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“The advice in the sections on fundraising strategies and options is worth the price of the book many times over. It’s real-world advice that is based on fact, not theory.”

—BRYAN EMERSON, 
 President and CEO, Starlight Investments, 
 specialists in early-stage funding

“What makes Start-Up Smarts different from any other start-up book out there are the real-world stories from successful entrepreneurs. Not only do these interviews provide guidance and advice; perhaps more importantly, they inspire and show that dreams can come true.”

—BOB WATSON, 
 Senior Vice President, the Ad Council; 
 former SVP, Newspaper Association of America

“Start-Up Smarts is an entertaining read and a solid practical foundation for would-be entrepreneurs. Loaded with timely advice and valuable suggestions, I encourage anyone considering starting a business to read this book to get a head start!”

—MARIA CIRINO, 
 Co-Founder and Managing Director, 
 .406 Ventures; Co-Founder, Guardent Security; 
 former Ernst and Young “ Entrepreneur of the Year”

“The Internet and new media are changing the barriers to startups everywhere, so the section on the new businesses you can start in today’s economy is particularly valuable, timely, and unique. As someone who has seen the impact of major trends in both my dot.com start-up and my recent radio start-up, I know the advice here is particularly important—and just not available anywhere else.”

—DAVID GOW, 
 Founder, Chairman, and CEO, 
 Gow Communications; former CEO and 
 CFO of Ashford.com, a publicly traded 
 online retailer of luxury goods

“This is the book for everyone who thinks they have that “better idea” but doesn’t know how to turn it into a business. It is like having a good friend—who has been there before—walk you through every step of the start-up process, calming you down, providing real-world insights, and creating a clear path to success.”

—SHIRREL RHOADES, 
 Editorial Director, Saturday Evening Post; 
 former Executive Vice President, 
 Marvel Entertainment; former Owner 
 and CEO, Opportunity magazine
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Introduction

EVERY YEAR MORE THAN 600,000 PEOPLE DARE TO START A BUSINESS. Most of those businesses are small—hair salons, restaurants, retail stores; some are mid-sized; and many are done through franchise arrangements. Some aim to create a better life for the entrepreneur and his family; others aim to change the world. About half of them will fail. Yet all of them share this one key characteristic: the entrepreneur is committing himself and taking a risk in a way most people never will. These entrepreneurs are pioneering heroes in many ways, doing things that no one else has done before. Many of them know their task will be difficult. For most of us, business has become a zero-sum game—one in which for someone to win someone else must lose. Competitors, technological innovation, the media, and consumers may all be taking aim at our business goals, armed with new and heavy weaponry. Yet, even in the face of new and more competent competitors, these entrepreneurs say, “I’m in. I want to play.” And for many, “I’m betting it all.” We applaud and admire you and hope the experiences we and our clients have had can help your chances of success.

We have started businesses ourselves and consulted on startups for clients, and found that there are real-world secrets that can accelerate your success, but that too often you only learn these secrets by trial and error. We have seen some of our startups succeed beyond any reasonable hope (one of them was the spelling-correction software that most people have used); others ended up about where we hoped, but by different routes than originally planned; and others didn’t make it—often because the entrepreneur snatched defeat from the jaws of victory at the last minute.

That’s why it’s critical to protect your business in as many ways as you can. This doesn’t mean there is an absolute way to guarantee success, but there are ways to help you focus on the things that help most and avoid as many landmines as possible. In each chapter, we provide you with at least one real-world secret that will save you thousands of dollars or save you wasted time and focus. As a start, we’ll give you a real-world tip right now: Instead of paying a private law firm, you can incorporate your business using electronic forms provided by your state, or through firms like LegalZoom.com, in less than an hour and for much less money. Not only is this faster than working with expensive attorneys, it is generally more accurate because you are using the exact forms provided by the state.

Throughout the book you will find practical tips Smart-Start Tips. You will also see sidebar stories that illustrate each chapter’s points. We also bring you expert, real-world advice in a series of interviews with top start-up advisors, and successful entrepreneurs.

You are the person in the arena Theodore Roosevelt admired. You are the person willing to at least explore the option of starting your own business. So to jumpstart your journey, even if you don’t read anything else, here’s a summary of key tips to entrepreneurial survival that we gained from our own efforts and from the real-world entrepreneurs we’ve worked with and interviewed.

Keys to Entrepreneurial Survival: An Executive Summary

“I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill, but time and chance happeneth to them all.”

—ECCLESIASTES 9:11, King James Bible Translation

The hard truth is that a significant number of start-ups fail. No matter how skillful we are, no matter how hard we work, no matter how swift or strong or wise, “time and chance happeneth to them all.” Start-ups fail for a variety of reasons that include lack of sufficient funding, lack of management experience, and lack of a unique or compelling concept and business idea. They also fail because of bad timing; sometimes a great idea is just a bit too early or a bit too late. Sometimes, even when you do everything right, plain bad luck enters the picture. Time and chance do affect us, so there can never be an absolute way to protect ourselves. Even the most experienced and successful entrepreneurs have often stumbled in their second and third start-ups.

So here’s our “Smart-Start” list of some of the most important things to always remember when doing a startup.

Be Flexible with Your Business Plan

If there’s one message we heard over and over again from every successful entrepreneur we know, it’s that the original plan you create is unlikely to work the way you thought. A rule of thumb that we have created is that every start-up will take longer, need more money, and probably change in some significant way from its original plan. As Mary Frazier, the co-founder of $500 million in assets New Era Life Insurance, said, “The way we succeeded is by searching desperately for something that could generate cash flow when our first three business plans didn’t work.” That something turned out to be selling Medicare Supplement Insurance, when nobody else seemed interested in doing so. By being open to change, by being flexible, Mary and her business partner, Bill Chen succeeded in ways they could never have planned. Don’t worry, keep your eyes open, be flexible, see opportunities when they come, and modify your business to take advantage of those changes. The money counts the same, whether it’s from your original plan or a wildly modified one.

Do the Plan—Even Though It Is Likely to Change

Impatient to get on with their great idea or new business concept, many entrepreneurs never slow down enough to create a workable business plan. Just because it is likely to change doesn’t mean it’s not critical to do a plan in the first place. It is the key to how you will manage and build your business, the essential business management tool. Better to modify a basic plan than not have one at all. In business plans you can create scenarios that will allow you to prepare for changes and contingencies well before they occur. In business you will always have surprises, and even good surprises (too many orders, for example) can be the undoing of an unprepared business. The Boy Scouts are right: It is critical to be prepared, and a good business plan is the key to that.

Pick the Right Industry

According to Professor Scott Shane of Case Western University, author of seven books on entrepreneurship, the industry you choose is critically important to your ability to rapidly grow your business. For example, according to Professor Shane, “The odds that you will make the Inc 500 are 840 times higher if you start a computer company than if you start a hotel or motel.” This doesn’t mean that if you don’t have experience in computers you shouldn’t pick that industry; however, you need to shape your expectations for growth and profitability based on the reality of your industry.

Pick the Right Trend

Another way to enhance your chances of success is to ride a trend. For example, two of the businesses we have started focused on a huge demographic trend: the maturing of the so-called baby boomers. Since there are 77 million baby boomers, everything they need as they move through life-stage changes creates new business opportunities. Think about it, Viagra was a joke the first time you saw Senator Bob Dole talking about “erectile dysfunction” in a television commercial. But when 77 million boomers start aging, what was a laughing matter turns into one of the most profitable drugs of all time. Think about all the businesses that will be similarly affected by the aging baby boomers: home health care, nursing, new types of insurance, new clothing, new beds. Demographics are a powerful trend driver, but so are technology, government regulation, and economic conditions. Keep your eyes open: Finding a trend that is rising like a wave is a great way to find start-up success.

Fill the Gaps in Your Management Team or Experience

No matter how experienced, talented, or motivated a manager you are, you can’t do it all. We all are stronger at some aspects of business than others. The visionary who can find a new concept before anyone else may not be good at the details of running an accounting system, for example. To increase your chances of succeeding over the long term, surround yourselves with managers and staff who have skills and business perspectives that complement your own. If you want to make sure you don’t get off on the wrong path, have people you trust caring passionately about aspects of the business you may ignore or be unable to handle.

Find Guides and Partners

Often there are strategic partners who can help accelerate your growth and take you places you could never get by yourself. There are also experienced professionals who have helped start-up executives and who should be listened to. You may end up disagreeing with their advice, but generally it is good practice to listen carefully to all they say. Remember in all those Western movies, when the arrogant West Point lieutenant ignored John Wayne, it never ended well.

Listen to Your Customer

Perhaps the most important advice we can give is research your concept, test it with potential customers, and listen to what they tell you. Even if you don’t like what they say, be open and flexible enough to adapt based on what the customer and the marketplace say. After all, they are always right.

Are Start-Ups Right for You?

Whether you’re just starting out in business, or an experienced executive, if you’ve spent any length of time in one or more careers, or just read about the economic changes we are going through, you know how cyclical business life can be. Few if any of us have had the good fortune to spend our entire working lives in an industry insulated from economic woes. Imagine gaining control of your own destiny; knowing that every day, when you put the key in the door, no one can eliminate your division, your department, or your position. Those are the positives. On the other hand, starting businesses isn’t for everyone.

SMART START TIP:

Learn Before You Earn

Many have said you should learn from your mistakes. We say learn from others’ mistakes; it’s a lot cheaper. Before you venture out on your own, work for others—more than once—in a business like the one you want to own. Each time you look over another set of shoulders, you will learn more about the right and wrong way to run a business.

To be an entrepreneur, you need a superior business idea, enough stamina to meet the high demands of entrepreneurship, and the burning passion to pursue success relentlessly. There will be sacrifices. Often you will be working longer hours, and incurring more stress than any employee. Ultimately, and most importantly, while the rewards are there for you, so are the risks. It’s not for the faint of heart. But if you have the heart for it, it can be the most rewarding career choice you ever make.

How Deep Are Your Pockets?

The cost to acquire a going concern can often prove prohibitive. Anyone selling you a business with a track record and solid potential will want a fair price. When you and your advisors (yes, you need a team to do this right) evaluate their business, you may well determine that either the asking price is simply too rich for your blood or the return on your investment simply will not materialize. Today, in our service-sector driven economy, many industries’ start-up costs are not overwhelming. As a result, the time it takes to recoup the initial investment and reach profitability is shorter. We call this circumstance “reduced barriers to entry.” We will discuss this in greater depth later. For example, if you decide to engage in e-commerce, you have eliminated many of the costs of a brick and mortar business—such as storefronts, possibly warehousing, inventory, personnel, etc. More than ever before, with the right business concept and the right promotion, people can start-up and succeed quickly.

O Say Can You See . . .

Nothing is more American than seeking, achieving, and maintaining independence. As an entrepreneur when you put that key in the door, you answer only to your clients and your investors . . . if you have any. When you work for others, you have no control over your time. Someone dictated how you spent your time—often to justify his or her job. As an entrepreneur you have 100% control of your time—you can decide whether to start working at 5 a.m. or 5 p.m. To many of us, that independence alone is worth all the work and the struggles.

What Are You Building?

As if control of your destiny didn’t have a high enough value, try this on for size: You can’t build any equity by working for someone else. We all know that you might earn more money on a job than you can take out of your business, until it becomes really profitable. However, we also know that almost all people spends at or above their means. So if you work for someone else at a job, when you approach retirement, at best, you may have a well-funded retirement account—maybe. Conversely, if you follow the formulas for business success, you live within your means during the critical formative years while you are nurturing your business, you create value in your business, and you have a proper exit strategy, you will have built equity in your business instead of building it for someone else. For many entrepreneurs—especially the mid-life variety—that in itself makes it worthwhile.

SMART START TIP

Start-Ups Are Longer, 
 More Expensive, More Difficult, 
 and Different Than You Plan

To achieve your goals, no matter how realistic you think your plan is, it will probably take longer, cost more, be harder, and end up working in a different way than you thought. This is a hard lesson to internalize, but in start-ups things rarely work the way you plan. Of course, you should plan based on your best guess then build a contingency plan based on doubling every aspect of it.

The Entrepreneurial Mindset

Not everyone will do this; not everyone can do this. Armed with determination, a superior business concept, a solid plan, many can execute a business start-up and achieve success. However, the one remaining deciding factor that separates those who will from those who won’t is “DNA.” Some of us just plain have it in our genes; others don’t. It may not be actual genetic mix, but there is something special and unique that distinguishes the people who are willing to take entrepreneurial risk from those who are happy being someone else’s employee.

Make no mistake: DNA matters; it figures into the entrepreneurial success equation. So just what is this entrepreneurial mindset or genetic makeup? It means that when the factory whistle blows, you’re still at your workstation. It means you work until the work is done when you have a deadline. It means you trundle in to work even when you don’t feel your best. It means you set your alarm clock an hour earlier to fight your way through traffic, and love it—because you’re going exactly where you want to go, to do exactly what you want to do, every day.



Chapter 

1 

Bulletproof Your 
 Business Concept


Once you’ve decided you might want to be an entrepreneur, the first thing you need to do is decide what kind of business you want to be in. You must test your concept to see if it has what it takes to succeed in a timeframe that makes financial sense.

Most people who come to us with new business ideas or plans are infused with a passion and have a strong belief that they are sitting on El Dorado just waiting to be mined. The enthusiasm and passion are there, often expressed in phrases like, “Everyone needs this” or “Nobody’s doing this yet” or “This is going to be the next big thing.”

The enthusiasm is admirable, but it’s at this point it’s good to remember how enthusiastic the members of the Donner Party were about getting to California. Unfortunately, as you may remember, the Donner Party was a group of pioneers looking to make their fortune in the new land of California. Everything about their concept looked great. Except for one thing—they didn’t count on an earlier than expected winter, got stuck in what is now known as Donner Pass, and ended up starving to death, after first resorting to cannibalism. Their concept was great. Their timing was misjudged. To do a successful start-up, you have to take into account more than just one variable, and having a great concept is just one of them.

SMART START TIP

Test, Test, Test!

Test all contingencies—including the power of your concept and the timing of what it takes to make it happen.

You might say what the Donner Party should have done is gotten a guide who knew when and how to make it safely through the mountains to the Paradise on the other side. Here’s the other lesson—they did have an experienced guide who told them it was too late in the season to try to cross the mountains. He told them absolutely they would never make it and starve.

THEY DIDN’T LISTEN TO HIM.

To make sure your venture into start-ups leads to celebratory dinner parties and not Donner parties, it’s key to plan and test and look at as many contingencies as possible as early and as often as possible, do all the research you can, and listen to experienced guides who can help you achieve success.

SMART START TIP

Listen to Your Guides

When you hire an experienced guide, listen to him.

Now, you may think, “Wait a minute, I know my idea can work—it’s great—let’s get on with it. How can I smart start my concept?” We say fabulous, let’s begin with the smart-start policy.

Smart-Start Your Concept: Ask Three Questions

According to BusinessWeek magazine’s rating of graduate schools of business, the number one business school in America is at the private university founded by John D. Rockefeller, the University of Chicago. If you spent the money to go to the University of Chicago and take a class from Harry Davis, the Roger L. and Rachel M. Goetz Distinguished Service Professor of Creative Management, here’s what you would learn.

Before you start any business ask these three questions:

1. Who are your customers?

2. What do they really want?

3. How do you know?

Now since it’s absolutely key to making your concept succeed, let’s look at those questions in some detail.

Who Are Your Customer?

So many of the entrepreneurs we have worked with assume that because they love their idea for a business or product, everyone else will too. Unfortunately, that just isn’t the case. For one thing, most people are already using something to satisfy whatever need you think is now unmet. Getting people to change from what they are already using or doing is rarely easy. Even if you have something that is better, it’s hard to get people to change from what they already do or use—that’s the power of existing products and brands. When Dell came out with easier-to-buy and less-expensive personal computers, they still had to convince people to change from their comfort with brands like IBM and Compaq.

When you think about your target customer, can you picture exactly who that is? Picture and describe your ideal buyers: how old are they? What gender? Where do they live? How much money do they make? Are they working or are they retired? Do they have children? What ethnicity, race, or cultural characteristics do they have?

You may be able to describe your buyers in detail and then conclude that there are other target buyers for your product as well. Describe them in detail as well. Once you have really clear pictures of your customers, write them down in detail. Then ask yourself how many of these people there are and how many of them are in your geographic target area.

The idea of identifying your customers is absolutely critical to shaping every aspect of your business concept; nothing you do will be more important. And just remember, it’s so important that even the biggest companies spend a huge amount of time with consultants and data firms trying to define who their customers are and who they will be in the future.

Starbucks’ customers come in a variety of types, and they may actually buy different products. Some may come for the coffee, others for the “Starbuck experience,” others for a place to socialize. But as successful as Starbucks is, not everyone is a Starbucks customer.

What Do They Really Want?

Now that you’ve got a detailed image of who your customer is or may be, it’s time to get specific about what they want. This may not be as obvious as you think. For example, EmLogis, a company our friend Marty Estill helped co-found, created a scheduling software product that looked like an obvious winner. Their proprietary software has an algorithm that schedules staffing for hospitals, retail stores, and any firm that needs to schedule more than thirty employees.

EmLogis’s benefits seemed incontrovertible: It was proven to save companies as much as 30 percent of their salary costs and gave employees scheduling that met their individual needs. Who wouldn’t buy this product? Well, it turns out that the buyers of the product were not the users of the product, and that there was a third customer in the mix whose needs had nothing to do with savings or happier employees.

In the EmLogis case, and in the case of business-to-business sales in general, the buyers, users, and person that benefits the most may all be different. The barrier to EmLogis’s immediate success was that while the CFO wanted the savings it produced and the employees wanted the flexibility and comfort it gave them with schedules that matched their individual requests, the administrators who actually made the schedules felt threatened by the lack of control this new technology seemed to represent.

Great savings, happier employees, higher profits—and it still wasn’t enough to accelerate the sale of EmLogis through many large corporate bureaucracies. After four years of hard work, and the development of hard-measured results and training materials that addressed the fear of change that was the hidden barrier to sales, EmLogis is now getting the sales traction that can make it a great return for its investors.

How Do You Know?

As we’ve worked through various start-ups and turnaround situations, we always begin by interviewing the founder or management team. When we ask, “Who’s your customer?” we frequently get a strong answer. It looks like most founders of companies and managers have thought about who their customer is, and many of them have strong opinions about it.

When we ask, “What does your customer want?” we also get answers, but from fewer managers. The obvious answer— they want our product—doesn’t really get you anywhere, and few entrepreneurs have thought about what their customers really want. Many of them will say, “Well, they will want my new product or service; it’s obviously better” (or cheaper or more convenient or more powerful).

When we ask, “How do you know?” that’s where things get awfully quiet or awfully emotional.

Because the truth is, most managers or entrepreneurs have never taken the time or figured out ways to verify who their customer is or what they want. The answers we often get are, “I’ve been doing this for a long time, and I just know what they want” or “Everyone will want this product or benefit.” It’s easy to assume that your individual passion or belief is shared by many, but it’s the most dangerous of all business assumptions.

Remember the dot.com boom and then the dot.com bust? It was one of the most incredible wealth transfers in our history. Entrepreneurs were everywhere. Business plans written on napkins were getting million-dollar funding. Much of the boom, and all of the inevitable bust, was based on one simple yet very flawed, belief: that somehow, if you built a business, people would come to it, would find their way to it—even without advertising or other promotion. While this field-of-dreams approach made an emotionally powerful basis for a fun movie, the premise caused billions of dollars to be invested and then lost because there was no evidence that customers would come just because you built it.

Do You Want the Truth?

There are easy, inexpensive, and low-risk ways of testing your assumptions about your customers and what they want, but many entrepreneurs don’t want to know the truth. If you think this couldn’t be true, remember the dot.com boom. We’ll use one we’ll call “GrandMA.com” (not the actual company name) as an example, a company created without a clear vision of the customer and what they wanted.

“GrandMa.Com”: A $7 Million Investment in a Company 
 with No Customers

GrandMa.com was based on the emotionally compelling idea that grandmothers would like to communicate with their computer-literate grandchildren—emotionally compelling, and true for many grandmothers, no doubt. The problem was the assumption of the company that these grandmothers would choose to do this communicating via the Internet using a personal computer. Since this seemed obvious to the computer-literate grandchildren who were the founders of this company and all their computer-literate friends, it never occurred to them to ask whether any of those grandmothers actually owned computers, could access the Internet, or had even heard of it. Remember, this was in the late nineties when the World Wide Web was a new phenomenon and its use was restricted to highly technical early adopters. Because they believed their grandmothers were like them, they believed they would be attracted to this technology as well. That was just not the case, and $7 million later, with no real sales and no real customers, this company disappeared. Years later, when grandmothers are using computers, this idea can be a winner. Again, timing, and understanding who your customers really are, are key.

SMART-START TIP

Ask and You Shall Receive

Remember, you are not your customer. 
 To find out what they want, you have to ask them.

Smart-Start Research on a Dime

We’ve established that market research is one of the most important things you can do for your company. However, you might be sitting there saying, “Wait a minute, I’m an entrepreneur, not a millionaire. I can’t afford market research or consumer studies.” There’s a reason why you might make assumptions about who your customers are and what they want: You probably think there’s no affordable way to find out what they really want.

Your reaction is understandable, and frankly, even at very large companies with big marketing and sales budgets, there is an almost cult-like reluctance to do the research into customer behaviors or desires that might undermine long-held beliefs. But the risk of not understanding what your customers really want, and the success you can get by giving them exactly what they want, make it worthwhile to make sure you become an expert on who they are and what they want. Fortunately, there are simple and inexpensive ways to learn about your customers, if you really want to.

Focus Groups

Qualitative research is just a fancy term for talking to your customers in somewhat informal ways. The most common ways to do this research is through interviews or in group interviews with eight to ten potential customers, in what is known as a focus group. It can cost you very little to target prospective customers and review your concept with them. Start with individuals you can recruit through family or friends, and then move to convention or mall settings where you can talk to truly independent potential customers who will spend ten or fifteen minutes with you just because you ask. You can also offer a small honorarium for participating. In one recent convention situation, we were able to obtain 150 interviews from random prospective customers just by asking and saying that their participation would enter them in a drawing for free flowers. People are often very willing to give you their opinions, especially since so few entrepreneurs seem to really want to know and are sincerely interested in answers that may not be what they were expecting.

A few guidelines to structuring your interviews:

1. Describe your concept in simple sentences that might be the basis for an ad. (If your prospective customers can’t understand your concept they certainly won’t be able to purchase it.)

2. Ask what your prospective customers are already using to provide the service or benefit you are proposing.

3. Describe why your product or service is better.

4. Track the honest reactions from your interviewees. If they don’t understand it or want it don’t blame them or ignore them. It may mean you have to refine how you present your concept or change aspects of it.

5. Listen carefully to the positive and negative comments they make. Your prospective customers can be the key to giving you the language and benefits that will make your product a must buy for them.

6. As you listen, revise your benefit statement and business description. The goal here is to get warm . . . warmer . . . warmest. Let’s assume that your original business concept has real merit. Talking to prospective customers can help you understand how you can make it even better for them and how you can communicate your benefit in ways they understand.

7. Listen for barriers to your success. Be sure you listen especially to “but” sentences or “if they did this” or “I would buy it except” statements. This means you’re probably on to something that is attractive to your target buyers, but there is something you need to revise or improve.

If after completing a number of research interviews you sense that there are real customers for your product or business, refine that business concept in ways that allow you to trial sell your product.

Trial Selling

This is the reverse of the “If you build it they will come” concept. We say instead, “If they will come, you should build it.” And the really good news is that it is far less expensive to find out if customers will buy your product than it is to build a product or open a restaurant or retail store and then find out nobody really wants what you have built.

Now, what you may not know is that major marketers of products you use do this kind of testing all the time. They do what is known as dry tests in direct mail and test marketing in retail.

Here are some ways you can do similar trial selling yourself.

Hire Unlikely Researchers to Work for You

If you’re creative, there are always ways to find your prospective customers and test concepts with them. If you don’t believe us, here’s a true story of how we gained over 400 surveys (quantitatively valid) from very affluent, hard to reach, upwardly mobile young business executives. Such research would normally be very expensive and difficult to obtain; however, we were able to get this statistically valid testing done for sixty dollars and a few Happy Meals. First, create products to trial sell. A few years ago, one of us was looking to launch a magazine. The magazine was conceived to target younger-generation business people—ambitious, excited, and affluent, or about to be. A great deal of qualitative research indicated that the concept seemed strong and prospective customers, young men and women, seemed positive in their response. But qualitative research isn’t enough. To trial sell the magazine, we created sample covers with a list of over 200 potential cover articles (the real product in a magazine is the cover and the four or five articles that call out to the potential buyer). On survey sheets, we listed sample covers and all 200 articles (potentially forty months worth of covers). We asked the prospective customers to rate the articles from “I would definitely buy the magazine just to read this one article” to “I’m not interested at all in this article.”

You may be asking how you get hundreds of trial sales without spending thousands of dollars. Well, here’s one secret: Hire a bunch of sixth graders to do the research for you. No, we’re not joking. For the start-up magazine we mentioned above, that’s just what we did. My stepson asked six of his girl classmates if they would like to have some fun, make a little money, and get a free lunch helping his step-dad on a project. They loved the idea, and they were the perfect people to get research when nobody else could. So the next day our research project began. We took a van of these young people to Harvard Business School (we were living in Boston at the time), armed those girls with sample covers, test survey articles, and the request they were supposed to make of the professors that were teaching classes. Would it surprise you to learn that every single professor was willing to interrupt their classes and let their students fill out the surveys? In a couple of hours we had over 400 completed test-sales surveys which ranked over 400 articles on the “would definitely buy” scale.

If I had tried to get this information using professional surveyors, we probably couldn’t even get any of these busy people and professors to stop and fill out one form. But who could say no to polite, earnest, and charming sixth-grade girls? In addition, there was the surprise factor—those little girls weren’t supposed to be there, they weren’t typical researchers. That fact alone disarmed the interviewees and made them give more thoughtful answers than they would have normally. Most importantly, for less than $100 we were able to trial sell more than 400 magazine article titles and offers to buy the magazine. By the way, the results were very positive.
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“If | would have read your book before starting LegalZoom, | could have
saved at least six months of trial and error! It's an excellent guide for any
new entrepreneur looking to get a leg up.”

Brian Liu, CEO and Founder of LegalZoom com
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