


Making Better

Business Decisions

The ability to make good business decisions is critical to success.

Every business owner must make tough decisions with uncertain outcomes. That is
the nature of the job, and it is as true today as it was thirty years ago. But there are
two big differences between decision making then and decision making today.

Decisions happen faster and on a larger scale than in the past.

Firstly, information flows much faster today. Thanks to LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube and other social media, news that took days or weeks to disseminate
around the world thirty years ago, now requires mere seconds. Moreover, once that
information is released, people come to conclusions and react to it way faster than
ever before. In addition, the volume of information stored and processed today
vastly exceeds anything even imagined thirty years ago. However, that data often
comes at a price: inaccuracies, inconsistencies, and lots of room for interpretation.
Put simply, more data usually leads to more questions.

Data overload leads to bad decision making.

The overwhelming amount of data, flowing at faster rates from ever increasing
sources, often leads to poor decision making or indecision. The impact of those
decisions is, to a certain extent, relative to business size. Large businesses have more
checks and balances, and more resources, than small businesses, however they also
typically have deeper cash reserves, greater access to capital, and more inertia. The
result is that small businesses are far less resilient than larger businesses. A few
moderately bad decisions can easily destroy a small business, whereas giant multi-
nationals often withstand billion-pound blunders and still bounce back.
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Tips to improve your decision-making skills.

Given the heightened importance of good decision making, what can small business
owners do to improve the quality and consistency of their decisions? Here are a few
suggestions.

Expect the unexpected.

No matter how much analysis and planning you do, you cannot predict the future,
COVID-19 has shown us this. Things happen; therefore, your plans should be flexible
enough so that you can adapt to the unexpected, without throwing everything off
course.

Focus on what really matters.

Deciding what matters cannot be a casual decision; it has to be thought through
carefully, and it should align with your company's strategy (surely you have a strategic
plan? It does not have to be War & Peace, but you do need something!) The brand
of your ‘'must-have’ office pen is probably not critical to your company’s survival,
however, responding appropriately to your largest customer’'s damning review on
Facebook probably is.

Keep track of what is going on in your industry.

You cannot consistently make good decisions if you do not know the facts. Subscribe
to industry news sources, build, and follow a sector specific network, regularly read
the business section of one or two reputable newspapers, and attend major industry
conferences or trade shows.

Avoid isolation.

Do not fall into the trap of relying exclusively on a few trusted insiders to get your
facts. Talk to customers, vendors, partners, suppliers, and even competitors. Force
yourself outside of your comfort zone occasionally.

Seek out help when you get out of your depth.

If you think you know everything, you are doomed to fail. If you don't have the time
or resources to delve into a particular issue, or don't have the technical skills, or
perhaps just want a second opinion, then by all means bring in outside experts to
help you.
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Be decisive but avoid knee jerk reactions.

This is probably the hardest of all. You do not want to over-react and make a bad
situation worse. But then again, you do not want to hold back and over-analyse every
possible contingency to the point you are procrastinating and miss the boat.

Everybody makes mistakes, and no matter how hard you try, you will probably end
up doing something over the next year that leaves you scratching your head five
years from now. However, you might be able to limit the damage by following some
of the suggestions provided here.
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Setting the right

VISION

For company owners and owners of the vision...

Owners of the Vision need to be clear on their professional vision for the
company/department, whilst safeguarding that, their vision can be shared by the
people they wish to deliver on such a vision.

Asking people to constantly strive higher and harder might not always harbour the
absolute best results. In fact, in some cases this may well create completely the
opposite culture within your business.

Aim for Moon and hit the Stars!

Whoever uses '‘Aim for the Stars and hit the Moon’ or vice versa when setting
company goals has a lot to answer for.

This is completely the wrong way to set a vision or target. The difference between
Stars and the Moon is massive. We won't dive too far into celestial mechanics here,
but the Moon is an orbiting piece of rock, and, stars are huge celestial bodies made
mostly of hydrogen and helium that produce light and heat from the churning
nuclear forges inside their cores. Admittedly they are both in the sky, that is pretty
much where the similarities end.

Why on Earth would we aim for one thing and hope, or be happy, that we hit
something completely different? Even if they are both in the sky. Aiming higher and
higher and higher is not necessarily the best way to reach the moon or the stars, you
might miss both! If there is such a misalignment, this will create completely the wrong
culture within your organisation.

If you and your team are aiming for the Stars, yet, you as the owner are happy that
you have hit the Moon. Your team has been set a goal which they have not hit. Yet,
you, as the owner of the vision are happy with their failure.



The company has a feeling of success. The team has a feeling of failure, because the
'secondary target’ was sufficient, the team then has a culture of failure without
consequence. As such, future target setting, and performance management
becomes increasingly difficult or worse still impossible and meaningless

Whilst there is a balance to be struck make sure there is clarity in your vision. If you
want to hit the Stars create the plan that hits the Stars, do not be happy with hitting
the moon. If you are happy with hitting the moon create your target as being the
moon.

If you feel you have to put goals in front of a team that pushes them to go the extra
mile constantly, you might want to review your recruitment and performance
management procedure before you just get your stick of motivation out.

For Managing Directors and Boards

Aligning on vision and managing expectations of your shareholder whilst
maintaining happy and motivated teams will be your toughest, and probably never
ending, challenge as you work through this process.

Owners and shareholders have a right to ask for more. You have a right to be realistic
yet aspirational, finding the balance here will be your challenge.

Open and honest communication is the only recipe for success.
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Product Design

Balance

The Product Design Balance

Product Design and creation is a contentious
issue. In all cases there are three factors that
need to be considered within the product
design function. These factors are especially
important  within ~ small  organisations.

Make the
right product

Make the
product right

Usually, within a small business product
development will fall onto the shoulders of
one person, in some cases there is only one
person within the team! The three elements
to consider here are...

Make the
product fast

e Are we designing the right product?
e Are we delivering quick enough?
e Are we designing the product right?

Balance is the key

Without balance here we may have a team, or a person, wasting their time creating
a product that is not required by the marketplace. We might have a product that is
incorrectly structured, or we might have missed our opportunity because we have
not created our product quick enough.

If you are a small business or sole trader it would be worth having a confidant or two,
people around you, that you can bounce your ideas off at the early stages of product
design, prior to wasting too much time on creating without valid feedback from
people within your market. You might consider speaking to any user groups or
checking out comparative and competitive products. You could consider speaking
to industry professionals to ensure you have this balance correct.

Ask yourself the questions above and ensure you have a balance.
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When creating your products, a good place to start is to fill in the gaps to this
statement....

| (user), need a (product) so that | can (benefit) so | can
feel (emotion).

If you can write this sentence relating to your product, your marketplace and the
benefits and emotions that people will enjoy then you are on the right track to
creating an effective and desirable product. If you cannot fill in the blanks to this
sentence, the likelihood is that you will create a product that is either confusing or
not required by your specific market.

Using this sentence and filling in the blanks will ensure your product offering is
correct. Worth noting it may also highlight product variations that you can create in
the future or it might just steer you to create or refine new products that supersede
your original thoughts.

Do not fear slowing down to speed up here
Using this model outside of Product Design

The product design model is not exclusive to the process of product design. The
three elements above can, and should, be considered with almost every task that we
endeavour to complete within our business, especially, if we are hampered by
timings or capacity.

Ensuring tasks being completed are the correct ones, checking we are doing them
accurately and safeguarding against required timelines is just as important in all our
business activities, not just limited to that of product design.

Again, if you are a small business owner, this is one of the critical challenges that you
will face to ensure you maximise on your time and productivity. Having a third party
to bounce ideas off and speak to, to ratify your decisions or help to clarify the tasks
within your to-do list would be advantageous, making certain you are completing
the tasks that need to be done, allowing you to work more efficiency and
productivity.
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Emotional Selling

Part1

People buy Emotions.

Out and about recently | saw a tremendous example of emotional selling, and it
reminded me of the second lesson | ever learnt when starting out on my sales
journey. People buy emotions. It is a really simple concept but one that so many
salespeople get wrong, still languishing in the world of product features and
benefits.

It is worth highlighting the example here to give
context. Of all the places that | thought | would see
an example of wonderful emotional selling it
probably would not be in a gent's toilet on the M5,
but, low and behold that is where it was. | found
myself rather awkwardly taking a photo of it with
this post in mind.

The product in question is flatulence filtering
underwear for men, unless this is a massive hoax
these really are out there. | have checked them
out, a nice range and great site to go with their
expert marketing message. | am sure we can all
think of a time when something like this would
have come in handy!

So how do you go about selling fart reducing products? Emotionally in this case.
Shreddies have moved away from the product, moved away from the benefit, and
focused straight in on the emotion attached to their product as their headline
message. Shreddies sell'FREEDOM'. A wonderful message.

In order to sell emotionally we need to clearly understand and define our market of
who we are speaking to, this is the subject of "People buy emotions - Part 2, the first
lesson | learnt in selling.”
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For now, let us continue on the theme of emotions with another simple example that
will help shape your sales messaging and scripting.

Sell me the hole not the drill-bit.

We have heard the expression, sell me the hole not the drill bit. | heard a very
expensive sales and marketing agency preach that to me once, and, whilst | agree,
there are further steps to take here to really sell emotionally. No-one really wants a
drill-bit, no-one really wants a hole in the wall for that matter. There is another layer
or two here that we need to uncover. What is going in the hole? What is going on
the thing that you put in the hole? Why do you want that thing, on the thing in the
hole that you just made? Understand the answers here and we are on the right track
to emotional selling.

So, in this case, don't sell me the drill bit, don't sell me the hole, don't sell me the
screw that goes in the hole, don't sell me the picture that hangs on the screw that fits
in the hole. Sell me the emotion | will have looking at the picture of my wedding
photo, a sunset from my honeymoon, an amazing holiday, a child’s first steps, an
awesome night out. The emotion here will override any feature or benefit of a drill

bit.
Now you do not want a drill bit, you need one.

If you need some help, guidance or support in your sales messaging, understanding
your market, isolating the emotions relating to your product range. We have some
processes and tools that will help you uncover these elements to make your sales
function more effective.
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Emotional Selling

Part 2

| have previously spoken about the rules of selling. In ‘Emotional Selling Part 1' |
covered the need for emotional connections to the products and services we offer.

Ironically, whilst this was part 1 of Emotional Selling, the piece actually picked up on
the 2nd rule of selling that | learnt. Here, in part 2, we will cover the first rule | learnt.

Itis vitally important, and, in a fast-paced world with lots of product options it can be
easily forgotten.

Rule 1 of Selling
Can you sell this...course, car, fire extinguisher, fish tank, pen?!
The first question you must ask is. . ..

‘Who am I selling to?

Understanding who our clients are, their background, their needs and personal life
is imperative as we work our way through the sales process; with a strong personal
connection we are better informed to...

Understand which of our products and services are right for our client.

Which elements of that product we can ‘pick out’ and articulate as the key value
drivers.

Ask the more difficult and probing questions that we will need to.

Sales is a process that has moved away from a long list of features, we need to focus
less on the ‘'what" and more of the ‘'why’. Without a good knowledge of who our client
is, and, what drives them we will never understand why they need the product we
are offer.

Take time to understand who you are speaking to, invest in your relationship with
them, if you can understand their problem you will be well placed to offer them a
solution.

There is the saying that ‘people buy from people’ this is wholly true. To understand
our prospect and create trust we must understand who they are and what drives
them regardless of the product that we are selling.
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So, before you start thinking about what you are selling, start thinking about who you
are selling to and why they need your product, solution, or service.

There are more resources available within the learning section relating to the sales
process. These are free to access and easy to follow.
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Why do some small businesses fail, others barely survive, and yet others thrive
through recessions? Here are a few insights:

Take Calculated Risks

There is a common myth that entrepreneurs are big risk takers. However, most
studies actually show the exact opposite, indeed successful entrepreneurs generally
avoid risk wherever possible. But they do take calculated risks all the time. They
develop new products, enter new markets, pull out of existing markets, change their
product packaging, form new strategic coalitions, etc. It is therefore important to
note that open risk-taking generally is not productive. Instead, successful
entrepreneurs tend to take risks in ways that limit their potential loses. They always
look before they leap.

Invest in Sales & Marketing

When business slows down, the first thing most businesses cut is marketing and
sales. They view marketing and sales as an overhead, not as an investment. This is
the exact opposite of what most successful entrepreneurs and business owners do:
they increase sales and marketing efforts when business slows down. In some cases,
that means a move away from “traditional” marketing (print, billboards, etc.) toward
Internet marketing and social media (LinkedIn, Facebook, etc.). Outsourcing your
marketing is another option, rather than doing it in-house. Whist this may save you
the overhead of a marketing department you will still need to know what things to
look for to find the right marketing agency or consultant for you, or risk being
financially burned. In other cases, it can mean cutting ties with unprofitable
customers and strengthening ties with the more profitable ones. The result is usually
an increase in market share and improved customer loyalty, at competitors’ expense.
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Embrace Change

It seems pretty obvious that the world is changing faster than ever before, recent
events regarding COVID-19 tells us this. Successful companies do not just react to
change, they anticipate it. Then they either flow with it or they drive it. Companies
that resist change are more likely to fail, or at best, barely survive. COVID-19 is forcing
companies to adapt quickly to change and in many cases redesign their products or
services, or even create new ones to respond to the demands of millions of people
adjusting their habits around the world. COVID-19 aside, the list of bricks and mortar
companies struggling to compete against more agile online competition continues
to grow. Nevertheless, whilst the likes of Toys R Us, HMV and Austin Reed have not
managed to adapt, there are those that have managed to stay relevant, anticipate
trends and embrace innovation such as Netflix, Yellow Pages, and Lego.

Act Fast

Successful companies make decisions carefully, but once they decide, they act
quickly. Companies that are slow and unmanageable due to the sheer number of
managers required to review initiatives will stifle them, risk them become killed
outright or take so long to go through the system they will be effectively dead by the
time they emerge. In 2003 Lego almost hit bankruptcy as a result of over innovating.
They quickly recalibrated, streamlined its business model by changing the way they
managed innovation and discovered it could revitalise and reignite its original
products through collaboration with the likes of Harry Potter and Star Wars. They
took the time to see where and why it was going wrong, created a measured strategy
to fix its problems and then acted fast. Small companies have the ability to act swiftly,
if your company is small but major ideas and projects take years to bubble up to the
surface, you have a problem.

Listen and Learn

Successful companies listen to their employees, their customers, their partners, and
even their competitors. They are good at “thinking big”, but they also pay attention
to details such as employee morale, paying invoices on time, customer service,
marketing consistency, sales training, etc all of which builds trust in their business
and their brand. No matter how large or small your company is, make sure you are
not just gathering data, you also need to analyse and act on it. This should happen
at all levels of your company, not just in management meetings and strategic
retreats.

So, bottom line here, even the best and bravest entrepreneurs need to find ways to
mitigate the damage from the risks they take. However, knowing these insights, you
may find it possible to turn risks you take into advantages, instead of liabilities.
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Bright Shiny Object

Syndrome

Con artists long ago mastered the art of distracting their “marks” with bright shiny
objects. Once they get the victim's attention, they exploit his or her weaknesses to
get what they want... a suitcase, a wallet, a watch, or a purse. Con artists distract
intentionally and purposefully, and they are extremely good at it.

Unfortunately, many entrepreneurs and small business owners don't need a con
artist to lose their wallet; they con themselves. They conjure up bright shiny objects
in their own heads, and then chase them.

Bright Shiny Object Syndrome, or BSOS, as it is called in the small business
consultancy literature, is an extremely dangerous and massively under-reported
disease.

There is no known vaccine, and no known cure, but Your Guardian, a small,
innovative consulting firm, is working on an experimental treatment program.

Patients who suffer from BSOS start out innocently enough. They have a simple
business idea that will make them lots of money extremely quickly. They start to work
on it; invest time, money, and resources; and eventually they start to make progress.

But once a patient hits a snag, usually well within a year or two after the initial idea,
he (for some reason it's almost always a 'he’) has another idea which seems even
better. With no hesitation and absolutely no rational thought, he abandons the first
idea and shifts his remaining time, money, and resources to work on the second idea.

Before this new idea goes anywhere, and long before it has any chance of becoming
profitable, he has a third idea and the process starts all over again. It keeps going
until the patient becomes financially insolvent or goes insane (although sometimes
both ends come at the same time).

The team at Your Guardian have been working day and night for a number of years
now to find a cure. After hundreds of sleepless nights and many thousands of unpaid
hours of gruelling experimentation, we finally discovered a treatment that seems to
work. We call it the Your Guardian ‘Collaborative Business Approach” or CBA. While
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simple in theory, CBA is extremely challenging to execute. Only a few have mastered
the CBA process in its entirety.

If you are afflicted with BSOS, or if you know someone who appears to have the
disease, please contact us now to discuss possible treatment in complete
confidence.



The problems you

might face when
starting a business

Working on a start-up can produce a real mix of feelings. At times you will feel elated,
at other times frustrated or disillusioned. Identifying these is key to helping you
emotionally manage the task of how to build a profitable business when starting from
scratch. It's something we atYour Guardian love supporting, the feelings of
excitement and visions of endless possibilities.

Unfortunately running a start-up can also cause much stress. Always remember when
starting out, this is about the long term. Small businesses require a constant
combination of ambition and perseverance to see things through. Thankfully, there
is plenty of help available to relieve some of the burden and support you every step
of the way.

You will almost certainly spend a substantial amount of time, effort, and investment
just to achieve profitability. So much of your organisation’s destiny will be reliant on
you. In the early days it can bring plenty of stress. While these feelings go up and
down, they can be controlled because every business grows along the same
emotional journey (Liszka, 2017).
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There's so much to consider for entrepreneurs. You may feel you lack knowledge in
key areas. How then can you make commercially sound decisions? That's why it's
important to recognise the skills you bring to the table. Consider carefully what
exactly your role will be in the business.

HOW TO

START A START-UP....
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Based on a much longer body of work by Paul Graham (2005) here is a literal and
actionable guide on how to start a ‘start-up’ reinterpreted in a great blog by Anna
Vital (2013).

It's impossible to do everything. Many entrepreneurs spend the early days focused
on product/service development, and sales and marketing, to generate income. You
should always seek help in the areas you're less experienced in. That means building
a network of support and considering the help of a mentor.
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Business Lifecycle Stages

Another useful place to start is by considering where you are in the business life
cycle? Use the diagram below, known as the Stages Model (a concept originally
developed by Shirlaws) to plot your current position.

Advanced
Growth

The business stages model
courtesy of Shirlaws Business

Coaching
Plateau

Decline

TIME

Fast 2nd Brick
Growth Wall

1st Brick Good
U
Shart.Up Wall  Times

Payback

All organisations go through these stages of the business life cycle. Entrepreneurs
often experience these emotions. By understanding which stage, you are at, you will
be better equipped to deal with the emotional demands of running your own
business.

The “start-up” phase is where your focus is likely to be. This is a frantic period.
Launching a new product or service means feelings can vary considerably. There will
be considerable excitement as to future prospects. This is mixed with anxiety as to
the time, money and effort required to build the business.

Soon after launching, you may hit a “brick wall”. Your start-up may possibly require
an injection of finance to progress further forward.

When you will need start-up funding

As previously highlighted, entrepreneurs have to perform many balancing acts. One
is how to manage everyday tasks while maintaining a positive cash flow. It is the key
to early stage survival. When you start out you will probably have to invest a lot of
money to launch your idea. You will need to bring it to market and establish your
operations.
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Few entrepreneurs have the necessary funds on hand to do that. Quite early on you

will need to start planning how you will raise the finance to launch your start-up.
Alternatively, you might have begun trading on a tight budget. You may now need
funding to progress the business by purchasing:

e Stock
e New equipment
e A new premises or office space

e Resource in the form of employees

To obtain start-up funding, first you must map out what you need the finance for. You
should detail how this money will help the business develop and grow. You will need
to produce forecasts for sales, cash flow and profits.

This will provide a potential source of finance, such as the bank or an investor, with
an understanding of how the funds will be used. It will show them what the finance
will do for the business. Sources of finance could include investors who will look for
a form of equity or, a bank in the form of a bank loan. Check carefully for which option
suits you best.
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Writing a business

plan to get investors

Writing a Business Plan to Get Investors

As previously discussed, every business should have a business plan. When it comes
to producing a business plan that attracts investors, these tips will help you get it
right at the first attempt.

Most investors will stop reading plans that display one or more of the following
problems.

The plan is poorly written

Spelling, punctuation, grammar, and style are all important when it comes to getting
your business plan down on paper. Although investors do not expect to be investing
in a company run by English teachers, they are looking for clues about the underlying
business and its leaders when they are scrutinising a plan. When they see one with
spelling, punctuation, and grammar errors, they immediately wonder what else is
wrong with the business. But since there is no shortage of people looking for capital,
they do not wonder for too long, they simply move on to the next plan.

Therefore, before you show your plan to a single investor or banker, go through
every line of the plan with a fine-tooth comb. Run your spell check, which should
catch spelling and punctuation errors, and have someone you know with strong
"English teacher” skills review it for grammar problems.

Style is more subtle, but it is equally important. Different entrepreneurs write in
different styles. If your style is “confident,” “crisp,” “clean,” “authoritative” or “formal,”
you will rarely have problems. If, however, your style is “arrogant,” “sloppy,” “naive,”
“turgid” or “smarmy,” you may turn off potential investors, although it is a fact that
different styles appeal to different investors. No matter what style you choose for your
business plan, be sure it is consistent throughout the plan, and that it fits your
intended audience and your business.

"o "o
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The presentation is sloppy

Once your writing's perfect, the presentation has to match. Nothing irritates investors
more than inconsistent margins, missing page numbers, charts without labels or with
incorrect units, tables without headings, technical terminology without definitions or
a missing table of contents.

Have someone else proofread your plan before you show it to an investor, banker,
or venture capitalist. Remember that while you will undoubtedly spend months
working on your plan, most investors will not give it more than 10 minutes before
they make an initial decision about it. So, if they start paging through your plan and
cannot find the section on “Management,” they may decide to move on to the next,
more structured plan on the table.

The plan is incomplete

Every business has customers, products and services, operations, marketing and
sales, a management team, and competitors. At an absolute minimum, your plan
must cover all these areas. A complete plan should also include a discussion of the
industry, particularly industry trends, such as if the market is growing or shrinking.
Finally, your plan should include detailed financial projections, monthly cash flow
and income statements, as well as annual balance sheets that project forwards at
least three years.

The plan is too vague

A business plan is not a novel, a poem, or a cryptic puzzle. If a reasonably intelligent
person with a secondary school education cannot understand your plan, then you
need to rewrite it. If you are trying to keep the information vague because your
business involves highly confidential material, processes, or technologies, then show
people your executive summary first (which should never contain any exclusive
information).

Then, if they are interested in learning more about the business, have them sign
noncompete and nondisclosure agreements before showing them the entire plan.
Be forewarned, however: many venture capitalists and investors will not sign these
agreements since they want to minimise their legal fees and will almost certainly have
no interest in competing with you in any case.

Q_' ygouuarrd lan



The plan is too detailed

Do not become bogged down in technical details. This is especially common with
technology-based start-ups. Keep the technical details to a minimum in the main
plan; if you want to include them, do so elsewhere, say, in an appendix.

One way to do this is to break your plan into three parts: a two to three page
executive summary, a ten to twenty page business plan and an appendix that
includes as many pages as needed to make it clear that you know what you're doing.
This way, anyone reading the plan can get the amount of detail he or she wants
should they require it.

The plan makes unfounded or unrealistic assumptions

By their very nature, business plans are based on lots of assumptions. The most
important assumption, of course, is that your business will succeed.

The best business plans highlight critical assumptions and provide some sort of
rationalisation for them. The worst business plans bury assumptions throughout the
plan so no one can tell where the assumptions end, and the facts begin.

Market size, acceptable pricing, customer purchasing behaviour, sales conversation
rates; these all involve assumptions. Wherever possible, make sure you check your
assumptions against benchmarks from the same industry, a similar industry, or some
other acceptable standard. Tie your assumptions to facts.

The plan displays inadequate research

Just as itis important to tie your assumptions to facts, it is equally important to make
sure your facts are, well, facts. Learn everything you can about your business, your
industry and customer purchasing habits, motivations, and fears; competitor
positioning, size, and market share; and overall market trends. You do not want to
get bogged down by the facts, but you should have some numbers, charts, and
statistics to back up any assumptions or projections you make.

Well-prepared investors will check your numbers against industry data or third-party
studies and if your numbers do not stack up with theirs, then your plan probably will
not get funded.

Ignoring the risks involved in your new venture

Any sensible investor understands there is really no such thing as a “risk free”
business. There are always risks. You must understand them before presenting your
plan to investors or lenders. Since a business plan is more of a marketing tool than
anything else, it is still recommended that you minimise the discussion around risks
in your plan.

When you do mention any risks, be sure to emphasise how you will minimise or
mitigate them and be well prepared for questions about risks in later discussions with

investors.
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You claim you have no competition

Its surprisingly common how many potential business owners include this in their
business plans: “We have no competition.”

If that is what you think, you could not be further from the truth. Every successful
business has competitors, both direct and indirect. You should plan for stiff
competition from the beginning. If you cannot find any direct competitors today, try
to imagine how the marketplace might look once you are successful. Identify ways
you can compete and accentuate your competitive advantages in the business plan.

The business plan is not really a plan at all

A good business plan presents an overview of the business now, in the short term,
and in the long term. However, it does not just describe what the business looks like
at each of those stages; it also describes how you will get from one stage to the next.

In other words, the plan provides a “roadmap” for the business, a roadmap that
should be as specific as possible. It should contain definite milestones and major
targets that have real meaning for your business. For instance, reasonable milestones
might be “signing the 100th client” or “producing 10,000 units of product.” The
business plan should also outline all the major steps you need to complete to reach
each milestone.
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consulting

Should You Bring in A Consultancy to Help Develop Your Start-
up Business?

You have decided you probably need help, perhaps you have even been struggling
so much with it that you are ready to drop the whole thing. Now is maybe the time
to ask yourself: should you hire a consultant? If you decide to hire a professional
consultancy what skills and qualifications should you look for? What services should
they provide? Let us explore the answers.

How serious are you about the business?

If you are just toying with an idea or have not invested much time in research and
planning, you may not be ready to think about professional help. If you are not
committed to your business idea, you will just be wasting everyone's time and your
own money by hiring a consultant at this early stage.

Which is more precious to you: your money or your time?

This sounds like a silly question, but it really is not. Many entrepreneurs are
unemployed or underemployed, as such they often have lots of time but very little
money. In that case, you must be judicious about the level of service you need from
a consultant. If you are good at writing a solid business plan you can simply hire a
consultant to guide and advise you but do most of the strategic planning yourself.
This is an excellent use of your hard-earned money and will always be a good
investment as long as you choose a professional who understands your business.
On the other hand, if you are fully employed, or have significant funds, you may be
in the enviable position of having more money than time. In this case, you should
consider hiring a consultant to guide you through the business planning process,
and maybe even write the entire business plan for you. However, in order to get the
most out of the consulting engagement, you need to be involved throughout the
process, and understand everything in the plan, from the mission statement even
through to the exit strategy if appropriate. Otherwise you will just end up with an
awfully expensive chaperone.
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Have you ever started a business before?

If not, then you should definitely consider hiring someone to help you develop the
concept, research the market and competition construct realistic financial
projections, and help you explore some of the risks involved. Furthermore, any
business consultant worth his or her salt will be able to provide some guidance in
setting up your company, finding office or retail space, etc. Generally, the consultant
will signpost you to trusted experts in each sub-specialty (legal, real estate,
accounting, insurance, etc.), or at least steer you in the right direction.

Do you need to obtain financing or other investment capital to start the business?

You generally only get one shot when it comes to investors. If they do not like what
they see the first time, they move on to the next opportunity. A professional
consultant can increase your chances of getting funding for your business and
increase your likelihood of succeeding once you get funded.

What is the market potential for your business idea, and how much of that market do
you want to capture?

If the market is very large (say billions of pounds), and you want to grow the
business to a sizeable percentage of this, then the risk of not getting things right from
the beginning far outweighs the cost of hiring a consultant to make sure you get it
right. This is the one case where it never makes sense to “do it yourself”. The key is
to hire someone who really adds value.

If in the end you decide you need some professional help, then you should consider
a different set of questions.

What should you look for when you hire a professional consultant?
First, and foremost, make sure they really are professionals. Look for the following:

* Do they have a credible website?

® Do they do this for a living, or is it just a hobby?

* Do they have satisfied clients, and will they refer you to these clients?

* Do they understand your business?

e |f the answers to all of these questions are "yes”, then you're on the right track.

Do you feel comfortable with this person or group?

The most successful arrangement is “collaborative”. You need to have some give and
take with the consultant. You should feel comfortable asking questions, and the
consultant should be willing to answer your questions. If not, it just will not work.

Beyond that, you need to trust this person (or group). If you feel they are not being
transparent or do not listen, then walk away.
The same holds in reverse. If you withhold information from the consultant, do not
return phone calls, or focus on the agreed tasks in hand, then you are wasting
everybody's time and your money.
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How can you save money and still ensure high quality?

The key is to figure out what you know, and what you are good at. Then have a
consultant help fill in the gaps.

For instance, suppose you have a strong background in sales and technology, but
have little expertise in finance and marketing. Then you should find a consultant who
excelsin finance and marketing. Of course they still need to understand the business,
but if you can focus on what you do best and have them fill in the gaps, you will save
yourself some money and also end up with a much stronger business than if you did
everything yourself.

Remember, time as well as money is a high commodity when running your own
business, opportunity costs.

Get started today

Is your business working as hard as you are? We help start-ups and small businesses
get to the next level. Make your business better, faster, stronger.
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