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Introduction
You’re a dreamer, right? That’s why you’ve picked up this  book. Maybe you’ve had a great idea knocking around  inside your head for years. Maybe you’ve roughed it out on  the back of a napkin and tucked it away somewhere. But you  don’t know what the next step is or what the first step is. Or, just  maybe, you’re sitting in your cubicle, next to a hundred other  cubicles, thinking, “How do I stop workin’ for the man?” If any  of these descriptions fit you, you’re an entrepreneur-in-waiting.  And you’re not alone. You’re one of us—one of the two-thirds of  Americans who dream about owning their own business.
This book is filled with “show and tell,” designed to  show you  how your fellow entrepreneurs have been successful and tell  you  exactly what key moves you should make to position yourself for  your own success. If we—the Sloan brothers—achieve our goal,  the pages ahead will jump to life with real-world, in-the-trenches  wisdom that will move you to action and inspire you to join up  with a nation of extraordinary people doing extraordinary things.
Striking out on your own, doing your own thing—it’s in our  collective American blood. It’s the very soul of our nation’s economy. That’s what we believe. This drive goes all the way back to   those first pioneers who looked at the Atlantic and thought, “I  wonder what I could do over there?” They reached the shores of  America, then the Appalachians, the Mississippi River, the Rocky  Mountains, and just kept going until America was a coast-to-coast dreamland for people seeking to lead a better life.
It’s the spirit of those pioneers and all of the innovative entrepreneurs since then that have made the United States so prosperous. After all, this is a place where you can work hard to create  something of your own, follow through on your dream, and have  the freedom to decide what course your life will take. Nowhere  else in the world is freedom and opportunity so woven into the  fabric of a national identity. And we believe owning your own  business is an integral part of this freedom.
The entrepreneurial roots run deep in America. They stretch back  at least as far as individuals like Benjamin Franklin, who exemplifies  how business and American democracy are so intertwined. Franklin,  who first said “Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy,  wealthy and wise,” went on to contribute to the writing of the Declaration of Independence, in which he embraced the principle that a  very essential individual freedom was owning one’s own business.
At the turn of the twentieth century, this entrepreneurial spirit  reached a peak in our home state of Michigan, the place where  the automotive industry grew into a global giant. But it started  out as a series of smaller entrepreneurial successes. Michigan is  where Dodge and Chrysler first put their names on cars. Flint, the  town where we grew up, is where General Motors set down many  of its roots, pumping out millions of cars from factories right near  our home. Down the road, in Dearborn, is where Henry Ford  built the famous Rouge plant that took in steel, coal, and glass at  one end and turned out Model Ts at the other end. Most people  today think of Henry Ford as one of the world’s greatest industrialists. But during the startup boom of the early 1900s, he was one  of the world’s greatest entrepreneurs.
Today, entrepreneurship is as vital and strong as ever. We’re not  talking about the entrepreneurship represented by the high-tech  “boom” of the nineties, a run of startups based on hyped-up projections for growth. What we mean is the long-sustained growth  of businesses built on time-tested fundamentals like the ones that  contributed to making our country into the global economic powerhouse it is today.
So vast is the United States’ small-business economy that it is  greater than the total economies of France, Germany, and Great  Britain  put together. Small businesses today account for 51 percent of the American GDP and 99 percent of all employers, and  creates 75 percent of all new jobs.
Beyond these powerful statistics, though, we believe that business ownership can transform individuals’ lives. We’ve become convinced of this through our own entrepreneurial experience and by  talking with and e-mailing thousands of entrepreneurs whom we’ve  coached over the years. Whether it’s via our weekly StartupNation  radio show, our online seminar series, our tele-coaching calls, or  our live events, we’re more confident than ever that entrepreneurship is alive and well, even in spite of the burst of the dot-com bubble, the subsequent recession, and the ongoing global political  uncertainty. We hear from entrepreneurs all over the globe who  hunger for advice on how to get started, how to successfully grow  their businesses, and how to use the power of entrepreneurship and  business ownership to create the life they’ve always dreamed of.
That’s what this book, StartupNation, is all about. It’s about  creating a business that sets in motion the life you want to lead.  It’s about giving you the inspiration and information you need to  take your idea and turn it into reality today. It’s about the passion  and drive to turn breakthrough ideas, thought up by everyday  people, into thriving companies. It’s about being your own boss  and relishing that life of freedom. But it’s also about the nittygritty of business basics like managing cash flow, writing a solid   business plan, and hiring great people so that your idea will have  the best odds for success.
In the chapters to come, you’ll learn about entrepreneurs  who’ve embraced and applied the principles we live by. They  work on Main Streets across America just like the one where we  work in Birmingham, Michigan.
Our Main Street is called “Old Woodward Avenue.” Our office  is neighbored by dozens of other businesses, each one adding  energy and passion to our community. These businesses create the  connective tissue that brings people from around the world  together to provide goods and services, conduct commerce, and  build satisfying lives for themselves.
Down the street from us there’s “Miss Kate,” a funky women’s  retail clothing boutique owned by twenty-something Kate  Richards, who decided to put off a move to the “Big Apple” and  instead open her dream business right here—in the heart of the  Midwest. On the floor above us in our office building is architect  Victor Saroki, whose dozen-person firm has helped shape the  image and look of southeastern Michigan through his residential  and commercial buildings.
Farther along our “Main Street,” Faisal Hazime and his family  of Lebanese immigrants has brought a bit of the Middle East to  the Midwest with their Pita Café. We eat there often. The crushed  lentil soup “to go” is great during those long winter evenings  when we’re working late at our office.
As we see it, that’s what business is about. That sense of community, the connections between people, and the pursuit of the  dream to run your own show. Whether you want to change your  own world or change the world at large, running your own business is an extraordinary way to do it.
And the message is going global. In Africa, people are learning  the power of entrepreneurship through the impact of individuals  like Mike Korchinsky. His business, Wildlife Works, was launched   in a Kenyan village to provide villagers work making wildlifethemed T-shirts instead of engaging in poaching and prostitution.  In the Middle East, Israel’s economy has become synonymous  with high-tech startups. In Asia, Chinese entrepreneurship is giving rise to a middle class that has the power to buy goods and services from around the world. And the new Russia is being shaped  by eager entrepreneurs who have embraced capitalism with wild  abandon.
As for why we Sloan brothers are so passionate about entrepreneurship, a quick overview of our background gives you a sense.  We began back when we were ages 27 (Jeff) and 20 (Rich) with the  invention and commercialization of the Battery Buddy, a device to  prevent dead batteries in cars. Before that, we worked together on  several of Jeff’s ventures, including managing rock bands, renovating H.U.D. houses, and breeding and selling Arabian horses. Since  1988, whether through starting up our own businesses, investing,  coaching, partnering, or the like, we’ve helped numerous entrepreneurs realize their ambitions to own their own businesses. We  secured more than $70 million of investment into these various  companies from high-net-worth “angel” investors and venture  capitalists. We converted breakthrough technologies into blockbuster businesses. We served on the boards of these young companies to help them grow and prosper.
We love what entrepreneurship has meant for us and are passionate about helping others realize their dreams of business ownership as well.
Throughout all those years and all those ventures, we’ve had  our fair share of failures but have had enough success to achieve  most of our goals and live the life we always dreamed of. We’ve  learned a lot along the way about how to start and grow a business—what works and what doesn’t. We know many of the realities and pitfalls entrepreneurs face, from eating a steady diet of  peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches during those tough startup   years to narrowly escaping from venture-capital deals wrought  with heavy-handed investment terms that threatened to derail our  company.
We know the cold, hard facts about the daunting startup success rates. Out of the millions of Americans who dream about  owning their own business, only a fraction will ever do anything  more than that—dream. Of those who do take the plunge, many  will fail to make it past the first couple of years in business.
But we’re proof positive that success is within your reach. We’re  a couple of ambitious entrepreneurs willing to work hard just   like you. We aren’t dot-com billionaires. We didn’t retire to the  Bahamas on our first invention. We still scribble down “to-do lists”  at 4 A.M., conjure up new ideas, and then start down that exhilarating path to see if they can be crafted into viable businesses.
Along the way, we’ve gotten smarter about how to transform  those ideas into a successful enterprise. Now we’ve put all of that  wisdom, plus our favorite success stories—and tales of some  tough moments—into the pages of this book. By highlighting the  issues you’ll face, by giving you the smarts you’ll need, and by  inspiring you to start now, we’ll help you move quickly from just  dreaming about your idea to starting up and running a business  that’ll help you lead the life you’ve always wanted.
We should warn you before you turn this page. Starting up a  business is tough work, filled with long hours, big challenges, and  sleepless nights. But the rewards are incomparable. The people  you’ll learn about in this book will prove this. So whatever you  do, don’t stop dreaming. You’re going to need those dreams. But  now it’s time to start doing. Only you have the power to turn  your dreams into reality.
It’s time to let go of your fears and excuses. It’s time to ditch that  “I can’t do this” attitude. It’s time to embark on your journey  toward business ownership and the thrilling life of an entrepreneur.
So, let’s start it up!
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CHAPTER ONE
Now Is Always the Best Time to Start Up
Why Now?
We’re brothers, best friends, neighbors, and lifelong business partners. We began working together on the Battery Buddy, an invention of ours that prevents dead  batteries on cars and boats, in 1987. Remember that year? Specifically, October 19 of that year? They called it “Black Monday,”  the day the Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 22.6 percent, the  largest one-day decline in the market’s history.
For the next six years, America’s economy was in shock.
But we persevered and cobbled together a successful business. In  1990, we nailed a lucrative licensing deal for the Battery Buddy with  a multibillion-dollar industrial colossus named Masco Industries.
In the early 1990s, when the economy was still weak, we lever-aged our success as inventors and built a business around helping  other inventors license their inventions to big corporations. In  exchange, we would receive a portion of any future royalties generated from the licensing deals. Building on that success, we’ve  gone on to develop a portfolio of companies over a 10-year run,  along with a venture capital fund to seed new ventures. Ultimately, this path led us to the launch of StartupNation, our current company—and our total passion.
Through it all, we weathered some scary years—two stock  market crashes, two wars, terrorist attacks, the implosion of the  “New Economy,” not to mention the multitude of challenges that  we faced inherent in starting and growing our own entrepreneurial endeavors. But we worked our way through the obstacle  course with a combination of resilience, tenacity, and a sheer love  of what we were doing. In fact, we managed to flourish.
Perhaps you have your own business idea but you can’t quite  seem to get started. Maybe you’re still suffering from a New  Economy hangover or just the fear and confusion that’s so common if you’ve never “gone for it” before. Perhaps you think you  should wait just a little longer before making the leap to pursue  your own dream business.
We beg to differ. Something we believe emphatically is:
NOW IS ALWAYS THE BEST TIME TO START YOUR BUSINESS
That’s right. Right now. We truly believe that it’s possible for   your business to succeed no matter what the economy is doing,  no matter what stock market sectors are up or down, or what  niches venture capitalists think are hot or not. Many of our country’s most successful companies were born during the toughest   of times.
We believe that many of the reasons businesses fail have far  more to do with factors you can control than the ones you cannot  control. Certainly, unexpected events, such as the terrorist attacks  of September 11, 2001, can serve up a situation that could be  impossible to overcome for a business—big or small. You can’t  control world affairs. You can’t control the economy. You certainly can’t control the stock market, and you’re never going to   control venture capitalists. But in general, events and issues outside your control do not have to ruin your chances for success as  an entrepreneur.
You can control how much research you do on your big idea.  You can control which strategies you choose to include in your  business plan and how you spend your money. You can control  whom you hire, and you certainly have control over charting  your business’s course for the future.
5 REASONS TO START A BUSINESS NOW 
Technology levels the playing field between you and big business. 
Today, the phrase “corporate job security” is an oxymoron. 
The Internet provides an unprecedented opportunity to start an  online business at minimal cost.
Like never before, business can be done from home.
Corporate outsourcing to smaller businesses creates an abundance  of opportunities.
Bonus Reason: The only person who can boss you around is you!
Where do we get this somewhat crazy idea that no matter what  the rest of the world is doing, now is always the best time to start  your own business? From our in-the-trenches experiences riding  out two major gyrations in the economy in the past 16 years.  From our exposure to thousands of other successful entrepreneurs in our StartupNation community. And as hosts of a live  syndicated radio show where we interact with entrepreneurs  nationally. We know of thousands of businesses that have hung  the “Open for Business” sign on their doors just before and just  after the dot-com bust. Many of them have succeeded beyond  their wildest imaginations. Indeed, for many, believing that “now  is always the best time to start your new business” has put them  in a far better position for success than if they’d waited for the  economy to turn around.
Now, we know it’s all too easy to push back, to stick with  whatever you’ve believed up until this moment—whatever has  kept you from starting up. We deal with those roadblocks from  quagmired callers all the time on our radio show. What we’ve  found is that people hesitate for one of two reasons—either  they’re immobilized by fear of what they don’t know, or they’re  scared away by what they think they do know. Myths about starting up a business are rampant, leading people to use those myths  as the crutch that keeps them from moving forward.
So, the first thing we have to do is start busting apart those  myths.

Startups—Debunking the Myths
MYTH #1: “Four out of five businesses fail within five  years.”
TRUTH #1: The fact is, research shows that 40 percent  of businesses actually succeed beyond the five year mark.  
For as long as we can remember, conventional wisdom has  held that more than 80 percent of businesses—four out of  five—fail in their first five years of operation.
Bruce Kirchoff, a former chief economist with the Small Business Administration and now a professor of business at the New  Jersey Institute of Technology, confirmed for us that nothing  could be further from the truth. The “four out of five” statistic  has bedeviled him ever since his boss asked him to find out  whether the statistic “four out of five businesses fail” was   accurate enough to use in a speech. His first brush with the    data revealed that there was no sound research to support the   statistic.
Bruce was intrigued. If that number wasn’t right, then what  was the failure rate? By culling through millions of pieces of data  about business success and failure, he was able to come up with  what he believes is a more accurate reflection of reality. Forty percent of the businesses he researched were still thriving and succeeding six years after startup. Only 18 percent of the companies  he researched actually filed for bankruptcy during that period.
As Bruce combed through millions of records of small businesses, he realized much of the data was incomplete. Records  didn’t show if someone had simply retired. The records didn’t do  a good job of keeping track of businesses that changed their  names or the way they were incorporated. The data certainly  didn’t follow companies that shut down and then opened in a different location. Erroneously all of those circumstances had been  incorrectly lumped into the “failure” category, when in fact they  really just encompassed events that were part of doing business.  As Bruce found, those stats are extremely misleading.
It’s true that businesses do fail, and at a higher rate than any of  us would like. Hector Barreto, current administrator of the Small  Business Administration, shared with us his view on how to  reduce that failure rate significantly. “We’ve found that if small-business owners do their homework, use the right technology,  and heed advice about how to run their business, their chances  for success go up exponentially.” We couldn’t agree more!
MYTH #2: “The dot-com bust proved that technology  is not all it was hyped up to be.”
TRUTH #2: While many of the dot-com companies went  bust due to bad business fundamentals, the technology spawned in  the late 1990s is here to stay.
Technology is having a profoundly positive impact on the way  business is done. In fact, it’s the game changer—the single most  significant enabler for startups today. We can’t think of a time  when so many great technologies at ever-decreasing prices have  been available to such a huge swath of society. More significantly,  many of these technologies—complex software programs, wireless communications, and the Internet, to name just a few—are  making it possible for small businesses to act “big” while maintaining the flexibility and innovative qualities inherent in being  small.
Here’s a quick look at how three technologies are already helping small businesses “act big.”  
Software: A decade ago, software programs that managed  inventories, payrolls, or customer contacts were out of reach for  many of the smaller businesses. The companies that offered  great customer-management or inventory-control programs—  IBM, Oracle, and Siebel—required multimillion-dollar contracts  that only major corporations with thousands of employees  could justify. But today, even the 16 million home-based entrepreneurs can easily access such software systems by purchasing  “off-the-shelf” versions like QuickBooks or through web-based  products from companies like 

Netsuite.com.
Wireless: There’s no doubt that wireless technology is making   it far easier to be a business owner, increasing the flexibility  and freedom that have long been the hallmarks of being   an entrepreneur. Today, with wireless technology, you can be  on a sales call while monitoring your inventory levels on   your wireless personal digital assistant. With a wireless connection for your computer, you can take a meeting at your local  Starbucks while staying on top of the orders coming into   your website in real time. And you can take one more important call on your cell phone before the door on the airplane  closes. The thing about wireless technology is that it allows   you to always be “plugged in” to your business for maximum  efficiency.
Internet: Want a worldwide market? Want to do exhaustive  research? How about low-cost marketing and advertising? Or  how about creating a storefront viewable by people well  beyond your Main Street? Through the Internet you can do all  of this—from business logistics, to customer communications,  to selling what you offer—and it’s all possible without ever  leaving your home office. 
DIAMONDS CAN BE AN ENTREPRENEUR’S BEST FRIEND:   BLUENILE.COM
The best way we can describe just how powerful all of this technology  is for your business is to tell you about one of the great Internet success  stories: 

BlueNile.com.
The online jewelry store’s founder, Mark Vadon, is one of our favorite  examples of a smart, tough entrepreneur who used the Internet to his  best advantage, even when many people thought he was going to  crash and burn like so many other dot-coms.
As Mark told us in 2003, he was able to harness all the upside of the  Internet to create a jewelry powerhouse that could compete against  deep-pocketed brick-and-mortar companies such as Zales.
Putting the Internet to work, Blue Nile managed to take on the traditional brick-and-mortar competition, selling well north of $100 million  in jewelry in 2004 with just 115 full-time employees and a 10,000-square-foot warehouse. If Blue Nile were a traditional jewelry retailer, it  would need about 150 stores and 1,000 employees to do that same level  of business. All those stores and employees force jewelers to take a  markup of 60 to 70 percent to make profitable margins. By keeping   (continued on next page)   overhead at a minimum, Mark can keep prices low and provide more  value to customers.
But as Mark told us, the Internet isn’t just about cheap prices.  “Cheap prices would get people to surf our site, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re going to buy,” he says. Most jewelry buyers are  used to trying on jewelry and having a salesperson nearby to answer  questions about size, carats, and quality. Mark knew he had to overcome those two big sticking points. He did it in a simple but smart way.  As he built his company, he remained focused on the idea of filling Blue  Nile’s website with information he thought his customers would find  relevant, like honest, factual information about a diamond’s characteristics. Today he offers comprehensive online tutorials about how to  select the best ring. Just in case that didn’t do the trick, 

BlueNile.com  offers a 30-day, money-back guarantee if the person receiving the jewelry isn’t satisfied.
Mark’s experience using technology to build Blue Nile’s success is  living proof of how powerful technology can be for a small business.
INTERNET STATISTICS
Here’s a look at just how vast and diverse the Internet audience is  today (2004 statistics):  
Worldwide Internet usage reached 813 million people
Nearly 75 percent or 204.3 million Americans have access to the  Internet from home
50 percent of Americans with a household income under $50,000  shop the Internet
59 percent of African Americans shop online
63 percent of Hispanics shop online. Hispanics are the fastest-growing online population and are younger than the Internet population in general. 
49 percent of senior citizens shop online
Total online sales in the U.S.: $101 billion 
75 percent of small businesses have an online presence 
The average male spends more money shopping online per month  than the average female—$204 to $186, respectively.
Sources: Nielsen/NetRatings, 2004, Yahoo! Harris Interactive 2004, 

Shop.org 2004
MYTH #3: “All the money guys are still spooked  because of the dot-com bust.” 
TRUTH #3: The money guys are  always spooked! The  explosion of capital in the late 1990s was an aberration, not a reality. That doesn’t mean you can’t get money for your startup; you  just have to present a business opportunity based on solid fundamentals.
Let’s face it—it’s never been easy to score capital for entrepreneurial ventures. But for a brief, intoxicating moment during the dot-com boom, money was easy to come by, especially for  any business that had the moniker “dot-com” as part of its name.  We now know that the dot-com era was an ill-conceived fantasy,  not reality. In reality, the money guys are always tough to persuade.
They should be.
If someone’s going to invest money in your business, they  deserve to have a well-thought-out business plan with a strong  focus on how you’re going to reach profitability and create an  enticing return on investment. This is what drives rational investing decisions.
We’re happy to see this return to more rational approaches to  funding businesses. We think when investors and lenders make the  bar higher and harder to leap over, new companies are more likely  to really think through their business and financing strategies. We   believe that makes for far stronger companies and ups the likelihood of success in the long run.
Don’t misunderstand—we do believe that capital is readily  available for your startup. You just need to know where to look  and how to position yourself. We’ll give you a lot more detail in  Chapter Six on how to find money, and how much and what kind  of money are best for you and your startup.
FAST FACTS: MONEY 
Most single-person businesses start up with an average of $6,000 in capital.
In 2004, the Small Business Administration raised its small-business loan caps from $750,000  to $2 million. Approximately $50 million in loan guaranties were provided each day.
In 2003, angel investors (high-net-worth private investors) provided over $18 billion to  startup and early-stage companies. This dwarfs the amount venture capitalists (professional  investors who manage investment funds) provide to startups in a typical year.
FINANCING IN A BAD YEAR: ATHLETA
Those concerned about securing financing can take heart in the story of  Scott Kerslake, the founder of the women’s sports apparel company  called Athleta. If Scott had listened to the myth that “the money guys  are spooked,” his Petaluma, California, catalog and website business  would never have grown to $30 million in sales by 2004.
Scott went shopping for venture capital in one of the worst years  ever, 2002. He needed money to expand his warehouse and invest in  technology that would allow customers to find out immediately if those  “must-have” running shorts were in or out of stock.
“The venture capital market was very challenging and the standards a  company had to meet to receive funding were extraordinarily high,” said    Scott. But he was determined to raise the money so Athleta could capture  a bigger slice of the $38 billion women’s athletic apparel market.
Scott had started up in 1997, at the cusp of the dot-com bubble. It  was an era when startups were shaping themselves to be anything and  everything they thought investors wanted to hear, but Athleta built a  business plan based on good old-fashioned business fundamentals,  and set goals that focused on long-term success. Rather than take on a  large investment initially, the company requested just enough money  to meet well-defined milestones. Scott also assembled a very talented  management team. Lastly, he created a brand that clearly resonated  with women, the niche he was targeting within the sports apparel  industry. It was these assets and Scott’s conservative approach that  appealed to investors in 2002.
The outcome? Scott secured $6 million in financing when most people  couldn’t even get a meeting with a venture capitalist.
MYTH #4: “I shouldn’t quit my job and leave behind a  ‘sure thing’ paycheck, benefits, and health care to pursue a  dream business of my own!”
TRUTH #4: Corporate job security is at an all-time low.  With the growing trend of “offshoring” jobs and productivity  soaring, many jobs are simply disappearing.  
Once upon a time, it was easy to find people who worked for  one company for decades. Perhaps you knew such a person—a  friend or maybe even your mother or father. But today, many have  a different story. Dot-com carnage aside, it might be somebody  who’s been “reengineered” out of a once-secure corporate job.  Maybe it’s somebody whose business function has been outsourced  to a sub-minimum-wage but highly skilled laborer in another country. In the tech industry alone—usually a bastion of well-paying  American jobs—over 100,000 jobs have gone overseas since 2000.   Perhaps it’s somebody who’s been replaced by technology that has  helped America’s productivity soar 14 percent since 2001.
FAST FACTS: ASPIRING ENTREPRENEURS
In a 2004 survey conducted by Federal Express, 67 percent of those polled said they dream of  owning their own business. Fifty-five percent indicated that they would leave their current job to  start their own business if resources were not an issue. 
We know it’s tough to leave behind the so-called security blanket of a corporate job to start up a business that may take years to  become profitable or even worse, may fail altogether. But as the  economy softened in the early 2000s, so did the notion of corporate job security. Since then, salaries have stagnated. More important, many jobs have simply disappeared. That’s especially true  among the ranks of white-collar workers who believed their jobs  were a lot more secure than those of their blue-collar brethren.
Corporate America has quickly learned that a cubicle can be  replicated overseas just as easily as a shop floor can.1 Corporate  America has also learned that the workers in those cubicles can be  replaced by a new piece of technology that does their job faster  and more efficiently.
Indeed, white-collar jobs are experiencing the same phenomenon that hit blue-collar manufacturing jobs in the 1980s.
Here are a few statistics that show just how vulnerable the  once-hallowed corporate job really is. From 2001 to 2004, the  United States lost 2.7 million jobs, with 300,000 going overseas  and the rest disappearing due to gains in productivity.2 Indeed, it  appears the real ogre behind the job losses is the rapid increase in   productivity over the past several years. For every percentage-point  gain in productivity, we lose 1.3 million jobs. With productivity  growing at an annual rate of more than 3 percent even during the  recession, jobs that once seemed secure have been whacked away.
White-collar jobs aren’t the only ones at risk. In fact, jobs that  once seemed critical and important because you needed a  “human” to do them are also being lost. For instance, retailing  had always been an employee-intensive business. You needed  clerks at the cash register to ring up your consumers’ purchases.  Not anymore. Most of us have probably used one of those self-checkout counters at Home Depot or your local grocery store.  Travel to Europe, as we do frequently, and you’ll see automated  convenience stores where there’s not a single person in sight.  Everything is sold through vending machines! And coming soon  at Schippol Airport in Amsterdam, you will board your plane  without ever interacting with a gate agent. Boarding passes will  soon be taken by a virtual gate agent—a scanner—that will confirm your identity and allow you onboard.
More important, as your own boss, you’ll never have to fear  that someone will walk into your office—or cubicle—at any  minute and unexpectedly hand you your walking papers. When  you call the shots, there’s no chance you’ll be blindsided by a pink  slip. You’ll have perspective on how the business is performing  and adjust plans and resources accordingly. This will give you the  ability to manage your future instead of some “superior” in the  corporate ranks who is only after making sure his or her department meets its bottom line.
We’re certainly not alone in believing that creating your own  business can be a more secure option for you. Even the universities and colleges that once readied students for the corporate  world are getting into the entrepreneurial act.
The National Commission on Entrepreneurship says that now  more than 550 colleges and universities offer classes in entrepreneurship, with 49 of them offering degree programs. “People realize that  rather than get a job, I’ve got to make a job,” Erik Pages, policy  director for the commission, told the Associated Press in 2003.
MYTH #5:“The big companies always squash the  small companies in the end. Just look at Wal-Mart!” 
TRUTH #5: Small business can beat big business—you   just have to play to the inherent strengths of small business. And   remember—Wal-Mart was once a small business!
It’s true that small businesses are being challenged more and  more by the big guys. As an example, overbearing “Big Box”  retailers use their immense buying power to price their products  lower than most small businesses are able to. But before you start  thinking that the “big guys” will always beat you with lower pricing, think again. There’s a proven way you can compete and win.  It’s all about building relationships and providing better customer  service. The big-box retailers’ business model can’t afford to  implement the kind of customer service that you can. And the  power of strong relationships can be extremely persuasive when  consumers make their spending decisions.
Mike Palmer and his store, Premier Pet Supply, in Beverly Hills,  Michigan, proves the point. His single-location, family-owned pet  store opened its doors in 1992 and is thriving despite the ever-growing presence of “Big Box” pet-supply retailers. Today, there  are 14 of them—Petco, Petsmart, and others—within a 30-mile  radius! Mike’s edge is all about the relationships he establishes  with his customers and the superior service he provides them. “I  train my salespeople in two powerful ways. First, I want them to  be courteous, personable, and attentive. Second, I require that  they be educated about pets, about the products we offer, and  about our customers’ specific needs,” Mike says. “In some cases,  we’re better off telling a customer not to buy a particular product,   because it may not be necessary,” and though his company may  lose a sale on that particular product, he’ll create a repeat customer that appreciates the honesty, has confidence in his advice,  and buys more over time. “Our customers become customers for  life,” he says.
Due to the strength of the relationships he’s built with customers, Mike has even been able to discontinue expensive advertising and rely instead on word of mouth. He makes a point of  getting out in the community and sponsoring local neighborhood  activities, like kids’ pet shows. The result: Mike’s profits have  gone up year over year since he opened.
How do we know Mike’s story so well? Because we shop there.  Yes, we may pay a little more for his products, but we get the  right stuff and always like saying hello to Mike as we pass  through his store looking for the latest, greatest dog treats.
For another example, just read about Lavetta Willis’s company,  Dada Footwear.
GOING TOE TO TOE WITH THE BIG GUYS: DADA FOOTWEAR
When Lavetta Willis founded the hip street-fashion brand Dada, she  proved that being big wasn’t the key factor in persuading the likes of  NBA legend Karl Malone to wear her shoes instead of shoes from the  “big guys.”
Lavetta talked to us in 2003 on StartupNation Radio about how she  competed effectively against much larger brands like Nike and Reebok.  Here’s what she had to say:
First, I didn’t start out with basketball shoes. I started out trying to  simply reach the urban market. I made Dada-branded hats and began  selling them out of the trunk of my car in New York City and Washington, D.C. I’d sell them at any street scene I could find. Anything to  reach consumers.  (continued on next page)  
I decided on hats first, because they’re relatively easy to make. You  can buy a lot of hats, stamp your brand on them, and start selling them  right away. And back then I didn’t know anything about how to manufacture shoes.
But once I started getting buzz about my hats and my brand, I  decided it was time to branch out to shoes. Once I had some prototypes and was ready to sell, I sat in the lobby of Foot Locker’s corporate headquarters while the rest of my team was out on the street  selling hats. I knew I needed to team up with a big distributor. But I  also knew they needed to see why they should carry Dada. I knew they  needed to hear about Dada from the buzz on the street, not just from  me. Those efforts paid off big time for us. Foot Locker signed on to distribute our shoes. Then we started going after some basketball stars.
Enter her deal with Karl Malone and a host of other major basketball  stars. Sales rocketed as fans began to notice what those stars were  wearing up and down the court—Dada shoes.
Lavetta told us she started out thinking a lot about how she was  going to compete with the big guys. “But I ended up thinking more  about how to make a shoe perform great and look cool,” she said. “It’s  absolutely necessary to separate your products and your marketing  from the bigger competition.”
MYTH #6: “I should wait for the economy to improve  before starting my business.”
TRUTH #6: If you’re waiting for the economy to  improve, you might miss out on a great opportunity for your business. If you start now, you’ll be in prime position when the economy  does improve.  
When we were getting started with developing our invention,  the Battery Buddy, we knew it was impossible to control or predict what the economy was going to do. So instead we focused on  what we could control and predict. We continued to research the   Battery Buddy’s effectiveness, worked with engineers to perfect  the prototype, and never gave up on the belief that our invention  was important and unique enough to be commercialized.
By staying the course through the downswing in the economy  in the late 1980s, we were perfectly positioned to take advantage  of the upswing in the economy that came in the mid-1990s. When  it did, we were right where we wanted to be. We had commercialized one great invention and were more than ready to leverage  our track record and street smarts to help other inventors take  their ideas to market.
THE “GREEN” LIMO: EVO
The story of Seth Seaberg and David Young is one of our favorite stories  about why it’s so important not to put your dreams on hold just  because the economy is hurting. You never know when the market is  going to surprise you and make your product a huge hit.
It was just after the NASDAQ hit bottom in 2001 when Seth and  David decided to quit their jobs in advertising and in artist management to start up a limousine service based in Los Angeles.
Now, granted, Los Angeles probably didn’t need another limo service. But the two young entrepreneurs had a great idea that they knew  would set them apart from the crowd: environmentally friendly limos in  the form of big black sport-utility vehicles. The two of them used their  own savings to convert GMC Yukons and Chevy Suburbans from gas-guzzlers to sippers of compressed natural gas, a cleaner, cheaper fuel  than regular unleaded.
They dubbed their company Evo.
Hollywood loved it. Some of the city’s biggest stars who shared a  concern for the environment, including Woody Harrelson and Cameron  Diaz, picked Evo to ferry them around L.A. In just two years, the two   had built their limo business into a great brand with solid cash flow.  They added little in-car perks, like a minibar service that featured  organic soy vodka and good-for-you snacks like organic trail mix. They  (continued on next page)   hired informed drivers who could talk about how the sport-utility vehicles were converted to compressed natural gas, and just what the environmental benefits were.
Evo’s limos were in high demand not only because they were “cool”  but because they were environmentally friendly at the same time. Then  came Evo’s big break. Gas prices skyrocketed in California in 2004, topping out at more than $3 a gallon. They actually started getting calls  from customers asking about converting their private cars to natural  gas. It was a business they’d
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