Personal concierges aren’t just for people with deep pockets. Time-saving perks are enjoyed by all sorts. In a sense, people who employ a personal concierge are buying back their own time, and who can’t benefit from that? A personal concierge’s clients might include everyone from corporate millionaires and hotshot celebrities to couples with two incomes but zero free time to single moms holding down two jobs. One client may require the services of a personal concierge only a couple of hours a month, while another client may insist that the concierge be available at all times.
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