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Preface

I am writing
this short book for anyone who is thinking about starting their own
business. To encourage and at least partially prepare them for the
battle that lies ahead. Starting a company can be a lonely road ...
most people don't understand why anyone would do something so
difficult and risky. However, the truth is, business founders are
the only people who will drive the global economy forwards and
upwards. Politicians, regulators, etc. usually just get in the way
and worry most about keeping their jobs. Entrepreneurs innovate,
generate wealth and create employment ... often risking their own
financial security in the process. They deserve far more credit
than they receive!

Business
success is more about character than education. It’s more about
keeping an open-mind than following instructions. It is about
conquering fear, ignoring people who may doubt you and being able
to constantly adapt and refine your strategy and approach. If you
can spot opportunities & are willing to take a risk on trying
something new, creating your own business may be the most
exhilarating and satisfying journey of your life.

I wish that
when I was 17 and incorporating my first limited company, someone
had spent 30 minutes with me to help prepare me for the difficult
moments that lay ahead.  Not in a way that scared me or risked
putting me off, but in a way that encouraged me and reassured me
that anyone can do it.  They would have told me that the
problems I faced in front of me are normal and commonplace. 
They could have helped me realise that the fight is most certainly
worth it and to be proud of the risk I was taking, not fearful of
what failure might feel like. Even after 15 years of creating
businesses out of nothing, I still love spending time talking to
people starting up for the first time.

So as I can't
meet all of you for those 30 minutes, consider this your 'Get
Ready' pep-talk from someone that genuinely wants you to give
running your own business a try!












Are you
afraid?

“Our deepest fear is
not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are
powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that
most frightens us. Your playing small does not serve the world.
There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people
won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine as
children do. It’s not just in some of us; it is in everyone. And as
we let our own lights shine, we unconsciously give other people
permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear,
our presence automatically liberates others.” Marianne
Williamson

When we were
very young, we learned by trial-and-error. Walking, tying shoelaces
... even language and speaking. How many times did you fall over
when trying to walk as a baby ... how many times did you get up and
try again? Unfortunately, as we get older, our tolerance of failure
reduces and we actually start being fearful of it to the point of
paralysis. Most of us would rather sit around thinking about
something than dive in and make a mistake. This can lead to
procrastination, hesitation and sometimes a complete inability to
act decisively. The consequence is missed opportunities
everywhere!

Trial-and-error
is programmed out of us as we grow up, perhaps due to the way our
education system is designed with large quantities of exams and
tests. Questions have right and wrong answers, even though in the
real word things are rarely so clear-cut. Some students skip
questions they are unsure about rather than hazard a guess and look
stupid. It is completely illogical to fear getting things wrong; it
is a fundamental part of learning.

If it was OK to
learn by trial-and-error once, why isn't it now?  If your
business isn't an amazing success, will you be followed around by
that kid in the Simpsons who does nothing but shout 'Ha ha!' at
unfortunate people?  Nothing is stopping you from looking at
something that didn't work and figuring out why.  Assuming
your first mistake didn't leave you without the will to live, you
can simply try again … wiser than the first time around. If you
fall over, you simply get up and carry on.

In order to
stand at the foot of the start-up mountain knowing you will -
somehow - get to the top, you must tap into your childlike inner
confidence. Know for sure that if things go wrong you can recognise
the mistake, adapt and move forward in a better way! If you have
handicaps or weaknesses, recognise them and find a way around them
… don't let them keep you down!  People succeed in business
that are illiterate, others started while homeless. So, as you're
reading this, you have an advantage!

Too many great
ideas have never seen the light of day due to an individual’s fear
of failure or the unknown.  You only live once, so isn't it
better to say 'I tried' than 'I didn't bother'?  If you're
unsure of your idea, spend some more time convincing yourself that
you're on to something rather than abandon the idea (and refer to
pages titled 'Think things through … then follow through'). Never,
ever, allow yourself to sit with a notebook full of good ideas you
did nothing about. You owe it to yourself and those around you to
explore each one to discover whether it is viable or
unrealistic.

Creating a
business is an extremely liberating experience & it is actually
quite addictive.  All you have to do is start & enter the
battleground ... but don’t expect a large number of
cheerleaders!












They want you
to fail

“It's not the critic
who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled,
or when the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit
belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is
marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs
and comes short again and again; who knows the great enthusiasms,
the great devotions and spends himself in a worth cause; who at the
best, knows in the end the triumph of high achievement; and who at
the worst if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that
his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know
neither victory or defeat.” Theodore Roosevelt

Unfortunately,
the world has far more critics and sceptics than entrepreneurs. You
will be doubted, your qualifications or experience deemed
inadequate.  Friends and even family will tell you to play
safe and get a nice office job so you can be every bit as miserable
as them! Only listen to constructive people, ideally those who have
started their own business before.  There is absolutely no
reason why you have to do things the same way as everyone else!

Many of the
world's great businesspeople, sporting legends, musicians, artists,
etc. all suffered from 'haters' telling them they were rubbish and
that they'd never amount to something ... to give up trying.
Something inside these people told them to keep going and to never
accept the criticism or allow self-doubt to take over. They turned
all that negativity around into 'I'm going to prove them wrong' and
used it as fuel and motivation.

Some incredible
examples of success despite negative influences and/or
feedback:

Jay-Z: 
Was told by one of his teachers he would either end up killed or a
drug addict

Winston
Churchill:  Failed the Royal Military entrance exam twice

Monopoly: 
Was rejected by the Parker Brothers as being 'too complex' … they
changed their minds 2 years later!  It is the best-selling
board game ever.

Walt
Disney:  Was fired from a job in a newspaper because he
“lacked imagination and had no good ideas”

Albert
Einstein:  His parents and teachers thought he was mentally
handicapped, slow and anti-social

Thomas
Edison:  Told by teachers he was “too stupid to learn
anything” … he later invented the light-bulb

Oprah
Winfrey:  Fired as a TV journalist because she was “unfit for
TV”

Michael
Jordan:  Cut from his high-school basketball team

Elvis
Presley:  told by a successful manager of musicians “You ain't
going nowhere, son. You ought to go back to driving a truck”

Just imagine
how dramatically different the world would have been if the people
mentioned above had heeded their advice and given up?!

The ability to
feed off criticism and negativity, and then redouble efforts to be
even better is a common thread running through many entrepreneurs
and successful people alike. You must have massive motivation and
character to ensure you have the perseverance and resilience to
succeed. Many commentators call this 'hunger' or ambition. 
Like-minded people can see it a mile away … the 'timid souls'
mentioned by Roosevelt assume it is arrogance.  They're not
even playing the game, so what do they know?

My entire
family - bar one - told me not to start my own business. They told
me I had no experience and so would inevitably fail. I was asked
why I was so arrogant to believe I could succeed and ignore the
‘advice’ I was being given. This upset me a great deal as I felt
they didn’t have faith in me. Luckily I was stubborn ... over 250
people have employment as a result of my endeavours.

Chris Gardner
was played by Will Smith in a film called 'The Pursuit of
Happiness'.  A great man that coped with losing his wife,
being homeless, raising a child and working for free as an intern
to win a job … all at the same time.  In the film Will Smith
turns to his young son and says “Don't ever let someone tell you
that you can't do something … even me”.  You are in control of
your own life and destiny, no-one else.  No-one has the right,
or qualification, to summarily tell you that you 'can't' or
'won't'.  The only person that knows what you're capable of is
you.  Listen to yourself. You’ll be a far happier person for
it.












It’s OK to
fail, but not to quit

“Forget past
mistakes. Forget failures. Forget about everything except what
you're going to do now ... and do it.” William
Durant

You may trust
your instincts, and that's a good thing, but should they let you
down the risk is you will quickly become despondent.  I
remember taking out my first advert in a newspaper advertising my
'computer support' services and being hugely disappointed because I
didn't receive a single phone call.  A surprising number of
people give up right there … at their first disappointment or
setback.

It is actually
a ridiculous assumption to think that failing your first business
test, your first toe in the water, means that your whole business
strategy is wrong and that you should abandon ship!

If you know the
market opportunity is there, if you know that it is large enough to
sustain you or your business … try again!  You're not likely
to hit the bullseye first time, so learn your lesson and adapt.

I like to think
that business is an iterative process, where you refine your idea
and approach over time, gradually increasing turnover and profits.
You discover new ways to advertise, new product or service
enhancements, new sales approaches, operational efficiencies, cash
flow improvements …every part of your business should be constantly
under review to find optimisation.  The more persistent you
are and the better your understanding of your business, the more
likely your business will survive any economic challenges and be
around for a long time to come.

There is a
Malawian man called William Kamkwamba, who doesn't know the meaning
of the word quit.  After barely surviving a national famine,
his family could no longer afford his schooling fees.  William
could have settled into a desperate life as a farmer, just scraping
a living & growing just enough to stay alive. Something inside
William drove him to fight for more and to learn. He started going
to his local library and reading, even teaching himself basic
English by asking people what words in books and magazines
meant.  One day he saw a picture of a windmill and he decided
to make one … yes, he simply decided 'I will make one'. 
Despite it being nearly impossible to find the materials required,
despite his family thinking he was crazy and the local villagers
worrying he was dealing in black magic he gradually refined the
design of his windmill over time and finally created a reliable
source of electricity for the hut he and his family lived
in! 

William started
by simply trying to improve the quality of life for his family but
has since become something of a celebrity and earned a scholarship
at an American University.  He has changed the whole village
he lived in permanently, even raising money to build a far better
school.  William Kamkwamba refused to accept the hand that
life dealt him and worked hard to overcome what some would see as
insurmountable odds to succeed and achieve his goals.  He did
not quit at the first setback and neither should you.

I strongly
recommend his book 'The boy who harnessed the wind' as an
incredible story of determination and vision. If a malnourished boy
in deep Malawi can spot an opportunity, overcome a language
barrier, learn physics and electronics by himself, engineer a
working prototype of a windmill from scrap metal and end up
improving the life of his entire village … what is holding you back
exactly?!

Starbucks would
have never existed in its current form had one man not
failed.  Their first shops were created to sell high-end
coffee beans and equipment and not freshly made coffee and
snacks.  When Howard Schultz joined the company as an
employee, the founders initially rejected his idea of making a
chain of coffee-houses.  Howard left Starbucks, created his
own small chain of coffee-houses and later bought Starbucks with
the help of VCs two years later.  Howard, now CEO, took
Starbucks from 17 locations when the businesses merged to over
17,000 today.  As a result of failing to convince Starbuck's
founders, he is now a billionaire.  It is unlikely he or the
company would have done so well had they agreed and he stayed as
their employee.

If you KNOW
you're on to something, never quit.












Keep your eyes
on the stars and your feet on the ground

“Man, alone, has the
power to transform his thoughts into physical reality; man, alone,
can dream and make his dreams come true.” Napoleon
Hill

A hard balance
to strike is aiming high but keeping a realistic perspective. 
I usually say that it is better to aim for some incredible target
and get half way, than aim low.  This is true, but be
realistic with it.  Success will not come overnight, at times
you will feel like progress is very slow (although looking back you
may be amazed how much you achieve).

If possible,
break your fantastic targets into smaller milestones.  You
need to celebrate and appreciate their achievement so that you can
really feel the progress you are making.  It simply isn't
realistic to expect to leap quickly from starting up to your first
big contract or expect that your new Web site will suddenly get
1000's of visitors per day.  It rarely happens like that, it
is far more likely you will struggle before reaching a
breakthrough. Commemorate every small success and look back to
recognise how far you have come … this is critical for staying
motivated.  If you're too busy being 'blue sky' about your
business you won't see the progress made and your achievements so
far. Your morale will drop and you will become frustrated. Most
people write to-do lists, why not try writing a ‘done’ list so you
can appreciate your own hard work?

Your business
will inevitably run into problems if you are too busy dreaming to
handle the basic nuts and bolts.  For example, a lot of new
companies think they're doing wonderfully well because the invoices
they are sending total a large amount of money.  This is
obviously not bad news, but if those invoices are not paid on time,
the business could get itself into trouble.  Cash-flow has to
be one of the most commonly overlooked issues by start-ups. 
If you're the type of person that always uses an overdraft
personally or has massive credit card debt, you will need to learn
different habits quickly and really focus on the cash-flow of the
business.

Another person
that I have massive respect for is Lance Armstrong, the 7-time Tour
de France winning cyclist.  In his autobiography, he mentions
a time where he was so focussed on winning a stage that he forgot
to take on some energy gel to eat before an enormous mountain
climb.  It didn't matter that he was the fittest man out
there, that he had such strength of will that he could battle
cancer and still train for cycling competition.  The man
didn't eat and, being human, simply hit a wall where his body had
no fuel left.  Like many professional cyclists, Lance prepares
most of the year to try and peak for the Tour de France race. 
All that training, dieting, analysis of stages and other
preparations were nearly ruined for him by a simple and basic
oversight.

If you've ever
watched Dragon's Den on TV, you'll have seen many people try to
raise money who don't know their own numbers back to front,
inside-out.  A simple question about profit margins or past
turnover trips the entrepreneur up and awkward moments ensue. 
I've never seen one of these people go on to succeed in raising
money.  The reason is simple, if the founder of a
company is too busy dreaming to memorise the critical management
information of their business, they are more than likely doomed to
fail.  Being a visionary is one thing, but you need practical
expertise too. 

You will need
to keep on top of your cash-flow, your tax returns, your
book-keeping and other business fundamentals regardless of how well
you think you're doing.  Keep your spending under control
(especially when investing in marketing) and check your account
balances daily … there is no excuse not to with online banking.












Think things
through ... then follow through

“Obstacles are
things a person sees when he takes his eyes off his goal” E.
Joseph Cossman

I absolutely do
NOT buy into the idea that you can't start a business without a
business plan.  For most start-ups this is total
overkill.  Having said that, you do need to do some research
and preparation.  This is not an excuse to procrastinate,
merely a way to avoid some obvious mistakes and becoming
disheartened.

Know your
market and start becoming an expert in it:

How big is
it?

How much
competition is there? 

Is the
opportunity really large enough for your business to be healthy
& profitable?

What can you do
better than the competition?



Is the business
going to be seasonal (e.g. having large peak periods, such as at
Xmas or New Year)?

Who are the
suppliers?  Can you compete with the prices you've been
quoted?

How are the
competitors advertising themselves?

Know the rules
of the game you're playing:

Are you aware
of a director/partner's responsibilities? (don't be scared!)

What accounting
information will you need to keep and for how long?

Do you need to
be VAT registered?

Do you need
insurance?

Any health
& safety regulations?  Any other regulators for your
business?

I’ll repeat,
when I say think things through I do NOT mean procrastinate! 
You are in preparation for taking direct and efficient action; it
is not an excuse to look for problems and reasons to not get
started.  There are always solutions or ways to adjust your
plan to reduce the headaches.  If you do conclude that your
initial business idea is not viable, perhaps it can it be adapted
(like Starbucks did)?

Don't try to
take over the world in one move, it is far better to start small
and expand rapidly.  One of the most recent Silicon Valley
start-ups to reach a $1billion valuation is AirBnB.com.  Two
guys setup a site to rent air-beds in their spare room to earn
money while large conventions were in town and the hotels were
full.  It was actually started out of necessity as they
couldn't afford their rent on their own.  Very slowly, through
very hard work, their site gained more and more awareness and
traction before becoming the extremely popular site it is
today.  Importantly it made money from day one and they could
see the potential to scale the business.  AirBnB allows people
to rent rooms, flats, houses … and even an island!  From
air-beds to islands, incredible!












Know your
limits & value your time

“If you don't have
time to do it right, when will you have time to do it over?”
John Wooden

When you start
working for yourself, a really common mistake is to do everything
yourself to avoid spending money you don't have.  This is
really counter-productive and will end up hurting your company more
than spending the money you think you're saving
yourself.

For example, if
you know nothing about accounting, you may and try and learn and
keep your own books, file your own tax returns, etc. etc.. 
Alternatively, you may decide that you can make your own Web site
rather than spend the money on a professional designer.

Due to the fact
you're not an expert in some fields, they will take you a awful lot
longer than an expert.  You will make mistakes. 
The time you're spending on activities you're not proficient at is
no longer available for you to invest in your actual
business.  What a founder is supposed to be doing is serving
customers and business development.  Those are the things that
will make your business grow and revenue flow.

I studied
'Further Maths' at A-level yet I have never done my own VAT
calculation. I have a Computer Science degree but haven't
programmed for nearly 10 years.  I had a business selling Web
sites while I was at University but no company I hold an interest
in today uses a site created by me.  What this should tell you
is that I have learned that my time is better spent on more
valuable tasks than on time-consuming ones which don't add as much
value to my businesses.

For those on a
tiny budget, you will probably be thinking 'easy for you to
say'.  It may be counter-intuitive but you need to trust that
you can generate more revenue by refusing to waste time on tasks
which can be outsourced to experts in those fields.  If you
save 10 hours per month on book-keeping by giving it to someone who
can do it in 3, it will cost you three hours of their time. 
You, however, then have 10 hours with which to generate more income
and develop your business.  With that time you may discover a
new route-to-market, develop a partnership, find another magazine
or newspaper to advertise in which generates a good return … and
the effect of those achievements will compound every month.

Now imagine you
take on some key tasks where mistakes could cost you dear. A
mistake in a legal contract, billing, grammar or spelling errors,
etc. could result in a lawsuit, lost revenue or public
embarrassment.

Your business,
with the appropriate attention from its founder, should grow much
faster than the cost of outsourcing a headache.  Stick to your
strengths, develop and adapt your strategy … you’ll reduce the risk
to your business and end up making far more!












Starting

“The secret of
getting ahead is getting started. The secret of getting started is
breaking your complex overwhelming tasks into small manageable
tasks, and then starting on the first one” Mark
Twain

My next short
book will be about the process of starting your first business.
However, I thought a list of the next steps you will need to
complete regardless of the type of business would be useful:

Form business
entity

Banking

Invoicing

Book-keeping
& Accounting

Payroll

VAT
registration

Premises

Product /
Service Design and/or Sourcing

Web Site (not
really optional these days)

Marketing
Strategy

Sales
Approach

Management
Information

Contracts &
Legal

Don't allow
yourself to be overwhelmed by the quantity of work ahead of
you.  Tackle one thing at a time and remember that hundreds of
thousands of people have been where you are now and made it. It
won’t require genius or a superhuman effort, just keep chipping
away.

If you don't
know anyone that runs their own business, make friends with at
least one … usually these people are more than happy to chat with
budding entrepreneurs as they remember their own journey. 
Find a friendly & recommended accountant.  They will make
money from you if your business gets up and running so it is
actually in their interests to help you out in the earliest
stages.

My final bit of
advice:  keep everything in the early days.  All
receipts for expenses, invoices received, papers from Companies
House & HMRC … keep it all!  Throw nothing away until you
know for sure what you will need going forward.  Any money you
spend for the company you can claim back so ensure you have a
receipt/bill for it.  Buy a box file and put everything in
there, even if it isn't organised.












So, are you
ready?

“I feel that luck is
preparation meeting opportunity” Oprah Winfrey

So you've read
this short guide to preparing yourself for making a start-up
business … are you ready for the journey ahead?

It will be
emotional – many people refer to their business as their 'baby' for
good reason, you will take failures and disappointments very
personally.  The highs and lows are far more profound than in
a workplace where your merely the employee.

It will be
tough – there is always a steep learning curve as business founders
need to know a bit about lots of different subjects to stay on top
of the paperwork, legal requirements, cash-flow, customers,
regulations, taxes, etc..

Your business
will change – in order to ensure your business succeeds you will
need to keep an open mind and be prepared to adapt your approach.
When you get things right, you'll know immediately.

You may lose
friends – sad, but true.  Some people simply can't be friends
with 'go-getters' that don't settle for the status quo of a boring
and safe job. They may tell you to give up, and when you don't that
will annoy them. Others think all capitalists are evil ... but
remember that if it weren’t for entrepreneurs, no-one would have
healthcare!

It is addictive
– you will probably turn into a workaholic, so try and take your
family/partner on the journey with you. After all, it is much more
fun doing it for others as well as yourself.

As I write this
summary, I worry I am putting people off getting started.  But
it is worth it – having your own business is incredibly
satisfying.  No office politics, complete freedom &
independence.  Greater financial rewards if done right &
sense of accomplishment.  Pride and passion for your
work.  Being self-reliant can cause stress but it is also
immensely reassuring.  No-one likes knowing that other people
can decide their fate and so having control puts fate right back in
your own hands (where it belongs).

Some people are
born to be entrepreneurs, others learn due to necessity, and some
do it through sheer force of will.  No academic qualification
will adequately prepare you, but you can learn what you need
to succeed.

If you believe
you have the character, if you know you can test, fail and then
adapt … if you can ignore doubters and have faith in your own
abilities, then in my opinion you are 95% of the way to
success.

So all that is
left to do is get started!!

Look out for my
next book/s to help you through the start-up process, avoid common
pitfalls and save you time.  Until then, good luck &
believe in yourself ... if you don’t, no-one else will.












My own
story

I was fortunate
enough to learn some simple business principles very early. From
the age of about 15, I was helping my school and friends' parents
with their computer problems.  It didn't take me long to
realise I could earn more, with less effort, than I was by working
in peoples' gardens!  I discovered the value in providing a
good customer service and the resulting power of word-of-mouth
marketing. It was extremely satisfying providing a service that the
customers felt was worth every penny. Word spread fast that if you
had a computer issue locally, you should call me. Just as well
because my first attempt at advertising failed miserably!

Since then, I
have founded or co-founded at least 6 different companies since the
age of 17 and invested in many more.  My first business of IT
support and building computers was started with nothing other than
my time and the little I earned from also working in a petrol
station whilst doing my A-levels.  When I started, I literally
had to look up how to create an invoice as I was unsure what
information should go on one!  Selling Web sites, Web hosting
and domain names later helped me pay my way through
University.   Necessity is a great catalyst for learning
and ensures you get off your backside!

Just after
graduating, I sold a student community Web site I founded called
'The Junction' in 2000 to a company that later became Stream Group
Plc (today it is known as Netplay TV Plc). I was head of Stream’s
‘New Media’ division, responsible for mobile, internet and digital
TV projects. Unfortunately I became unhappy in a 'big' company
environment where most decisions were out of my control.  So I
left, sold my car and started again despite having a large mortgage
and not much more than 2 months' cash in the bank.

My next
business selling content/services to mobile phones via SMS was
born.  Thanks to the explosion in mobile phone usage & the
popularity of mobile content like ringtones, the return on
investment from ads I had to book on my credit card was
incredible.  I moved to Monaco about 6-9 months after quitting
my job at Stream.  The year was 2003 and I was 25.

Since then, I
have built a group of businesses all related to technology and
mainly focussed around the Internet, Mobile/Smart phones or 'Green'
technologies.  I advise several of them, offering an impartial
'expert' opinion which helps them avoid some mistakes and identify
opportunities for growth. Collectively they employ more than 250
people in the UK, US and India. Our headcount continues to grow
rapidly despite the global recession.

Today, at the
grand old age of 33, I already have 15 years of hands-on start-up
experience ... which makes me feel old! I've packed a lot into that
time but I'm just getting warmed up!  Helping start-up
companies is my passion; I find it by far the most exciting phase
of a company's life as well as the most challenging.  You
learn every single day and see some great people blossom into
excellent businesspeople and that is very rewarding.

I'd very much
like to help you too.

Alistair
Milne












More from the
Start-up Expert






Start-up Expert
Web Site: www.startupexpert.com

My Personal
Blog: www.alistairmilne.com

Twitter:
www.twitter.com/alistairmilne
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