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  The twenty-first century has been challenging for all of us. The only certainty about the world, it seems, is that it’s uncertain.


  The insecurity reaches straight down to our work—what we do for most of our waking hours to contribute to the world, and to support the folks we love. Jobs are tenuous. Companies are tenuous. Whole industries are seeing upheaval.


  So why a home-based business? Isn’t the world scary enough without putting our money, time, and integrity on the line? Well, one cleaning-services entrepreneur said of founding his own business: “It’s allowed me to control my own destiny—my own schedule—my own lifestyle. I don’t have to wait for a paycheck. I can make money every day, even every night, as long as I’m willing to do the work.”


  This is the twenty-first-century American Dream—to create our own success, on our own terms. If that means taking a risk, it’s worth it for the chance to take ownership of our own lives. Think about it: Who do you trust more than yourself and the folks right there under your roof? You don’t have to wait for independence if you’re an entrepreneur. You just take it.


  What is an entrepreneur? What does it take to be an entrepreneur? The term refers to anyone who launches or manages a business venture, often assuming risks. It’s nothing new—it’s been around as long as human history. Hyman Lipman, who in 1858 came up with the idea of placing rubber erasers on the ends of pencils, made $100,000 from the sale of the patent alone! Mary Kay Ash founded Mary Kay Cosmetics in 1963 with a $5,000 investment and turned it into a $2 billion company. And half a century before Mary Kay came Madam C. J. Walker, born Sarah Breedlove. The daughter of former slaves on a Louisiana plantation, this turn-of-the-twentieth-century washerwoman used $1.50—then a week’s wages—to make the first batch of Wonderful Hair Grower, which she sold door-to-door. Her personal fortune at her time of death totaled some $2 million.


  These folks and millions like them began right where they lived, at home. It’s where the heart is, sure—but it’s also where the heating bills are already being paid. And the rent or mortgage. Not much traffic or road rage on the way to work. Among people desperate for income but short on capital, working from home makes sense.


  Some of the best home-based businesses include adventure tourism, bed-and-breakfasts, catering, event planning, interior design, landscaping, and consulting work of all kinds, from weddings to software. Not to mention housecleaning! There’s no limit to the possibilities for those who are creative, resourceful, and able to seize opportunities. Most of the people who start home-based businesses are able to earn at least an extra income. Some entrepreneurs have been able to turn their endeavors into very profitable full-time careers.


  Not long ago the term small business brought to mind a little mom-and-pop corner store, or a one-person home-improvement provider who did the landscaping, the painting, and everything in between. Home-based workers were looked on with pity for failing to obtain real jobs. No more. Home-based entrepreneurs are now role models.


  Family, friends, and neighbors seeking to do the same often approach these workers for advice. Small businesses are dynamic job creators, offering real opportunity for many who in the past had little access to economic power, as well as for those who want to take control of their own futures.


  Indeed, small businesses may be the key to the economy of the United States, generating new opportunities for growth, which in turn creates new employment opportunities for diverse and underrepresented groups. Small businesses also help establish new products and innovative services in the current and future marketplace.


  If the events of the twenty-first century have taught us anything, it is that things can change . . . fast. And in a world where what’s here today could be gone in a heartbeat, there’s a kind of security that comes from being self-sufficient.


  As an entrepreneur, you are in charge of your career and your life—not your boss, not company management, but you. You decide when and how much to work. You decide what fees to charge. When you work for yourself, no one can take your job away from you—ever. If things change in your life or your world, you can adapt your business right along with them. It’s a different kind of safety net than you’ll have at a corporate job, a kind that makes sense in the new millennium.


  If you’ve ever considered starting a home-based business, now is the time to do it!
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  If you’re holding this book, put aside everything you have ever read or heard about starting a home-based business. For now, forget about investments, start-up costs, loans, and taxes. And especially forget about fancy vacations on cruise ships and impressing the neighbors with the latest-model SUV.


  Starting a Business: The Reality


  You’ve probably heard the fantasies sold by business start-up classes, seminars, Web sites, and infomercials: Starting a business requires only a few hours a day, and it is so easy. So easy that anyone can do it, and once you learn the secrets, you can instantaneously generate so much profit that within months, you’ll be able to pay off your mortgage in full and travel around the world.


  Here’s the reality: Mass-marketed business start-up schemes conceal the three most basic components of any home-business ownership:


  ▪Businesses are built, not created out of thin air.


  ▪ Business owners work harder for themselves than they ever did for anyone else.


  ▪ The single most important investment that you will make is in yourself.


  Unless you’ve inherited a successful business, which is unlikely if you’re reading this book, the first guiding principle is that all businesses are built from the ground up. To think otherwise is known in the business world as magical thinking, or the Lucky Charm illusion.


  You cannot buy formulas or secrets. Building a business requires more energy, stamina, commitment, and desire to get it right than does working for someone else or for someone else’s corporation. If working for yourself appeals to you, be prepared to work harder for yourself than you ever have for anyone else.


  Many first-time business owners spend their life savings on advertising, equipment, services, and other products but soon go out of business because they never realized the truth about investing: The most important investment that you will ever make is in yourself.


  Home-business start-ups end up in one of three ways:


  1. They never get past the pondering or planning stage.


  2. They fail because the business was not built from the bottom up. Too many beginning small-business owners will envision a five-story mansion and start to build the first floor. Somewhere around the stairs to the second floor, though, things begin to crumble. The owners forgot, ignored, or simply didn’t know that they needed to lay a foundation before attempting to build from the ground up.


  3. They succeed.


  How do you make sure your business succeeds? You lay a foundation. The foundation is the plan behind why you are doing what you are doing, as well as a plan for where you are going. Without the foundation, you don’t have a business.


  If research, marketing, and physically working are not your cup of tea, then a home-based cleaning business isn’t for you. Owning and operating a home-based business is no less work than any other professional career, whether as an attorney, a doctor, an accountant, or a plumber. It’s not easy money. It’s not a get-rich-quick plot or a path to overnight success. Any successful home business is a progressive operation with an ongoing plan for working, improving the work, and profiting from that work.


  A home-based cleaning firm may be even more labor-intensive than other home businesses. To a woman—and man—the cleaners we talked to for this third edition pointed to the need for a tireless work ethic. Asked about the hardest part of the job, one cleaner said, “Doing the work! This is not an easy job.” Another noted, “You have to clean all day, then go home and work on the administrative functions as well. And you have no choice but to stay at the computer until it’s done.” Cleaning well is hard physical work, and growing a business is hard emotionally, spiritually, and intellectually.


  That’s the reality. But here’s another truth: Becoming self-employed could be the best thing you’ll ever do for yourself. Owning your own business can enable you to enjoy the pride, self-esteem, and sense of accomplishment that go along with having created something fulfilling that works for you and that reflects your hard work and dedication. Not a lot of folks can say that about their careers. Just ask Joe there—the one in the thirty-seventh cubicle on the left.


  
    What About Franchising?


    The Molly Maid cleaning company was founded in Canada in 1979 and has now completed more than twelve million individual cleanings. There are branches in forty U.S. states and several other countries. Pairs of fully trained Molly Maid personnel complete each cleaning assignment; all are uniformed, insured, and bonded.


    Molly Maid’s basic home service includes dusting, floor cleaning, and vacuuming. Cabinet fronts and hardware are wiped, and kitchen and bathroom fixtures are cleaned. On special request, the company offers custom services such as oven, refrigerator, and carpet cleaning.


    Molly Maid is only one example of a cleaning-service provider that uses the franchise model of operation. You’ve heard of this model—these days, it’s hard to miss such franchising businesses as McDonald’s, Baskin-Robbins, and 7-Eleven. But these familiar firms are far from the only franchisors out there. Many, many other product and service companies are joining them on the franchise wagon, including, of course, cleaning-service providers.


    So what is the franchise model? For an initial investment (which ranges from five to six figures, depending on the company and type of business), franchisees are provided with all the information, training, and materials they need to start up a branch of the business serving a particular territory. You own the franchise, but you’re also obligated to follow guidelines set forth by the parent company.


    Cleaning-service franchisors generally require an initial investment of anywhere from $36,000 to $135,000. As the franchise owner, you won’t be cleaning any homes yourself; instead, you’ll be recruiting, training, and managing a staff of employees who provide the elbow grease.


    There are many other housecleaning franchise operators out there, each with its own required investment, benefits and drawbacks, and level of support. Given the risk that franchising entails, you’ll want to investigate all these opportunities very carefully. And remember that the franchising company wants you to make money, but it also expects to turn a profit itself! Nevertheless, for the right person, franchising may be an option worth investigating—either now or for your future.


    Benefits of Franchising


    ▪ You’re provided with a known and respected company name; a territory; and established procedures for all phases of doing business (from the cleaning itself right down to the purchasing, billing, and record keeping).


    ▪ Equipment and materials come with your investment.


    ▪ You’re provided with computer software to run your business (as well as technical support for running the software).


    ▪ You have a network of peers—folks doing the exact same work you’re doing, in other parts of the country or the world—who are not your competitors. They’re on your side. They’re ready to offer help, advice, and/or shoulders to cry on.


    ▪ Marketing and advertising materials are already prepared for you. Some franchisors will even sign up your customers for you.


    Drawbacks of Franchising


    ▪ Money. All of the benefits listed above must be paid for. Opening a franchise requires an initial investment that can run well into six figures.


    ▪ Then there are all the ongoing business expenses you’re responsible for in any venture (and franchising is no exception): supplies (from glass cleaner to Post-it notes); equipment (vacuum cleaners, photocopy machines, company automobiles, and the like); services (lawyers, accountants, and repair folks, among others); and so on.


    ▪ Franchisors may also charge royalty fees and marketing fees on an ongoing basis.


    ▪ Some franchisors require you to purchase supplies from them. They may also require you to own and maintain vehicles for all your staff.


    Cleaning Franchisors


    Here are a few of the cleaning franchise networks you may wish to research:


    ▪Molly Maid, www.mollymaid.com


    ▪CottageCare, www.cottagecare.com


    ▪ The Green Mop, an eco-friendly cleaning company, is (as this book goes to press) working toward offering franchise opportunities. If you’re interested in green cleaning, visit www.greenmopfranchise.com for the latest info.


    ▪Maid Brigade, www.maidbrigadefranchise.com


    ▪MaidPro, www.maidpro.com


    ▪Maid to Perfection, www.maidtoperfectioncorp.com


    ▪Merry Maids, www.merrymaids.com


    Franchise Resources


    If you’d like more information on franchising in general, or on specific franchise opportunities in the housecleaning arena (or just about any other arena conceivable), here are some resources to get you started:


    ▪ Bison, the franchise network, www.bison.com


    ▪International Franchise Association, www.franchise.org


    ▪FRANdata, www.frandata.com


    ▪Franchise.com, www.franchise.com


    ▪ Franchise Zone, part of Entrepreneur magazine, www.entrepreneur.com/franzone


    ▪Franchise Advantage, www.franchiseadvantage.com


    ▪Franchising for Dummies by Dave Thomas and Michael Seid


    ▪ Franchising 101: The Complete Guide to Evaluating, Buying, and Growing Your Franchise Business by the Association of Small Business Development Centers, edited by Ann Dugan


    ▪Franchise Update magazine, www.franchise-update.com


    ▪Franchise Times magazine, www.franchisetimes.com


    This list is just the tip of the iceberg. For more resources than you can possibly manage, simply type “franchise” into a search engine and go to it.


    Another hint: You may want to explore the idea of working for a cleaning-services franchise before branching out on your own. It’s not for everyone, but it can offer you an inside look at what a housecleaner’s job is like, as well as an opportunity to gather references who can vouch for your good work.

  


  Melinda’s Story


  When I started my housecleaning business, I had about $80 in the bank. Everything else I learned and earned. The biggest investment that I made was in myself.


  My background of abandoned career paths isn’t much different from anyone else’s story. As is the case with most people who are looking for job opportunities, or who are changing careers, the why comes before the how. I didn’t start my home-based cleaning business with any sort of business knowledge. I never even intended to start a business. I couldn’t find a job to help me work my way through college, so I set out to create one. I thought it would be a temporary fix, something to pay bills until I was out of school. Yet I managed to build and establish a successful home-based cleaning business that I am proud to say I created, I built, I own, and I benefit from. Four years after founding my business, I was a successful entrepreneur and CEO with much more than $80 in the bank.


  When I graduated from high school, I had no idea what I wanted to do. I knew what I needed to do, and that was work. I never thought about employee benefits, investments, promotions, or job security. I started what I now call the “job habit.” I worked to maintain: to pay the rent, the car insurance, the utilities. There was never any money left over for vacations, savings, or those little fringe benefits like matching forks and spoons. Over the years I hopped from job to job in the hope of encountering the Shangri-la that I’d heard so much about: a career with a corporation that would pay me enough money to have matching forks and spoons, and one that would also pay for my funeral. I didn’t find it. Instead I was, like most people, one paycheck away from financial devastation, and I didn’t think I had any marketable skills. I certainly didn’t have $25,000 stashed away to invest in a business.


  The idea of a career finally occurred to me in my late twenties. In 1994 I decided to pursue my love for literature and hauled myself off to college. My plan was to become an English teacher. Reading and writing were my first loves, and I thought that by teaching English, I would be able to read and write to my heart’s content while at the same time turning on America’s youth to the wonderful world of literature.


  But I still needed to make ends meet while pursuing my plan. And finding part-time employment to correspond with my part-time class load was difficult. Moreover, my sort of enthusiasm was meaningless to employers who were looking for people to answer telephones or to punch keys on a cash register. The jobs I’d relied on as a younger person—salesclerk, temporary office administrative assignments, and a variety of entry-level positions at various companies—were no longer an option for me. Nobody said You’re too old, but they didn’t hire me.


  I needed to find work, and fast.


  One afternoon at the post office, where I had just dumped off a pile of résumés that surely went into more than one round file, I ran into Ms. Weathers, the mother of a childhood acquaintance. I hadn’t seen her in more than ten years. When she asked, “How are you?” I answered, “Not so good.”


  To my surprise, Ms. Weathers didn’t just skip over my comment. She stopped and listened to me with heartfelt respect as I complained about the lack of part-time opportunities; about employers not returning phone calls or responding to résumés; about lying awake worrying that my car would be repossessed in the middle of the night. Then she told me she knew how I felt, because she’d been in my shoes. Ms. Weathers said in a proud voice, “That’s why I clean houses.” Over a good, long cup of coffee, she explained her plan.


  Ms. Weathers had been a single mom for close to fifteen years. Her husband had died, leaving her without any savings or insurance benefits. There was a huge mortgage on the house, and she had no work experience other than a typing job she’d had as a teenager in the early 1960s. Yet she managed to put two children through college, keep on top of her mortgage, and still have money left for a car, a dog, and vacations twice a year.


  I listened to her story, and felt a bit guilty for complaining about my so-called down-and-out life. Then Ms. Weathers suggested that I try to pick up a few house-cleaning jobs, “just until you get on your feet.” I told her that I’d think about it, even though I never thought I would.


  Housecleaning? Me? No thanks. I knew nothing about how to clean a house. In my own apartment, if paper towels and whatever bottle of spray cleaner was on sale that week didn’t work, then whatever the stain was, it was going to stay there.


  But later that evening I thought about Ms. Weathers. Somehow she was making it, and she had been for more than fifteen years. Perhaps it might be something I could do for a few months to catch up on the bills. I thought, Well, how hard can it be? I told myself I’d just follow the instructions on the backs of the cleaning-fluid bottles. I came up with scenarios in my head. I’d find elderly people who wanted a housecleaner because they were lonely and wouldn’t notice or care if I missed a spot. Or I’d find a few rich bachelors who traveled all the time and just wanted their furniture lightly dusted. Perhaps I’d find people who were handicapped and couldn’t reach the tops of cabinets to dust them off.


  I had a lot to learn.


  And I did learn it—all too often the hard way. That’s what this book is for. As you think about, make plans for, and then start up your own home-based housecleaning business, I hope my own experiences and hard-won knowledge can help you out. Maybe there are a few lessons you won’t have to learn the hard way.


  Let’s get started.


  Is a Home-Based Housecleaning Business Right for You?


  There’s one critical requirement if you’re going to pursue a housecleaning business: You have to be in reasonably good health. This is a physical job; you’ll be on your feet most of the day, bending, stooping, reaching, moving in sometimes unusual ways, and lifting occasionally heavy weights (and lots of light ones). It can add up to aches and pains by the end of the day for anyone, no matter what kind of shape you’re in. That’s why you need to take a realistic look at the state of your health and the kinds of physical demands you’ll be facing before you begin. If you have chronic health issues that limit your ability to do certain things, you might need to reconsider your plans.


  What else should you think about? As with any career, the more skills and talents you bring to your business, the better off you’ll be. But one of the joys of owning your own business is that you can build it around your strengths and interests. If you’re someone who thrives on routine, for instance, you might want to focus on finding a few good regular clients. If you like lots of variety, on the other hand, perhaps you can network with a caterer or party planner and focus on cleaning before or after special occasions.


  What else should you think about? First of all, here are some things you don’t have to be to thrive in a housecleaning career:


  ▪ You don’t have to be a great housekeeper yourself. Sure, if your own home is a mess, your friends and family might tease you about it. The truth is, however, there is a difference between cleaning to suit yourself and cleaning to meet other people’s needs. If you have a sense of professionalism—a strong desire to give your clients excellent service—you should do fine.


  ▪ You don’t have to be an extrovert. Shy people can thrive as housecleaners, although if you’re happiest working alone, there are some issues you’ll want to consider. Running a housecleaning business will involve time with people. You have to sell your services to new clients, for instance, as well as greet the clients you work with when you arrive in their homes, deal with phone or e-mail inquiries, and so on. And you’ll be on your own in these encounters; you won’t have a boss or company behind you. Still, the essence of your business is the cleaning itself.


  Marketing is probably the hardest part of the job for anyone, shy or not. And you have to do it—you can’t clean for clients you don’t have! The good news is that it gets easier over time. You get used to it, and you simply have more to talk about: You know what kinds of questions and concerns other clients have had, so you have a pretty good idea of what to say to potential customers. And once you have even a single client, you can focus on providing excellent service. That’s the heart of your work; in the end, it’s what will get you clients and keep them coming back. It doesn’t matter if you’re a party animal or utterly tongue-tied. Yes, you have to be prepared for some people time, especially when your business is getting off the ground. If you can handle this, however, your people time will be balanced by plenty of independence and solitude as well.


  ▪ You don’t have to be an introvert, either. If you thrive on contact with people, if conversations leave you energized and happy, you can build your business around these strengths, too. Cleaning does involve a large amount of time spent working on your own, and you will have to deal with that, but you can find ways to build more interaction into your work. Focus on marketing, on networking with other entrepreneurs, on special-events cleaning. Be active in your community. Consider working with a partner or expanding your business by taking on employees. Bottom line: A housecleaning business is what you make it. You’ll spend a certain amount of time alone; you’ll want to think about this—and your ability to be happy with it—realistically. Then build your business around what you love most.


  So what qualities should you have to be a top-notch housecleaner? Here are a few that are important:


  ▪ Hardworking. Owning a business is very hard work, and owning a house-cleaning business is even harder. Are you ready to give up free time to do administrative work or to distribute flyers door to door? Will you want to spend evenings or weekends answering phone inquiries, preparing mailings, or giving estimates? Make sure you have a realistic picture of what business ownership will be like before you leap in.


  ▪ Disciplined. You don’t get sick days in this business (at least not paid ones), and you don’t get paid vacations or personal time either. If you
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