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Choose Accounting Services Carefully  
 
As you launch or expand a business, keeping track of the money, preparing tax returns and performing 
other financial tasks can quickly become a burden. If you need more time to do other things, it might 
make sense to turn over tax, accounting and other financial chores to outside specialists.  
 
Choosing the right type of tax, accounting, bookkeeping or other financial help is an important decision. 
An outside accountant can be one of your most trusted business advisors and a key to your success. 
Although many business owners work with big national firms, most prefer to work with small 
independent firms or solo accounting professionals.  
 
Accounting services differ from bookkeeping services, however. An accounting firm prepares financial 
statements and tax returns based on the numbers that you give them via your own in-house books. 
Bookkeeping services, if offered, will be extra. If you plan to hire your own bookkeeper, make sure the 
person you choose is qualified. One way is to use the ñBookkeepers Hiring Testò available free from the 
American Institute of Professional Bookkeepers at their Web site, www.aipb.org.    
 
Before selecting a certified public accountant (CPA) or other financial pro, list the services you think you 
need, such as tax preparation, financial reports, balance sheets, invoicing, payroll services, general 
bookkeeping or someone to set up your books. Some firms may handle it all, or you may need to split 
the tasks. CPA Directory is a huge online listing of CPAs nationwide and can help you find an 
accountant in your area.  The Web site also offers helpful advice on hiring and working effectively with 
a CPA. Visit www.cpadirectory.com. 
 
And donôt forget about Enrolled Agents. EAs are licensed by the Federal government to prepare tax 
returns. They have either worked for the IRS or have passed a rigorous IRS exam. They are savvy tax 
experts, but generally donôt have the degrees of CPAs and tend to charge less. Visit the National 
Association of Enrolled Agents Web site at www.naea.org. 
 
Fees vary greatly among accountants, from $50 per hour to $300 or more. Some firms will provide a 
specified list of services for a flat monthly fee, and may provide less costly help for bookkeeping and 
other tasks that donôt require CPA-level training. If you are considering a larger accounting firm, find out 
which people you will be working with directly. Also try to match your general philosophy with a firm that 
is as conservative ð or aggressive ð as you are on tax matters.  

 
Further advice on financial issues for your small business is available from SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
 



Employees/Human Resources 
Ask SCORE         Word Count 418 
 

Business Owners Turn to Alternative Hiring Methods  
 
For many small businesses, the administrative burdens of hiring, managing and paying employees are 
just too much to contemplate. As a result, many business owners are turning to alternative methods of 
hiring staff, including something called the ñprofessional employer organizationò or PEO.  
 
PEOs are companies that help businesses find and hire people, plus manage such things as health 
benefits, workersô comp claims, payroll, unemployment insurance and more. As a business owner, you 
contract with a PEO to assume these and other responsibilities, allowing you to concentrate on the 
revenue-producing side of your operations. PEOs establish and maintain an employer relationship with 
the workers assigned to you and assume many employer responsibilities and risks.  
 
Most small businesses are new to the ñhuman relationsò or HR field. But one advantage of using a 
professional employer organization is that they already have experienced HR pros who can handle 
benefits, payroll, OSHA compliance and just about everything else you will need. By bringing 
employees into a larger overall group, a PEO can offer your workers benefits such as health insurance 
and retirement plans that youôd be hard-pressed to deliver on your own.  
 
Pre-employment testing is another area PEOs can help. Without a screening process, you risk placing 
the wrong person in the job, leading to lost productivity and costly turnover. PEOs tailor pre-
employment tests to predict loyalty to you as well as success on a specific job. The tests arenôt 
foolproof, but they can have a big impact. 
 
Small business owners often dread the prospect of reading mountains of resumes and conducting 
interviews for prospective hires. PEOs can reduce this burden and deliver candidates quickly, then 
handle the paperwork for the new hire. Some PEOs have entire divisions devoted to recruiting and 
helping small business owners gather information to make the right hiring decisions.  
 
Many entrepreneurs whoôve used PEOs credit the choice with helping grow their businesses quickly. 
The National Association of Professional Employer Organizations (NAPEO) is an excellent source of 
information and help. The organizationôs Web site describes how PEOs work, the benefits of using one 
and guidelines for selecting one thatôs right for your business and industry. Visit the Web site at 
www.napeo.org.   
 
To learn more about HR issues facing your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's 
Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Anticipate Trends to Capture New Business  
 
Owners of new and growing small businesses today know one thing for sure: conditions on the 
business playing field can change rapidly. The technology that seemed cutting edge last year is now 
outdated; or worse, obsolete. Buyer moods can swing dramatically, and marketing strategies are in 
constant flux.  
 
Anticipating trends can be extremely valuable in keeping you current on everything from sales 
strategies and customer desires to technology tools and the general economy. As your business grows, 
change will be inevitable and small business owners should constantly look ahead and seek out ways 
to shake things up.  The more you test the winds of change, the better your chances of success down 
the road.  

 
But how can you tell the difference between a fleeting fad and a true trend? Louis Patler, a market 
research guru for companies such as American Express and Dell, has spent decades tracking 
emerging trends and studying their impact on business. He says the key to successfully piloting a 
business in the years ahead will be embracing new ways of thinking. 
 
For example, Patler says that truisms like ñstick to what your business does bestò are outmoded. If you 
want your business to grow, consider that past business traditions and processes might only hold you 
back. Trying new approaches is vital.  

 
Not all customers are created equal. Some are more valuable and loyal than others, and those are the 
ones you should lavish the most attention on with special savings and service offers.  And donôt expect 
loyalty from employees. As American society becomes ever more mobile and labor shortages worsen, 
workers wonôt stay on a job for more than three years.  

 
Advances in technology will continue to radically change how small companies do business. You will 
need to keep up. Small business owners who know how to acquire and manage information will 
achieve the most success. Capturing and analyzing data about customer needs, wants, behavior and 
how they use your product or service will become increasingly critical. 
 
For additional planning help for your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small 
Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who 
provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Avoid Business Owner Burnout  
 
Choosing to go into business for you is a major decision that usually means a commitment to hard work 
and long hours.  As you struggle to build your business, however, you also must be careful not to 
overdo it and succumb to business owner burnout. Itôs vital to take some time off to recharge your 
personal batteries.  

 
But thereôs a problem. Many business owners are afraid to leave, even for a short period. They fear that 
something will go wrong or theyôll miss out on that next big opportunity. With so much to do, how can an 
entrepreneur ever relax?  
 
According to a survey conducted by American Express, 40 percent of the smallest business ownersð
those with less than $200,000 in annual revenuesðplan no vacation time whatsoever in any given 
year. And even those who do schedule a break never really get away. One of every three link vacation 
time to a business trip and half will check in with the office at least once a day, if not several times.   

 
According to the AmEx survey, these are the vacation-blocking concerns cited most often by business 
owners:  

 
Å There is no other competent person to leave in charge and others will make the wrong decisions. 
Å An important client or customer will not receive appropriate service. 
Å The business will miss a new opportunity. 
Å An operational breakdown will occur without anyone to solve the problem. 
 

Despite these concerns, you can schedule a refreshing getaway with some careful advance planning. 
For example, draw up a list of worst-case scenarios and brief those in charge on the possibilities and 
chief concerns of each customer.  

 
Tell key clients or customers in advance of any extended time away you are planning. Introduce your 
stand-ins and express your confidence in their ability to handle any issues that may arise. If you never 
delegate important tasks to others at your business, you canôt expect them to fill your shoes when you 
take time off. To create a saner schedule for yourself, and achieve a comfort level that good things will 
happen when youôre not there, learning to delegate responsibilities is vital.  
 
For more small business management ideas, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small 
Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who 
provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Solutions to Common Web Site Errors 
 
E-commerce sales by small businesses are increasing rapidly and could double, triple or more during 
the next five years. Web sites are no longer a novelty; they are a necessity for small firms, solo 
operators and home businesses of almost any type.  
 
Meanwhile, customers have become vastly more Internet savvy than they were just a few years ago.  
They feel more comfortable buying online and they expect Web sites to be clear, crisp, informative and 
highly functional. Small businesses that donôt deliver higher levels of Web sophistication risk being left 
behind. 
 
A good starting point is avoiding errors that often doom Web sites to mediocrity. Itôs not a matter of 
making your site complicated. Today, the ñless is moreò axiom applies and often spells the difference 
between a Web site that delivers for your small business, and one that doesnôt.  
 
Donôt neglect your site. If you want the Internet to help build your business, make your Web site a top 
priority in your daily operations. If your products, services, prices, location, hours, contact information 
and marketing messages change, make the updates immediately. Outdated information frustrates 
customers. Place your contact information in a prominent location. Many potential customers visit Web 
sites merely for basic contact details.  

 
Flashing images, scrolling text and blinking buttons may have seemed clever and high-tech when first 
introduced, but now they are simply annoying. Dump them in favor of graphics that enhance your site 
usability. Avoid the temptation of cute bells and whistles. Make a fast-loading site a top priority.  
 
And set up a system for tracking your site activity. Donôt be in the dark about whatôs happening on your 
site. Simple and inexpensive Web analytic tools can point to areas that need improvement. Two top 
sources for Web analysis tools are WebTrends.com and SiteCatalyst.com. Visit the sites and check out 
the free trial offers. 

 
To learn more about ecommerce for small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small 
Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who 
provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Learn the ABCs of Advertising  
 
For a small business, taking the first steps into advertising can be an intimidating and mysterious 
process. Even though we see advertising everywhere, creating and using ads ourselves can seem 
alien and expensive. Understanding how the medium works and what it can and cannot do for a small 
business is tougher than it seems. And there is always uncertainty over results.   
 
Think of advertising as one element of the broader area of marketing. You recognize it in many forms, 
including magazines, newspapers, directories, online search engine ads, Web site banners, radio 
spots, TV, billboards, flyers, direct mail and others. Before you spend your hard-earned money on 
advertising, youôll want to investigate what to realistically expect. Only then should you draw up a plan 
for moving ahead.  
 
Ads can do the following: 

 
Å Attract new customers, prospects and leads. 
Å Encourage existing customers to spend more on your product or service. 
Å Build credibility, establish and maintain your ñbrandò or unique business identity, and enhance 
your reputation. 
Å Inform or remind customers and prospects of the benefits your business has to offer. 
Å Promote your business to customers, investors or others and slowly build sales.  
 

But hereôs what advertising probably cannot do: 
 
Å Create an instant customer base. 
Å Solve your cash flow or profit problems by producing an immediate sales windfall. 
Å Cure poor or indifferent customer service.  
Å Create benefits that donôt really exist or sell products and services that nobody wants. 
 

In short, advertising wonôt guarantee quick sales for your product or service by itself, but it will get you 
noticed, if you do it right. That means you must know, as precisely as possible, the demographics of 
your target audience and craft a precise message about your product or service that will touch them. 
You must give customers a compelling reason to call, visit your Web site or stop by your business. 
 
Your ad must also stand out in some way. If it fails to grab your potential customers, they are not likely 
to respond. Frequency is also key. A single ad in one place wonôt do much. Getting people to see your 
ads as often as possible in different places will deliver better results.  

 
To learn more about advertising your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small 
Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who 
provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Take Action to Brand Your Business 
 
Some small business owners believe they can stand out with just a great product and exceptional 
service, and that they are too small to create a ñbrand.ò But to set your business apartðno matter how 
smallðbranding is a vital strategy in todayôs competitive marketplace. 
 
Buyers have short attention spans, so you need all the tools you can get to help them remember who 
you are. Every business can benefit from branding, right down to the independent contractor working 
alone.  
 
In fact, some marketing experts say that branding and marketing go hand-in-hand. ñIf you can build a 
powerful brand you will have a powerful marketing program. If you canôt, then all the advertising, fancy 
packaging, sales promotions and PR in the world wonôt help you succeed,ò says Laura Ries, president 
of Ries & Ries, an Atlanta-based marketing firm. 
 
Almost anything can be branded, including you. But branding is complex and involves the customerôs 
total experience with you, your product or your service. The most effective branding combines both 
online and off-line elements. The Web offers tremendous opportunities for promoting your brand, 
through low-cost search engine ads or interactive features on your Web site.  
 
Keep in mind that the best brands tend to tap emotions and appeal to a personôs natural need for 
involvement. Be original in identifying your brand identityðthe thing that truly sets your small business 
apart. Everybody touts quality and service, for example, so look for something thatôs really different. If 
you are having trouble pinpointing a branding message, try asking your customers what they need from 
you the most. Then base your brand on that. 
 
Your brand should also last a long time, so avoid elements or catch phrases linked to trends likely to 
disappear or become outdated. Simplicity is also a virtue in your branding message. Buyers are 
overwhelmed by excess information. Too much information confuses your brand message. 
 
The 22 Immutable Laws of Branding by market guru Al Ries and daughter Laura is a smart and 
accessible book on branding that includes 11 Immutable Laws of Internet Branding as well. Another 
helpful book is The Brand Called You by Peter Montoya, which offers ideas and advice on how 
entrepreneurs can promote themselves, personally, as a brand. In addition, a Web site created by 
branding expert Martin Lindstrom has an extensive library of branding articles. Visit 
www.martinlindstrom.com.  
 
To learn more about branding and other marketing matters for your small business, contact SCORE 
"Counselors to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 
volunteer business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training 
workshops to small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find 
a counselor online at www.score.org.  
 
 
 



Managing Your Business 
Ask SCORE         Word Count 448 
 

Grow Your Business with Success Thinking  
 
In order to be a successful small business, you have to think and act like a successful business. 
Sounds simple, perhaps, but many small business owners and startup entrepreneurs forget this basic 
concept. In the face of financial adversity, they adopt a ñcanôt doò attitude.  

 
As leader of your business you should spread a message of success to everyone involved, from 
employees and vendors to customers and prospects. High-performance businessesðboth big and 
smallðallow people to take risks, generate new ideas, make mistakes and learn from them.  
 
The most successful entrepreneurs find ways to make successful thinking contagious. One way they do 
that is by emphasizing long-term potential over short-term thinking. They learn to innovate rather than 
hesitate, and shun the status quo as they seek to spark new interest and enthusiasm inside the 
business.  
 
Sure, working productively will help build your business. But generating creativity and passion for what 
your business does, no matter how seemingly mundane, is a hallmark of a high-performance business. 
But these donôt need to be grandiose concepts. Simply going out of your way to help a customer in an 
unusual fashion qualifies. 
 
Emphasize the collective success of your business as a whole, not of any individual person, project or 
product. Then you can accelerate success by identifying a few profitable activities and making them 
happen ever more flawlessly and quickly.  
 
Open the lines of communication. Generally, those around you need more information, not less, in 
order to feel successful. Let people know where you think the business needs to go, the problems it 
faces and what keeps you up at night. That makes it easier for you to involve them in finding solutions 
to your biggest challenges. Ask their advice about what you are doing right, what hurts and what needs 
fixing. That way, everyone has a bigger stake in your success. 
 
Be open to new ideas, even if they sound silly or outlandish. One such idea just might be your ñnext big 
thing.ò  And reward people for extra effort. Non-cash incentivesðlike time off or a company lunchð
have gained popularity as a means of rewarding employees. But cash bonuses still reign.  
 
And always deliver what you promise. That includes keeping promises to employees and suppliers as 
well as customers. Integrity fuels the success engine, and itôs tough to recover if you blow it. 
 
To learn more success-minded ideas for your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Match Up with Big Buyers 
 
It can be frustrating for a small business trying to land its first sale to a public institution, government 
agency or major corporation. One of the most helpful stepsðmeeting personally with the right personð
is often the most difficult to take. But a fast-growing program from the U.S. Small Business 
Administration (SBA) is offering hope to small business owners. 
 
Donnie McDaniel was once frustrated trying to ñbreak in.ò His Arlington, TX-based industrial products 
distribution business was looking to sell more to big customers. But the right doors werenôt opening. So 
McDaniel attended an SBA-sponsored Business Matchmaking event.  
 
Business Matchmaking, launched in 2003, is a series of regional events that bring corporate and 
government buyers face to face with small business owners. So far, business owners have landed over 
20,000 one-on-one appointments with key government and corporate officials from hundreds of major 
corporations and agencies.  Matchmaking was so successful that the program was expanded in 2005 
to include more regional events.   
 
For McDaniel, a single meeting led to a contract potentially worth $1 million in new sales. ñTo do 
business with any large buyer almost takes an act of Congress,ò says McDaniel.  ñThese companies 
are busy focusing on their core businesses, but they take the time to attend these events to meet with 
potential vendors in person and thatôs a chance we wonôt pass up.ò 
 
Business Matchmaking doesnôt promise youôll snag a deal, but it does give you a chance to state your 
case directly to decision makers. If youôve never sold to large corporations or government agencies, 
this is an excellent starting point. Business Matchmaking levels the field, allowing every small business 
an equal opportunity to learn about selling to big business, public institutions (like universities) and 
government entities at local, state and national levels.  
 
If you arenôt sure how to prepare your pitch, Small Business Procurement Workshops held a month in 
advance of each Business Matching event could help you: 
 

1. Identify potential buyers of your product or services. 
2. Write and submit successful proposals. 
3. Plan your marketing and sales approach, and line up financing.  

 
The workshops and matchmaking events are free. You can register, set up to three appointments and 
get all you need to participate online. Slots at Matchmaking events are limited so sign up early. The 
Matchmaking Web site at www.businessmatchmaking.com has a calendar of events and information on 
how to participate.  
 
For more help identifying potential business opportunities, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's 
Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
 



Money & Finance 
Ask SCORE         Word Count 423 

 

Improve Cash Flow with These Simple Steps  
 
Without a steady flow of cash to cover expenses, your company can quickly stumble.   
 
Cash flow troubles can develop even when sales seem strong. Facing a continuous cash crunch makes 
it difficult to conduct your business properly. And while it may be tempting to seek out fancy financial 
formulas for predicting and tracking business cash flow, the basics tend to be plain common sense for 
most small businesses.  
 
The object is to make certain that more cash enters your business than exits your bank account. First 
you need to translate sales into real money as quickly as possible. Once youôve collected the cash, 
your business needs to guard it. Surprises, such as slow or non-paying customers and unexpected 
expenses, are your worst cash flow enemies.  
 
One way to shift cash your way is to ask for all or a portion of payment up front. Asking for at least a 
deposit in advance is a great way to jump-start your cash flow. And if you establish the policy fairly and 
properly, it shouldnôt alienate good customers.   

 
Accepting credit card payments also can help, so you may want to sign up for a merchant account that 
allows you to do this. Or, if you already have one, encourage customers to use this option more often. 
You do pay a fee for this. But credit cards are a great way to speed cash into your account, and the 
cost is generally small.  
 
You may need to manage ñreceivablesò more closely. This is the money that customers owe to you for 
products or services youôve delivered. Create a detailed ñagingò schedule of what you are owed, by 
whom and for how long. Place phone calls to overdue accounts, focusing first on the largest amounts 
due. Offering a discount can bring some quick cash in the door, but play this card only after youôve 
called the customer to ask for full payment.  
 
Finally, donôt overlook the power of an operating budget. Note specific due dates for payables as well 
as receivables. Although the balance between the two wonôt always be predictable, the budget can give 
you a snapshot of where your business stands in cash flow. 

 
Cash flow is just one critical financial issue facing your small business. To learn more, contact SCORE 
"Counselors to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 
volunteer business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training 
workshops to small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find 
a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Devise a Backup Plan for Your Business Data 
 
Everyone knows that backing up computer files is important, and most of us will face a computer crisis 
of some type sooner or later. But simple laziness, or perhaps a lack of information and belief that 
backups are too costly or time-consuming cause business owners to put it off.  And that can have 
disastrous consequences.  
 
Damaged or lost data files have cost many small or home-based businesses weeks, months or even 
years of work. It can happen in an instant, for many reasons. Suddenly your hard drive starts making 
loud grinding noises and stops working. Your laptop might be stolen or maybe you simply push a wrong 
button. Computer viruses also can make files vanish.  
 
Technological dangers are common and you must be prepared to avoid them.  Having backup files 
available in the event of trouble could be the difference between staying open or having to shut down.  
 
There are several ways to backup your business files. One simple method is to copy or ñburnò your files 
to CDs.  This works if you donôt have large amounts of data to protect. You also can keep a secondary 
computer or external hard drive around to serve as your backup center.  
 
Another option is to use a service that lets you back up your data over the Internet. Depending on the 
amount and type of data you need to save, you can use any one method, or a combination.  The key is 
to make certain at least one set of files is kept in another secure location.  
 
It helps to have a specific plan in place to protect your files. First, decide which files are critical to 
keeping your business operating. Choose a backup method and perform a full backup at least once a 
week. Backup any critical data daily to a removable device. To make sure the backup systems really 
work, test your backup files at least quarterly. Keep a full backup on site for convenience, but be sure to 
store one set far enough away so a disaster wonôt strike both locations.  
 
Imation is a top supplier of backup hardware, also called ñremovable data storage media,ò and has one 
of the broadest product lines in the field. The firmôs Web site at www.imation.com has a section devoted 
to ñSmall & Medium Businessò with helpful tips, advice and product information to get you started. 
HP.com and Symantec at http://smallbiz.symantec.com also offer backup solutions designed for small 
business.  

 
To plug yourself into other technology solutions for your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors 
to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer 
business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to 
small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor 
online at www.score.org.  
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Use Independent Contractors Carefully 
 
Small business owners often try to save moneyðespecially in the early goingðby using independent 
contractors instead of hiring full time employees. Using independent contractors, or ñcontract workers,ò 
means the business doesnôt have to withhold taxes, pay Social Security or Medicare or meet numerous 
other employer responsibilities.  
 
Many such arrangements, however, wilt under IRS scrutiny. And the strategy can backfire if someone 
later claims they should really have been treated, and paid, as an employee. 
 
Deciding who can legitimately work as an independent contractor and who must be given employee 
status has become a difficult matter for small business owners. You canôt simply choose whatôs best for 
you. The IRS and equivalent state agencies are strict on worker classification issues.  
 
Remember that independent contractors work for themselves. They operate their own business. You 
are their client, not their employer. You donôt dictate their hours or control how they perform their work. 
In the eyes of most government agencies, a worker is an employee unless you can prove otherwise.    
 
Contractors control when and where they work. Avoid setting a pattern of daily or weekly work hours 
dictated by your business. Also, independent contractors do not usually have a permanent or 
continuing relationship with the business and have time to pursue other clients. Plan to compensate 
contractors on a per-job basis, not weekly or monthly. 
 
And since contractors are paid to complete a set task, they may bring in others to help, at their 
discretion and on their payroll. They also should use their own tools and technology and be responsible 
for their incremental expenses.  
 
Contractors canôt be fired as long as they produce results that meet their contract specifications. Do not 
include them under any insurance or benefits coverage you have for employees. Independent 
contractors are subject to making a profitðor suffering a lossðbased on their own skills and expertise. 
Always require an invoice before making payment. 
 
Before you agree to an independent contractor relationship with anyone, make sure you understand 
what that means and carefully weigh the pros and cons. If you misclassify a worker, you could be liable 
for back employment taxes plus penalties.  
 
Getting sound advice on management issues such as independent contractor status is vital for your 
small business. For help, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small Business." SCORE is a 
nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who provide free, 
confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-800/634-
0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Turn Your Web Site into a Selling Site  
 
Most small businesses have a Web site of some kind and many are relying more and more on the 
Internet to help their marketing and sales efforts and contribute to profits. But wanting a Web site that 
works hard for the business and actually getting one that does so are two different things.  

 
There are dozens of ways a Web site can go wrong. Even if you have a crackerjack designer, they may 
know little or nothing about building a site that actually produces sales or leads. An eye-pleasing site by 
itself wonôt necessarily get the job done.  

 
This is one area, however, where a great deal of help is available to the small business owner. As small 
business gains experience with the Web, some clear steps have emerged that you can take to improve 
your odds of online success. For example, while appearance is important, the usability of a Web site 
from the customerôs perspective is even more vital.   
 
How easy is it to get around your Web site? Can customers find what they want fast? Your goal is to 
have a site that appears professional and credible to customers as well as being easy to navigate. For 
a prospect intent on buying, there is nothing more frustrating than having to deal with a clumsy or 
cluttered site. Categories should be clear and logical.  
   
And while the Webôs almost unlimited space gives you the choice of drowning customers with product 
details, you may want to exercise some restraint. Give visitors the option of clicking to more information 
if they wish, but donôt force it on them. Coax customers by stages. Filling out forms is often necessary, 
but keep them simple and break them into bite-sized parts.  
 
And by all means make the photos or other graphics on your site compellingðnot the same old generic 
stock photos you see everywhere. Use graphics of real people and places to add personality to your 
site and reinforce the notion that your business exists in the real world, too.  
 
Every inch of your site should address your customersô goals and needs, not just the needs of your 
business. Make the checkout process on your Web site fast and simple. Donôt bombard buyers with 
last-second choices or pop-up ads. And if your site requires a registration process, donôt force buyers to 
answer endless questions designed to fill your need for marketing demographics.  

 
To learn more about technology and Internet issues facing your small business, contact SCORE 
"Counselors to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 
volunteer business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training 
workshops to small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find 
a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Make Customers Loyal to Your Business  
 
When customers can easily comparison shop online with a few mouse clicks, the notion of loyalty 
seems almost old fashioned. Your best customers are someone elseôs most sought-after prospects.  
 
Big companies have adopted a fancy term for addressing the problem, called ñcustomer retention 
managementò or CRM. Massive amounts of time and energy are devoted to it, including countless Web 
sites, conferences, software products, online applications, magazines and books.  
 
The core of the issue, however, comes down to something small business owners have been good at 
for centuries: building customer loyalty. A loyal customer is doing business with you, not your 
competition.  
 
Small businesses that concentrate on keeping customers are more successful in the long run.  It only 
stands to reason. Selling to folks you already know and understand is more efficient, more predictable 
and more profitable.  A loyal customer base gives you an edge.  
 
But building loyalty is not a marketing matter, so donôt look there for help. Spend all you want to attract 
new cadres of customers, but if they donôt stick around your days could be numbered.  
 
When a customer leaves, you should consider it unacceptable. Find out why it happened and then work 
to prevent it from happening again.   
 
To foster customer loyalty, a small business needs a strategy that keeps patrons coming back. It starts 
with basics that are sometimes overlooked. Thanking customers for their business, for example, goes a 
long way. But try going beyond a few spoken words. Write some thank you notes and letters. Make 
them personal and sincere. Just let them know you appreciate their business.  
 
Creating value will help boost loyalty. Ask customers if there is anything else you could be doing for 
them. Then, after they tell you, do it.  
 
Customers are more likely to be loyal if you make it easy for them. Review each customer  ñtouch pointò 
ð your phones, your Web site, your store ð for ease of use. Offer incentives. You canôt buy loyalty, but 
you can make it easier to happen. Special perks, discounts or freebies for loyalty work wonders.  
 
To learn more about generating customer loyalty for your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors 
to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer 
business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to 
small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor 
online at www.score.org.  
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Develop Leadership Skills to Secure Your Small Business Success  
 
Successful business owners shine at most aspects of operating their business. Usually theyôre great at 
planning, or marketing, or creative thinking or crunching numbers, or knowing just how to satisfy 
customers. But when it comes to leading, managing and motivating others involved in the business, 
whether employees, outside sales reps or key partners, they sometimes fall short.  

 
One reason is widespread confusion about the difference between ñmanagingò and ñleading.ò 
Leadership experts say they are two very different roles, even though most small business owners 
consider them the same. 

 
ñManagingò implies structure, control, rules, deadlines and efficiency, says Ken Blanchard, best-selling 
author of The One Minute Manager. But according to Blanchard, ñleadershipò is nearly the opposite of 
ñmanagement.ò Leading requires actions that are more experimental, unstructured, visionary, flexible 
and passionate. Managers and leaders think and behave differently.  

 
Blanchard and his partner Drea Zigarmi spent seven years studying how business leaders exert 
influence and how their values, beliefs and personalities contribute to their successðor failure. Through 
it all, one finding was clear: A one-size-fits-all style of leadership does not exist. 

 
Owning a business automatically puts you in a position of leadership. Your goal is to engage 
employees, partners, vendors, investors, independent contractors or other participants in your venture 
in a course of action that helps achieve a mutually shared vision. But being in a leadership position 
does not necessarily make you a leader.  
 
Many entrepreneurs turn to management techniques to enlist the minds and muscles of the people they 
lead, but fail to capture an equally important componentðtheir hearts. If you merely work to focus 
activities of followers and fail to engage them in a purpose, you wonôt likely be seen as a good leader.  
 
ñThe first step to becoming a better leader is to study yourself and get honest, unfiltered feedback about 
how you are doing from the people you lead,ò says Blanchard. ñYou cannot effectively lead if you do not 
know your own values.ò   
 
Try combining direction with support. Direction includes setting goals, scheduling, specifying priorities, 
evaluating results, defining roles and showing how results are to be accomplished. Support includes 
listening, praising and encouraging, seeking input, sharing information, offering reasons for decisions 
and helping others to solve problems. 

 
For more leadership ideas, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small Business." SCORE is a 
nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who provide free, 
confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-800/634-
0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Look for Harmony in Your Family Business  
 
If you are involved in a small business that is also a family business, youôve probably heard warnings 
about the pitfalls of working with relatives. Operating a business with a spouse, parents, siblings, 
children or other family members presents many potential pitfalls over and above the usual problems 
business owners face.  
 
To help ensure survival of a family-run business, you will need to seek a harmonious balance between 
the needs of the business and the needs of the family. The characteristics of a healthy business may 
not always be compatible with family harmony.  
 
When bringing family members into a business for the first time, especially as investors or in a startup 
situation, you should consider putting the business relationship in writing. Family members sometimes 
buy into the excitement of a business startup without a clear idea of their role once the business is 
underway.  
 
In an ongoing family business, itôs important to treat family members fairly.  While some experts advise 
against hiring family members, that sacrifices one of the great benefits of a family business. Countless 
small companies would never have survived without dedicated family members. But avoid favoritism. 
Pay scales, promotions, work schedules, criticism and praise should be evenhanded between family 
and non-family employees.  
 
Donôt become the employer of last resort for every distant relation who calls.  Base employment on the 
skills or knowledge they can bring to the business. If your kids will be joining the business, make them 
get at least three to five years business experience elsewhere first to help them gain perspective of how 
the business world works outside of a family setting. 
 
Problems and differences of opinion are common in a family business, so itôs important to keep lines of 
communication clear. Weekly meetings to assess progress, air differences and resolve disputes work 
well for many family firms.   
 
Drawing some lines between business and family life will also help. For family business operators, itôs 
tempting to talk shop day and night. But constantly mixing business, personal and home life can lead to 
trouble. Limit business discussions outside of the office or at least save them for an appropriate time ð 
not at a family get-together.  
 
To learn more about operating a successful family business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's 
Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Find the Right Financing for Your Business 
 
Finding the right type of financing, or finding ANY financing for that matter, is often one of the most 
difficult parts of starting and building a solid small business. You may have a terrific plan and be a 
talented workaholic, but finding funding is another matter.  
 
Business owners often start with too little money. Itôs one of the most common reasons that new 
businesses donôt make it. Adequate financing and the know-how to use it wisely are crucial ingredients 
for your business to grow and thrive.  Inadequate funding limits what you can do.  
 
Sources and types of small business financing fall into a few broad categories. It will either be debt or 
equity financing from institutional or informal sources. Debt financing is a loan you pay back. Common 
sources include: family and friends, personal credit cards, home equity lines of credit, commercial bank 
loans and bank loans backed by the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA).  
 
Some small businesses also receive a type of funding from suppliers and vendors in the form of special 
payment terms, discounts or even direct loans. Suppliers want you to succeed, so they are sometimes 
willing to help.  
 
With equity financing, you offer investors shares of your business in return for cash. Unlike loans, you 
are not required to pay the money back, but these investors now own part of your business and will 
want a return on their investment. Venture capitalists work this way, and stock offerings are a type of 
equity financing.  
 
Other funding or cost-sharing options include partnerships, joint ventures, alliances, co-branding 
arrangements and business incubators. Incubators rarely offer cash, but they provide crucial support in 
the form of free or reduced rent and business services. 
 
The SBA 7(a) Loan Guarantee Program is the main small business financing tool. It helps secure loans 
up to $1 million for small businesses that are unable to find financing on reasonable terms through 
conventional lending channels.  The SBA Web site has an excellent section on financing that includes 
helpful advice on funding basics, estimating costs, personal vs. business loans, equity financing, 
eligibility standards, steps to successful borrowing and lists of small business lenders. For details on all 
SBA programs, visit www.sba.gov/financing.  
 
To learn more about financing a small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small 
Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who 
provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Find More Freelance Work  
 
Freelancer, sole operator, independent contractor and free agent are all terms for a similar type of small 
business operator with a key trait in commonðall are constantly looking for new gigs to fill their time 
and pay the bills. For these business owners, the Internet has become a boon to finding work. Web 
sites that play matchmaker between employers and freelancers have taken the art of project hunting to 
new levels. 
 
To be successful as a free agent operator, you need to hone your project-finding skills and improve 
your marketing, just like any small business. Two keys to being successful at this are consistency and 
dedication. Most independent contractors already know that the search for work is constant, so youôll 
enjoy it more if you develop a passion for finding the next big project.  
 
To build repeat business, you also need to be a stickler for client satisfaction. Always stand behind your 
work and try to gauge client expectations at every step, and then exceed them.  
 
Also recognize that building your personal brand is important. As a sole operator, your brand is you, so 
focus on leveraging your special knowledge, style or expertise. But donôt lock yourself in to tightly. The 
most successful independent contractors try to build new skills and leverage existing ones to higher 
price levels. 
 
Project sites for freelancers vary in their approach. Some work on a bid system where employers post 
projects and freelancers bid on the work.  These sites will likely take a cut of your proceeds. Others are 
more like a job board where projects are posted and you respond with a pitch letter and resume directly 
to the employer. Some sites to visit include Guru.com, Sologig.com and Elance.com, which cover all 
industries and areas, as well as Aquent.com, which specializes in the fields of marketing and creative 
services.  

 
To learn more about finding projects for your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's 
Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you or find a counselor online at 
www.score.org.  
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Use Outside Services to Help Fill Orders  
 
For small businesses that sell products online, by phone, fax, e-mail or mail order, success often brings 
with it a new problem: an order fulfillment backlog. Packing, shipping and tracking orders can quickly 
become daunting. And if you are constantly lugging packages to the Post Office or UPS Store, you 
have less time to spend on building other facets of your business.  
 
This may be a good time to consider using an outside order fulfillment service to take the burden off of 
your shoulders. Handling order fulfillment properly can be critical to your success. Poorly packaged 
items and slow service will annoy customers.  
 
Outsourcing fulfillment can save you time. Your products, labels and other unique packaging can be 
stored in the fulfillment companyôs facilities. When orders are placed, the fulfillment firm packs and 
ships the items and perhaps handles customer service and returns as well. Orders can come through 
you via your usual methods, or can go direct to the service.  
 
There are many different ways to approach shipping and fulfillment solutions based on the type, weight, 
size and destination of the items you ship, along with your customersô needs and expectations. Outside 
fulfillment involves a cost, but you should also consider the costs you are avoiding such as storage 
space, payroll and your own time. If you charge customers for shipping and handling, you may be able 
to recover all or a portion of it.  
 
When selecting an order fulfillment firm, be sure to align your needs with the services they offer. Ask 
about minimum and maximum order quantities, error rates and restrictions on the types of products 
they will ship. Some, for example, only ship via UPS and the Postal Service and donôt handle oversize 
items. If you have special packaging, ask if they will use it. 
 
For Web savvy business owners, fulfillment services can work especially well. Orders from your Web 
site can be routed directly to the center. Plus you can easily track and manage your orders, inventory 
and other details online. The Mailing and Fulfillment Service Association, a professional organization for 
mailing and fulfillment companies, offers a search feature on its Web site that can help you locate a 
fulfillment house thatôs right for you. Visit www.mfsanet.org or call 1-800/333-6272. 
 
To learn more about shipping and fulfillment at your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Make Your Business More Web Wise   
 
Most small businesses use the Internet in some fashion, be it a Web site, e-mail, search engines or e-
commerce. But even if youôre using the Web, there are many ways you can likely be using it more 
extensively, more fruitfully or more efficiently.  
 
If your Web site was created several years ago, for example, it could be time for a makeover. What 
seemed sophisticated back then might now look simplisticðor worse, downright hokeyðcompared to 
other sites. In short, the Web is becoming an ever more vital part of small business operations with 
every passing day, and business owners are finding new and better ways to leverage the power of the 
Internet to help them build profits, save money and operate more efficiently.  
 
Making your Web site more interactive is one way to spur action. Try adding surveys, guest books, auto 
responders, downloadable documents and an e-newsletter. Your current Web host may offer some of 
these capabilities. And why not take orders online with a simple shopping cart feature, if you donôt 
already? Resources include PrestoCart.com, MyCart.net, PayButton.com and EarthStores.com. 
 
Animated art, professionally designed buttons, bars and banners can help supercharge your site. You 
can acquire them quickly and inexpensively with software and online delivery from providers such as 
NetStudio.com and ScreamDesign.com. You can add interesting and timely content to your site as well. 
Consider hiring a freelance writer to produce original news, feature and how-to articles for your site that 
are related to your business. Putting fresh content up monthly could cost as little as a few hundred 
dollars.  
 
The Web offers tremendous potential for researching your markets and competitors. A few top 
resourcesðsome free, others fee basedðinclude: Business.com for general business research, 
KnowX.com for public records research and Hoovers.com for company profiles and contact information. 
 
To get the most from the Web, make sure your site is listed in search engines. Youôll find just about all 
the search engine submission help you need at SearchEngineWatch.com, including search engine 
submission tips, Web searching tips, search engine reviews and resources.  
 
To learn more about technology issues facing your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Get Trademark Savvy  
 
If you have a business name, catch phrase, logo design or a combination of those that you want to 
legally protect, youôll need to bone up on trademarksða form of relatively low-cost legal protection for 
this type of ñintellectual property.ò  
 
Applying for a federal trademark, or its companion the service mark, is a crucial step toward protecting 
a business name. But trademarks are not the same as patents and copyrights, even though the 
differences are not widely understood. While there are similarities, they serve different purposes.  
 
According to the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO), a trademark is a word, name, symbol or 
device used in business to indicate a source of the goods, i.e. your business, and to distinguish those 
goods from those sold by another business. A service mark is the same as a trademark, except that it 
identifies and distinguishes the source of a service rather than a product.  
 
A patent for an invention grants a specific legal property right to the inventorðñthe right to exclude 
others from making, using, offering for sale or sellingò the same invention. 
 
A copyright is harder to define. It is mainly a protection for authors of original works, including literary, 
dramatic, musical, artistic and other intellectual works, both published and unpublished.  
 
The Internet has transformed the once mysterious process of applying for a trademark into something 
accessible to anyone willing to spend some time to understand the intricacies and get it right. But while 
no business skills or special legal knowledge are required to apply, the field is filled with potential 
pitfalls and wrong turns that could sabotage your trademark filing if you donôt know the intricacies of 
creating trademarks that can stand up to legal challenges later on.  
 
For example, the application requires that you identify goods or services under specific categories. But 
misunderstanding these categories and filing too broadly or too narrowly can ruin your trademark and 
cause problems later on. Seeking help from a qualified trademark attorney will help prevent such 
problems.   
 
The U.S. Patent and Trademark Office is the most authoritative source of information. Everything you 
need to research and apply for a trademark is at the USPTO Web site, www.uspto.gov. A section for 
beginners, available from the Home page, offers a simplified introduction to USPTO services.  

 
To learn more about trademarks and other small business matters, contact SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Give Your Business a Makeover  
 
Is your small business stuck in a rut? Perhaps your customers no longer seem excited and your staff 
has stopped offering fresh new ideas. Or maybe the competition has been giving you fits. 
 
Now could be a good time to give your business a makeover. It could be a major makeover or a minor 
makeover. Whatôs most important is that you find a way to breathe new life into your profits and get the 
business back on the fast track. Small, agile businesses have a big advantage in this area over the big 
and slow ones. You can move quickly to spot changing conditions and put changes into operation.  
 
Stand back and take a top-to-bottom look at your business. In order to identify where changes are most 
needed, youôll have to dig for details about your products or services, your marketing and sales efforts, 
customer service, competition and more. Has your customer base changed since you first started? If 
so, this could be one area where you need to make changes. Is it broader or narrower? Older or 
younger? More upscale or less? You may need a new image, revved-up branding or perhaps just a 
rewrite of your marketing materials to address the needs of this changing customer base. 
 
Take a hard look at whether your products or services are performing to customer expectations. 
Remember that your goal should be to exceed expectations, not simply meet them. If customers are 
luke warm on your business, find out why. Perhaps competitors are doing a better job, or maybe 
theyôve created add-on products and services that you havenôt. Your own customers can help with your 
makeover if you ask them for feedback.   
 
If your marketing message has never changed, perhaps itôs time to reevaluate and devise a new one. 
Try revisiting your original business plan. You might be able to recapture some of the insight and 
enthusiasm you originally had from that document. Think back to your most successful promotions, 
presentations or sales efforts. Rather than reinventing the wheel, you might be able to update and 
expand an approach that has already worked for your business.  
 
Some old-fashioned brainstorming sessions can help rekindle your managerial flame. Meet with your 
most trusted advisors, partners, employees, friends and outside consultants. Ask for their view on what 
your business can do to improve itself.   

  
For more business makeover ideas, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small Business." 
SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who provide 
free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Make Your Business More Green 
 
Looking for ways to make your small business more environmentally conscious this year? It could be a 
smart move. You can feel good about helping the planet and your business also benefits in customer 
loyalty as buyers recognize and appreciate your efforts. Many marketing-savvy small businesses are 
projecting a positive image with customers by promoting their environmental efforts. 
 
Now is a good time to ñgreenò your business. The movement is expanding and there is more business-
minded information available on the practical, profit-producing aspects of making a business more 
environmentally friendly. Access to environmentally-preferable products and services is also 
wideningðespecially for small business.  
 
Most of what your business does, from buying office supplies to disposing of old electronic gear, can be 
accomplished with ñgreenò products and services. For timely information, practical tools and sound 
advice on making a business more environmentally conscious, GreenBiz.com is an excellent resource.  
 
GreenBiz, a service of the Washington, DC-based Green Business Network, offers a full range of 
hands-on help for small businesses that want to get more green, from how to finance greater 
manufacturing efficiency to alternative cleaning solvents and processes. The organizationôs Web site is 
packed with helpful information and is geared toward helping businesses take an environmental stance 
that also helps the bottom line.  
 
The GreenBiz site provides descriptions and links to nearly 100 helpful organizations and Web sites ð 
many of them by state. There are also hundreds of books and reports geared to specific industries. 
Take time to explore the site for a wealth of news, tools and tips on going green. Select ñSmall 
Businessò in the ñResource Wizardò pulldown menu for topics geared specifically to small business.   
 
Another useful resource is the Small Business Environmental Home Page, www.smallbiz-
enviroweb.org, which helps business owners tap into pollution-prevention assistance programs of all 
types nationwide.  It also offers a list of links to State Environmental Agencies and small business 
programs.   
 
The Buy Recycled Business Alliance is a group of companies and nonprofit organizations working to 
promote the market for recycled-content products.  The ñBuyersò section of the BRBA Web site lists 
companies that sell products made from recycled materials ð everything from floor coverings and 
doors to paint, bulletin boards and plastic ñlumber.ò Visit www.nrc-recycle.org/brbaor. 
 
To learn more about operating issues facing your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Hire Out for Small Business Technology Help  
 
Operating a successful small business today means keeping up with a great many technology-related 
tasks. You need basic computers and perhaps laptops, as well as a bunch of different business 
software, depending on what your business does.  Then there are networks, Internet access, email and 
Web sites to contend with.  Even selecting the right technology is not easy. Itôs hard to know what 
works best for a small business. 
 
Common missteps include buying only bargain-shelf hardware, using pirated software or buying it 
piecemeal rather than in discount bundles and setting up e-mail accounts without controls or Web sites 
that donôt work. 
 
Helping small businesses avoid such technology blunders has become big business itself. Thereôs now 
a nationwide network of computer or IT consultants who specialize in setting up tech systems and 
solving problems for small companies.  
 
The future success of your business hinges on systems that work properly, so seeking professional 
help makes sense. An outside tech expert can become a vital extension of your business, almost like a 
trusted attorney or accountant. But not just anyone with a little PC smarts will do. Youôll want someone 
who does this full-time for you and other clients rather than a person who merely dabbles in computers 
on the side. 
 
To find the right fit, develop a detailed list of your needs and how you want the person to work including 
part-time, on-call or a project basis. Look for someone who understands your type of business.  They 
should also be able to explain the work in plain English so you or someone else in your business can 
learn how it all works.  
 
Experience with businesses of your size is also important. Someone who works only with big 
companies may not be familiar with the best solutions for you. You should tap your independent tech 
guru for advice before making hardware or software purchases. A few minutes on the phone can 
prevent costly mistakes.  
 
For help finding a tech consultant, contact the Independent Computer Consultants Association at 
www.icaa.org, a national nonprofit membership group based in St. Louis. Their Web site has a free 
feature that lets you search for consultants by area or special skills.  
 
To learn more about technology issues facing your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors to 
America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business 
counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small 
business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online 
at www.score.org.  
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Get Affordable Health Coverage with HSAs  
 
As your small business grows, you may want to offer some type of health plan to protect your own 
family, as well as keep good employees. But the cost of medical insurance coverage for small business 
has skyrocketed in recent years, and affordability has become a major problem.  
 
Between 2001 and 2005, group health premiums increased by double-digits each year, with the largest 
increases hitting small business, according to research by the National Federation of Independent 
Business (NFIB). And the prognosis for ending the cost crunch is poor. 
 
Business owners squeezed by premium increases cite the rising cost of health insurance as a top 
concern. They know that workers value their medical coverage. But as owners they feel trapped, and 
must either pass along rate hikes or cut benefits entirely. 
 
A health plan option first introduced in 2004 offers some measure of hope. Health Savings Accounts, or 
HSAs, work in IRA-like fashion to cover out-of-pocket medical costs with tax-sheltered money. An HSA 
is an investment account funded by each individual, with optional contributions from your business. The 
accounts must be linked to an insurance plan that has a high deductible of, say, $1,000 to $2,500 or 
more. Money from the HSA pays health expenses until the insurance kicks in.  
 
Unspent funds carry over, so the accounts have the potential to accumulate significant balances over 
years of untaxed contributions and investment gains. And premiums on health plans with high 
deductibles are more affordable. Employer contributions to a tax-favored HSA are exempt from payroll 
taxes, and the employee is not taxed either. 
 
As medical costs soar, HSAs have become more popular among small businesses.  Plan features 
include these:  
 

1) The annual contribution limit to an HSA matches the deductible on your health insurance, up to 
$2,600 for an individual, and $5,150 for family coverage. Amounts are adjusted annually to 
inflation. 

2) The employer, individual or both can make contributions and each individual has control over 
the assets in their account. 

3) Plan providers will generally be insurance companies or banks. If your business sets up the plan 
you will arrange for employee HSAs. 

4) To be eligible, an individual must be covered by a high-deductible health plan and must not be 
covered by other health insurance. 

 
The National Association of Health Underwriters, www.nahu.org, has a helpful HSA section on its Web 
site with basic information on how HSAs work, insurance firms offering plans and how to find an agent.  
 
To learn more about human resources issues facing your small business, contact SCORE "Counselors 
to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer 
business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to 
small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor 
online at www.score.org.  
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Improve Your Collection Techniques  
 
The term ñreceivablesò is one that small business owners quickly become familiar. This is money owed 
to your business. Itôs a good thing, since receivables represent sales you have made. But receivables 
also can become a problem if clients are slow to payðor worse, if they are not paying at all.  
 
The process of collecting money from customers is a fact of life for many types of small or home-based 
businesses. But if your receivables are getting out of hand, it might be time to come up with a strategy 
for improving your collections. There are several things you can do to prevent slow payments before 
they become a problem, and also to shake some money lose once invoices have aged.  
 
Your aim is to create a step-by-step collections process that starts by making smart credit-granting 
decisions. And make no mistake: granting credit is exactly what your business is doing whenever you 
deliver a product or service without first collecting payment.  
 
Customers are more likely to pay quickly if your invoice arrives in a timely fashion and is clear and 
simple. It should state explicitly, in itemized fashion, what it covers. Make it look clean and professional, 
and include your company logo. Cute designs may only get in the way.  

 
Design it like a real invoice, not just a piece of paper with ñamount dueò typed in, and be sure it is clear 
how the check should be made out and where it should be sent. Including a return envelope can help. 
Also include a phone number and contact name for questions. Small business accounting programs 
such as QuickBooks can easily create your invoices. Or a dedicated low-cost software package such 
as MyInvoices & Estimates for $39.95 from Avanquest can help. Visit www.avanquestusa.com. 

 
Mail your invoices quickly and send a reminder immediately if payment is not received by the stated 
due date. On long-term projects, consider progress billings.  
 
If you do need to press for collections, send a customized, personal letter, not a lifeless form letter. 
Remind the debtor of his or her original promise to pay. And ask for immediate and full payment. By all 
means, get on the phone. Most businesses wait too long to call. But collection experts say a phone call 
is ten times more effective than writing or e-mailing. 
 
Collections are just one critical financial issue your small business can face. For expert help and 
advice, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization 
of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who provide free, confidential business counseling 
and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest 
you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
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Increase Your Online Visibility  
 
Okay, so youôve hired the best designers around and pulled out all the stops to build a full-service Web 
site. Sorry to say, thatôs not enough. Even business owners armed with a fantastic Web site can still 
feel invisible if they havenôt taken the next stepðgenerating visibility for the site.  
 
Your goal now should be to pull more prospects to your site and start realizing a return on your online 
investment. Itôs all about visibility. If prospects donôt know who or where you are, youôre sunk. A well-
done Web site offers great potential for boosting your business visibility. But with a millions of sites 
vying for customer attention, itôs easy to get lost in the crowd. 
 
Search engines are your secret weapons. They are the key to Internet success for most small 
businesses. Millions of people use search engines daily by typing in words or phrases to describe what 
they want. If your name pops up in the results list at Google, Yahoo!, AOL Search, MSN, Ask Jeeves or 
others, the benefits are golden. 
 
The art of increasing online visibility is one of the newest marketing and Internet skills small business 
owners are having to master. In tech lingo, this is called ñsearch engine optimizationò (SEO). To win at 
this game, you must do three things: 
 

1) Create just the right keywords to describe what you offer.   
2) Organize each page on your site properly to capture search engine attention. 
3) Periodically submit updated information on your site and your business to search engines and 

online directories.  
 
You can do much of this yourself or seek help from search engine submission services catering to 
small business. Donôt expect search engines and online directories to find you. Submit your site to 
them. The best way to do this is through a paid submission service. Most such services are effective 
and inexpensive. 
 
Improve your visibility to the search engines by placing your most important content first, in a clear, 
uncluttered fashion. Write titles and descriptions that are clear, factual and free of superlatives such as 
best, cheapest, biggest, etc. People prefer listings that are more factual and less ñsales talk.ò If your 
geographic location is relevant, use it in the description. Some search engines now offer ad programs 
geared specifically to small, local businesses. 

 
To learn more about selling effectively on the Web, contact SCORE "Counselors to America's Small 
Business." SCORE is a nonprofit organization of more than 10,500 volunteer business counselors who 
provide free, confidential business counseling and training workshops to small business owners. Call 1-
800/634-0245 for the SCORE chapter nearest you, or find a counselor online at www.score.org.  
 
 
 




