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Praise for Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months, Revised and Expanded



“Best start-up book I ever read!”

—Alfred A. Edmond Jr., SVP/executive editor-at-large of Black Enterprise; “The Successpert”

“Pay attention to Melinda Emerson. She is smart, concise, and on-point all the time. In Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months, she provides great insight on things that are tough to navigate. She makes them easy to understand.”

—Marcus Lemonis, CNBC’s The Profit

“In Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months, Melinda Emerson has laid out a proven plan for business success. Follow her step-by-step guide to start your dream business.”

—Jon Gordon, eleven-time bestselling author of The Carpenter and The Power of Positive Leadership

“With Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months, Melinda Emerson has created a comprehensive checklist for the first-time entrepreneur that is sure to save you thousands of dollars in lost time and lost revenue.”

—Jay Samit, bestselling author of Disrupt You! and Future Proofing You

“This is a must-read for start-ups and existing entrepreneurs working through their digital pivot.”

—Mike Michalowicz, author of Profit First and Get Different

    “This book provides a complete step-by-step approach to starting a successful business. Melinda Emerson doesn’t leave anything out! You’ll want to follow her prescriptive advice closely.”

    —Steve Strauss, USA TODAY small business columnist

    “Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months has everything you need to launch or reinvent a small business. Melinda Emerson’s unique approach provides a step-by-step guide to build the business of your dreams.”

    —Scott Jeffrey Miller, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Everyone Deserves a Great Manager

    “Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months is the book I wish I had when I decided to leave Corporate America and start my own business. Melinda Emerson helps entrepreneurs ask themselves the questions that will help them create the financial freedom they’ve been looking for.”

    —Minda Harts, bestselling author of The Memo

    “Melinda Emerson has done it again! Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months is loaded with everything you need to know before you leave your 9 to 5 job behind and venture into business ownership. If you’re ready to embrace the freedom of entrepreneurship, you need this excellent book!”

    —Stephanie Chandler, author of The Nonfiction Book Publishing Plan

    “Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months is a must-read for anyone looking to launch a new e-commerce or service business. Melinda Emerson’s step-by-step system will put you on the path to business success.”

    —John Jantsch, author of Duct Tape Marketing and The Ultimate Marketing Engine

    “Whether you are just getting started as an entrepreneur or you need a solid refresher to up your business game, Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months is the book for you. It’s overflowing with the practical tips, advice, and specific action steps that will lead you from working for someone else to working for yourself. This is your time, and this book is the only guide you need!”

    —Donna Maria Coles Johnson, president of Indie Business Network

    “What impresses me about the book is the basic questions it guides the reader through—questions that enthusiastic new business owners fail to address until it is too late. Melinda Emerson knows what it takes to start a successful business!”

    —Barry Moltz, small business expert

    “Whether you are getting ready to start a small business or looking for tips and information for building your existing brand and operating smarter, Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months will become your invaluable go-to resource.”

    —Rieva Lesonsky, small business expert; SmallBizDaily.com

    “The new content in Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months on how to sell and market online is exactly what is needed to help business owners get started with e-commerce. Melinda has the experience, wisdom, and skill to move you from wannabe entrepreneur to flourishing entrepreneur.”

    —Pamela Slim, author of Body of Work

    “Melinda Emerson has poured more than twenty years of her experience into this step-by-step guide to business success. Read this book and then use the advice. You’ll be glad you did.”

    —Ramon Ray, author of The Celebrity CEO

    “Melinda Emerson has poured her everything into this book. With more than twenty years of experience, her step-by-step guide to business success is both timeless and timely. Read this book, and then immediately use the wisdom, knowledge, and understanding to build your business. This book is just that darn good!”

    —John Lawson, e-commerce business expert

    “Melinda Emerson is the number one expert you need to follow if you’re stepping into business ownership. Don’t even think about going into business without reading this book. A step-by-step road map for success, Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months presents time-tested wisdom, thoughtful development, and strategic marketing know-how to convert any dreamer into a successful business owner.”

    —Amy Franko, author of The Modern Seller
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For my JoJo. Being your mom is my heart’s joy. I can’t wait to see the places you will go.






WHAT THIS BOOK CAN DO FOR YOU


In twelve months, you can be the owner of your own successful small business.

It could be anything from a company that creates website content for fashion companies to one that organizes scientific lab experiments for high schools. It could be based anywhere from Bangor, Maine, to Manilla, Philippines. It could sell to consumers or other businesses. But no matter where your customers or business is located, like most small businesses today, you will sell online, and there’s a good chance you will be nimble and niche-oriented.

This book will show you how to achieve and surpass your goal of being a small business owner and will demonstrate that it’s achievable in one year or less.

Here’s how it works:


	Twelve months out, you’ll begin by creating a life plan—deciding whether you’re really the kind of person who can run a small business.

	
Eleven months out, you’ll build a financial plan so you know where your launch money’s going to come from and if you need to clean up your credit.

	Ten months out, you’re ready to validate your business concepts and hire specialists: a CPA and a lawyer to help with your planning.

	Nine months out, it’s time for you to identify your target customer and pull together your marketing plan and sales projections.

	Seven months out, it’s getting close to launch time. This is when you’ll pull together your website, which is your number one sales tool and formulate a plan for content and search engine optimization to put yourself in front of the largest number of potential customers.

	Six months out, you’ll start working hard to establish a social media brand. Launch your website and begin assembling your employees. As you approach launch, you’ll develop customer service systems that will keep your customers coming back and give you an edge over your competition.

	Finally, just weeks out, you’ll do a final check: Is everything in place? Then you’re ready to go.



Once you’ve hit the twelve-month mark and your business is up and running, you’ll learn how to keep it going. It will take special skills to do this, since the business environment and marketing channels are constantly changing. More businesses are conducted online these days, and as the business owner you must learn online selling techniques. Customers expect personalization and performance, and they have so many choices. People are addicted to free shipping. And the speed of business keeps increasing. The good news is that amid all this change, the fundamentals of small businesses remain the same: The world is still waiting for solutions. You must have a good product, good processes, good pricing and a compelling offer. If you build something unique that solves a problem, it will sell, if you get the marketing right. What’s key to succeeding in business is knowing the steps you must take to become a dynamic entrepreneur.

When I started my own business, I developed the twelve-month timeline you’ll find in these pages. Throughout this book, you’ll find examples—a lot of them—that I drew from my own experience: You’ll see those comments as “Emerson’s Essentials” and “Emerson’s Experience.” Everyone makes mistakes; I made some big ones, and I had to learn from them. Become Your Own Boss in 12 Months, Revised and Expanded shows you how to avoid these errors. And if problems develop along the way, this book gives you a set of solutions, embodied in the list of “Emerson’s Action Steps” that close most chapters. The solutions are key to updating your business plan and keeping it current so you can deal with everyday issues as they arise.

Your thoughtful planning is the most important aspect of creating your own business in twelve months! A clear, developed plan and a schedule that you create and stick to will help you avoid a lot of pitfalls. As you study this book you’ll learn what you do not know about running a business and develop a way to train yourself to become a successful entrepreneur. Remember, your business plan is your road map to success. Use it to design exactly what your business will be, what it will sell, and how it will attract and keep customers. Once you have those elements in place, you’re ready to begin.


SMALL business resource

Use me as a resource beyond this book. I’m @SmallBizLady on all social sites, and my blog is https://succeedasyourownboss.com. I also offer a Become Your Own Boss course that will walk you step-by-step through the systems I teach in this book. All my online courses will solidify your foundation to develop a sustainable and profitable small business. For more information, head over to www.smallbizladyuniversity.com.








CHAPTER 1 SO YOU THINK YOU WANT TO BE AN ENTREPRENEUR


This is not a decision to take lightly. Becoming your own boss means not only having a solid business idea but also knowing the “business of running a business.”

Many people think a small business starts with a business plan. That’s part of it, of course, but there’s more to it. Before you write a business plan, you must develop a life plan. You need to start a business that aligns with your personal and professional goals.

You must consider if you have the courage, persistence, confidence, skills, work ethic, and focus needed to succeed as your own boss. You need to know if you can handle all the jobs entrepreneurs must do. Unlike a regular employee of a business, your job will not be specialized. You’ll be chief salesperson, secretary, payroll clerk, social media strategist, IT technician, and HR manager. Once you make a sale, you must service the customers.

You must focus on numbers and measurement. Too many small businesses operate at a net loss and do not realize this until it’s too late. Use this book to reduce your learning curve.

Here are five questions every would-be entrepreneur should answer before going into business:


	
How much does it cost to make your product or deliver your professional service? Look at your hard costs, including labor, materials, packaging, and shipping. Factor in a percentage of your soft costs, such as marketing and your business support services.

	
How much do you sell the product for? Look at the competition and pull industry data to determine whether your cost plus a healthy profit margin is reasonable in the marketplace.

	
Can your business be easily copied? What is your secret sauce that only you bring to your business? If your business can be easily duplicated by bigger competitors, that is a sign that you might need to rethink it and come up with a unique twist.

	
Does your marketing and branding make sense? In order to connect with customers, you must have a good product or service, good pricing, a good offer, and good follow-up systems. Your customer engagement will define your brand. The name of your business should indicate what you do. Do you have a specific niche target customer for your product or service? Do you have a strong marketing message? Do you have a helpful website and a good shopping cart experience? Is your packaging attractive? Do you have a video marketing strategy? Do you have a monthly marketing budget to buy online ads?

	
Can you sell yourself? In business, you are selling yourself as much as you are selling your product or service. You must carry the confidence to make people believe in you and what you are selling.



If you become a parent, many people will tell you that the first five years are the toughest for parents. That little person is dependent on you from the moment of conception to the day you put him or her on the yellow cheese wagon headed for kindergarten. Your job isn’t over once your child goes to school full time, but at that point children can do some things for themselves.

The same is true for a small business. If you think you work hard now, just wait until you become your own boss. You will come to know what the word “sacrifice” means. You’ll scale back eating out, buying the latest gadget, and shopping whenever you feel like it. You’ll cook at home and eliminate all unnecessary spending. Yes, that well-deserved surf and turf dinner at your favorite restaurant is now an unnecessary expense. Small businesses typically take eighteen to twenty-four months to break even and three years to generate any profits. Year four is when a business blossoms into a self-sustaining entity. It will take every bit of enthusiasm and energy you have to grow your business into a viable enterprise with a powerful social media brand.

Being a successful entrepreneur is also about having patience. You need to be patient with yourself, your employees, your strategic partners and, most importantly, your customers. Despite challenges, if you can just hold on, being an entrepreneur can be the most satisfying professional experience of your life.

So the first step is to decide whether you’re cut out for the entrepreneur lifestyle.

The Entrepreneurial Mindset

The first step, they say, is always the hardest, and that’s true in business. You must take a long, hard, honest look at yourself and decide if you’re ready for the entrepreneurial lifestyle. Here are some things to consider:

Entrepreneurs are always thinking of new and better ways to do things. Do the following attributes describe you?


	You’d prefer to be in charge.

	You think your boss is generally clueless.

	You feel underused by your supervisors and dissatisfied with your job.

	You know you would do things differently if it were your company.

	You sit at your desk calculating the amount of money you make for your employer, thinking that you should be working for yourself.

	You are convinced that you could do a better job than the folks above you.



Entrepreneurs are natural leaders. They are self-motivated and creative thinkers. They can make a decision quickly and stick to it. Entrepreneurs are visionaries, hard workers, and extremely perceptive. They typically have demanding personalities and are extroverted. They are passionate risk takers who are always seeking to improve upon current conditions.

On the flip side, at times such people can be stubborn and impatient. Entrepreneurs are not always good listeners or coachable, and can be paranoid and territorial.

If any of this describes you, or if you possess any of these qualities, then entrepreneurship may be for you. But before you go into business, there are six things you must have:


	A life plan

	A solid business idea

	Exceptional credit

	A business plan

	A supportive family or spouse

	Faith




The Life of a Small Business Owner

Becoming your own boss means more than sacrifice. It means long, hard, consistent work, often with little reward up front. That’s why you need a life plan before you commit to your own business. You need to evaluate what you want out of life first.

Consider the following questions:


	What kind of lifestyle do you want to have as an entrepreneur?

	How big do you want your business to get in terms of profits and staff?

	Will you have employees?

	How many hours a week will you work?

	Do you need to meet the school bus every day or take off every Friday?

	Are you willing to work seven days a week? For how many years can you keep that up?

	Will you need a partner, and could you handle working with one?

	How will you fund your household while you build your business?

	Are you fit to work from home?



You may have a great business idea, but you must decide if it’s a good business for you and your family. Try this exercise: Close your eyes and think hard about what the best day in your business will look like five years from now. It may help if you write it down. Spend some time on it and get it fixed in your head.

Once you have that vision, consider what it will mean to you and to those you love for that day to become a reality. Be careful creating this vision. Make sure it includes personal and professional aspirations. Don’t confuse success with happiness.


Your Business Idea

Even if you come to the conclusion that you can be an entrepreneur, you must decide if you should. In other words, do you have a solid business idea? On a sheet of paper, write down answers to the following questions:


	Who is your niche target customer?

	What problem are you solving for your customer?

	How much competition is there in your market?

	Does your business solve some unmet need?

	What will be your unique value proposition?

	Are you selling products or services or both?

	Will you sell wholesale, retail, e-commerce, private label, etc.?

	Will your business be bricks and mortar, online, or both?

	Will you need a manufacturing partner?



Researching the industry, the market opportunity, the potential customer, and the competition is crucial. Your research will also help determine whether there’s a viable market for your product or service.

Know Your Business

Your business venture should be something in which you have experience or professional training. The only exception to this rule is if you buy into a franchise or take over an existing business. In those cases, the franchise company typically provides some training, or there are people working in the business who can help provide institutional information about it. (Even in those cases, don’t buy a food franchise if you have never worked in a restaurant.) Work for a business like the one you want to start for at least a year before starting on your own. Do not start a daycare center if you have never worked with kids, just because you heard those kinds of businesses make a lot of money.


Love the Work

On those hard days when there’s no money and plenty of work to do, your love for your business will be the only thing that keeps you going. Also, when you love what you do, your customers can see that, and they will be that much more interested in doing business with you. Savvy business owners figure out how to do something they are passionate about and get paid for it.


EMERSON’S experience

There is always something that inspires or drives someone to become an entrepreneur. In my case, after three TV news jobs, I decided I had to figure out another way to earn a living. My dream job was really a nightmare. Seven years earlier, as a sophomore in college, I had been inspired by Oprah Winfrey, who started Harpo Studios.

I decided that one day I would have my own production company.

When I started my business, I had no idea how to use a basic spreadsheet or presentation software. I barely knew Microsoft Word. One of my mentors let me call her administrative assistant and ask questions about how to format business letters, do mail merges, and such. I am sure I gave her headaches, but she graciously gave me the support I needed. I later invested in computer-based training to learn the software I would be using.



Consider Business Education

If you’re in college and you think that you might want to start a business someday, double major or at least minor in business or marketing. If you are already interested in starting your own business, write an outline of your business ideas as soon as possible.

As a business owner, you must constantly look for ways to improve your skills. Start a library of books about small business, marketing, finance, sales, and leadership. In the Further Resources section at the end of this book, you’ll find a list of the top small business books every entrepreneur should read. Use this list to gather even more information about running a successful business.

How Are Your People Skills?

Your ability to interact with people, including customers, staff, and strategic partners, will be critical to your business success. Many entrepreneurs get frustrated managing employees, even if they have management experience in a corporate setting. If you are a business owner who has never dealt with external customers or worked in a team environment, your people skills may need some polishing.

It all comes down to communication. Consider what you’re trying to accomplish and do your best to determine what level of communication is required. It could be a face-to-face discussion, a memo, an email, a video chat, a handwritten note, or a phone call. Or you may need to use more than one method. Try to always end any interaction by recapping deliverables and any action items. Do not hesitate to follow up any communication in writing.

It’s about the Money

There’s no way around it: Starting a business is expensive. It will be a while before you see a return on your investment; you may go without a regular paycheck for years. That’s why, before you hand the boss your walking papers and box up the personal things in your cubicle, you’d better make sure you and your family are on solid financial ground, and your business is making money consistently.

You’ll need exceptional credit and a significant amount of savings—enough money to support yourself and your family for at least twelve to twenty-four months—along with the first year of working capital for your new business. Sometimes you can rely on your spouse’s paycheck or a nest egg that you’ve saved and scrimped and scraped together. Whatever the case, it’s essential that you start your business from a position of financial security. Otherwise, you could be finished before you have even started.

Build a Plan for Success

Once you complete your life plan and your financial inventory, and evaluate your business idea, you will know what you want out of life as an entrepreneur and whether you’ve got the resources to accomplish it. Draw on the research you’ve already done on your industry: Learn the trends and make sure you understand how big the potential market is for your product or service. After your personal path is clear, it’s time to formulate your business model.


EMERSON’S essentials

Every small business needs a plan. You cannot be in business successfully without a business plan. Just as you would never take a trip without knowing how much money you were going to need for the whole vacation, how long it was going to take to get to your destination, and where you were going to stop overnight, you can’t start a business without knowing how much it costs to be in business and the structure of how the business will operate.



Writing a business plan is not as hard as you may think. Go online to www.bplans.com to review hundreds of sample business plans and use business plan software such as www.liveplan.com to help you get your business going. Pace yourself. Work on your plan two hours a day. Make time before work or after the kids go to bed. Plan to invest enough time to get it right.

After making a dent in your business plan with the software, take a business plan course from a nonprofit business training organization, Small Business Development Center (SBDC), Women’s Business Development Center (WBDC), or a community college in your area. Remember: Until you have a complete business plan with financial projections, you are just a person with an idea. You are not in business! Tim Berry, noted business planning expert, says not having a business plan is like walking down a major city street with a blindfold on. Put yourself at an advantage by setting measurable goals and developing a budget for your business. You’ll need a business plan to present to investors or a funder to secure a microloan. No one will loan you money for your idea without a business plan that has realistic financial projections.


EMERSON’S experience

I have rewritten my business plan every year that I have been in business. The third time I rewrote my business plan, I won a business plan competition in Philadelphia. The prize was $20,000 and free office space for a year.



Plans change once they’re exposed to the market. In the first year or two of your business, you must revisit your business plan every three months or so to see what has changed. You’ll need to update it to reflect the market conditions. Your business plan is a blueprint to help you stay on top of your business goals and sales projections.


A Supportive Family or Spouse

Business owners who are married can benefit from a spouse who supports the household financially and provides health benefits while the enterprise is getting off the ground. However, suddenly becoming a one-salary family is tricky. Make sure that your spouse is behind your decision. If not, your dream can turn into a nightmare. It is very hard to start a business. If you come home to negativity every night, your likelihood of success is that much tougher.


EMERSON essentials

An unsupportive spouse can kill a business faster than a bad marketing plan. So check in with that person to see if they are on board with your career change.



Treat your spouse, who is sacrificing alongside you, like your number one customer. Make sure there’s good communication between you. Show appreciation for the partner who works 9 to 5. They will be doing most of the heavy lifting in the household, taking care of homework, dinner, and bed and bath for the kids, since your main focus will be this new business. Remember that eventually your spouse will want to see money coming in the door instead of going out. So you need a plan for success, and must share that plan.

You Gotta Have Faith

If your business is a recipe, faith is a key ingredient. Faith gives you the confidence to start your business and the courage to push forward. You will need your faith the most on those days when things do not work out. Your faith in your business will help you look for the lesson first and make it right with the client. You should work hard to keep your emotions in check when you or someone on your team makes an expensive mistake. Lick your wounds, but don’t dwell on bad days—you’ll need to fight on another day. Faith will help you set aside your ego and hire people smarter than you and trust them to do their jobs. Faith will help you stay honest with your vendors and customers. Religious or not, you can always pray for guidance.

Is Entrepreneurship for You?

Once you’ve read to this point, if your passion and commitment and faith are still strong…go for it! Your dream of entrepreneurship can be a reality!






CHAPTER 2 WHY DOES IT TAKE TWELVE MONTHS?


Karen had a small business knitting custom scarves at her kitchen table. One day, a man at her doctor’s office asked her about the lovely knit scarf she was wearing. She explained that she’d made it. The man’s wife was a department store buyer, and he was looking for a unique gift for her birthday.

Karen knitted a special scarf for his wife. The woman liked it so much she wanted to stock it in her store to test the market. If it did well, she planned to put the item in stores across the country.

The buyer asked Karen for two hundred scarves. Without thinking, Karen said, “Sure. I’ll have them in sixty days.” But she had no manufacturer. She made all her scarves by hand.

Two friends from her knitting class helped her to produce the first order, but she knew she could not keep up with the demand. Karen worked night and day to deliver her product. At the same time, she feverishly cruised the Internet looking for suppliers and manufacturers. She quickly realized that her price point was too low to use an American manufacturer, so she started looking abroad.

After signing with an overseas manufacturer, she thought she’d solved the problem. But because of her inexperience, she didn’t factor in the time it takes overseas items to clear customs. Due to the delay, she missed her shipment to the department store. The store canceled her order. In the end, she lost a great deal of money on the transaction.

Author Stephen R. Covey said, “Begin with the end in mind.” When you design your business, you must decide how much you can take on, and how big you want your operation to become, and plan accordingly.

Why Does It Take Twelve Months to Plan?

What’s special about a twelve-month timeline for starting a small business? After coaching thousands of entrepreneurs and talking with small business experts across the country, and as I considered all of the expensive mistakes I had made early on in my first business, I developed the Emerson Planning System, a twelve-month process to transition from corporate America to small business ownership.

To see why it takes a year, ask yourself if you have:


	A 750 or higher credit score

	Zero debt (including no car payments; mortgage and student loans are exceptions)



Then consider if you have the following cash reserves:


	Twelve months’ salary in emergency savings

	Twelve to twenty-four months of monthly budget to run your household

	The first year of operating expenses to start the business



Catch your breath. These are the financial requirements for starting a business! Repositioning yourself financially may take a year or more. There’s no shortcut. When you first start out in business, your personal credit is your business’s credit.

Credit

Banks typically do not extend loans or lines of credit until you’ve been in business two to three years. There are a few franchises you can buy into that provide lending support, but it is still rare for a start-up to be able to borrow money beyond a microloan from an alternative lender. In the beginning, your credit cards, home equity, 401(k), savings, and loans from family and friends are all you will have to start, then hopefully your next funding will come from your customers. You might also consider pursuing crowdfunding, but that’s a hard way to raise money to start a small business.

And this doesn’t take into account the time needed to develop your life plan, validate your business idea, develop your marketing strategy and your business plan, and get in place all the elements of your day-to-day operations. As you move through this book, you’ll see why it’s a twelve-month timeline.

Consider these statistics:


	It takes typically eighteen to twenty-four months for a small business to break even and three years to earn a profit.

	Less than 10 percent of all small businesses in the United States gross over $1 million in revenue.

	20 percent of small business owners will go out of business within the first year of operation.

	50 percent will go out of business by their fifth year in business.



For these reasons, think carefully about timing your decision to quit your job. You’re doing yourself no favors by leaving your job prematurely. Start as a side hustle first. The twelve-month planning system is a plan for long-term success.

Additional Resources

Over the years, I have become so concerned about building up the business skills of would-be entrepreneurs that I have written over five thousand articles and developed three online courses about how to start and stay in business. Head to my website to check out all the resources: https://succeedasyourownboss.com.


EMERSON’S essentials

You need to develop a life plan before you ever write a business plan. You need to make sure you are clear about what you want for your life and why. Too many entrepreneurs underestimate and romanticize what is required to run a small business. Starting your own business will cause a radical shift in your lifestyle; you need to think through what this will mean. If you start a catering business that specializes in weddings, that means you’ll work a lot of weekends. If you have kids that have a lot of weekend activities, that could cause conflict. You want to start a business that is good for you and your family. Only after you’ve clarified family goals and needs are you ready to get into the nitty-gritty of your business planning.



What If You Don’t Have Twelve Months?

A year to plan and launch your business is ideal. Have people done it more quickly? Sure. Sometimes people are forced to start sooner. They’re laid off, get fired, or receive great early retirement packages. Needing an immediate source of revenue, they put their enterprises on the fast track.

If you live by a budget, have your debt under control, and have accumulated a significant amount of savings, you may well be able to start your business in less than twelve months. Others may take more than a year to get their personal finances in order. But the point is that with such a tight economy, no entrepreneur can afford to waste time or resources, or to make too many expensive mistakes. Once you start, you will get some on-the-job training, but that’s a luxury, and you can’t afford to waste it on things you should have known before you opened your doors. The Emerson Planning System gives you time to evaluate your life, gain control over your finances, validate your business concept, determine your target customer, and then start a business while you are still working.

Hard Times Bring Great Innovations

Do not get discouraged in tight economic times. Great inventions and businesses have developed during difficult times in US history. Major companies today, including General Motors, Ocean Spray, Burger King, Microsoft, FedEx, Trader Joe’s, Uber, and Airbnb, were all started during the Great Depression or the subsequent recessions (which happen roughly every ten years).

Think of this book as a reference guide. It walks you through each phase—from your first brilliant idea, through life planning, developing your financial plan or repositioning, evaluating your business concept, developing a marketing plan, writing your business plan, and launching your busines, and up through your first year of operations. Getting started down the path of entrepreneurship starts with a timely idea, then putting a proper business structure around it. Your time and money are on the line, and so are your dreams. Don’t put them at risk by not doing enough market research and thoughtful planning.

This is a great time to explore your entrepreneurial side; you just need to make sure that the business you start is a solid business opportunity. This planning process may seem like an exercise, but it’s really an opportunity to think everything through. This book will help you personally plan, grow, and research your business idea to make sure you are ready to meet the challenge of starting and running your small business.






PART I Get Ready!







CHAPTER 3 GET YOUR LIFE PLAN TOGETHER


Twelve Months Before You Start

What is a life plan? It’s a way to identify your motivation, skills, and personal goals. Essentially, it’s how you figure out what you really want out of life. When you start a business, it must align with your personal and professional goals. Developing a life plan is the best way to achieve that. Before your business opens its doors, there are eleven questions you must answer. You probably won’t have answers for all of them right away, but over the next twelve months keep coming back to this list until you do.


	Why do I want to start a business?

	Do I have the entrepreneurial mindset?

	Do I have the energy and discipline to start this business?

	How much money do I need to make to be happy?

	
Do I have a supportive spouse or family?

	How long can my household operate without my generating an income?

	What do I know about the industry and what do I need to learn?

	Is there a demand for my product or service?

	How is my product different from the competition?

	Do I have the confidence and skill to run a business?

	Do you know what kind of business you should start?



Just the Facts

When you start to consider your life plan and what you want your new life to look like, you can’t succumb to emotion. You need to stay focused on the facts and separate them from your feelings. Here’s a story to illustrate this point:

Among my early coaching clients were the owners of a restaurant and catering company. The husband was the chef, while his wife kept an eye on operations. Neither had a business background. Their food was great, and they had a good reputation, but their enterprise consistently operated in crisis mode.

I suggested they find a partner or investor, preferably someone with experience in the food industry. The wife was all for it, but the chef was a proud man. He agonized over relinquishing financial control to an investor. He delayed making a decision until he was nearly in financial ruin. Eventually he brought in an investor to save his business.

The chef couldn’t separate his desire for control from the need for someone in the business with stronger entrepreneurial skills. As a result, he ruined his personal credit and almost wrecked his business.


EMERSON’S essentials

Business decisions must be made on the basis of factual financial data and not emotion. Successful entrepreneurs keep up-to-date financial records and let the facts and their budget drive business decisions.



I knew a woman who quit her corporate job to start a franchise. She was very excited and couldn’t wait to pick out her location, develop her marketing plan, and open her doors. She told everyone about her new business. Two years went by, and I bumped into the woman and asked how it was going. She said, “I sold my business. I realized that I cannot be a slave to anything, especially something that doesn’t fulfill me. On top of that, I hated managing teenagers. It was a bad deal all the way around. I’m now grateful to be back in a corporate job.”

If this woman had taken the time to think through a life plan before starting the business, she probably never would have bought the franchise. You must fully understand your motivations up front, so that you can figure out how best to set up your business and the level of commitment it will take. Your business plan must align with your life plan. If it doesn’t, the business will fail you.


EMERSON’S essentials

Everyone has tangible skills, but not everyone has all the skills needed to run a business. Thinking through your life plan will help you determine the lifestyle you want to live, but you also should learn your boss profile. I created a short survey to produce a nine-page report that will reveal your entrepreneur type, work style, leadership style, sales capabilities, ideal business model, and if you need a partner or should consider a franchise. If you want to clarify what business you should start, take my Boss quiz at https://smallbizlady.lpages.co/bossquiz/.



People who have an entrepreneurial mindset are typically motivated by five basic things:


	Control

	Freedom

	Money

	Problem solving

	Creativity



The trick is to determine which one motivates you the most. Ask yourself which of the following best describes your personality and your attitude toward work. Based on this information, you will be able to set up your company in a way that works best for you.


	
Control: You want to do things your way. You like power and influence. You are highly self-motivated. You want to have control over the products and/or the operations. The question you struggle with is…how much control? Do you need it on a day-to-day basis, or is it enough to control the strategic direction of the company? You struggle to balance micromanagement with delegation.

	
Freedom: Flexibility is what you desire. You want to be in control of your life and how you work. You might be disillusioned with your job because you’re not allowed to telecommute or work flextime hours. You need to determine where and when you work. Work/life balance is a major focus for you. You are driven by deadlines and results, but not necessarily by structure.

	
Money: You have calculated how much money you make for your employer, and you believe you could and should be making the same amount for yourself. All entrepreneurs want and need to make money. But how much is enough? Are you looking to create a lifestyle business to provide a decent income and a couple of nice vacations a year, or do you want to buy your own island? Your answer will determine what kind of capital you will need and when. Whatever the case, you’re clear that money is your main motivating factor.

	
Problem solving: You are a solution-oriented thinker. You want to help people. You like a challenge and are a risk-taker. This is good, since clients want solutions. On the downside, you have a tendency not to focus on finishing tasks. You have multiple projects going at one time. Over the long term, you sometimes struggle with a lack of focus.

	
Creativity: You are a big-idea person. You want your business and its products to be your legacy. You are all about innovation and process development. You believe there is a new and better way to do most things. At times, you neglect or resent feedback on your creative ideas, even if it might lead to improvement. At the same time, you’re highly protective of your intellectual property so that someone else will not get the primary financial benefit from your great idea.



Rate yourself for each of these traits by giving it a number from 1 to 5, with 5 being Extremely Important and 1 being Not Important. This exercise will show your hierarchy of motivations.
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