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Lessons learned by a new business owner

A
ugust marks the second 
anniversary for my young 
company. According to 
data provided by the U.S. 

Census Bureau, Brimeyer LLC is 
among the 69 percent of businesses 
which survive at least two years. It 
seems an appropriate time to refl ect on 
some lessons learned.

First, there’s a big difference 
between having a good idea and hav-
ing a viable business. The Small Busi-
ness Administration provides a use-
ful business plan template that forces 
the hopeful entrepreneur to consider 
all aspects of the new venture. We’ve 
all heard the phrase, “You don’t know 
what you don’t know.” The business 
template highlights those areas that 
require additional research.

Be conservative when completing 
the business plan. There will be unex-
pected expenses and delays. When 
conducting market research, under-
stand that not everyone who tells 
you that you’ve got a great idea will 
become a customer; many are just try-
ing to be kind and encouraging.

Don’t overlook legal and profes-
sional fees as well as insurance when 
estimating expenses. QuickBooks 
accounting software and online ser-
vices, such as LegalZoom, were great 

investments for my 
company.

A traditional 
fi nancial planning 
rule of thumb sug-
gests individuals 
carry a three- to 
six-month emer-
gency fund. While 
this is typically 
adequate for indi-
viduals who con-

sider their employment steady and 
secure, 12 months or more is appro-
priate for someone taking on the risks 
of a new business. In my case, it was 
eight long months before it became 
clear I had a viable venture.

Those leaving the comfort of a tra-
ditional employer should make sure 
they consider the cost of all of the 
benefi ts they’ll be forfeiting. In my 
case, making up employer contri-
butions for health insurance, retire-
ment plan, Social Security match and 
Medicare match amounted to more 
than $20,000 per year. For the self-
employed, those expenses are as real 
as groceries and gas.

Note that paid time off was not 
included in the forfeited benefi ts 
above. That’s because vacation, sick 
leave, personal time and bereave-

ment are typically not out-of-pocket 
expenses for the self-employed. When 
migrating from employed to going it 
alone, paid time off becomes simply 
time off. The lights to the business are 
off.

That’s unfortunate because own-
ing a business blurs the lines between 
work and life. While there may be 
more personal schedule fl exibility 
depending on the type of business, 
almost every small business owner 
will testify that they work more than 
they did when they were employed by 
someone else.

Thus it becomes critical to regular-
ly step away from the business to not 
only recharge the batteries but also to 
see more clearly the forest through the 
trees. Things can change quickly with 
a small business as new opportunities 
and challenges arise.

A clear head is vital to making 
sound decisions to direct the busi-
ness. Once the leap is taken, the entre-
preneurial light switch is fl ipped on. 
Potential opportunities appear almost 
constantly where before there were 
apparently none. Sound thinking is 
needed to determine which are legiti-
mate and which are merely distrac-
tions.

I track over a half-dozen revenue 

streams with my business, but more 
than 95 percent of revenue comes 
from the cornerstone on which the 
business was founded – consulting. I 
make sure the other revenue streams 
support rather than detract from my 
bread and butter.

It only follows then that focus-
ing on the primary revenue stream 
means taking good care of existing 
customers. Retaining existing cus-
tomers is almost always easier than 
fi nding new ones. More importantly, 
in today’s socially networked world, 
creating outspoken fans of current 
customers is a most effective market-
ing strategy.

These are all good lessons I’ll 
need to keep in mind if Brimeyer 
LLC is to see its fi fth anniversa-
ry, which the U.S. Census Bureau 
reports only 44 percent of new com-
panies experience.

Rick Brimeyer is the president of 
Brimeyer LLC, an independent 

management consulting fi rm located in 
Ames, which guides organizations to 
higher performance by focusing on 

process improvement and leadership 
development. Further information is 
available at www.brimeyerllc.com 

or by calling (515) 450-8855.
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