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INTRODUCTION

You’re thinking about it. Or 
maybe you have done it.  

Regardless of the circumstances or basis 
for the decision, most people at one time 
or another think about starting their own 
business. Though it may be easier today to 
start your own business than it was 10 years 
ago, there are a lot of decisions to be made 
before launching your new venture. Like 
most things in life, challenges can be more 
easily overcome with a little forethought 
and planning. This article provides an 
outline of issues you should address in your 
planning process. Please recognize that 
each of these topics could be an article by 
itself.  I have simply attempted to hit the 
highlights for each.
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1. DEVELOP A STRATEGIC PLAN

Developing a strategic plan for 
your new business is 
imperative. Your strategic plan 
will (and should) inform every 
decision you make.  
Most importantly, it will guide you through 
the difficult and challenging days. 
Hopefully, you have the basis of it floating 
around in your head, but you should 
formulate your thoughts into a written 
version. The time invested in developing 
a strategic plan now will save you time 
and money in the long run. Your strategic 
plan includes more than simply marketing, 
though marketing should be a part of it.

Here are the steps to developing your 
strategic plan:

A. Establish a mission statement.
What is the purpose of your new business?  
What do you want to do? Making money 
should not be part of your mission 
statement. Effectively following your 
mission statement should generate 
revenue and a profit, but that is not your 
mission. If making money is your sole 
focus, you won’t—at least not for long. The 
following is an example of a simple mission 
statement: “To render efficient and 
reasonably-priced services to people with 
whom I enjoy working.” 

As you create your plan, you can explore 
each adjective, further define the types of 
services you will provide, and specify the 
people to whom you will provide them.

B. Define your core values.
What are your core values?  Why do they 
matter to you?  When it comes to hiring 
staff and other professionals, articulating 
(at least for yourself) those core values will 
be of great benefit.  While it isn’t necessary 
to communicate these values to potential 
hires, you should look for them in new team 
members.  If your teammates do not value, 
understand, or respect your core values, 
trouble is around the bend.  For example, 
do you value volunteer work?  

C. Conduct a SWOT analysis.
To think strategically and plan accordingly, 
conducting a SWOT analysis is beneficial.  
A SWOT analysis involves assessing your 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats.

i. Strengths
What are you good at? What do you 
enjoy doing? Chances are you are good 
at what you enjoy doing and vice 
versa. There are a variety of 
assessments which can help you 
determine your strengths. Your 
strengths are not what type of work you 
do, but how you do it.  Thinking more 
broadly than just what type of work you 
currently do will illustrate opportunities.

ii. Weaknesses
Why identify them?  So that you can 
find some way to make up for them or 
avoid them. For example, you may need 
to hire team members with strengths 
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ii. Weaknesses (cont’d)
which compliment yours. Or, perhaps 
you should consider developing 
strategic alliances or partnerships with 
other firms, attorneys, consultants, or 
advisors who can help make up for 
these weaknesses.

iii. Opportunities
What opportunities exist for you? What 
opportunities could become a niche for 
you? These could be opportunities for 
everyone. But if everyone is pursuing 
them, are they really opportunities? 
Unique opportunities are more fruitful.  
Focus on those that are consistent with 
your strengths, mission statement, and 
core values.

iv. Threats
Who else is pursuing the same 
opportunities? What else threatens 
your success? It doesn’t have to be a 
competitor.  It could be a change in the 
economy or some segment of it. Or, 
it could be some factor or condition 
involving you individually.

Once you have identified your strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, 
the remainder of your strategic plan should 
more easily fall into place.

D. Set your goals.
You should set measurable, quantifiable 
goals for your business. They could be 
measured in countless ways such as 

research, production, investors, 
partnerships, or revenue. You should set 
goals for different time periods, e.g. six 
months, one year, three years, five years.  
Interim goals should lead to ultimate goals. 
Your overall goals should be in your 
strategic plan. 

E. Identify tasks.
Your strategic plan should identify the tasks 
necessary to accomplish your goals. In 
other words, if you follow through on your 
tasks, your goals should be more easily 
accomplished.  Tasks are action items or 
to-do lists entries with verbs.  For example, 
schedule five speaking engagements this 
year; conduct 10 more pitches this month; 
schedule five networking lunches per 
month.  Each goal should have its own tasks 
which -- if done successfully -- should result 
in accomplishing that goal.  

F. Draft the plan.
Now that you have established your mission 
statement, defined your core values, 
outlined a SWOT analysis, set your goals, 
and identified tasks to reach them, put all 
of it in a document. When you are faced 
with a decision, refer to your strategic plan.  
Does this further my goals? Does this help 
me accomplish a task? Your tasks should 
work their way into your to-do lists. You 
have to-do lists, right?  A topic for another 
day…

1. DEVELOP A STRATEGIC PLAN
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2. DETERMINE YOUR ENTITY TYPE

Once you have given serious 
thought to what you want to 
accomplish and how you are 
going to accomplish it, then 
you need to determine the 
entity through which you are 
going to do so.

A. Entities, generally.
So, why create an entity? There are a
number of reasons. You should consider 
each one to get a general idea and then 
seek the advice of  a professional – a lawyer 
or accountant will do.

B. Limited liability
Most legal entities offer some measure of 
protection from liability.  But, you will still 
need liability insurance (discussed below).  
A limited liability entity can protect your 
personal assets from liability, and may help 
protect your company assets from personal 
liability. You should go ahead and form a 
relationship with an attorney who can help 
you with this decision as well as the many 
others which will arise in the course of your 
business.

C. Tax treatment
One of the biggest differences between 
entity types is how they are taxed. 
Generally, the income and expenses of the 
business either flow through to you as the 
owner of the entity or the entity is taxed 
separately. There are advantages and 
disadvantages to each. Here’s the 
opportunity for another strategic alliance–

enlist the expertise of an accountant to 
help you make an informed decision.

D. Maintenance
Whatever entity you choose, there is a 
certain amount of maintenance involved– 
things that must be done (usually on a 
recurring basis) to ensure that the entity’s 
existence is continued and recognized.   
Some entities are easier to maintain than 
others. Some must have documented 
meetings of their shareholders or owners.  
Most have reporting requirements to state 
and other governmental entities. Again, 
your lawyer and your accountant can help 
you with this.

E. Entity types
Here are some brief highlights of some of 
the various entity types:

i. Corporations
A corporation is a creature of state law.   
Corporations provide limited liability for 
their owners (shareholders).   But, from 
a tax standpoint, they are generally one 
of the following two types: “C”
corporations and “S” corporations. C 
corporations are “typical” 
corporations. C corporations pay taxes 
on their income, and their shareholders 
pay income taxes on any dividends. S 
corporations have a limited number of 
shareholders and are taxed 
differently. S corporations are generally 
“flow through” entities whose income 
and losses flow through to their 
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i. Corporations (cont’d)
shareholders’ tax returns. Corporations  
generally require more maintenance 
than the other entity types, such such as 
annual meetings of shareholders, 
election of officers, and meeting 
minutes. 

ii. Professional corporations
Professional corporations are creatures 
of state law as well.   They can be a “C” 
or an “S” corporation for tax purposes.  
However, state law limits those who can 
be shareholders – they must be (you 
guessed it) part of a recognized profes-
sion.   There are a few more restrictions 
as to how these organizations are estab-
lished and maintained because of their 
special shareholders.

iii. Limited liability entities
In addition to corporations, there are 
other entities which can be created 
under state law to provide limited 
liability to their owners, such as limited 
liability companies (LLCs). These entities 
are generally treated as flow through 
tax entities, but don’t have to be. Their 
annual maintenance is a little less 
burdensome than that of a corporation. 
An LLC can have many members or just 
one member.

iv. Partnerships
This is the basic form of business when 
there is more than one owner. No 
formalities are required, but if you are 

going to be in business with someone,
a written agreement obviously makes 
sense. Partners are generally jointly 
and severally liable for partnership 
debts and obligations. There is no limit 
of liability, unless the partnership is a 
registered limited liability partnership. 
Income for these entities is not taxed 
separately from the partners’ income. 
They are flow-through entities. 

v. Sole proprietorships
This is the most basic form of 
business. In fact, it isn’t really a form. If 
you don’t structure something else and 
you operate a business by yourself, you 
are considered a sole proprietor. There 
is no separate tax treatment. There is no 
liability protection. It is just you – and all 
your assets.

vi. Combinations
Of course, you can have combinations 
of these different entities. Corporations 
can be members of LLCs and 
partnerships. LLCs can be partners and 
shareholders of corporations. It gets 
complicated fast. This is why it is 
imperative to enlist the assistance of 
professionals.

F. Name reservations/restrictions
Most of the entities which provide limited 
liability will have their own identity, which 
includes a name. You must make sure no 
one has previously reserved the right to use 
the name that you want, and then you must

2. DETERMINE YOUR ENTITY TYPE
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2. DETERMINE YOUR ENTITY TYPE

F. Name reservations/restrictions
(cont’d)
reserve the right to use that name.  This can 
be done on the Secretary of State’s 
website. The name of the firm cannot be 
misleading. There are some restrictions to 
the names that you can use. For 
example, the name cannot imply that you 
are a government entity. If you are 
forming a partnership or sole 
proprietorship, you generally do not have 
to reserve your operating name, but you 
want to make sure someone else isn’t doing 
business under the same name you’ve 
chosen.  If a name is unused and you want 
some added protection for your business 
name, you can apply for a service mark, 
which is like a trademark. 

G. Disclaimer
There are MANY matters to consider when 
selecting an entity.   Unless you have been 
regularly engaged in establishing legal 
entities, you need professional assistance.  
Even if you have, every situation is different.  
Ask a lawyer. 
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3. CHOOSE A LOCATION

A frequent mistake that many 
new businesses make is not 
giving enough thought to the 
amount and type of space that 
they really need, nor the three 
most important considerations 
for real estate – location, 
location, location.  

New business owners are either too 
ambitious and overestimate how much 
space they will need, or too conservative 
and lock themselves into a location that 
doesn’t allow their growth. The key so far 
as space is concerned is flexibility and 
planning. Location plays a factor in the 
price.  For example, if you aren’t going to 
be engaged in a retail business or aren’t 
going to have walk-in traffic, then you don’t 
need prime retail space – it’s more 
expensive than what you need. You also 
need to make sure that the zoning of the 
space that you are considering allows the 
type of work and business that you will do 
there. With new technologies and 
changes in the way many services are 
delivered, the need for traditional office 
space has changed as well. Do not make 
the mistake of assuming you need a 
traditional location or type of space, even if 
that is where and how your competitors are 
located. They may have been there for a 
while and do not currently need what they 
have. They may have simply been there 
for a while or they are locked in. What do 
you really need, and what is unnecessary? 
Though technology could allow you to be 

more mobile, if you aren’t likely to take 
advantage of these technologies, then 
don’t fool yourself. But, times have 
changed.  People spend less time in their 
traditional offices.  Technology makes that 
possible.  And, it will continue evolving.
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4. UTILIZE TECHNOLOGY

Advances in technology have 
revolutionized the way we live and 
work.  Make sure that you are using 
the latest in all areas of your business 
so that you are operating most 
efficiently and thus most 
competitively.  

However, don’t make the mistake of being 
technology poor. Don’t buy more 
technology than you really need. Think of 
technology like buying a smart phone. If 
you aren’t going to store much data on 
it, you don’t need the one with the most 
storage. You are paying for more than you 
need. 

A. Bookkeeping
There are two primary accounting functions 
you will probably need–billing and 
operations. These can be done in one 
program, or you can use separate 
programs. Basically, your billing is your 
revenue generation. However, you will also 
have expenses. Who is going to monitor 
all of this? They should be involved in this 
decision-making process, as should your 
accountant.

B. Document management
How will you manage documents?  You will 
send documents and you will receive 
documents. They will need to be filed for 
future reference. First, let’s assume we are 
talking about digital documents. If you 
haven’t committed to go digital, now is the 
time. The first thing to determine is how 

your digital documents will be stored. Yes, 
keeping them on your computer in “My 
Documents” is an option, just probably not 
the best–at least by itself. You should store 
the documents so they can be easily found 
and retrieved. If you and your staff are 
particular about directories and file folders, 
that is great. If you aren’t, you will need 
some means of sorting them with a robust 
search. Deciding on a document 
management solution is a decision that 
many eagerly kick down the road because 
its necessity isn’t immediately apparent.  
But before you know it, you will have 
thousands of documents. A system that 
works well with a few will quickly become 
unmanageable with thousands. Choose a 
system. Establish a protocol. Stick with it.

The other decision about documents can 
be made with the first decision or 
separately–where your digital documents 
will be stored. You can store them on your 
computer or network, but you must 
consider backups and security. Or, you can 
store them with a cloud-based 
provider. Storing them “in the cloud” is 
simply storing them on servers provided by 
a third party. The documents are 
transmitted seamlessly and automatically to 
those servers via the Internet. You should 
select a service that encrypts the 
documents before they are transmitted, 
that stores them encrypted, and then allows 
you to retrieve them encrypted. You should 
ensure that ownership and access to your 
documents are exclusively yours. Good 
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4. UTILIZE TECHNOLOGY

B. Document management (cont’d)
service providers have multiple layers of 
security, multiple backups, and multiple 
server locations. Frankly, storing documents 
with the right cloud provider is more 
secure and safer than storing your 
documents on your own computer. Ask 
questions of the providers. Make sure that 
you choose a reputable and secure 
provider. Another advantage to cloud-
based document storage is that they are 
accessible wherever there is a connection 
to the Internet, which is now practically 
everywhere. If you store documents on 
your computer or server, then adequate 
firewalls and backups must be installed and 
maintained to keep the documents secure 
and available.  The ease with which you can 
connect to the Internet is also an asset to 
your storage device.

 If you are going to be using your phone or 
other devices in your business, it will be 
helpful if your document management and 
storage solution work easily on those 
platforms.

C. Telephone
Do you need a traditional land-line? Do you 
need a traditional telephone system?  
Check out what is available before jumping 
to conclusions. Voice-over-Internet systems 
are easy and inexpensive. You may not 
need a separate system at all.  Practically 
everyone has a cellphone. You may be able 
to effectively use your cellphone as your 

sole office phone. For example, there are 
providers who will give you a telephone 
number (or they can use one you own), 
answer and screen calls, take messages, 
and forward them. They can do this with 
in-person receptionists or automatically 
with an auto-attendant like a voicemail 
system. Some of these services can send 
actual transcripts of your voicemails. You 
can manage how you want certain calls to 
be handled. The customization and 
possibilities are limitless.

If you begin relying on a cellphone for your 
new business, you must respect its value.  
Regularly backup your data. Always install 
upgrades to your phone’s operating 
system. Make sure the data on your phone 
is secure. Your phone should lock when not 
in use. If your phone is stolen, damaged, or 
lost, its value will become clear very 
quickly. You must be able to promptly 
replace it with all your data and 
applications available for use so that you 
will be back in business as quickly as 
possible.

D. Data back-ups
If you are keeping any information on your 
computer, you should have a regular and 
effective backup of that data. Having an 
untested backup is like having no backup. It 
must work. What’s more, having a great
system that you never use is equally
worthless.  There are many options which 
can cheaply, effectively, and even
seamlessly backup your data. Backing up 

coopershattuck
Highlight
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4. UTILIZE TECHNOLOGY

D. Data back-ups (cont’d)
this data to a cloud-based location ensures 
greater safety. 

E. Website
You can cheaply and easily secure a domain 
and a website for your new business–if 
someone else does not already own the 
domain. There are many different providers 
who can secure that domain for you. Most 
can also host your website and your emails. 
You must consider who is going to be 
visiting your website. Regardless the type 
of business, you should have some sort of 
web presence, whether it is for customers, 
investors, suppliers, or others.

Invest in a professional and high-quality 
website. Websites are often the first 
impression that your business will make 
with someone important. If your website 
isn’t top notch, they will think the same of 
your business.

Websites are selling opportunities. With the 
right search engine optimization, you can 
enhance a potential customer’s 
likelihood of visiting your website. Once 
there, you will need to convince them you 
are the right person for whatever it is that 
you are selling them. If someone learns of 
your business from another source (referral, 
reputation, trade show, pitch, friends, etc.), 
they may visit your website before you ever 
know that they are considering you.  

F. Email
Having an email address that doesn’t end in 
“@yahoo.com” or “@gmail.com” is not 
difficult or expensive, and you have the 
added benefit of appearing more reputable 
and established to people who matter. 

There are many platforms through which 
you can send and receive email. You may 
be accustomed to Microsoft Outlook. You 
can buy and install Microsoft Outlook, but 
there are other providers. If you are 
working on a Mac, the existing Apple 
calendar function (iCal) may be sufficient for 
you. 

G. Internet
Right. If you don’t think that you need 
access to the Internet, then you probably 
haven’t read this far anyway. You will need 
to secure access to the Internet from some 
provider. Check speeds and costs. You may 
not have many options, but you may have 
more than you realize. Also, check on 
bundling discounts with your cellphone 
provider. You also need some means of 
accessing the Internet when you are not at 
the office. You can purchase hotspot 
devices which essentially allow you to 
connect to cellular data networks. Or, you 
may be able to use your cell phone as a 
hotspot.

H. Apps
If you are using your smartphone in your 
business, there are many applications you 
will find helpful. There are smartphone 
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4. UTILIZE TECHNOLOGY

H. Apps (cont’d)
applications and computer software for 
word processing, spreadsheets, calendars, 
to-do lists, reminders, accounting, and 
more. There are also apps by which you can 
track your business mileage, scan 
documents , and edit PDFs. There are new 
apps introduced every day.
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5. BUILD YOUR TEAM

If you are leaving an existing 
business and starting your own, as 
with the other contributors to 
overhead, one of your considerations 
is whether you need to maintain the 
level of staffing you had at your old 
business.  

What assistance do you need? Think of this 
in terms of skill sets, experience, and 
abilities rather than individuals. Will you 
need this help full-time or part-time? You 
must also consider whether these services 
are best provided through an employee or 
an independent contractor. There will be 
many business and tax considerations here.
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6. DEVELOP A MARKETING PLAN

It is not enough to simply do a good 
job or provide a needed product and 
expect additional work to roll in the 
door. That may have been true years 
ago, but it simply isn’t anymore. 

So, you need to market yourself and your 
new good or service. Marketing does not 
necessarily mean advertising, but 
advertising is a method of marketing. 
Marketing is seeking to be at the right 
place at the right time when a decision is 
being made about purchasing whatever it is 
you are selling. The right place is in 
someone’s mind. You never know when the 
right time will occur. So, a strategic 
marketing plan to educate and inform 
potential purchasers of your availability and 
expertise or the benefits and qualities of 
your goods will help you be in those right 
places hopefully at the right times.

You should do a marketing plan for your 
business as part of your strategic planning 
process.
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7. BUSINESS LICENSE/TAXES

A. Business license
If your principal place of business is in a 
municipality, then you will likely need a 
business license.

B. Tax ID
If you create a business entity, you should 
obtain a tax ID number for that entity. You 
can do this online or your lawyer or 
accountant can do it for you.

C. Federal income taxes
You may need to file a separate income tax 
return for the entity that you create for your 
business. Don’t wait until year end or even 
a looming April 15 deadline to discuss this 
with your accountant. The sooner you get 
him or her up-to-speed with what you are 
doing, the better off you will be. And, even 
more importantly, you may also need to 
be paying estimated taxes throughout the 
tax year. Talk to your accountant as soon 
as possible and definitely within the first 
quarter of your new venture. There are also 
state and federal withholdings that must 
be paid monthly for any salaries your entity 
pays or perhaps for self-employment taxes.

D. State Employment Taxes
If your entity is paying salaries, you must 
pay state employment taxes quarterly.
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8. PURCHASE INSURANCE

Even if you choose a limited liability 
entity, insurance is something you 
must consider. Protect your assets 
and yourself.  

Another strategic alliance partner – an 
insurance agent. They so that can help you 
choose the necessary products and 
coverages and may also be able to provide 
you with keen business insights and even 
customers or investors.  

A. Liability
You should consider general comprehensive 
liability insurance to protect your business 
and yourself from liability for personal injury 
or property damage because of your 
activities. Many small business insurance 
packages include not only general 
comprehensive liability insurance, but also 
auto liability coverage and premises 
liability coverage. The premiums are 
generally reasonable for small new 
businesses. You can usually get 
employment practices coverage as an 
add-on or rider. This coverage may not be 
necessary if you only have a few employees.

B. Workers’ Compensation
Workers compensation insurance is 
required if you have five or more 
employees. But, it is a good idea even if 
you have fewer.

C. Health
You should consider the ever-changing 
health insurance landscape created by the 
Affordable Care Act and its aftermath. You 

will likely want health insurance coverage.  
There are many options which are less 
expensive than any COBRA coverage to 
which you may be entitled after leaving 
your employment. Shop around. There 
may be a trade group of which you are a 
member that allows you to purchase health 
insurance coverage at group rates.

D. Disability
Unless you have some other source of 
income, you should consider purchasing 
disability insurance. These policies provide 
income if you become disabled. 
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9. BANKING RELATIONSHIP

Another key strategic alliance that you 
should form is with a banker. You will need 
an operations account in which you can 
keep your business funds separate from 
your own. This may not be as necessary if 
you are a sole proprietorship, but it is if you 
create any type of legal entity for your 
business. It is a good idea even if you are a 
sole proprietorship, so that you can easily 
track your progress.  

And, of course, you may need some a 
number of other banking services such as 
fixed loans for capital, lines of credit for 
cash flow, electronic banking for paying 
vendors, and for being paid for your goods 
and services.
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10. MAINTAIN PERSPECTIVE

A. Be patient.
Remember that no great thing was created 
suddenly. You must balance the need to 
abandon things that aren’t productive with 
giving them time to be. Give yourself a 
reasonable amount of time to measure your 
success.  

B. Be proactive.
Review your strategic plan as things 
develop. Review your marketing plan to 
ensure your progress, and revise it with new 
ideas.  

C. Monitor your progress.
You will be encouraged with the progress 
that you see.  

D. Stay fresh.
Don’t be afraid to try something new or to 
change your direction to take advantage of 
new opportunities.  

E. Maintain perspective.
Perspective is the one thing that you can 
control in life. And it applies to everything. 
Keep things in the proper perspective. 
And, don’t lose perspective. Look for the 
positives in every development. They are 
always there even when you hit dead ends 
or seemingly insurmountable obstacles. 
Challenges, set-backs, and roadblocks are 
opportunities. Use them.
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TO-DO/CHECKLIST

1. Develop a strategic plan.

2. Determine your entity type.

3. Choose a location.

4. Utilize technology

5. Build your team.

6. Develop a marketing plan.

7. Acquire business licenses and file/pay taxes.

8. Purchase insurance.

9. Establish a banking relationship.

10. Maintain perspective.




