What Skills are required to run a Successful Small Business?
What are you expected to know, and what skills do you need in order to run a business? It is worth spending time reviewing your skills because unlike the majority of attributes, skills can be learnt or acquired. Go through each of these skills and decide whether you have them or not. You will then know what to seek advice on in order to bring your skill set up to the required level.

Communication

Good communication skills are required in all aspects of a business - communication with your customers, with your suppliers, with your staff. You need the skill to be able to clearly put your message across so people understand exactly what you want of them. Success in business won’t be achieved if you can’t get people onto your wave length.

Good communication skills come in the form of logically presenting your ideas, both verbally and in written form. If you think you need to improve in this area then look out for courses and books on presentation skills and how to write clear letters and memos.

Good communication skills also extend to understanding body language. The ability to read other people’s body language can help give you that unfair advantage which is what all business owners seek! Was that gesture he just made a sign that he is ready to buy or was he signalling that he is about to walk away? Different situations mean different ways of handling them - learn to spot the difference.
Sales and Marketing

If you can’t effectively sell your product then you’ll never achieve success! Customers rarely buy totally on impulse - they need encouragement and an awareness that your product is ready to be bought. Distinguishing your product from your competitor’s is also important. Marketing skills involve:

· Being able to segment your market 

· Identifying your target market 

· Writing a Marketing Plan and implementing it 

· Understanding different types of marketing 

Having raised awareness of your product you then need to be able to convert interest into cash! This is where sales skills come in. Sales skills involve:

· Identifying a sales opportunity 

· Being able to negotiate a better deal 

· Handling objections 

· Closing the deal 

In each issue of Small Business Success we look at ideas and tips to help you improve your skills in these areas.

Organising Your Life

Running a small business is one job after another. You have to be organised so that your business runs efficiently.

· Can you be disciplined and organised enough to finish a job on time? 

· Can you keep your office clean, clutter free and so making it easy to find things quickly? 

·  Are you able to prioritise your jobs, concentrating on the jobs which will give you the greatest payback? 

Being organised can make running your business easier and more profitable.

Keeping an Eye on the Cash

Messing up your finances is probably the quickest way to put an end to your entrepreneurial activities. As a wage-slave (employee!), managing your finances is simply a case of ensuring you don’t spend more than is in your account. 

Running a small business involves more than that. The financial skills you’ll need include:

· getting your invoices out on time and paying the ones sent to you on time 

· controlling your credit and being tough with the late payers 

· knowing when it’s safe to write that large cheque 

· recognising the importance of planning ahead and committing to completing a yearly budget and cash flow 

· keeping monthly profit and loss accounts so you immediately know whether you are in profit or loss 

There are a number of books and PC based applications which can help to keep you on track.

Finding and Coping With Staff

If you have quickly outgrown your one-man-band status you will have to employ staff. Your skills will have to include being able to identify the type of person most suitable for your business. Are you looking for an outgoing personality or a quiet, organised administrator?

After having identified potential candidates another skill you’ll need is how to be an effective interviewer. You don’t want end up with the wrong person on your team just because you failed to test him properly during the interview. 

When you have taken someone on the next skill you’ll need is managing them. You have to make sure they understand their role, that they know what’s required of them. You have to be able to motivate and encourage them during the low periods in the business. This includes putting in place an effective appraisal system so you identify your good performers and help the poorer ones.

Review your current skill set. Don’t let your business down by coming in with outdated skills.

Business Skills to Run Your Own Business

There are many business skills required to run your own business apart from the knowledge of the market place. 

If you are starting up on your own you need to run everything from serving customers to preparing your accounts and this is often a tough requirement for anyone. Below are listed the core skills required in running a business and how you might develop your core skill set further. 

Leadership Skills

From our early child hood we like to follow leaders and have structure in our life to know what's required from us. The best run businesses are not only marketing led but have strong leaders at the helm who know what they are doing. 

They will motivate their team to perform well to meet the overall company objectives. These leaders will not procrastinate in their decision making and will lead the company forward in the right direction. 

Some people are born leaders and know exactly what's required to run a successful business but most of us are not and therefore training programmes have been developed to improve leadership skills to lead strategy, lead teams of people, lead change management programmes and adjust and manage the company politics that's associated with change. 

Strategic Business Planning Skills

Every business follows a plan even if it's not written down in a document. But developing and implementing strategic change is a skill all business owners need. Undertaking a strategic audit and writing a business plan is the first step in this discipline. 

Thinking strategically in your outlook is a rare skill amongst business owners and managers as most people are focused on the daily operations and dealing with customer issues to be able to sit back and think about the future. And before they know it another year has past and little real progress has been made. 

Applying strategy in your business will help you step clear longer term goals that will meet longer term objectives (rather than just survival or a 1% increase in profits). 

Marketing Skills

Perhaps at the heart of every successful business is a real marketing person who actually understands that customers pay the bills and grow the business. Completely and utterly running your business for your customers needs is where successful businesses come from. Anyone can run a business during boom times but it's those businesses that thrive during a recession are the ones that clearly understand what their customers want and provide products and services exactly matching those needs. 

Marketing is a key skill to have and buy delivering what people want to buy is an obvious requirement to running a business but not many people truly understand how to market a business correctly. Marketing led organisations always buck the trend and tend to produce more revenues and profits than their competitors. 

There are many excellent ‘Introduction to Marketing’ books that are worth a read or training courses run by the Institute of Marketing. 

Sales and Customer Relationships

Selling is almost an art form and everyone has probably sold something in their lives already. Whether you have an interview for a job (where you have to sell yourself) or you have sold a house in the past you may already have the basis skills required. 

The skill required in sales is really to understand the selling process - from initial contact to completing the sale. It's worth having a look around at successful websites to see how the selling process is undertaken and that many sites fail because they simply don't "ask for the order" - Good sales people rarely leave a meeting without an order or at least a commitment and just dropping a few leaflets off at a prospect client will not get you that sale. 

The sales process has six basic steps as follows: 

· Prospecting for new leads 

· Initial contact with the prospect 

· Presentation of sales materials 

· Objection handling 

· Closing the sale 

· Follow up/ after sales service 

As mentioned above the objection handling and closing the sale are probably the most important areas but those that people without a sales background have difficulty with. 

Communication Skills

Communicating effectively is a skill that successful business owners possess whether it be with their staff, directors or customers. Most people write on a daily basis even if it's a short email but the written word can often be misinterpreted because there is reduce emphasis on phrases that the spoken word has. Using the right words in the right context is key but perhaps writing is the last resort because speaking directly to people generally has a better positive response. 

Written communications are written in advertising messages and it's best to employ a good copywriter rather than try and do this in-house. Many people believe they are copywriters but this is rarely the case. Using the right words can boost response rates by 2 or 3 times and copy skills are critical for improved call to action responses. 

Whether you are in a meeting or meet someone at a networking event, how you come across will decide how the other person acts upon what you are saying. You'll need to not only be confident but show you have knowledge of your subject matter. Not everyone will need real public speaking skills but remember that if you need to present to a wider audience they want to learn from you - it's unlikely you'll get banter from those listening to you or heckled and if you know your subject matter why should you?. 

There are plenty of courses to develop your communication skills but just immersing yourself with other people on a daily basis will improve your confidence. 

People Management and HR

If you have or are thinking of hiring staff you'll need to be able to set them goals, motivate them to perform to your standards but also follow and implement all of the associated employment laws and regulations. 

This comes as part of leadership skills and staff need to be aware of where the company is heading, what their part is within the company and what's required of them. 

Finance and Accounting Skills

Perhaps the biggest headache in running a business is being able to manage your cash flow. Cash is the lifeblood of any business and profitable businesses fail and go bust if they run out of cash and can't pay their suppliers or their employees. Supplies soon dry up and they have nothing to sell and the employees leave and find alternative employment. 

You should have developed a business plan with a financial forecast before you start and this can be a handy tool to manage your cash flow against. Most banks offer some form of online banking so you can manage your bank accounts on a daily basis knowing what payments are due and when you'll receive your sales invoices. 

Taking time away from the business to plan ahead - even if it's only a couple of weeks - is critical so you don't get any nasty surprises along the way. 

You should also be aware of some of the details in your business such as the selling price of each product, the cost of each product and therefore the margin. If you believe cash is running dry then you should speak with your bank or accountant in an attempt to get some help before it's too late. 

Getting some basic grounding in accounting skills is another essential for running a successful business. 
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	You’ve decided that you want to get out of the corporate rat-race and be your own boss. As you begin planning how to start your own business from home, you begin listing down what you want to do and what you can do. You tell yourself that you love to do a little bit of everything ​ you can do research, Web design, write, with a 10 years experience in legal and administrative support. But then, you ask yourself, “What skills do I really need to have to succeed as a home based entrepreneur?” 

If you are thinking of starting a business, you will need a broad array of entrepreneurial skills to succeed in today's competitive market. You must possess basic skills necessary to enable you to start, develop, finance, and market your own home business enterprises. There are a number of qualities and skills you need to have, including personal attributes, business skills and management capability. While you may not have all of them right now, there are five basic skills you really must have to run any kind of business.

These five skills are:

1. Sales and marketing skills. Sales and marketing are the two most important skills you must have when you plan to start your own business. A business is nothing if it has no customers. You may have the fanciest computer with the latest graphics software, but if no one is knocking at your door to hire you as a graphic designer, then you better rethink why you are in business in the first place. Maybe you are better off employed by a firm. To have revenues and profits, you first need to have customers. To get customers, you must be able to market your business and possess the skills to close the sale.

As you plan your business, you must begin to think how to reach your target audience and the people who may need your products or service. This entails understanding the concept of marketing, and using the tools that your budget permits. You must have a knack for understanding what people wants, listening to their needs, and interact well with other people.

It would be extremely helpful if you possess excellent written and oral communication skills to help you sell your products and services (more so if you are a solo entrepreneur who will be doing everything by yourself). You need to create a buzz about your business by talking to people and presenting to them your business. You need to write ads, press releases and story ideas about your business. Starting a business is a time to get out of your timid self and begin to aggressively market your venture. That’s the only way you can succeed.

2. Financial know-how. You are in business to make money. Therefore, the most important skill you must have is the ability to handle money well. This includes knowing how to stretch the limited start-up capital that you have, spending only when needed and making do with the equipment and supplies that you currently have. You also need to identify the best pricing structure for your business in order to get the best kind of return for your products or services.

Success in business is not limited to those who have tons of capital in the beginning. Look at the failed dot-coms with funding of as much as $100 million. Even if they are awash with cash, they still ended up as a failure because they were not able to manage their money well. They lavished themselves with high-tech office furniture and gave their CEOs fancy jets to fly, only to have their cash flow depleted in less than a year.

If you are able to manage your cash flow well when the business starts to run, you will be able to survive the ups and downs of self employment. The important thing is to always focus on the bottom-line. For every spending, always ask yourself: “How much will this contribute to my bottom line?” If it will not give your business anything in return financially, better think twice before opening your wallet.

3. Self-motivation skills. As an entrepreneur, you do not have the luxury of bosses and bureaucracy to tell you what needs to be done. Everything rests on your shoulder ​ from thinking where to get the money to fund the business, to developing the product, to determining how to reach the customer, and so on. Only you will create the plans, and change them should the situation shifts. You need to be smart enough to know when you need to go ahead, and when to stop.

To succeed in business, you must be a self-starter with a clear desired goal in mind. You must have the confidence in yourself, and in your ideas (how can you sell your ideas to others if you yourself do not believe in them?). More importantly, you must be willing to focus your energy and work hard towards each and every step that will make your enterprise a success. Especially if you work at home, it is doubly hard to get into the work mindset: sometimes, the television is just too tempting that it is hard to get out of your pyjamas and begin typing in your computer. You therefore must have that extra drive and commitment to make sure that you are taking the necessary steps to make your dream of a successful business a reality.

4. Time management skills. The ability to plan your day and manage time is particularly important for a home business. When you wake up in the morning, you must have a clear idea of the things you must do for the day. Especially if you are running a one-person operation, you must have the ability to multi-task ​ be the secretary at the start of the day typing all correspondences and emails, become the marketing man writing press releases before noon, make sales call in the afternoon, and become a bookkeeper before your closing hours. Imagine if you are selling products and you still have to create the products, deliver and fulfill the orders, rush to the bank to cash the checks. Lots of job for a simple home-based business! No, you don’t have to be a superman (or superwoman). You simply have to know how to manage time and prioritize your tasks.

One difficulty of working from home is that you can never seem to stop. There are simply too many things to do, as if work never stops (and it doesn’t!). Part of having good time management skills is knowing when to stop and when to leave work, and begin doing your other roles in your family ​ as the husband, wife, mother or father. You must be able to know how to keep your home life separate from your work life, and ensure that there exists a balance between the two.

5. Administration skills. If you can afford to hire an assistant who will organise your office space and file your papers and mails, lucky you! However, most start-up entrepreneurs cannot afford such luxuries. Over and above the tasks of managing, marketing and planning your business, you also need to possess a great deal of administration skills. You need to file your receipts so tax time will not be a trip to Hades. You need to do all the work in terms of billing, printing invoices, collecting payments, and managing your receivables.

Starting a business is never easy, even if you have the perfect background and possess all the above skills. Having all the needed skills and qualities will not even ensure your success. But having these basic skills will, at least, lessen the pain of the start-up process, giving you greater chance in seeing your business grow and prosper.
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