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Introduction 
 
It’s one of the most powerful American Dreams – starting your own business, working 
for yourself, being your own boss.  Our days are filled by companies, large and small, 
that were started by an individual with a dream of going out on their own.  From the 
giants like Ford and McDonald’s, to the independent coffee shop down the block, there 
are examples of the entrepreneurial spirit everywhere. 
 
Now you’re thinking about starting your own business too.  Congratulations!  Or maybe 
you’ve already opened your doors but you’re stuck and want to get your business on 
track.  Whether your goal is to run a small internet company out of your house, to open 
your own bakery, or to have a chain of computer stores across the country, operating 
your own business can be a massively rewarding experience. 
 
And a massively daunting one as well.  There are so many factors that go into running a 
business; it’s hard for one person to wrap their head around all of the variables.  And as 
the economy becomes more complicated; so does business ownership.  
 
I’ve been running my own companies since I set up my first Kool-Aid stand as a kid, and 
I’ve learned how to do a lot of things right, mostly by doing things wrong the first time.  
Unfortunately, I’ve had to make most of the mistakes myself.  This document is 
designed to help you learn from my mistakes before you make them yourself. 
 
As a business coach I’ve found that before people go out on their own, it’s important to 
ask (and answer) some important questions.  I’ve distilled these into the following nine 
questions.  In opening a business most people make one of the following mistakes: 
 
!  They forget to answer one of these questions totally. 
!  They gloss over one of the answers and it’s not very clear. 
!  They answer one of these questions wrong. 
 
I want to clarify that last one.  When I say that you’ve answered it wrong, I’m not saying 
that you are wrong.  I’m saying that you’ve answered it in a way that’s not going to help 
you get your business underway.  You might think your brownies are worth $50 a box, 
but if the market doesn’t agree, the market is going to win that argument. 
 
This report is walks you through the various questions you should ask yourself before 
you open your business.  In fact, it might be good to look at these even before you start 
writing your business plan.  Each question has a number of action steps that can help 
you further clarify your thinking.  It helps to have a notebook or folder on your computer 
where you can write out your thoughts as you go through the process.  You’ll find that 
the time and energy you put into your new enterprise, even before you open up, will pay 
huge dividends.   
 

Good luck and enjoy the ride!
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The 3 Whys? 
 
 

1. Why do you want to start your own business? 
 
The first question you should ask yourself is why you want to start your own business in 
the first place.  Because it can be such an intense, time-consuming, and mentally-
challenging experience, you don’t want to start out on your own “just because it 
sounded like a good idea”.  There are a handful of automatic answers that people give 
to running their own business – flexible schedules, freedom to work how they want, sick 
of their boss, etc.  One of these might resonate with you, but you want to make sure it 
really is your answer. 
 
 
Because we’re all different, we have different reasons for wanting to go out on our own.  
You want to know these because they will influence how you run your business.   For 
example, if you are starting a business to have more time with your family, you should 
make sure that you don’t end up working more hours than if you were working for 
someone else.  If you are sick of your boss, remember that when you run your own 
company, you still have a boss – you.  And it’s a lot harder to complain about the boss 
when you are the boss.  As you clarify your reasons for starting out on your own, you’ll 
also find it easier to answer many of the following questions. 
 
Action Steps: 
 

!  List the reasons why you want to start your own business. 
!  Ask yourself if running your own business will get you what you want on 

your list. 
!  Ask three business owners why they started their own business – and if 

the experience met their expectations. 
 
 

2. Why are you going to stick with it? 
 
Once you’ve decided why you want to start your own business, the next thing to 
consider is the reasons why you are going to continue in your own business.  I have yet 
to meet a business owner who had a cakewalk in the beginning.  Running your own 
venture is challenging.  If you’ve been an employee, boss, or shareholder, you know 
that you can have a bad day in each of these roles.  Well, in your own business you fill 
all three roles; so it’s possible to have very bad days. Not only do you have the stresses 
of actually doing the work you’re paid for, but you have to keep customers, vendors, and 
other partners happy.  The buck stops with you – you are responsible for everything. 
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I’m not trying to scare you, but if you know that there will be challenges, you can 
prepare for them.  Henry Ford once said obstacles are the things that you see when you 
take your eyes off of your destination.  Determine in advance how you are going to keep 
your eyes on where you want to go.  There will be days when you wonder why you ever 
went out on your own, it helps to have a lot of positive answers to that question.  
 
Action Steps: 
 

!  List everything that will motivate you to succeed. 
!  Plan at least 3 things to do if you are having a bad day. 
!  Have one person to call for positive support when you want to throw the 

towel in. 
 

3. Why should people want to work with you? 
 
Besides the fact that you are a fantastic person, what are you going to bring to the table 
that no one else can?  What makes you different than your competitors?  Take the time 
to consider the unique identity and benefits you can bring to your clients.  Do you have 
a different spin on a product that most people already have?  Do you have previous 
work experience that makes you a unique asset to your clients?  There is also the more 
basic question of defining the identity of your company.  Are you going to be high-price 
or low-price, do-it-yourself depot or customer service guru; are you going for the 
average consumer or a very specific niche? 
 
I don’t want to sound like a motivational poster, but we all have unique strengths.  The 
whole point of going out on your own is that you aren’t like other people.  These points 
of distinction will determine why people should work with you and will make it much 
easier to market and sell your product (see below).  The more you can understand your 
clearly-defined position in your industry, the easier it will be to convey that position to 
potential clients. 
 
Action Steps: 
 

!  List all of the qualities that make you and your business unique. 
!  Write a mock newspaper article about your business that describes all of 

the things that make it unique. 
!  Ask a friend or colleague to list your professional and personal strengths. 
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The 3 Hows? 
 

4. How much will you charge (or How much are your services worth)? 
 
There isn’t a cookie-cutter way to determine an answer to this question, but it’s an 
important one to answer before you open your doors because the amount of revenue 
you can bring in will determine how you run your company.  Remember, what you 
charge has to both cover the expenses of running the business and be profitable.  Ask 
yourself, how much do people want the product you are selling?  Is it a luxury or a 
necessity?  If they get your product or service, are they going to save time or money in 
the long term?   
 
The price you set can also influence people’s perception of your company’s quality.  
People often view inexpensive products and services as cheap – and we don’t want 
cheap, we want expensive things at a discount.  It’s very easy to get your ego wrapped 
up in how much you are going to charge, but try to fight that urge.  For example, you 
might end up undercharging for your services if your confidence isn’t as high as it 
should be.  Or you might have an inflated view of what people will pay for what you do.  
It helps to get as much information as possible before you set your price – you don’t 
want to just shoot from the hip. 
 

!  Research what your competitors charge for their services. 
!  Compare your operating expenses (see below) with your projected 

income. 
!  Determine how your price point will fit into your industry. 

 
 

5. How will people find out about you? 
 
It would be great if you could just sit back and have customers come to you, but it rarely 
works like that.  Just staring at the phone isn’t going to make it ring.  No matter how 
good you are at what you do – if people don’t know it, it’s not going to do you any good.  
Too many new business owners think that the customers will just flow in with little effort.  
It’s important to realize that there are a lot of companies competing for your customer’s 
dollar.  The average consumer sees thousands of marketing messages a month; you 
have to decide how your message will cut through the clutter. Take the time to 
investigate different marketing methods and decide which ones will work best for you.   
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Are you going to use the internet, newspapers, or TV?  Is professional networking going 
to be a big part of your marketing, and if so, do you need to brush up on your 
networking skills.  Many business owners want to rely on word of mouth advertising, 
which is a powerful form of advertising.  However, you have to get happy customers first 
before they can refer you.  As you can see there are a lot of options.  It usually helps to 
pick two or three and concentrate on those until you master them. 
 

!  Visit the small business section of your local library and read books on 
small business marketing. 

!  Visit your local chamber of commerce to find out about various marketing 
resources and reference material. 

!  Research how your competitors market themselves. 
 
 

6. How will you live the first year? 
 
Last time I checked, eating and having a place to live were both good things.  They also 
weren’t free.  While you are spending time building your business, you still have to pay 
your personal living expenses.  Take the time to figure out a reasonable amount of 
money for you to live on every month and then figure out where that is going to come 
from.  Do you have savings that you can use?  Can a spouse or family member help 
support you?  Can you work a part time job to pay living expenses or could you stay at 
your current position until your new company is profitable?   
 
You might profit from the start with your new business, and you might not.  In fact, many 
companies don’t make a significant profit for their first few years.  Many owners end up 
investing all of the income from their business back into it.  Don’t plan on having money 
from your new venture right away.   Preparing in advance for the financial part of your 
business, as well as your personal financial life, will make life much easier and is an 
important part of being a responsible business owner.  It’s hard to concentrate on 
building your business when you are worried about paying the mortgage. 
 
Action Steps: 
 

!  Create a personal budget for your first year in business. 
!  Work part time (or continue in a current position) until you can live on your 

business profits. 
!  Talk to the other people involved – your family, friends, spouse, etc. – 

about the financial aspects of going out on your own. 
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The 3 Whos? 
 

7. Who is going to sell your product/service? 
 
This is a very important question to consider, because if you are like the vast majority of 
new business owners the answer is going to be – you.  This isn’t a problem if you have 
a background in sales and feel comfortable as a salesperson.  There’s a good chance, 
though, that you might not have a lot of sales experience.  Eventually you will probably 
have someone do the selling for you, especially because you went into business to 
create your products and services, not necessarily sell them. 
 
But in the beginning, you might not have the option of having someone do the selling for 
you.  Your sales growth determines the overall rate of your company’s growth.  If you 
have grand dreams of everyone in the country using your new Gizmomatic, you’ll have 
a lot of selling to do.  You’ll be selling throughout your time as a business owner, 
whether it’s directly to the consumer or to the retailers or to the banks or to your 
potential investors or your marketing partners – you get the idea.  Building your sales 
skills can be a key to building your business. 
 

!  Rank yourself as a salesperson on a scale of 1-10 to find out where you 
need to improve. 

!  Get training through books, audio programs, or trainers on the areas 
where you need help. 

!  Ask a salesperson you know how to get better at sales. 
 
 

8. Who is going to pay you? 
 
This focuses on defining who your ideal customers are.  The most important (or at least 
a really important) aspect of being a customer is that they’ll pay you for your product or 
service.  The people who will pay for your services and therefore become customers will 
possess both a need (or want) for your product and the ability to afford it.  Take a 
moment to figure out who your target market is.  This is ideal market where the 
customer’s desire for the product outweighs the desire to hold onto their money. 
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The more specific you can get with your target market’s demographic information, the 
better off you will be.  You will be able, for example, to target your advertising dollars 
very specifically.  There’s a reason they don’t advertise diapers during football games.   
If you just think your market demographic is “women”, that’s not very helpful.  But if you 
realize that the market for your services is women who are married, between 34-50, 
who have 3 children, and are employed full-time, you have much more focused and 
useful information. 
 
 
 
 

!  Write a detailed description of your ideal customer. 
!  Research who uses your type of product/service already. 
!  Compare your price points with what is already on the market to identify if 

there is any untapped potential. 
 

9. Who is going to do everything else besides your main service? 
 
When you go to a large company’s headquarters and look at the building directory, 
you’ll see departments like: Marketing, PR, Human Relations, Legal, Accounting, 
Operations, Janitorial, etc. etc, etc.  All of these play an integral role in making the 
company tick.  Take one of these out of the equation, and the company would grind to a 
halt.  Your company is the same; all of these activities need to get done.  It will make 
your life a lot simpler if you determine who’s going to do what before you open the 
doors.   
 
A lot of these responsibilities will naturally fall on your shoulders, but that doesn’t mean 
that you have to do everything.  It’s even possible to hire out some of these duties; it’s 
advisable that you pay someone else to do some of the more specialized tasks.  For 
example, unless you’re a lawyer or an accountant, you will want someone who has the 
training and expertise to take care of your contracts and taxes.  (Just because you have 
Contract Maker 2007 on your computer doesn’t make you a legal expert.)  Figuring this 
out up front will prevent a host of problems – it’s never good to realize that it’s been 
months since your clients have gotten an invoice.   
 

!  Write a list of all the necessary job functions and who will do them. 
!  Research possible service providers that you will need in the future. 
!  Ask a business owner what function they forgot about when they started their 

business. 
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Conclusion 
 
After answering these questions, you will have a lot more clarity as you go about 
building your new business.  Taking the time to work on these action steps before you 
open your doors will cure a lot of headaches before they even come up.  Don’t 
shortchange yourself by rushing through these, you want to make sure you do things 
the right way from the very beginning; you aren’t always going to get a second chance 
(and even if you do, it’ll be costly). 
 
Even if you have already started your own business, going back through these 
questions can shed some light on where you have huge areas of opportunity. 
 
If you need help, there are many resources available.  Don’t be too proud to ask for 
help.  A lot of people have gone before you – learn from their mistakes and successes.  
I’m obviously a little biased, but the services of a good business coach can really cut 
through a lot of the start-up clutter.  The reference section of your local library and your 
local Chamber of Commerce can also be great resources.  Talk with successful people 
that you know and ask them what they did. 
 
I wish you the best of luck in your endeavor.  If there is any way that I can help, let me 
know 
 
David 
 
dfish@rockstar-consulting.com 
773.490.5367 

 
“A foolish person doesn’t learn from their mistakes. 

A smart person learns from their mistakes. 
A wise person learns from other people’s mistakes.” 
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