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A storm is looming on the horizon, the clouds are 
an angry gray, and the rough water is tossing the 
ship around like an eggshell. The ship’s captain 
could turn back and wait for clear waters and 
mild winds, but that would mean losing the in-
vestment in this voyage, not to mention the lavish 
rewards for completing a successful trip. So the 
intrepid captain chooses to press on and weather 
the storm.

An equivalent to this brave and audacious 
captain is the entrepreneur who takes on the 
challenge of running a small business. The 
obstacles are large, but the rewards are even 
larger. A successful small business can propel 
the owner to fi nancial freedom very quickly. 
Through franchises, taking the business public, 
or simply adding more stores, small-business 
owners have the chance to succeed in ways 
that most people working a nine-to-fi ve job will 
never see. Owning a business is risky but the 
rewards are signifi cantly greater. If it’s done 

right, business ownership is the opportunity to 
make more money than any job can ever pay.

In these tough economic times, with un-
predictable gas prices, a depressed real-estate 
market, and rising employee costs, the minor 
problems your business has had can be magni-
fi ed many times. You may have already started 
to see the impact on your business. Maybe your 
sales have slowed, customer traffi c has dwin-
dled, or when customers do come in, they don’t 
spend as much money. Your products and em-
ployees are becoming more expensive. Even if 
your business has been running successfully for 
years, it can be impacted. This isn’t an isolated 
problem and you are not alone.

Some people will choose to shut down their 
businesses while others will sell and hope they 
make enough money to retire. Those worse off 
may simply close their doors and walk away, 
ignoring their debts and obligations. However, 

INTRODUCTION
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solid ideas on what to do. We found that many 
books discussed opening a new store, but there 
were few resources targeted at turning around 
a small business. We knew that to stay afl oat, 
we needed to change. Desperate to survive, we 
contacted other small-business owners, read all 
the business and management books we could 
fi nd and, by September, had the start of a plan 
to recover our business.

Within six short months the business had 
turned around, even though oil prices had 
reached new highs and home prices had fallen 
more than 10 percent. Pundits around the 
country were starting to discuss the possibilities 
of the country entering a recession, but at Ari-
zona Computer Outlets things were very differ-
ent. New customers were coming in based on 
referrals alone, profi ts were up, and expenses 
were down. February 2008 was our best month 
ever, even beating the month we bought the 
store!

The store’s net revenue had increased al-
most 90 percent from the July 2007 lows and 
the store turned a profi t of almost $7,000 in 
February 2008. Sales were now in the pipeline 
and on the last day of February, we had $25,000 
in sales ready to be closed in March. We had 
turned our business around and two years 
later, in July of 2009, we expanded to a second 
location.

This book documents the lessons learned 
from hundreds of hours of research and ex-
perimentation. It summarizes the advice and 
examples of other successful small-business 
owners as well as our own experiences. This 
book outlines exactly what you need to do to 
stay afl oat in a diffi cult market. With tried 
and true methodologies to increase sales and 
improve customer service, you can grow your 
business even in tough times.

some people will face the challenges head 
on and, like the successful ship captain, they 
will prepare for the storm and ride it out. 
They will redesign their businesses to become 
successful during this tough economy. These 
redesigned companies will be well positioned 
to grow once the crisis is over.

You may be wondering how a small busi-
ness can grow during this diffi cult time. It may 
be challenging, but it can be done. After all, 
many large companies were in this exact posi-
tion at one time or another. This book was in-
spired by the challenges our own small business 
faced. In early 2006, in Arizona, at the height 
of the real estate boom, we purchased a small 
computer store: Arizona Computer Outlets. 
At that time, houses were selling for 30 to 40 
percent more than the purchase price; within 
two or three days of being listed, sometimes 
within hours. The store was thriving in a mar-
ket in which home equity loans were inexpen-
sive and people had more cash than they could 
spend. Within a few months, the environment 
changed dramatically.

As interest rates increased, the Phoenix 
housing market began to tumble. Consumers 
who had adjustable rate mortgages on their 
homes saw their monthly mortgage payments 
rise dramatically. Their disposable income 
shrank as a larger percentage went to paying 
for their houses. As if that weren’t bad enough, 
higher gas prices restricted consumer spend-
ing even further. By December 2006, sales in 
all industries were slowing and as a small local 
retailer, we felt the pressure of a slow holiday 
season.

Over the next seven months, store sales 
continued to slow, until we hit rock bottom 
in July 2007. The store lost more than $9,000 
that month alone. We knew we needed to 
make signifi cant changes, but had very few 
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One of the biggest challenges you will face 
is fi guring out what the best route is to achieve 
your goals. When you fi rst started, you may 
have created plans, products, and processes 
that were designed to grow your business. 
However, as your business grew, you may have 
discovered that you had to dramatically change 
things in order to keep your business running.

As you read this book, you may fi nd it chal-
lenging to replace your existing ideas with new 
ones. In our business, change was one of our 
challenges. It wasn’t until we were faced with 
almost losing our business that we realized we 
had to change to survive.

In order to make the changes your busi-
ness needs, you have to be brutally honest with 
yourself. As a small-business owner, you have 
made hundreds of decisions to get your busi-
ness up and running smoothly. Now, it is time 
to review each of those decisions. It’s hard, but 
you need to choose which ideas are working 
and which aren’t. For some people, this may be 
the most diffi cult part, but if you can commit 
to redesigning your business, changing what 
doesn’t work, and committing to what you have 
done well, you will be on your way to turning 
your business around.

With advice from many small-business 
owners who have survived diffi cult times and 
are still successful, you will have the knowledge 
and power to change your course, succeed, and 
reach your goals. Before you begin, take a mo-
ment, close your eyes, and imagine what your 
life will become when the business is growing 
and successful and you reach your goals.

In the following chapters, we will present 
19 ways to help ensure you’re successful in this 
tough economy. We wrote down a list of things 
that helped us and other small-business own-
ers remain successful and narrowed it down 
to the ones we felt were absolutely critical for 

Many small businesses are still facing 
economic challenges, but you can turn your 
business around and successfully navigate 
through these troubled waters. Once you do, 
you will be well positioned to take advantage 
of the next economic boom. Remember, no 
storm can last forever. In the past, companies 
that have made it through diffi cult economic 
times have often gone on to become signifi cant 
players when the market improved.

When your business is struggling, work on 
building, changing, and growing your business. 
Remember your goal: You wanted more or 
you wouldn’t have bothered starting your busi-
ness in the fi rst place. Your small business can 
become the stable, profi table company that you 
want it to be.

Take a moment to relax and think about 
how things started. Remember back to the day 
you fi rst dreamed of having your own business. 
Think about the anticipation you felt when you 
decided that you were going to do it. At that 
time, you probably knew a few people who 
owned a store or company and they were very 
successful. But they didn't start out that way: 
they were all just average people who wanted 
something better and worked hard to get it.

When you remember back, you probably 
think about the success you anticipated, the 
loyal customers, the brand you would create, 
your picture on the cover of Entrepreneur mag-
azine, and most of all, the fi nancial freedom! 
More than anything else, those goals were what 
you were trying to achieve and that lifestyle is 
what you wanted as your reward.

Your goals for your business are what drive 
you every day. This is why you go to work each 
morning and why you keep your business open 
during the tough times. This is the dream that 
you wish to achieve, the security you will provide 
for your family, and the freedom you will enjoy.
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success. Most of these, if ignored, could lead to 
the loss of your business. When the economy 
is booming, it’s easy to slack off, but that time 
has passed. The time to act is now, not when 
you’re facing fi nancial ruin. It’s time to make 

a choice. You can turn back and give up your 
dream or buckle down, press on, and succeed. 
An unknown, wise person once said, “A bend 
in the road is not the end of the road ... unless 
you fail to make the turn.”



1

As the owner of a business, you are in a unique 
position. You have already devoted your time, 
resources, and energy to creating and growing 
your company. When the challenges of a tough 
economy occur, it can seem frustrating, as con-
ditions beyond your control start to erode the 
strong foundation you have built. For example, 
customers may order less because the overfl ow-
ing budgets they used to have no longer exist.

To make matters worse, even if you want 
to leave your business, that doesn’t mean the 
stress will go away. Folding a company is some-
times as diffi cult as starting. You have to decide 
how to leave, what to sell, what to negotiate 
and in the end, you may still be left with a lot 
of debt and possibly even continuing expenses.

Many small-business owners waste time 
when their business starts to wane trying to de-
cide what to do next. Instead of solving the prob-
lems and facing the new challenges, they waste 

their time thinking about whether or not they 
should get out. They sometimes second-guess 
whether they should own the business at all.

Some owners go as far as to research how 
to sell the business (which can be diffi cult and 
require a great deal of fi nancial preparation), 
or even worse, they immediately look for a job 
outside the business to make ends meet. In 
the end, these tactics stretch already strained 
resources. There are plenty of examples of 
successful businesspeople who only achieved 
success following many failures; for instance, 
Walt Disney went bankrupt before the Disney 
we know today succeeded.

However, it is not possible to execute two 
opposite plans effectively — the company must 
have only one direction and it is necessary for 
you, the owner, to decide which direction to 
choose. Commit, succeed, and grow; or quit, 
fail, and close. You can’t do both.

1
COMMIT TO MAKING YOUR BUSINESS 

A SUCCESS
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processes are usually documented, and your 
boss usually has rigid ideas about how every-
thing should be done.

As if that weren’t enough, since many 
large companies are on the stock exchange, 
stringent government regulations usually mean 
the company has massive policy and process 
documents that each employee is expected to 
follow. Just as schoolchildren are expected to 
get the “right” answer, if an employee fails to 
get the right answer or follow a detailed rule, 
he or she is immediately condemned for not 
completing the task correctly.

The world of schoolchildren and employees 
is not the same as that of business owners. After 
you become a business owner, these archaic 
rules are turned on their head. Very often, what 
makes a business successful is an owner who 
is willing to fail; what makes a business a failure 
is an owner who won’t take any chances.

3. Risks Lead to Rewards
Business owners that profi t the most are usu-
ally those who take the largest risks and are 
willing to accept failure. Most small businesses 
that grow to become large companies started 
with an idea or product that was unusual and 
had owners that took a risk.

In 1978, two small-business owners started 
a homemade ice cream shop after taking a $5 
ice cream making correspondence course from 
Penn State University. They were able to start 
their business with $12,000 and somehow were 
even able to borrow $4,000 of that money. 
Many people would not have invested in such 
an unorthodox business, especially with two 
owners that were obviously building it in an 
unusual way. However, the company turned 
into one of the most well known names in ice 
cream: Ben & Jerry’s.1

1. You Can’t Learn to Swim in a 
Classroom

Think back to how you learned to swim, ride 
a bike, or catch a ball. These activities require 
active participation and can’t be learned in a 
classroom. While it is possible to memorize the 
state capitals without visiting each one, no one 
would every claim to be able to swim without 
having been in the water. To learn any activity 
you have to start somewhere — usually by just 
trying it. You may have had someone helping 
you who was able to give you advice, show you 
what you were doing wrong, and prevent you 
from getting hurt, but for the most part, it was 
up to you to learn from your experience.

Let’s be fair — you don’t learn new skills 
immediately. For most of us, we didn’t get the 
hang of swimming on our fi rst try in the water, 
or our second try, or even our third try. Instead, 
it probably took quite a while to learn to swim 
and even longer to master the various strokes. 
However, this is expected, and understood. 
For most of us, learning any new skill requires 
patience and practice. Very few people become 
experts at anything without a few failures under 
their belt. Failure, however, is part of the path 
to success and very little is learned without it.

2. It’s Okay to Fail Sometimes
For some reason, we are repeatedly taught not 
to fail. In our schools and in our jobs, risks are 
generally discouraged. If a risk doesn’t result 
in an immediate success, we are condemned 
as having failed. When you were in school, the 
questions were generally straightforward and 
someone (usually the teacher) always had a 
simple, correct answer. Later, as you left school 
and went into the business world, you may have 
found that large companies have a very similar 
philosophy. The jobs are very well defi ned, the 

1Ben & Jerry’s, “Press Release — Ben & Jerry’s Chunk Fest,” http://www.benjerry.com.sg/moopress/081119_chunkfest.pdf (November 
9, 2008).
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5. Commit to Success
Although it may be diffi cult during a business 
downturn, commitment to your goals is more 
critical than ever. Customers and clients like 
to work with companies that are successful. 
Employees like to work for companies that are 
successful. If your business is in trouble, and if 
you want it to survive, you need to commit to 
making the business succeed. It is when a busi-
ness begins to struggle that focus, dedication, 
and hard work are needed the most. Spreading 
yourself among many different solutions will 
ensure that, at best, you accomplish some of 
them poorly.

When we were facing issues with our own 
business, we often discussed “outside” solu-
tions. Should we sell the business? Should we 
close the doors and walk away? Would we be 
better off hiring a manager to run it and just go 
back to a “real job”? At one point, we realized 
that as long as we considered outside solutions 
like these, we weren’t committing fully to our 
business. One day, we decided that we were 
not going to entertain the option of failing 
any longer. All conversations we were going to 
have about the business would be about how to 
improve and grow the business. To be fair, we 
also gave it a time limit. If our efforts did not 
show positive improvement in three months, 
we would then consider other options, but only 
then and only after we had fully dedicated our-
selves to improving our store. The results were 
amazing. By committing time and resources to 
the store, we found that we were able to ac-
complish a great deal more.

If you hesitate, your lack of dedication 
will begin to permeate your organization. Em-
ployees may feel that if you aren’t committed 
they should not be committed. Oftentimes, if 

There are many success stories like this 
throughout large companies and they all trace 
their roots back to entrepreneurs that were 
willing to take a chance, make mistakes, and 
learn from their experiences. It is impossible 
for any owner to grow his or her business, try 
new things, and never fail.

4. Mistakes Mean You Are Learning
In order to be successful it will be necessary for 
you to be willing to adapt and learn. Unfortu-
nately, the only way to learn is to fi nd a problem 
and try to solve it. When you fail, you have the 
opportunity to learn. Every mistake you make 
shows that you stepped up to a problem and 
ran into a situation you weren’t expecting. It 
is only then that you have the opportunity to 
learn from that experience.

If you’re going to grow, you must expect to 
recreate and redesign your business over and 
over to adapt to various market conditions. 
Today’s problems may be different than yester-
day’s, and nothing like tomorrow’s. Throughout 
the journey of owning a business you will fi nd 
that some decisions you make yield poor re-
sults while others are more profi table than you 
ever expected. Just be prepared to make mis-
takes, learn from those mistakes, and use those 
experiences to become even more successful.

Lifesaver: If you don’t already have one, 
purchase a day planner. Day planners 
allow you to organize your ideas and 
track your progress. There are planners 
that fi t almost any style or need. Make 

sure to choose one that fi ts your lifestyle to ensure 
that you will use it daily.
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employees hear than an owner is considering 
leaving the business or closing, they begin to 
look for other employment in an attempt to 
obtain job security. One salon owner we know 
ran into this very situation. When her business 
started to fail she confi ded in her manager 
that she was considering selling the business. 
Within a few short months her manager found 
another full-time position. Although the salon 
owner hadn’t fi nalized a sale, she lost her best 
employee and was still going under. Similarly, 
customers who question how long a business 
will remain open may be more likely to go to a 
competitor. When the owner is uncommitted, 
it is noticed by those around him or her and 
this domino effect can have a profoundly nega-
tive impact on the entire organization.

However, if you show that you are com-
mitted to your business, services, customers, 
and employees, it will be felt throughout your 
organization. When employees know you are 
dedicated to working through tough times they 
will be willing to stay onboard, and may accept 
the challenges of working through the tough 
times more willingly than you may imagine.

The excitement of taking on a new chal-
lenge, overcoming obstacles, and succeeding in 
the face of failure is enticing. Many employees 
are most excited when their company is taking 
on challenges and winning. The idea of succeed-
ing, even when a new megastore moves in next 
door, or of watching your competitors fold as 
times get leaner is appealing. Even though your 
employees do not own the company or neces-
sarily profi t by its success, everyone enjoys 
being part of a winning team. By committing 
to your own success, you can bring that excite-
ment to your company and your employees.

Lifesaver: Being a business owner is a 
round the clock job. Unfortunately, the 
time you put in working at home and run-
ning errands is time that your employees 
can’t see. Let your employees know how 

much time you spend both at the job and at home 
working for the business. Letting them know how 
many hours you put in each week is a tangible way 
to show them your commitment to the business.

6. Control Your Business
A small company needs to be controlled by its 
owners. Opinions will abound; however, the 
company vision and direction need to be set by 
the owners who are responsible for it. If this is 
left to employees in the organization, the result 
can often be a mishmash of confl icting direc-
tions and objectives.

This does not mean that every task must be 
completed by you and it doesn’t mean that you 
have to be the best at every task. Taking con-
trol is not about doing all the work, but about 
realizing that if the work isn’t done right, in the 
end, the responsibility falls on your shoulders. 
As the business owner, you must determine 
what tasks are most important and make sure 
they are done correctly and completely. If 
things aren’t done right, you are the only one 
to blame.

7. Communicate Your Goals Clearly
What is your vision of your company? What 
does success look like? What are you doing 
well? What are you not doing well? Before 
you can expect your team to help you meet 
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your goals, you need to know what you want 
and be prepared to describe how to get there. 
This book is fi lled with ideas and solutions that 
business owners have used to grow their busi-
nesses, increase their revenue, and build their 
customer base. You will have to choose which 
ideas you want to implement, and when. Then, 
you will have to communicate these goals to 
your employees and make sure they are ex-
ecuted effectively.

It is not enough to tell employees, “This 
store is always messy.” You must be a proactive 
communicator who can provide instructions 
as well as constructive criticism. Providing de-
tailed goals and objectives even in small tasks 
will help your employees know what you want 
and understand how to get there. Your team 
needs to understand what your goals are, how 
to achieve them, and why they are important.

To do this, fi rst explain your goal, and be 
positive. It has been found that using negatives 
to instruct individuals causes people to miss the 
message. For instance, if you say, “This place  
is trashed — what a disaster!,” people tend to 
fi xate on the fact that the store is messy, which 
is a negative concept. Wording the phrase in 
a positive way tends to have more impact, for 
instance, “This store needs to be clean and well 
ordered. Customers will enjoy it more.” In this 
case, you are focusing yourself and your team 
on the results you want to achieve and direc-
tion you want to go. Affi rming positive goals 
and ideals is more effective then dwelling on 
problems and shortcomings.

Next, provide clear examples of how you 
expect the goal to be achieved. For instance 
you can say, “Please make sure the fl oor is 
vacuumed every night before closing.” This 
very specifi c instruction lets your team know 
exactly what you expect from them, and when 

you expect it to be completed. Although this 
sounds simplistic it ensures that you are clearly 
stating how you expect the team to achieve 
these goals. You cannot assume that everyone 
has a vision of how to achieve the goals just 
because it is obvious to you. The more up-front 
you are the less likely there is to be confusion.

Lastly, explain why you want these tasks 
completed and why it is important; for exam-
ple, “Having a clean store is more comfortable 
for the customers and will lead to more sales.” 
Adding why you want something accomplished 
lets your team know that you have a goal in 
mind that will benefi t the business. No one 
likes busywork. If possible, always try to in-
clude how the business revenue will increase 
with this change. By making your changes 
about increasing sales revenue, the team will 
start to realize that a business is about servic-
ing customers and everything a business does 
should encourage revenue.

Lifesaver: As you are redesigning your 
organization, you will fi nd many oppor-
tunities for improvement. Unfortunately, 
you will be unable to execute all the ideas 
at the same time. Some tasks cannot or 

should not be completed immediately. Add these 
items to your planner in future months, or just a 
few weeks ahead. This will give you the ability to 
remember the great ideas, without letting them get 
in the way of your current tasks.

8. Lead by Example
As the business owner, you are in a unique 
position. You are the highest authority in the 
company and have the fi nal say on any deci-
sion that occurs. Therefore, your values and 
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your beliefs will permeate the organization. 
Each decision you make infl uences your em-
ployees’ decision making. If they know you 
support a particular way of doing something, 
they will be more comfortable making similar 
decisions. Contrarily, if they know you oppose 
something, your employees will be unlikely to 
want to risk their job by opposing your rules or 
values.

Therefore, the fastest and most effi cient 
way to change any organization is to exemplify 
the values and ideals you want your employees 
to follow. If you want employees to put extra 
hours in when a customer needs help, you must 
be the fi rst person to volunteer to stay and 
complete the task. If you want your customers 
to receive great service, you must go out of 
your way for each patron you deal with. If you 
want your business expenses to go down, you 
must cut your own costs, reduce spending, and 
let your team know that frugal decisions are 
valued. The more your team has the ability to 
observe your values and the way your decisions 
are made, the faster they will learn what needs 
to be done and how to do it.

Of course, leading your business shouldn’t 
be limited to leading your employees. As a 
business owner, you need to make yourself 
visible and available to your customers and 
clients. It is equally important for them to see 
your company’s values. When you back up your 
company’s warranties and guarantee the work-
manship, from whom are the customers really 
buying? From you! After all, if the owner stands 
behind his or her company, the customer will 
feel that any problem can be resolved and any 
wrong will be made right.

Most businesses aren’t likely to grow to 
stardom when the owner is uninvolved and 
uncommitted. If you think of any successful 
business — Microsoft, Berkshire Hathaway, 
Disney — you can usually name the committed 
business owner behind its rise to stardom: Bill 
Gates, Warren Buffett, and Walt Disney. Simi-
larly, your commitment and dedication can 
drive your business to grow and be profi table.
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