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To invite someone to be our guest

Is to undertake responsibility for

Their happiness all the time that

They are under our roof.

Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin (1755–1826)

Author, epicure, raconteur
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Preface

The growth in popularity of visitors choosing to stay in home-hosted accommodation is a success story in most parts of the world. This has been mostly brought about by the impact of international reservation platforms, which use the internet to promote bed & breakfast accommodation.

In studying the property types, and identifying the main reason why people list their properties with the large reservation platforms, one finds that there is now a clear distinction between the traditional bed & breakfast and the short-let, part-time operator. The latter are mainly made up of those in it for a quick and often short-term return, and who have listed their property on the likes of Airbnb.

The obvious two categories are:


1.   Short-let, part-time hosts, many of whom are already restricted on the number of days in a year that they will be allowed to trade and the predicted high compliance costs that will be imposed on them by the regulators. This may mean that their involvement in this business is no longer viable.

2.   The more traditional bed & breakfasts that abide by local government regulations and can, if they choose, trade 365 days a year. It is also noticed that this category tends to be more professional than the majority of short-let, part-time operators. It should be noted that many are also listed with the international reservation platforms and are doing very well.



Never before have regulators been so concerned with the large number of property owners who have taken their house out of the rental market and subsequently put a lot of pressure on property availability and rental prices.

There is also a backlash from bed & breakfast owners who abide by the rules, but find that the next-door neighbour has not. This is the reason why change is inevitable in order to bring some sanity into the industry.

To that end, this book is an ideal read for those who now want to be a more professional host, whether it is full-time or part-time, and want to make real money, and for those who want to start a home-based business.

So, to meet demand and substantiate the bed & breakfast’s place in the tourism industry, there is a growing need for increased knowledge and professionalism among bed & breakfast operators. To assist you in your endeavour, a feasibility study has been included in this international edition, along with a business-plan example.

Current trends show that changes in the workplace could be one of the main contributors to the high level of interest in becoming a bed & breakfast operator. Another influential factor is the continuing growth of the short-break holiday market. Those who take short-break holidays historically prefer this form of accommodation.

It is important to remember, however, that knowledge is not an end in itself. You must use the knowledge gained from this publication as a resource and stepping stone to achieve your goals and fulfil your aspirations.

The main message is that the research you need to do to make your B&B a success must be personal to you and your market.

How to Start and Run a B&B has been researched and written by someone who has carefully studied the practicalities and the needs of people who are either in the industry or wishing to enter it.

In constructing this book, I have tried to avoid duplication of material that exists in other training manuals and how-to publications, preferring to concentrate on that which is directly applicable to the industry. I have gathered up-to-date information from industry leaders and practitioners internationally to give the reader a source of information that reflects the practicalities and requirements necessary for the successful bed & breakfast operator.

All issues covered in this book are significant, but professionalism is the most important. This book will reinforce the need to seek professional advice in the early stages of your venture and give you an insight into the level of professionalism you need to consider in order to be a success in this business.

Good luck on your venture!

Stewart Whyte


Introduction

How to Start and Run a B&B is divided into two main sections for easy access. Part One is designed for you to discover if you, your partner, your family, your home and your bank balance are ready to enter this industry. It will also allow you to decide what level of commitment you are prepared to make to this venture: full-time/weekends/breakfasts only/full board, etc. We also show you how to do a feasibility study that tests the viability of your commercial proposition before you start spending money and time on it.

If you have decided that operating a bed & breakfast is your dream for a better future then Part Two will be an introduction to the daily issues that confront bed & breakfast operators, and will outline how to run a bed & breakfast efficiently and successfully. Included at the end of this section are the guidelines to completing your own business plan.

Throughout this book you will find two symbols. The single symbol [image: Illustration] is applicable to all operators, but in particular to those whose commitment to the enterprise is on a very small scale (perhaps one or two bedrooms, and not the only source of income). The double symbol [image: Illustration] is for those whose enterprise (i.e. guesthouse) is on a larger scale and who need it to contribute substantially to the household income.

The following are questions you might like to ask yourself before you read any further. As you progress through the book you may like to return to this page to see how your ideas on what it takes to run a successful bed & breakfast have altered.


•     What parts of my character make me a perfect host or hostess?

•     What implications do I think that owning and operating a bed & breakfast will have on my personal life?

•     Who will be my target market?

•     What facilities do I already have?

•     What additional facilities do I think I will need to provide or acquire?

•     What financial investment do I think will be needed to start the venture?

•     Do I have this amount of finance available?

•     If not, where do I expect it will come from?

•     Who do I expect to be my customers?

•     Why will they come to my bed & breakfast rather than some other type of accommodation?

•     How will my potential customers hear about my bed & breakfast?

•     Will I advertise? If so, where will I advertise?

•     How much do I intend to charge?

•     What factors did I look at to reach this figure?

•     What factors will influence whether my establishment makes a profit or loss?

•     What legal obligations do I have?

•     What are the main skills needed to run a successful bed & breakfast?

•     What are my main skills?

•     What kinds of additional help will I require?

•     Where will this help come from?

•     How much do I know about employing people?

•     When do I intend to begin accommodating guests?

•     What factors are most likely to inhibit me?

•     What will my feasibility study contain and does it make sense?



Having taken stock of your current expectations and knowledge, we will begin looking into the whos, whats, whys and wherefores of operating a successful bed & breakfast or guesthouse no matter where in the world you are located.


 

Part One

Preparing to Enter the B&B Business


1 It’s Up to You

So, you want to run a bed & breakfast! WHY? This is very possibly the most important question you will ask yourself as you read this book.

WHY? Is it because you have had some part-time experience hosting people by listing your property with Airbnb or similar international reservation platforms, and now want to be a full-time host and become a bed & breakfast owner? Is it because you have stayed in a few over the years and it seems such a nice way to earn a living? Is it because you went away for the weekend and saw this gorgeous period or historic homestead and it was only a small amount of money and it would be such fun to do up, and hadn’t you both talked about making a sea-change decision and moving out of the city? Is it because you really like to cook, and have always loved it when your best friends or family visit you from distant places? Is it because you think it will be a way to make your fortune?

There are many different reasons people enter the bed & breakfast market and you need to think clearly about why it is that you wish to enter it. Because, make no mistake about it, the difference between a good and bad B&B is you, the host. Why you are embarking on this adventure matters, because you need to create a business plan that will match the goals you have for your bed & breakfast. Be prepared to discover that running a B&B may not achieve those goals for you.


TIP

Be prepared to roll up your sleeves past your elbows!



The harsh news first: very few B&Bs support their owners in the first few years. And second: if you start with two guest bedrooms your earning capacity will be limited.

The main reasons for failure are over-capitalising on the part of the owners, and the management process of the property itself. Burnout can also be a significant factor in the pursuit of a lifestyle change.

There is a difference between spending on essentials, such as en-suites in each guest bedroom, which are rapidly becoming a necessity, and filling your house with expensive antiques, which will not always make a guest decide to stay with you or return.

A flair for redecorating does not necessarily make you a good host. Neither does enjoying entertaining friends and family. Running a bed & breakfast is a twenty-four-hour commitment. You need to be prepared to ‘entertain’ at all hours of the day and night and have your private life disturbed, and in some case share your personal space with strangers. This can be difficult but, if you are to be a successful host, the spirit of giving must be embraced twenty-four hours a day. This spirit should inhabit every exchange, every phone call, every letter or email. To be a successful host you need to LOVE PEOPLE and be prepared to share your life and home with them. But, never forget quality time for yourself and your family.


TIP

Identify your target market prior to deciding whether your family is ready and your property is suitable.



It’s all about personality

As you work through this book you are going to be asked a lot of questions. Now is the time to start a notebook to record the answers to all the questions asked of you. This will be invaluable in determining your market and creating your feasibility study. At the same time, start a folder for filing all the information you will need to collect prior to starting your B&B.

Do I have the type of personality that will make me a wonderful host? Write down your answers and refer to them later when evaluating whether you are the right kind of person to run a bed & breakfast.

Do I like people? This is very important. You can’t just think that people are just OK when you enter the B&B industry. You need to genuinely like people and be interested in them. You have to love individuals and the idiosyncrasies that come with individualism.

Am I prepared to do almost anything to make my guests feel important and spoiled? This is the essence of a good host.

Will I enjoy guests, who are in effect strangers, wandering in and out of my home, treating it as if it were their own? When you are living in the same house as your guests, privacy will become a thing of the past.

Am I willing to be available twenty-four hours a day? Guests and potential guests have the habit of calling, arriving or wanting your help at the most inopportune times. You need to be prepared to drop whatever it is you are doing and provide service with a smile.

Am I going to be able to live with a difficult person over the whole time of their visit? And will I be able to cope with this person in my home? People can be difficult and if you don’t have the patience of a saint you may find this life hard.

Can I accept the old adage that the customer is always right? Guests, or potential guests, may be demanding and want things that are unreasonable. Meeting some of their needs will be impossible. However, you must be prepared to compromise and try to make your guests happy whenever possible, even when it’s against your better judgement. You can’t afford to be Basil Fawlty! Word of mouth is the key here: use it as a marketing tool. Your guests’ stay should be of such high quality that they act as your ambassadors, spreading the good news of your B&B.

Are my partner and family as equally committed to this lifestyle choice as I am? Without passion on all sides you are destined for failure, early burnout or, at worst, relationship difficulties.


TIP

If you can’t find it in your heart to make a grumpy person smile, keep out of the people business.



Am I dedicated housekeeper? Untidiness just won’t do as a bed & breakfast operator. You need to be a fastidious housekeeper. Do you enjoy vacuuming every day? Do you notice if something is out of place? Do your friends call you a perfectionist? Good.

These are the perfect qualities for a B&B host, where near enough is never good enough.

The dream of working for yourself

Being your own boss can be a great way to earn a living. Let’s face it, most of us have had this dream. Being able to throw our job in and to go out on our own. Make our mark. Keep the profits for ourselves. And for many, that is where it stays – a dream. However, a few of us decide to take the plunge and whether we are successful in our endeavour primarily depends on two things: our motivation for entering the business to begin with, and our preparedness for entering the business at that time.

Successful small-business operators have chosen to work for themselves for positive reasons: not because they hate what they are leaving behind, but because they are excited about creating something for the future – including profits.

They often are extremely motivated and self-disciplined. Not only does your goal need to be uppermost in your mind when opening your own business, you must have the discipline to divide work from your private life – particularly when your business is in your home. Successful small-business people thrive away from the constraints of an employer.

Financial goals are also an important focus for the successful small-business owner. Your business plan needs to clearly set out the financial goals for your business with strategies to help you reach them. The most successful small-business people have a financial and career goal that is unable to be satisfied by working for someone else.

You also need to realise you are leaving the world of the secure pay packet. Gone forever are the hidden financial benefits of working for a wage or salary. It is now all up to you. You need to feel comfortable about this and could consider consulting a financial planner for advice about managing your financial future.

The financial reality

The bad news is that most small businesses fail during the first three years. The main reason for this is lack of planning by the owner, both at the set-up stage and ongoing. Entering the ranks for the wrong reason to begin with exacerbates this.

The worst reasons to go into business for yourself are: no one else will employ you; you want flexible working hours with more time to play than work; and you think that all it takes to make a fortune in your own business is a good idea. This last statement is the biggest misconception.

The best ideas in the world won’t work if you don’t plan to succeed – and have the ability to convince everyone else that your idea is a good idea. The reasons most often cited for failure in small businesses are:


•     a lack of business and/or management experience;

•     inadequate, inaccurate or non-existent financial records;

•     taking too much money from the business for personal use; and

•     lack of adequate seed and working capital.



A solid business plan will help prevent you becoming another statistic. We all know about the bottom line, but the top line, that is research, is equally important.

Thorough research in the early stages of your venture makes you less likely to fail in the long run.

Consider both the advantages and disadvantages of being your own boss. There is no doubt that it will place some stresses on your lifestyle and relationships in the first few years while you establish a pattern.

Bonuses can be satisfaction, management autonomy and building financial independence. Negatives can be sporadic income, long and irregular hours, competition, possible failure and relationship difficulties.

Money in the bank

Unless you are going into bed & breakfast as a hobby or interest, money could be a problem for the first few years.

Many B&B operators make the mistake of thinking that holidaymakers are just waiting for them to open their doors and then they will be booked up for months. This doesn’t always happen. B&Bs, for the most part, are built on word of mouth and word of mouth takes time to gather momentum. In today’s business environment, a good website will be needed, particularly if you are not listed with a reservation platform, and this will also take time to gather momentum.

You need to have a plan for how you will survive financially until you build a clientele. How much money do you have in the bank? How long can you survive with your outgoings outweighing your income? Do you fully own your property? That is the most comfortable financial option. Do you or your partner plan to supplement your income with a second job?

Think about these questions and try to put together a financial contingency plan allowing for a slow flow of guests at first.

A look in the mirror

Before we go any further, look in the mirror. Hard. Then ask yourself the following questions. An honest answer to these questions will help you decide whether you are the right person to enter the B&B market and will help to reduce the potential for failure.


•     Am I self-driven? When you work for yourself you need to be able to motivate yourself.

•     Am I organised? Running a business by yourself or with a partner needs systematic planning.

•     Do both my partner and I share the right temperament to be B&B hosts? Are you both friendly, relaxed, organised and charming?

•     Am I a problem solver or do I tend to become indecisive when faced with a lot of problems or questions? Running a business requires constant decision-making and the ability to prevent a crisis.

•     Am I confident, without being overbearing? You need to be able to sell your business to banks, customers, the media, etc. The essence of a good B&B operator is warmth of personality: you need to have the ability to attract people to you, not distance them from you.

•     Am I willing to take advice and learn from others? Successful business people are always on the lookout for good ideas and advice. They then take the best of this and mould it into their own business. They work on their business, not in it.

•     Am I prepared to learn the skills needed to run a business? This takes time and effort.

•     Am I experienced in leading people, and am I prepared to learn? Owning a business often requires you to hire, motivate and, in the worst cases, dismiss staff. This takes a certain skill.

•     Do I have the ability to set clear and attainable goals? You need a business plan that is achievable otherwise you are setting yourself up for disappointment.

•     Do I have the skills of negotiation? Owning your own business will require the forming of relationships with other business people around you. In times of conflict, you need to be able to negotiate win-win agreements with all parties concerned.

•     Can I handle stress? If heavy traffic or queues worry you, this is nothing to the stress you may experience when you have a cash-flow problem – an all too common problem when operating a small business.

•     Do I have strong communication skills? Being a host requires the attributes of a perfect personality. You need to be naturally pleasant and agreeable. Those of you who are moody will very likely not find this way of life to your liking. You need to be able to make conversation while avoiding political or religious topics, or other discussion minefields. You need to be patient and tolerant and know the difference between making polite conversation and becoming a nuisance.



A family affair

Operating a bed & breakfast with a family means that not only should you have the right personality for hosting guests, but so should the other members of your family.

Success is dependent on an equal commitment from everybody concerned. Living on the premises of your business can be distracting enough for an individual – for those of you with a family this disruption can be tenfold.


TIP

Before going into the bed & breakfast business, stay in a few yourself so as to better understand what the host has to cope with.



It is not impossible for you both to run a successful B&B and raise a family on the same premises, but it does require family cooperation and understanding.

You should factor into your business plan contingencies that should ensure the success of your business without disrupting your family’s happiness. You might want to consider having a defined letting period to protect your family’s privacy. For example, you might only let rooms four nights a week or forty weeks a year, taking your break in the low season. This limitation will, however, affect your income projections, so you must factor this into your feasibility study or business plan.

Consider having a separate annex for your family so that family life is separated from your business life.

Organise time out for you and your family to spend away from your ‘office’. No one wants to spend 365 days a year, 24 hours a day at his or her workplace.

If you have children living at home, then three nights and four days of having guests may be the maximum – if you want to retain family unity.

Have a friend or colleague who can be available to step in and act as a paid caretaker of your business should you need to get away or if you are unwell.

Factor in time to discuss and explain to your children why you are entering this business and what the consequences may be for them. Their cooperation will be directly proportional to their level of understanding.

Explain to your children that they are to be polite and friendly to guests at all times, and not to impose on them unless asked.

Remember many couples who frequent B&Bs come to escape their children – they won’t really want to spend time with yours. If your children are very young, you should really consider whether now is the right time for you to open your B&B. Raising very young children and running a B&B are both physically and emotionally draining. Trying to juggle both could see you lose your sense of balance.

The other consideration of running a B&B with
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