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Looking

Large
No matter the size of your new business, this team
of experts has great ideas on how you can project an image that says you are up to any task: Jill
Gibson Blyth of Softech Solutions; Rob Olson,
Quantum Merchant Services; Lori Spiess, Virtual
Officenters; Dave Meyer, BizzyWeb.
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Looking Large

Publishers Note:
Every startup business has a unique challenge beyond merely launching: being underestimated. You’re new, small and
people will think you’re untested. Like every new business that’s come before, you overcome this by working harder and
smarter than your more established competition.
To assist you, we assembled this team of business leaders to share their expertise on how you can look larger to the world:
manage customer data to provide greater service, integrate your web and social media efforts, start taking credit cards like
the big guys and use a virtual office and project a bigger image.
These experts will appear at a free Looking Large Workshop in April 7 at the Sheraton Bloomington Hotel Minneapolis.
For more information, go to www.newstartupmeetup.com. The workshop will be followed by a Startup Meetup networking
event from 5 to 7 p.m.
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Look Like Goliath on David’s Budget
How a Few Well-aimed Rocks Can Put You On a Level Field With the Big Guys.
By Dave Meyer

Special to New Business Minnesota

B

efore you spend a lot of time making
yourself look big, make sure you’re
thinking big. Make it clear why your
customers and prospects should do business with you. Know what do you do better than anyone else, make that message
simple, clear and memorable, and use it as
your tagline.
Build your brand. Spend a few bucks to
hire someone to create your logo. A quick
online search will net dozens of great designers, and logos can sell for as little as
$60. Put some time into research by sending your designer as many examples and
links as possible.
Build a great website. It’s no longer a luxury for a company to have a website. The
first place your prospects and customers
will go when they’re considering you is your
website. Draw them in by keeping your site
clear, informative and to the point.
The first thing to consider when setting
up your website is the domain name. Keep
it short, easy to remember, and go with a
“.com” domain if possible. If your preferred
domain is already taken, check to see if it’s
available at auction and consider bidding if
it’s for sale. Domaintools.com offers a great,
free “domain suggestions” tool to help you
out.
Get a real host. Web hosting has become
cheap enough that it’s no longer necessary
to look for free or sub-par hosting. While
it’s possible to get a site up by yourself with
free tools, the trade-offs include settling
for another company’s advertising on your
site, and limited designs. Good hosts start
at around $10 per month, and most offer
unlimited email addresses, bandwidth, and
storage.
Spend some time on web design. Hire
someone who knows what they’re doing.
“Website tonight” or hacked-together designs look like you don’t believe in your
company enough to invest in it, and your
prospects will decide if they’ll do business
with you inside of 10 seconds of visiting
your site.
If you’d like simple, inexpensive and im-

pressive designs, consider using an opensource tool like WordPress to create your
site. As one of the largest content-publishing platforms on the web, wordpress.org offers thousands of professional designs and
tools, and makes your site easy to use and
update.
If you’re technically inclined, you can
put a great site together for cheap, and for
a bit more you can hire a professional developer to really make your site impressive.
The time you save hiring a pro is time you’ll
be able to use making sales.
Make sure you can be found. Spend
some time on search engine optimization.
WordPress makes this incredibly simple,
but in general the more often you update
your site the easier it will be to find you online. Make it easy to reach you with obvious links to your email, phone and office
location. And register for free with Google
Places to automatically get top billing with
nearby customers.
For your email, use your own domain.
Include first and last names on email addresses to make it appear as if there may be
more than one person with your first name
in the company. Use department names for
official correspondence: for sales requests
use sales@yourcompany.com, etc. Be sure
to use an email signature that includes your
contact information and tagline.

Participate in Social Media. Of course,
the web isn’t the only place your customers are likely to find you anymore. Be where
your prospects and customers spend their
time, and make it easy for your fans to recommend you to others.
Facebook offers businesses free Company pages, and tools like WordPress make it
easy to publish news and information from
your Website onto Facebook (and LinkedIn
and Twitter) automatically.
When you get more than 25 fans to
“Like” your page, you can reserve your own
username (e.g. facebook.com/bizzyweb) to
make your page easy to find. Likewise, post
your profiles on LinkedIn and Twitter, and
either search for instructions or hire a professional to set everything up for you.
Finally, make sure you use your new online identity everywhere and spend some
money on nice business cards and marketing materials. Make your company easy to
find when you’re networking by listing all
your addresses in one place, including your
web address, social media addresses and
phone.
Cards don’t need to be expensive to be
great: You can get 1,000 glossy, professional
cards locally for $100 or less.
The best news in the past few years is that
technology has made it incredibly simple to
level the playing field. Use the web as your
slingshot.
Dave Meyer is the president and owner
of BizzyWeb, a company that creates WordPress-powered websites designed to integrate
with social media. BizzyWeb also offers social media training webinars and consulting services. Dave is a frequent speaker on
social media topics, and is past president of
the Minnesota chapter of the International
Association of Business Communicators. He
can be reached at:
bizzyweb.com
facebook.com/bizzyweb
or on Twitter at:
http://twitter.com/dave1meyer.
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Harness the Power of the Virtual Office

Combine Your Home Office with the Resources of on Office Business Center.
By Lori Spiess
Special to New Business Minnesota

W

hat’s the difference between you
and one of the big companies? Oh,
they may have their fancy board
rooms, conference rooms, receptionists, secretaries, big office equipment and support
staff, but… you have a virtual office.
The real difference is that you can look
large and have many of the same resources
as a big business for a lot less money using a
virtual office. You get to keep your home office, but acquire a public persona of corporate
brick and mortar with an array of services
you can buy on an as you need it basis.
For most new businesses, the virtual office
option is the business model for the future.
After all, most new businesses start with a
home office. The virtual office is basically a
low-cost means of preserving the benefits of
a home office with a whole new layer of support services from the traditional office business center, sometimes referred to as executive suites.
Done right, the virtual office cannot only
make you more efficient, but many of our
clients see a direct impact on their success. It
really is amazing to see people blossom and
grow in this business model. I often hear people say they didn’t realize there were so many
resources and options.
Before I get into more detail about the list
of traditional executive suite options, it’s important to introduce you to perhaps the most
significant benefit: interaction.
Virtual Community
The virtual office as we practice it is now
includes a virtual community. The No. 1 complaint about a home office is that people miss
interacting with others. Home is lonely. We
want to make people welcome.
We’ve created a variety of events to encourage our clients to get out of the house, come
into our space and interact with other business professionals. We offer free networking
events with our clients. We’ve added a monthly Lunch and Learn seminar series, for clients,
by clients. You must be a part of the virtual
community in order to do a presentation to
others.
We even created a whole new Facebook
Fan Page to keep them up to date on events.
We have Christmas party and holiday parties
at each location. It’s always busy, full of buzz
and positive energy. It’s all about creating a
real community for the virtual office. A home
office doesn’t have to be lonely.
We created other interaction opportunities

by making our space more flexible. In addition to the traditional executive offices, we
added Touch-Down Space. Clients can stop
by, pull a stool up to a table, use the internet
and make phone calls.
We offer more co-working and co-officing
spaces. You pay by the hour to use the room
which has a number of desks in it. The desks
aren’t assigned, but a reservation is needed.
We heard from our virtual office clients
that they would like storage space. So we built
a room with business cubbies. It’s like a business locker where they can stash brochures,
flyers, samples, projects they’re working on or
whatever.
They really like being able to leave things
here. If they have a project they’re working on
because we have copiers and work space, they
don’t have to pack up everything at the end of
the day. They can store it and have easy access
when they come back to finish.
Keep in mind, these clients still have a
home office. But if you want to think big
and look large you have to think outside the
home.
Virtual Office
The backbone of virtual office services is
live answering. People aren’t impressed by the
automated phone tree options. Live answering is having a rebirth that’s very retro right
now. It’s also interactive. The receptionist will
take messages, answer basic questions and
schedule appointments.
We have people to manage your mail and
correspondence. If you’re waiting for a check
and are out of town, we’ll call you if it doesn’t
arrive so you can react. There is someone at
“your” office every day to accept mail and
packages or to help with PowerPoint presen-

tations, spreadsheets or big projects.
Adding virtual office capabilities means
you can have a mailbox service, access to conference rooms and furnished offices. You can
even use an office for as little as 30 minutes.
Your name is listed in the building directory.
You can use our location for shipping and
receiving. We even have curbside mail pickup.
Call ahead and we’ll hand the mail off as you
drive up. Much of this would not have been
possible in years past because of technical and
financial obstacles.
The virtual office concept is so popular that
in the last 18 months we increased our virtual
office clients by a factor of four and added a
fifth location. That is explosive growth…in a
recession.
Another reason virtual office plans are
catching fire is because they are a great value.
You’re looking at a 30-day commitment and
you only pay for what you need. Today value
is a driving factor in any business decision.
When client comes in from their home
office to use our facilities, they find value in
being part of the business center environment. It’s like a community. There is a synergy. You’re at the copier or getting coffee and
you start talking to another business owner.
You find solutions to problems; someone to
bounce ideas off to share leads with. It’s amazing what can happen. You get support as well
as referrals.
Virtual offices are aimed at what we call gazelle businesses: small, quick, highly flexible
and frugal businesses. This isn’t a stop gap
measure until they move into a physical office. This is a business and lifestyle choice that
is growing quickly.
With virtual office options, you won’t have
to be a one-man band. As you grow your
business, keep in mind that you now have
very powerful options to make you more responsive to customers, project a larger image,
preserve your sanity and leverage all the advantages of your home office.
Lori Spiess, owner of VirtualOffiCenters as
well as OffiCenters in the Minneapolis area, is
a long time Office Business Center Professional,
who has provided office solutions to thousands
of small businesses for 30 years. She is a past
president of the Office Business Centers Association International and has been a speaker and
trainer for the Office Business Center Industry
worldwide. Lori has a home in Minnesota and
Arizona and is a life long advocate of working
virtually anywhere under the sun. She can be
reached at
lspiess@officenters.com
(612) 373-7070 www.virtualofficenters.com

Use Contact Management Software to Provide Top-Line Service
Cultivating Relationships with Customers Is Easier When You Deploy CRM Solutions.
By Jill Gibson Blyth

Special to New Business Minnesota

N

othing makes you look smaller and
less competent than not following
through, not managing the relationship with your customers. Conversely, if you
want to come across as a star with clients, it’s
critical that they feel like your top priority.
It all comes down to customer relationship management. In today’s business environment that means integrating key software
to coordinate and track all of your customer
communications so you never miss an opportunity to meet their needs.
As you meet prospective clients, you store
their contact information in a robust database or contact management program. Popular CRM software titles include ACT!, SalesForce, GoldMine and others. As you learn
more about your clients, you add that information to the database: alternate phone numbers, birthdays, spouses, children, desires for
future purchases, expansion plans, etc.
The best time to build your Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system is when
your first start your business. As the data for
each prospect or customer grows, you can
start generating all kinds of new information
that can help guide revenue growth.
CRM makes it easy to retrieve information
and communicate with customers. You can
send out email blasts with a coordinated follow-up. Depending on the program you use,
you can see what emails have been opened
and how many times. These “drip” campaigns
are “fire and forget” marketing effort based
on dynamic groups, each with a customized
message.
The Problem
Over the years I’ve set up CRM systems
for businesses of all sizes. I come in and see
people manage customer information using
Post-it notes on folders, scraps of paper taped
to their computer monitors, an odd collection of self-made spreadsheets and Word files.
Data chaos. They forget to call or send an invoice, and drop the ball. They fail to deepen
the relationship and lose business.
A good example of this is with a local bank
that hired me to set up a CRM system. When
I arrived, each of the bankers had their own
information on their laptops. Most had handwritten calendars or Franklin Planners.
When the bank manager, who had no access to the hodge-podge of systems, asked
for information, each banker scrambled to
compile their data. He received information
in Excel, Word and photocopies. No history
or follow-up. Nothing was centralized. It was

challenging and time wasting “data” conversion. The manager didn’t have the information needed to see the collective sales pipeline
and drive growth.
The Solution
We put in a centralized ACT! CRM system
that included customized fields to help them
track key information and developed custom
reports to compile the data in a useful way.
The goal was to help them look at customers
by geography, number of visits per bank, if
they had children, were elderly, or plans for
retirement. Armed with that information, the
bankers could suggest a college fund, or retirement alternatives, or which bank branch
would be most centralized for a workshop.
They were able to start targeting customers with new products. The bankers became
more valuable to customers because they
could address their needs. When a customer
called in, anyone could see the account and
what information they were interested in,
even if the banker was not in. There was common information for each customer.
Getting Started
Many new businesses I’ve consulted with
wrongly think they can’t afford CRM. The
system can be built in stages so it grows with
the needs of the business. The first step is to
begin with a basic system for tracking clients
and collect information that will help you
make more money.
You don’t want an electronic Rolodex. You
want data that answers questions and interface with QuickBooks, Peachtree, Excel and
Outlook. Then you want to get in the habit
of doing customer data entry and include the
habit of consistent follow-up. This is how you
manage your client relationship and how you

do business with them. Once defined, it enables you to consistently deliver that to your
clients.
This is where ACT! software comes in as
the data source that feeds the other applications. Due to the ability to integrate Quickbooks with ACT!, you can set up a new client account in QuickBooks through ACT! or
check an account balance without opening
QuickBooks so you don’t have to jump between applications. QuickBooks still does the
invoicing, but ACT! prods you, reminds you
to take action on a client or manage a marketing campaign. It is a great blending of the
strengths these two products offer.
ACT! and other CRM software can even
help you use social networking to leverage
your company message. You can make your
system even more robust by using email marketing systems such as Swiftpage, which can
take integrated email marketing to a new level. Swiftpage will let you know if an email you
sent has been opened, which is very useful to
know. If they are opening emails, that would
qualify them as a warm lead to follow up with
by phone.
I recently put together a series of 15 email
messages about technical tips, newsletters
and events I’m doing. The full series only
went to those who opened the first email and
then subsequent ones. You don’t want to send
that many emails unless they are open to it.
It’s all done automatically. If they don’t open
one, they don’t get any more.
You stay in front of them. You stay top of
mind – their mind – without having to pick
up the phone. Use your phone to do other
things and to call into a “warm” client and get
a higher success.
This will really help boost sales. With the
tie in with the major social media sites like
LinkedIn, Facebook or Plaxo, Twitter and
help others link to you, when you prepare to
call a client, a tab will pop up in their account
and you can check out their latest Facebook
or LinkedIn postings. It makes it much easier
to connect when you’re better prepared.
Finally, the most important thing is to get
started with a sound CRM foundation. You can
build and expand as your needs grow. The benefits to your bottom line begin when you do.
Jill Blyth, President/CEO of Softech Solutions, offers customized contact management
software and marketing solutions. She has
more than 20 years experience in database
technology and is a Certified Platinum ACT!
consultant. She can be reached at:
(612) 309-5709
jill@SoftechSolutionsllc.com
www.SofttechSolutionsllc.com

Accepting Credit Cards Projects a Larger Image
Your Customers Will Expect It. Your Bottom Line Will Need It.

By Rob Olson

There’s no longer just one solution.

Special to New Business Minnesota

As a new business, you want to cultivate
the image that you are as capable, credible
and professional as the next business. To
paraphrase Forest Gump, “Large is as large
does.”
To ensure that you look large to your clients and customers, look at how you interact with them. How do they see you? What
messages are you sending?
I’m a merchant service provider who helps
set up credit card processing for large and
small companies. Accepting credit cards is one
of the things “large” companies do. It’s probably the easiest ways to amplify your image.
When a business doesn’t accept credit
cards, especially a new business, my first
questions as a consumer is “Why?” Is there
a problem? Are they not credit worthy? Is
there some other problem? A new business
doesn’t need their credibility or commitment to customer service questioned.
Recently I went into a restaurant with a
friend. When I tried to pay with my debit
card, the waitress said they don’t accept
cards and pointed to a nearby ATM machine. The bill was $12. The ATM fee was
$4 and the bank charged me $2. It cost me
50 percent more to use cash. I’ll never go to
that restaurant again unless I have cash in
my pocket, which, like most consumers, is
rare these days.
New businesses often think they’re too
new or too small to take credit cards. In
today’s marketplace, as soon as you have
a customer, you’ll be asked: Do you take
credit cards? That will happen sooner than
you think. You may convince them to pay
without a card this time, but they may go to
your competitor next time they need your
product or service.
Getting Started
Depending on what program you choose,
you can be up and running in just a few days
with about 15 minutes of time invested. It’s a
very simple process: application one day, approval in a day or two, and delivery of equipment already set up. Most of the time is filing out the paperwork, which takes about
five minutes.
My advice is to take your time. Get educated about merchant services first. I strong-

ly urge you to work with a reliable merchant
services provider who can explain all the
options. It’s all too common to come across
business owners who don’t understand what
rates and fees they are paying, how to read
their statements or have no idea about the
functionality of the service. That should
never happen.
The first thing I do with a new client is study
their business model. What will make their job
easier? What repetitive tasks can be eliminated? What is their monthly revenue? What option will be most cost effective for them? How
will it impact their overall cash flow?
Virtual terminals might be a good fit for
low volume businesses that only need to
process small batches of transactions or if
they take orders over the phone or internet.
Then there is the wireless option, which
works great for locksmiths, towing companies, landscapers, plumbers, window cleaners or nearly any “on-site” service providers.
If they can swipe a card, it’s all done. They
don’t have to go back to office to run the card
to find out if the card is good. And because
swiping cards is a more secure way of processing, you earn a substantially lower rate.
Now that nearly every business has a web
site, they may have the opportunity to develop another revenue stream by accepting payment on line with a shopping cart feature.
We have a plug-in application for QuickBooks for processing and an on-staff expert
to help set it up.

Rates and Trust
Rates will vary depending on what you
do and your volume. Be wary of just jumping online and signing up for credit card
services. You might think you’re getting
free equipment, but you’ll be paying for it in
higher rates and fees.
Also, don’t be tempted by “no contract”
offers. It may sound great not having to
make a commitment, but that’s like moving
into an apartment without a lease. They can
raise the rates anytime they want. Get the
rates you want and lock in. Contracts are a
good thing if you’re working with someone
who is looking out for you.
I can’t overstate how complicated rates
can be and how quickly some companies
change rates or factors or language. It took
me six months to understand interchange
rates, but a pizza shop owner isn’t going to
want to study it.
That’s why trust is so important. Some of
the statements can look like hieroglyphics.
You have to put it into a spreadsheet just so
you can analyze it.
A customer of mine said it best: “You
have to find a merchant service provider you
trust so you don’t have to watch the rates all
the time. Otherwise it will drive you nuts.”
Conclusion
When you take credit cards, you establish
credibility. Customers know you’re committed and had to go through a process to
qualify. You’re solid. There is an almost automatic trust that consumers associate with
businesses that take credit cards. As smalland medium-sized businesses, you can now
offer the same thing as the big guys.
Remember, success in business isn’t only
how much money you make, but how effective you are in your business.
Rob Olson is President and CEO of Quantum Merchant Services LLC, which provides
merchant service solutions to small to medium sized businesses. Founded in 1994, Quantum is an accredited business with an Accredited Better Business Bureau member with an
A+ rating. He can be reached at:
(651) 210-6664
robolson@quantumgo.com
www.quantumgo.com
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