
This fi rst part is all about you. It aims to help you unravel 
some of the personal and professional quandaries that come 
with being a small business owner. While every business is 
different, and you know your business better than anyone, 
true success happens when you can tap into your strengths 
and work smarter, not harder. 

Many top small businesses put their success down to a mixture 
of luck and good management. Being lucky is about opening 
yourself up to opportunities. Good management is having 
the knowhow, and the capacity, to jump on them at the right 
time. In the end, both come down to your ability to turn a 
vision into a workable, and profi table, reality. 

Part I

Getting the 
basics right
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Getting the basics right

Small business starts with you in the driver’s seat. You’re the 
one with the ideas. You’re the one with the vested interest. 
However, to be a truly successful small business owner, it’s 
not enough just to be in charge of the steering wheel. You 
need a vision for where you want to go in your business, and 
a strategy of how you’re going to get there. You can run your 
business without these things, but it’s going to be a bumpier 
ride than it needs to be. 

Researching success

There’s been a lot of research worldwide on why some small 
businesses are more successful than others. According to 
Professor Beth Walker, director of the Small and Medium 
Enterprise Research Centre (SMERC) at Edith Cowan University 
in Western Australia, the key ingredient is strategic planning. 
For the majority of small business owners, thinking strategically 
is something they just don’t do. The reason, she suggests, 
comes down to your motivation for getting into business in 
the fi rst place.

‘The literature suggests that individuals are either “pulled” 
or “pushed” into business’, states Professor Walker. ‘A “pull” 
motivation is an individual’s positive inner desire to start 
a business venture and is centred on the potential new 
business owner’s need to take control and change his or 
her work status as an “employee”.’ She says that ‘pull’ factors 
include wanting to be your own boss, the desire to create your 
own wealth and the need for a lifestyle change. ‘Push’ motiv-
ations, on the other hand, can include job frustration and a 
current lack of opportunities, wanting to escape from being 
continually supervised and even the threat of unemployment 
or retrenchment.

Question: What’s the number one key to 
small business success? 

Answer: It’s all about you as the driver of 

your business.

1
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Meaningful motivation

Walker says that while small business ownership is often a mix 
of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, her research indicates that some of 
these motivations leave you better equipped to manage your 
business than others. ‘In most cases, operators in business to 
achieve fi nancial goals were more likely to engage in strategic 
planning than operators motivated by lifestyle change and 
those “pushed” into small business ownership’, says Walker. 
‘Operators driven by personal achievement goals were similar 
to “fi nancial” operators and showed a greater likelihood to 
strategically plan.’ This planning process involved having a 
formal (written) short- and long-term plan, and then dedicating 
time to review the plan. ‘Given that strategic planning is a 
vital part of business success, it is reasonable that operators 
motivated by fi nancial goals would engage in such planning to 
improve the performance of their businesses’, she adds. 

The good news is that, regardless of your motivation, it’s 
never too late, or early, to instigate strategic thinking into your 
business. You can be more resourceful and open yourself up 
to different ways of running things, many of which are covered 
in this book. By taking control of what you do and how you 
do it, you can make even the best small business idea even 
more successful.

Action item: write it down

Keeping a daily or weekly journal helps get 
your thoughts, your business satisfactions and 
stresses out of your head. It doesn’t have to be War and 
Peace. Just by jotting down a few happenings from the 
day, you’ll be surprised how well you suddenly sleep at 
night. Keep your journal next to your bed just in case you 
do wake up thinking about work in the middle of the night. 
Write it all down. It’ll take a lot of the emotion out of any 
dramas in your day, and give you the chance to celebrate 
even your smallest wins.

SMSG Book.indb   4SMSG Book.indb   4 17/11/2009   11:32:49 AM17/11/2009   11:32:49 AM



5

Getting the basics right

Taking control

One of the biggest challenges in small business is you. You 
don’t always give yourself the credit you deserve. You love 
getting your hands dirty but can get so immersed in the 
operational side of things that you don’t have time to plan 
long term. And you often don’t give yourself a break when 
any stresses start to build. Here are some ways to steer yourself 
smoothly through the following situations: 

Daily dramas. >  Sometimes it feels like you spend the 
whole day chasing your tail. You don’t want to complain 
because times are good. However, if you don’t get some 
of your business processes sorted at a strategic level, it 
won’t take much to tip you out of control. It could be 
something as simple as streamlining your bookkeeping 
processes so that you’re always on top of your cash fl ow. 
Or ordering supplies sooner so that production doesn’t 
back up. Or working out why a client or staff member is 
being diffi cult, and how you should react. Daily dramas 
will happen. However, by spending a bit of time on how 
you do things, you’ll be able to stay in control.

Working around the clock. >  The reality of running a small 
business is that you do take on a lot. You wade into the 
paperwork when you get home, and spend hours trying to 
manage your cash fl ow (more on this in question 10).
It’s no wonder you sometimes feel overwhelmed. But it’s 
important to put a price on your own sanity. If you got 
sick, would your business still succeed? Rather than
believing you need to work around the clock to be success-
ful, allocate some of your time to your own physical 
and mental wellbeing. Take that lunch break. Do some 
exercise before or after work. Meet a friend for a drink. The 
healthier your mind and body are from the outset, the 
easier you’ll cope with what’s being thrown at you.

It’s lonely at the top. >  Because you’re running things, there 
aren’t a lot of people off whom you can bounce the 
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not-so-smooth parts of your business. Your life partner 
might be sympathetic and supportive, but mightn’t be 
able to offer any solutions. Or he or she could be in 
the business with you, and be feeling just as frustrated. 
However, there are 1.93 million other small business 
owners in this country who share similar highs and lows, 
according to the latest data from the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics. Your job is to fi nd just one set of these 
sympathetic ears. They might have some suggestions, or 
simply offer you some support because they know what 
you’re going through. Remember, stress is a reality of 
life whether you’re in small business or not. And talking 
about any dramas can put everything into perspective. The 
great thing about running your own show is that you have 
the power to make your small business life as great as it 
can be. So start exerting your infl uence on yourself today.

Strategic thinking tips

Thinking strategically is all about considering the big pic-
ture, knowing where you want your business to go and how 
this all fi ts together. It doesn’t have to be convoluted, but it 
does have to be regular. Here are six strategic questions 
that can get you started:

Who are my customers? ^

What products or services do they want to buy and  ^
what are my competitors offering?

When do they want these products or services: daily,  ^
weekly, monthly, seasonally, yearly?

Where are my customers located? ^

Why would they buy these products or services? ^

How do I provide the products or services and how  ^
do I deliver on my customers’ expectations?
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You’ve probably worked for someone else at some point in your 
life. You may have even worked in a large business where there 
were people to do everything: from the accounts to the hiring 
and fi ring to the packing of boxes. Now that you own your 
own small business, it’s a different story. You don’t have a lot of 
manpower, so you end up wearing many different hats, often 
at the same time. You’re head of sales, marketing, production 
and customer service accounts. You hire staff, do the Business 
Activity Statements (BAS) and organise your own business 
trips, as well as all the other things that go into making a small 
business tick. ‘Small business owners are the same as general 
managers in large organisations’, says Associate Professor 
Isabel Metz of Melbourne Business School. By defi nition, a 
general manager has a broad cross-sectional understanding 
of the business he or she manages. This is what the small 
business owner has. The difference is that the general manager 
progresses through a career, adds Metz. ‘They have had the 
time to attain the experience or education, whereas as a small 
business owner you may not have had the time to acquire the 
different functions. You learn as you go.’ This learning process 
is driven by your business growth: you do a heap of different 
things at the start, and take on even more responsibilities as 
you get more successful. But rather than throwing some of your 
old hats back onto the rack, you try to keep doing all the things 
you’ve always done. That’s where the stress of wearing so many 
hats hits home. The good news is it’s never too late to get it all 
in perspective.

Direct your troops

Stop thinking of yourself as the only one who can do things 
in your business. Sure, you need to know about every part of 

Question: I’m wearing so many hats: how do I 

keep it all in perspective?

Answer: By realising you can’t always do 

everything.

2
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your operation, but that doesn’t mean you have to do it all, 
too. Start leading your troops (even the other people and 
businesses you get to do work for you). It’s an important 
change of mindset, but one that successful small business 
owners do early on in their business’s growth. ‘It’s about 
harnessing efforts, knowledge and action to your small 
business goals’, says Metz. 

Value your time

Look at what you do every day in terms of an hourly rate. 
If someone asked you to do a job, what would you charge 
yourself out at? Then take this rate and apply it to everything 
you do through the day. Think of yourself as the brain surgeon 
of your business: you’re the one who works the miracles and 
follows up with great customer service after the operation. Is 
your business paying a brain surgeon to prep the operating 
theatre, set out the scalpels and clean up afterwards? Start 
valuing your time by looking at it in terms of your bottom 
line. Should you be doing something else that will actually 
benefi t your business’s potential?

Learn to delegate

As the brain surgeon, who could you delegate other tasks 
in your business to? If your answer is, ‘there is no-one’, you 
might still be in the set-up phase of your business. That’s okay, 
as long as you have a vision for how you will run things when 
your business starts to grow. A lot of small business owners 
come unstuck in their development (and prosperity) because 
they continue to think that they’re the only ones who can 
pack the boxes, answer the phones and do the mail run. You 
might need to pay someone to do some of this, but it will free 
you up to spend your energy on your business, rather than in 
your business.
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Plan your day

The other way to take some of the stress out of your juggling 
act is to allocate time to various tasks. Rather than swapping 
hats when people ring for an accounts query, tell them you’ll 
get someone to call them back. It may even be you. The benefi t 
is that you can allocate a time in your day to do it. Every 
10 or 15 minutes it takes you to follow things up is 10 or 
15 minutes you’re not working on your business. And if you 
try to do lots of things at once, nothing will be done properly. 
So plan your day in chunks of time, write it down and stick 
to your schedule, not someone else’s. Keep in mind what you 
want to achieve each day and your juggling act won’t seem 
so daunting.

Time management tips

Say ‘no’ to the things that really can wait. If that means  ^
letting a call go through to the answering machine 
when you’re in the middle of something, then so be it. 

Keep your diary up to date and note any changes to  ^
appointments and meetings as soon as they happen.

Do things right the fi rst time. ^

Handle each piece of paper only once. ^

Set your priorities for the day and the week. Then tick  ^
them off as you achieve them. This helps you stay 
focused, and reminds you to give yourself a pat on 
the back.

Be aware of stress

Stress is basically your body reacting to a situation you’re 
not totally comfortable with. What triggers it is different for 
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everyone. The key is to recognise how it affects you physically. 
Maybe you’re not sleeping as well as you used to. You’ve started 
getting headaches. You start eating too much, or drinking or 
smoking more as a way to cope. You lose your temper easily. 
Basically, you feel strung out. However, you didn’t start your 
small business to end up as a health statistic! When things 
feel a bit out of control, make a conscious effort to stop, take a 
deep breath and calmly try to think of a way to get it all sorted. 
If this means getting out of the offi ce for a few minutes to clear 
your head, it’s time well spent. 

Stick to your vision

Wearing multiple hats is exhilarating when you start a busi-
ness. For the fi rst time in your working life you’re in control 
of your own destiny. But it doesn’t take long for the novelty 
to wear off and the pressure to build. That’s when it’s a good 
idea to reconnect with your business vision. ‘Vision is linked 
to the strategy and the plans that are in place’, says Metz. ‘It 
creates a culture that glues your business together.’ While you 
have the ultimate responsibility for the decisions made, you 
should trust others, delegate as much as you can and become 
an overseer so that you’re not wearing so many hats at one 
time. This is exactly what the most successful leaders do.

Question: Which ideas will make me the 

most money?

Answer: Ideas that are driven by passion and 

backed by research always have a better chance. 

3

Ideas, vision and the entrepreneurial spirit are the seeds from 
which small business grow. But like any seed, it’s handy to know 
what you’re dealing with before you plant it. Try visualising 
your idea. How big is it? How robust does it look? How big 
will it grow? How big do you want it to grow? Once you have 
the look and feel of it fi rmly in your mind, picture who else 
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will appreciate its beauty. Would they pay good money for it? 
How do you know? Some ideas are more commercial than 
others. The trick is to know a bit about its potential before you 
dig the hole.

Commercial feasibility

If your new product or service idea didn’t exist, would anybody 
notice? Kathryn Conder, partner of executive and business 
mentoring fi rm Carnegie Management Group, advises against 
the easy option of asking your family and friends what they 
think. ‘Either they will agree with you that it’s a great idea 
because they believe in you, or they’ll try to discourage you 
and question everything about the idea, without thinking 
about the things they should be asking you’, she says. Instead, 
talk to other people you respect who have experience in small 
business and have done it well; they’re usually happy to share 
what’s worked and what hasn’t in their businesses. Conder 
says it’s simply worth seeing what they think: it could save you 
a lot of time and heartache.

To give your idea a better chance of commercial success, the 
Queensland Department of Employment, Economic Develop-
ment and Innovation <www.business.qld.gov.au> suggests 
you spend the time to consider: the trends in your industry; 
whether the industry is growing or slowing; the profi le (age, 
sex and income) of the people you think you’ll be selling 
the idea to; how many competitors you’ll have; where your 
suppliers are (and any logistics issues); and how buoyant the 
local economy is.

‘Unless the idea is going to turn a profi t, why are you doing it?’ 
asks Conder. Have you done some forecasts of what it’s going 
to cost you to take the idea to market? How big is the market 
of willing purchasers? ‘If there’s no market out there, or if the 
cost of getting it to your market is far greater than people are 
prepared to pay, you have a problem’, says Conder. 
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Action item: feasibility study

You probably have lots of ideas in your business, 
but not all of them will be commercially viable. 
A feasibility study can help you work out which ideas 
have better legs than others. Feasibility studies are all 
about putting your ideas on paper and then weighing up 
how you will make each one happen. The State Library 
of Queens-land offers a good feasibility study template to 
get you going (you’ll fi nd the PDF template at <www.slq.
qld.gov.au/info/bus/sb/feasibility>). Grab a piece of paper 
and start writing! 

Do your homework

Check with the Australian Bureau of Statistics <www.abs.
gov.au>, which has a lot of free online information on people, 
including where they live, what they do, how they spend their 
money and whether or not they use the internet. Then start 
investigating what else you can fi nd out about your potential 
customers. (For tips on doing market research that means 
something, see question 27). Take the time to do as much 
research as you can. As part of your quest, talk to a business 
expert or two. You could start with the free advice offered by a 
Business Enterprise Centre (BEC), which is a national network 
that offers small business advice (check out the website 
<www.beca.org.au>). Then there are industry organisations 
that are more than happy to share their perception of what’s 
going on in your sector. They also can give you some idea of 
the capital expenses you’ll need to cover, such as the cost of 
any plant and equipment, and ballpark fi gures for working 
capital so you can easily manage to pay for producing an idea, 
getting it to market, and keeping it there until your business 
can sustain itself with your own cash fl ow (for more on this, 
see question 10).
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The time is right

Getting the timing right for a new idea is critical. ‘If your idea 
is good but you’re fi ve years out from when the market will be 
ready to pay for it, your business will be incredibly hard work’, 
says Conder. If you already have products and services out 
there, do some regular business navel-gazing. Has your market 
changed? Are people viewing your product differently? Is this 
affecting their purchasing power? Things can change quickly 
in a market, and you don’t want to be left on the shelf. 

Conder says you only have to think back to the fi rst half of 
2007, when there was a huge infl ux of senior citizens going 
online for the fi rst time, to see how you can ride a wave or 
be dumped. Seniors realised that the internet could actually 
make their lives easier, and that they could go online to do 
their banking safely and securely. That opened the fl oodgates: 
the internet suddenly became a credible marketing and sales 
tool with seniors. ‘Anyone who had this group in their market 
segment, and didn’t realise this opportunity for growth, was 
left behind’, she says.

If your industry is fast-paced and you need to make a decision 
on a new idea in a short time frame, you might have to work 
smarter, not harder. You could get connected to your target 
market via the various online social networking sites they 
enjoy (see more details on social media in question 30) and 
ask people what they think. Just be prepared for some honest 
answers. And before you go into an online forum to validate 
your idea (or you’re thinking you might launch it as an online 
business), fi rst get your website up to scratch. The people who 
respond to your online queries will go to your site to check 
what your business is about and how professional it is. 

Find out ways to have what Conder calls ‘continual communi-
cation’: get your market to tell you what they want, and how 
you can give it to them. ‘While there are no guarantees, the 
information you have, along with your passion, perseverance 
and drive, will then fuel your business’s growth.’
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Question: Which survival strategies will help my 

business through tough times?

Answer: The best strategies get you to take a 

good hard look at the status quo. 

4

When times are tough, the tough get going. And it’s no 
different in your business. Sometimes there’ll be periods 
when things don’t go exactly to plan. Maybe an order you 
were counting on has fallen through. Or your debtors are 
refusing to pay you what they owe. Or your production has 
ramped up but you don’t have the cash reserves to pay for it. 
The list goes on. But for every testing time, there’s a proven 
strategy that can help you survive in the short term and thrive 
when things turn around. 

Dr Graham Godbee, author of Manage for All Seasons and a 
lecturer with the Macquarie Graduate School of Management, 
calls it ‘the triage strategy’. Basically, you address the worst 
injuries fi rst. ‘Do you have internal bleeding or do you just 
need some cosmetic surgery?’ he asks. What’s caused the 
injury, and can you fi x it? First up, he always advises small 
business owners to look at their cash fl ow. It will give you a 
good indication of where you’re at, and how much time you 
have before a stretched situation gets more serious. 

If you’re in trouble with cash fl ow (more on this in question 
10), he suggests quickly going through your product lines. 
‘Think about which ones are making you money, and which 
ones aren’t’, he says. Are you able to increase your prices? 
Should you shed some of your more troublesome customers 
and then redeploy your resources to areas of your business 
that can make you more money? All these strategies will have 
an impact on your bottom line. The trick is to be decisive, 
take action and communicate the importance of everyone in 
your team toeing the line. In Manage for All Seasons, Godbee 
tells the story of Sun Tzu, the master military strategist: ‘If the 
general has told the troops what must be done and the troops 
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do not understand, then the general is at fault. If the general 
then explains it well and checks that it is understood and the 
troops still do not comply, then the troops are at fault. And 
heads must roll. If it sounds harsh to lay off 20 per cent of 
your workforce when necessary, remember that the receiver 
will lay off 100 per cent soon if you do not act now’. 

Healthy businesses

Strong leaders know ‘that it’s six times more profi table to 
sell to an existing customer than to fi nd new ones’, suggests 
Kathryn Conder, partner of executive and business mentoring 
fi rm Carnegie Management Group. Fostering relationships 
and giving great customer service are imperative: it’s your 
customers, clients and suppliers who will sustain you through 
tough times. 

‘Take the example of a cafe owner I know’, she says. ‘They 
had a couple who were regular customers: they would come 
in for breakfast every Sunday, sitting at their usual (reserved) 
favourite table. That customer was worth about $1500 to 
$2000 a year to the business. One Mother’s Day, the customers 
walked in and the cafe was full. They were told there was 

Action item: profi t calculator

Some cost control and change management 
scenarios affect your business’s bottom line 
more quickly than others. The Tasmanian Government’s 
Department of Economic Development, Tourism and the 
Arts offers an online tool called a Profi t Growth Calcul-
ator to help you decide what will give you the biggest 
impact in tough times. Go to <www.development.tas.
gov.au>, click on ‘Business in Tasmania’, then ‘Business 
Tools and Templates’ and punch your own numbers into 
the spreadsheet. 
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no room for them, so they walked out and haven’t been 
back since.’

Another consideration is what your team thinks about the 
state of play. ‘Get them engaged and thinking about how 
you can all do this better’, says Conder. After all, fi ve people 
working out a better way to do your business is better than 
one. ‘People who are motivated and interested and who enjoy 
coming to work each day are a key indicator of a healthy 
business’, she adds. 

Successful turnarounds

Graham Godbee lists fi ve key factors you need for a successful 
business turnaround: know what is happening; know what to 
do; be decisive; push it through; and have enough time. For 
this you need good analysis and strong leadership. ‘Determine 
whether urgent survival action is required or if you have 
time for a more considered business improvement program’, 
he writes. Don’t waste any time you have. Set yourself some 
realistic short-term goals: they will give you and your team 
something to work towards. This sort of planning will also 
help you feel in control of your destiny. 

There are no hard and fast rules, and it does depend on 
what the sales cycle looks like in your business, says Kathryn 
Conder. ‘If you had a bad six months that’s gone to 12 months, 
or 12 months to two years, you might think, “Enough!”’ 
The key is to give your business an honest appraisal: is 
80 per cent of what you’re doing going well and only 
20 per cent not going so well? Or is it the other way around? 
If it’s the other way, adopt a triage strategy for the part of 
your business that’s bleeding. And ask for outside help from 
advisers you trust, such as your accountant or solicitor or 
other successful businesspeople you know. 
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Five ways to increase your profi t

According to the Tasmanian Department of Economic 
Development, Tourism and the Arts, you can increase your 
profi ts by addressing one or more of the following fi ve 
areas of your operations:

Increase your exposure to current and potential  ^
buyers of your product or service. 

Increase your sales strike rate with new customers.  ^

Increase how often buyers come back to purchase  ^
from you. 

Increase how much people buy in a transaction.  ^

Decrease the costs needed to create your product or  ^
service or increase your prices.

Source: Tasmanian Department of Economic Development, Tourism and the Arts 
<www.development.tas.gov.au>.

Look in the mirror

Any business dramas should be able to be sorted out in a 
week or two (‘At least 60 to 70 per cent of it’, says Godbee). 
However, for this to happen you need to be honest with your 
own shortfalls. Conder agrees: ‘Often the fi rst place you need 
to look is in the mirror’, she says. Is your management style 
part of the problem? If it is, you have the power to transform 
yourself. Spend time on your own development and learn 
more about the things you’re not great at, whether it’s cost 
control or people management or something else. What 
about some of your other business processes: are they in need 
of an overhaul too? If you’re slow to pay your accounts, fi nd 
out why and then speed up your system. If you’re holding 
too much stock, maybe it’s time for a sale. If your cash fl ow 
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Question: What are my options when it comes 

to structuring my business?

Answer: It pays to consider how your business 

structure will cope when you want to grow.

5

The way you set up a business always seems like a good idea 
at the time. Often you start it on your own, so you opt for a 
sole trader status. You might have family in it with you, so 
you form a family trust. Or you go into a partnership with a 
friend. It works well in the short and medium term, but what 
about in terms of your future operations? Would a company 
structure now suit you better? Is it too late to change? No, says 
Kathryn Conder of Carnegie Management Group: ‘While it’s 
best to start as you intend to go on, when your business grows 
your business structure can be changed’. 

First things fi rst 

To register or change your business structure, you’ll need to 
contact the Australian Business Register (ABR) and advise it 
that you need a new Australian Business Number (ABN). You 
can do this online at <www.abr.gov.au>. Or you can phone 
the Australian Taxation Offi ce (ATO) Business Infoline on 
13 28 66, or contact your accountant or registered tax agent. 
Keeping the ATO abreast of your plans, and getting its advice, 
could save you some major hassles down the road. If you 
want to register, or change, any contact or ownership details 
for any patents, trademarks or designs you may have, you 
should contact IP Australia on 1300 651 010 or online at 
<www.ipaustralia.gov.au>. 

is tight, think about what you could do differently. There’s 
simply no point, she says, believing that if you just work 
harder, it’ll all be all right. 

SMSG Book.indb   18SMSG Book.indb   18 17/11/2009   11:32:49 AM17/11/2009   11:32:49 AM



19

Getting the basics right

Experts say that the most revised small business structures are 
sole traders, partnerships and trusts. Why? Because they seem to 
be the ones that start off with good intentions, but the purpose 
of the structure is often not thought through. Other business 
structures — proprietary limited companies, cooperatives and
incorporated associations — tend to be changed less often 
because doing so costs you money (you can fi nd more infor-
mation on these structures and the costs involved in restruc-
turing at the Australian Government’s business advisory 
gateway <www.business.gov.au>). So let’s focus on some of 
the pros and cons of common business structures.

Sole traders

A sole trader is exactly that: an individual trading on his or 
her own. You might have a business name, or be operating 
under your own name. You are the one responsible for all 
debts. Sole traders pay business income tax at personal tax 
rates. According to the ATO, low business profi ts in a sole 
trader structure may be taxed at rates below 30 per cent. High 
profi ts can be taxed above the company tax rate of 30 per 
cent. In terms of your liability, it’s unlimited, which means 
that if something goes seriously wrong and you’re sued, your 
personal assets can’t be protected. This personal liability issue 
is one of the reasons to examine at your sole trader structure. 
You could consider a company structure for your business; 
however, because of the complex nature of company laws and 
obligations, you really need to investigate this with the help 
of your solicitor or accountant. The benefi t of starting out as 
a sole trader is that you have all the other business structure 
options at your disposal when the time is right. 

Partnerships

Partnerships are always set up with the best intentions. You 
have someone else along for the ride, sharing the costs, 
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celebrating the successes and commiserating the losses. 
According to <www.business.gov.au>, partnerships are simple 
structures, both legally and fi nancially. The downside is that 
all liabilities are unlimited, and partners are jointly liable 
for all debts incurred by the partnership (whether you were 
responsible for them or not). There are partnerships that 
thrive, with both partners dancing to the same beat. However, 
stories abound of partnerships that have turned to mush for 
myriad reasons. Maybe one partner wants things his way; or 
she wants out; or maybe your dream partner dies and you’re 
left dealing with the fallout from the family. 

The easy way to avoid a lot of the potential stress of partner-
ships is to draw up a partnership agreement. While it may 
not hold up legally if your partnership goes sour, it does tend 
to sort out the bones of your business, before they have to 
be picked over! You’ll fi nd a lot of advice on partnership 
agreements online (start at <www.business.gov.au>). Write 
down things such as the start date and duration of the 
partnership; who makes the decisions; exactly how property 
and any leases are to be handled; how profi ts, capital and 
losses are going to be distributed; and what happens if the 
partnership is dissolved or altered. To make any changes 
to a partnership agreement, or if you want to get out of the 
partnership structure altogether, it’s wise to get the advice of 
a solicitor or an independent accountant. 

Trusts 

Has your operation grown so much that your original structure 
isn’t cutting it when it comes to your tax requirements? One 
of the legal ways to minimise your tax obligations is to set up 
a trust. The ATO defi nes a trust as the responsibility of holding 
property or income for the benefi t of others (known as the 
trust’s benefi ciaries). There are different types of trusts, and the 
costs to set them up vary (you can get some idea from the ATO 
website <www.ato.gov.au>). Every trust has to have its own 
tax fi le number, which is used to distribute funds to the trust’s 
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Action item: online information

There’s some good, and free, business structure 
information that you can access online. Just 
don’t make any decisions until you’ve spoken with an 
accountant who has experience in business structures, or 
your solicitor. 

The Australian Government’s business portal  ^
<www.business.gov.au> has a number of sections 
relating to business structures (start by clicking on 
‘Registration & licences’, then ‘Decide on a business 
structure’).

The ATO has a  ^ Tax basics for small business booklet 
that’s worth having a look at if you’re not sure of the 
different tax liabilities for different business structures. 
You can access this from the ATO’s website at 
<www.ato.gov.au> or phone 13 28 66 for a copy.

If you’re considering a company structure, you  ^
should fi rst go to the Australian Securities & 
Investments Commission (ASIC) website 
<www.asic.gov.au> or call 1300 300 630. 

benefi ciaries (the amount of tax and the distribution of funds 
process varies from trust to trust). 

The best idea if you’re thinking about a trust structure, or 
any of the other business structures for that matter, is to do 
your research and talk to someone experienced in business 
structures (such as your accountant or solicitor). ‘It really 
depends on your goals: where do you want your business 
to be in three, fi ve and 10 years?’ asks Conder. Look to your 
future and consider what’s really going to work in your favour 
from a tax and liability point of view. Don’t expect miracles to 
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Question: What’s the big deal about 

business plans when everyone seems to do well 

without them? 

Answer: A business plan gets your vision out of 

your head so you have some tangible goals to aim 

for, and celebrate!

6

Most people start their small businesses without a formal 
business plan. They have their vision for what they want to 
achieve in their heads, and some even boast about doing well 
without ever having put a plan down on paper. However, 
running your own business is no different to any other adven-
ture in life. If you check a roadmap to make sure you know 
where you’re going on holidays, and that it’s the quickest 
route, why not do the same in your business? The majority 
of small businesses don’t plan to fail, they just fail to plan. 
The humble piece of paper that is your business plan can help 
you, and your team, to work towards some tangible goals.

Reasons to have a plan

There are more reasons than that to have a business plan. 
Having a written plan prepares you for the day you need 
bank fi nance or investors to grow (see question 14 for tips 
on dealing with fi nanciers). They will want to see a bit of 
strategic thinking before they will loan you money. They also 
like an outline of when they will get their investment back 
and how you will make this happen. Then there’s the day 
you may want to exit your business (more on this in question 
50). Even the keenest purchaser will want to know they’re 
getting a good buy rather than a rotten egg. Having a written 
business plan could save you a lot of time and lost sleep if 
you ever decide to sell up.

come from a particular business structure. But you can make 
it work in your favour. 
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Action item: planning tutorial

The Queensland Department of Employment, 
Economic Development and Innovation has an 
online How to draw up a business plan tutorial. Go to its 
site at <http://sd.qld.gov.au> and roll over ‘Our Activities’ 
and click on ‘Business Development’. Click on the ‘Starting 
a Business’ checklist. Go to the ‘Time to Plan’ link, then the 
‘Smart Skills’ link. Click on ‘Business Planning’ to start the 
free interactive tutorial. Why not take the fi ve to 10 minutes 
to do it, particularly if you don’t believe in business plans? 
You might be surprised what you learn!

Things to include

Much of the small business denial over business plans is in 
the perceived formality of it all. But it doesn’t have to be a 
stitched-up thesis. It could be a document that simply lists 
your business goals, and how you think you’ll achieve them. 
Think of the document as a set of instructions that could save 
you some serious frustrations along the way. It certainly doesn’t 
have to be perfect. A one-page plan that covers your goals for 
the next 12 months of business is a good place to start. You can 
work up to putting down your three- to fi ve-year goals later.

There are also some handy online templates you can use  >

from federal, state and territory government websites 
(plus you can use the Business Plan appendix at the 
back of this book). The Queensland Department of 
Employment, Economic Development and Innovation 
also has a handy How to Write a Business Plan fact sheet 
on its website — see the breakout box above for details 
on how to get to the link. Then there’s the Tasmanian 
Government’s Department of Economic Development, 
Tourism and the Arts, which offers a free comprehensive 
PDF, Planning your Business Success, which includes 
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a business plan checklist (start at <www.development.
tas.gov.au>, then go to the ‘Starting Your Business’ link. 
Scroll over the ‘Planning Your Business’ link, then click 
on ‘How do you create a business plan?’, which takes you 
to the PDF). Remember, it’s not the actual paper itself but 
the process of the plan (and the thinking behind it) that’s 
going to be benefi cial to your business. In your business 
plan, you could include your:

mission statement • . It’s your reason for being. 
Having it at the beginning of your business plan 
allows you to bring everything in your plan back to 
this idea.

current situation. •  Where your business is at now. This 
is where you put in facts from your SWOT (strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis (see 
breakout box, p. 25), any market trends and what 
your competition is up to. 

plans. •  What do you want to achieve in your business 
in the next 12 months? Write it down, and then add 
how you’re going to get there. What sort of resources 
will you need? What about extra staff? How long will 
it take? 

marketing • . Exactly who are you selling your wares to 
and how will you get your message to them? What 
about a website? Getting all your ideas down in black 
and white will give you some measurable goals to 
work towards. 

operations • . This covers what you do and how you 
do it, from the purchasing of raw materials to 
any manufacturing or importing processes. It also 
includes who’s involved and how you get the fi nal 
product or service to the customer.
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budget • . Listing your existing or expected income 
and expenditure gives you the playing fi eld on 
which you operate. If you have plans to expand
 into other markets, does your budget support the 
plan? If it doesn’t, what do you plan to do to make 
it happen?

evaluation • . Give yourself a timeline for review of the 
business plan, and some sort of way to gauge how 
things are going. Is it the bottom line, or whether 
what you’ve achieved is in line with your mission 
statement and marketing plan?

The 10-minute SWOT

A business plan will help you identify your strengths (S), 
weaknesses (W), opportunities (O) and threats (T). This is 
known as a SWOT analysis. It can help you do business 
with your eyes wide open, in good times and bad. 

Strengths. ^  Ask yourself what advantages you have 
over your competitors. 

Weaknesses. ^  Ask yourself what you could improve. 
Do these two things reveal any opportunities for 
your business? 

Opportunities. ^  Which areas offer the best chance 
of growth?

Threats. ^  What are the obstacles you face, either 
within your business or from your competitors? Could 
you turn them into opportunities?

When a plan fails

There are two main reasons your business plan could come 
unstuck. Firstly, you may have written up a great one, but 
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then you’ve simply fi led it away and you don’t give it a second 
thought. This tends to happen a lot when things are going 
well. Hit a speed hump, however, and you might have to adjust 
everything in your business, from your marketing and sales 
strategies to your workforce. That’s why a business plan should 
be a living, breathing document that’s constantly reviewed. 
For example, what will you do if your competitors drop their 
price: how low can you go? And if your manufacturing costs 
rise, what can you do to absorb them? By continually revising 
your business plan, you won’t end up running around dodging 
the falling coconuts. You’ll have planned for them before they 
fall out of the tree. 

The other reason business plans fail is because you didn’t get 
the buy-in of others in your business. Maybe you were the one 
to pull the business plan together, and your partners didn’t 
really commit to what’s been put down on paper. Or your 
staff have no idea what the plan is about because you haven’t 
communicated it to them. For a plan to be effective, everyone 
has to be on the same page (literally) from the word go. And 
make sure everyone in the business contributes to some of 
the elements. If your business plan is something you all keep 
coming back to and developing as you go along, it will help 
you steer your ship.

Question: Where do I look for advice and how 

much will it cost? 

Answer: Start with recommendations from 

people you already trust. 

7

Small business owners can cop advice from every corner. 
Because you run your own show, you’re fair game to friends, 
family and perfect strangers who are more than happy to give 
you their business tips, whether you ask for them or not. The 
hard part for you, when you’re so immersed in your business, 
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is to fi nd the right kind of advice, on everything from your 
fi nances to marketing, at the right time, and the right price. 

Finding good advisers

You want to be able to completely trust the professional advice 
you get from a range of experts. If you don’t have good tax 
advice, for example, it could cost you thousands of dollars. 
Not covering your basic legal obligations could put you out of 
business. If you don’t yet have good business advisers, or you’d 
like to change the ones you have, it’s wise to ask friends and 
family for names of professionals they trust. If they can’t give 
you any names, try asking some other local business owners 
for their recommendations. 

Reputable advisers are usually members of their relevant pro-
fessional association. It’s worth contacting these associations 
directly as they can put you in touch with practitioners that you 
could trust with your business. The cost of professional advice 
varies from adviser to adviser, depending on their area and level 
of expertise. Always check an adviser’s credentials and levels of 
professional indemnity insurance cover before you sign up.

Here is a list of some of the advisers that you might need in 
your business life:

accountant > . A good accountant can give you standard 
fi nance, tax accounting and business advice. Ask your 
friends or family who they use (then check the referral 
out yourself). Best practice accountants are members of 
CPA Australia. To fi nd a CPA accountant in your area, go 
to <www.cpaaustralia.com.au> and click on ‘About CPA 
Australia’ then ‘Find a CPA’ or call 1300 73 73 73.

bookkeeper > . A thorough bookkeeper can save you time 
(preparing your BAS) and money (good ones will pick up 
any mistakes). The Australian Association of Professional 
Bookkeepers has a list of its members nationally at 
<www.aapb.org.au>.
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solicitor or lawyer > . Word-of-mouth referrals are best as 
your relationship with your business solicitor is all about 
trust and confi dentiality. You can also contact the Law 
Society in your state or territory (do an online search or 
look it up in the Yellow Pages).

insurance broker. >  Brokers can fi nd the best insurance 
for your business at the best price. Start your search by 
looking for brokers who are members of the National 
Insurance Brokers Association (NIBA). Go directly to 
its online national insurance broker locator at 
<www.needabroker.com.au>. 

business broker.  > You might need a business broker if you 
decide to sell your business (see question 50), or acquire 
a new one. There are reams of them listed in the Yellow 
Pages; good ones are members of the Australian Institute 
of Business Brokers <www.aibb.org.au>. 

human resources consultants.  > Most small business owners 
are their own human resources department. You 
manage, hire and fi re staff. However, if your business is 
growing (you were a team of fi ve, now you’re 10, and 
you’re looking to double your head count again in the 
future), it would be wise to enlist the services of an 
HR consultant. They are trained in setting up systems, 
policies and procedures to give your business some sort 
of structure and to make sure you’re compliant with 
government workplace regulations (more on this in 
question 35). An HR consultant can also assist you with 
recruitment and help you train your team. Look for HR 
consultants that are members of the Australian Human 
Resources Institute <www.ahri.com.au>.

marketing expert > . You know your product, but do you 
know how to get it noticed? A professional marketer 
might be worth a call. Prices, and the range of services 
they offer, vary. You’ll fi nd marketing experts listed in 
the Yellow Pages. Check their credentials: they should be 
members of a professional marketing assocation, such as 
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the Marketing Association of Australia and New Zealand 
<www.marketing.org.au> or the Australian Marketing 
Institute <www.ami.org.au>. 

website developer. >  A good web developer can create a 
site that gets your business noticed by customers even 
while you’re asleep (for the tricks of search engine 
optimisation, see question 29). For experienced 
developers, start your search at the Australian Web 
Industry Association <www.webindustry.com.au>. 

graphic artist.  > Packaging your product and designing 
your logo is an important part of branding your 
business. Get it right with the help of a good graphic 
artist and you’ll stand out in a crowded marketplace. 
Check the Australian Graphic Design Association 
database <www.agda.com.au> for designers who adhere 
to the industry’s code of ethics.

IT expert > . When things go wrong with your offi ce 
technology, they usually go really wrong. Keep the local 
IT or computer expert’s phone number where everyone 
in your offi ce can see it. If you haven’t engaged anyone’s 
services to date, ask other businesses who they use or 
look in the Yellow Pages.

Before you pay for any advice, it’s worth brushing up on 
business jargon so you won’t be bamboozled by adviser-
speak. Knowing what you need and preparing some of the 
information before you see an adviser will also save you 
time in front of them, and this will save you money. There 
are lots of federal, state and territory government department 
websites that can help you decipher business terms (some 
even have checklists to fi ll out before you seek professional 
help). Start with the Australian Government’s business portal 
<www.business.gov.au>, the Queensland Department of 
Tourism, Regional Development and Industry’s Smart Skills 
site <www.business.qld.gov.au> and the national network of 
not-for-profi t Business Enterprise Centres <www.beca.org.au>.
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Action item: caution

Talk to at least two business consultants, acc-
ountants or lawyers before you sign up an ad-
viser’s services. Avoid any adviser who: 

tries to sell you products at the fi rst meeting  ^

isn’t listening to you and your goals  ^

promises great returns or tries to sell you ‘get rich  ^
quick’ schemes — this is bad advice 

displays body language that is not consistent with  ^
what they are saying.

Attributed to Business Victoria <www.businessvictoria.vic.gov.au>.

What to ask an adviser

When you do track down an adviser you like the look of, ask 
him or her to give you a couple of names of people he or 
she has helped in the past. Suss out these referrals before you 
make a commitment. And fi nd out exactly how much every bit 
of business advice will cost you. When you meet the adviser 
for the fi rst time, go armed with a list of questions. Does 
the adviser listen to you? Are your questions answered? Do 
you feel comfortable with the communication? In the future 
your adviser might get pretty up close and personal with your 
business details, so the relationship needs to be working well 
from the start. 

Good advice can transform your business, or take it to the next 
level. But to make it work, you have to be clear from the word 
go about your expectations. Know the outcomes you want, and 
the time frame you want these to happen in. Then commit the 
time to fi nd the best adviser you can. It’s worth the effort.
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Question: Why do my clients think I’m the only 

one they can call?

Answer: Nurturing them into a new relationship 

with your trusted team will free you up.

8

Clients do get a kick out of calling you, even when your 
business grows. You’re the one they’ve always called. You’re 
the one they think of when they have a question about your 
product or service. We’ve all seen successful people taking 
phone calls on holidays, even in the middle of the golf course. 
But surely this should only happen in extreme circumstances: 
in an emergency? The trouble is, as a small business owner it’s 
easy to become so entwined in the day-to-day operation of 
your business that you can’t give it up. Maybe you don’t want 
to. However, if you can’t let go of things in your down time, 
you’ll have no down time at all. 

Forward thinking

Doing the big deals yourself might still pay off. But how many
other deals are you missing out on because you don’t have 
the time to develop other markets? Sure, your business might
grow naturally, but shouldn’t you be working on new oppor-
tunities? Is fi elding all the calls from current customers making 
the best use of your skills, and your time? Who’s directing the 
future business strategy of your enterprise?

‘Unless you change, you may do the business more harm 
than good’, says Associate Professor Isabel Metz, an expert in 
organisational behaviour at Melbourne Business School. The 
change, she says, is all in your mindset: start behaving more 
like a ‘participative leader’. This is someone who lets go and 
empowers the team to do the business and make their own 
decisions. Research shows this is critical for business owners. 
The hard part for you, however, could be in the letting go.
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It’s all about trust

You had the great idea for your business. And you’ve been 
brilliant at the exchanges with your customers. But now it’s 
time to include others in your plans so that you can have a 
life, or at least plan for the next stage of your business growth. 
It means thinking about your team, and who you’d trust to 
nurture the relationships you’ve created with your customers. 
You then have to trust that they can do it. ‘By surrounding 
yourself with capable people you trust, you should be able to 
do this’, says Metz. Developing your people is paramount (see 
more on this in question 21). Empowering them with your 
standards of excellence is critical.

Keeping your customers happy

Whether you’re a small or big business, the principles of 
creating a customer service culture are the same, according 
to the NSW Department of Fair Trading. In a report entitled 
How happier customers can lead to healthier business, the 
department suggests managing your service culture by:

creating a customer service environment across your  ^
whole business that is specifi cally aligned with your 
customers’ needs and focuses on customer retention

having and actively following a customer service  ^
charter which clearly sets out the quality of service 
your customers can expect from you

ensuring that your business’s policies, practices,  ^
systems, rules, facilities and staff actively provide for 
excellent customer service delivery

integrating your customer service strategy into your  ^
overall approach and plans
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The handover

Relationships and trust are built over time, but there’s no 
time like today to plan how you’re going to hand over the 
day-to-day communication with customers. When you have 
your next meeting with your client, take your employee along. 
Show the client that you value this staffer’s opinion. Drop 
into the conversation how well this person handled another 
customer’s problem. Allow your employee to give the client 
a glimpse of his or her knowledge, experience and expertise. 
In this way, the employee is enhancing his or her credibility. 
You’re showing that you trust your employee, so maybe your 
client should too. 

At this stage you can even include your staff member in any 
socialising with the customer so this person can start building 
relationships. Instil the philosophy that the customer mightn’t 

creating a structure and culture that enables high  ^
levels of staff satisfaction, and rewards staff for their 
ability to deliver excellent customer service

ensuring you have mechanisms in place to obtain  ^
regular, reliable feedback from your customers about 
their needs and your service

actively encouraging quality service and continuous  ^
improvement in everything your business does. This 
requires ongoing examination of underlying causes 
which create or tolerate service problems, and 
changes in practices which created the problems

ensuring your business always complies with the  ^
fair trading laws as a natural complement to best 
practice customer service.

Source: NSW Department of Fair Trading <www.consumer.gov.au/html/pdf/
servicebook.pdf>.
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always be right, but they’re always the customer. If there’s a 
hiccup in the relationship during the handover period, the 
worst thing you can do is step in. Your employee’s credibility 
will be shot. And your clients will continue to call you, long 
after they should be calling someone else on your team. 

Steady as she goes 

Sometimes a handover can happen quickly, but only if your 
client’s happy. If they haven’t been told that you want to start 
empowering your team to take their calls, they might feel like 
they’re simply being dumped by you. This is the last thing 
you want to happen. As in any relationship, being dumped 
is disastrous. So easy does it. ‘There should be a feeling of 
transition during which you all work together’, says Metz. 
The length of this transition will depend on your business, 
and your customers. Just make sure you give customers time 
to feel like they’re making their own decision about the new 
relationship. Initially, give them the option of still being able 
to call you, but let them know that they can trust your staff 
member, because you do. 

Rethink your role

It’s fi ne in theory to hand over the client contact to a member 
of your team. But then you can be left feeling as though you’ve 
lost control. Get over it. You’re the main cog in this machine. 
Sure, you’re stepping out of the daily monitoring, the daily 
control. However, you’ll actually be more in control of your 
whole business, creating a culture of good performance and 
good service. Isn’t this the sort of thing you’d pay money for? 

Refl ect for a second on your vision for the business: if you set 
it up to eventually give you more freedom, start planning for 
it. At some point in your business development, whether it’s 
now or a year down the track, you’re going to have to start 
trusting that others can do just as good a job as you have in 
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lots of areas of your business. Make the time to guide your 
employees into great relationships with your customers. Then 
you’ll have time to concentrate on the bigger picture. And 
think of those family and friend moments, weekends and 
holidays that will no longer be interrupted by a client call. 
That’s surely worth the effort.
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