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The Interview Assignment: The Best Education on Starting a Business (and its free!)

INTRODUCTION
A little over nine years ago I was hired by a technical college in Minnesota (Dakota County Technical College) to be the new Business Entrepreneur instructor. This was a new certificate program and the college wanted an instructor that did not come from academia, but can with real world experience. I was honored to be chosen as the instructor even though I had never formally taught a class before. I was hired in early August of 2002 and had exactly three weeks to write the curriculum for six new classes. This was all new to me, but since I had plenty of experience in starting and running businesses, how hard could it be to create a class on something I already knew a lot about? So like any good entrepreneur, I tried to use common sense, make it as practical as possible, and in many cases made it up as I went along. The first semester was a real challenge, but I loved every minute of it, and after nine years, still love every minute of it!
One of the classes I teach is Introduction to Small Business. This is the beginning class of the certificate and deals with the basic topics of starting and running a business. Twice during the semester I give the students the assignment of interviewing an entrepreneur or business owner to get a "real world'' perspective on what it is like to start, run and grow a business. Over the years this assignment, more than any other, has been the most help to students in the initial stages of starting a business. What they learn by doing this assignment gives them the best possible education on the businesses they want to start. They always learn things that I could not teach them, and many times make connections and opportunities that truly help them succeed. In all cases, they are getting some amazing information on starting their dream business.
Whenever I speak to groups on starting a business and mention that I give this assignment and how much the students get out of it, I get asked for the list of questions the students are required to answer. I also get asked such things as:
· -How do I approach a business owner?
· -Why would they want to help me?
· -Should I tell them I'm starting a business just like theirs?
Finally one day it dawned on me that this process of interviewing another business owner in the industry that your new business is in, is another one of these great tools that help new entrepreneurs get the best education and the best research to help their new business succeed. But in order for this tool to be truly effective, it needs more explanation than just a list of questions to ask. The whole process needs to be drawn out and explained in detail. This is exactly what this book does!
I love quotes and use them a lot in my classes. Here is one of my favorite quotes, and by the way, I am the one who said this!
"If you want to make sure your new business will succeed, get an education before you start your business! And one of the best ways to get this education is to interview entrepreneurs and business owners who are already doing what you want to do!"-Bob Voss
Enjoy the book, but more importantly, use what you learn from the interviews. Knowledge is always a good thing, but applying that knowledge to your life and your business is what true wisdom is all about. If you have any questions or comments you can always e-mail me at bvoss@NewBizQandA.com
Bob Voss 
CHAPTER 1-Beneflts of the interview
[bookmark: _GoBack]As I said in the introduction, the idea for this book came from a classroom assignment. One of the main advantages of getting an education from a technical college is that all instructors try to bring "real world" experience into the classroom. Technical college instructors intuitively know that most students need this "real world" exposure to really solidify the in-class learning. From giving this interview assignment over a thousand times, I can tell you that the stories that come back from the students are amazing, and you never know what a student is going to learn. Sometimes a student will come back from an interview and they will have a new confidence in what they want to do. Other times the student comes back and they have decided to change their business idea all together. In many cases the student has met a contact that offers them an opportunity or even a long term mentor. In a nutshell I can tell you that I have never had a student come back from an interview, that do not learn something important about starting and growing a business.
To me, there are four main reasons why a new entrepreneur or BizOwner needs to take it upon themselves to interview one or two business owners in the field they want to start their business in. The first reason for interviewing a BizOwner is to get the "real" secrets on what it takes to make a business like the one you want to start successful. Most BizOwner are willing to share the secret to their success, and these secrets can save the new BizOwner time, heartache, and in many cases a business failure. Let me share what Mark learned in an interview.
Mark had just gotten laid off from a large corporation. He wanted to take his severance package and open up a consulting business in the financial services area. Mark called a number of consultants to schedule an interview. After a few calls he was able to land an interview with a man who had started his own consulting business five years previously. Mark has asked for 30 minutes of the man's time, and like most interviews, after an hour it was still going on.  During this interview Mark learned many things about starting and growing a consulting business. But one major thing stood out, and as Mark will tell you, this one thing made his business start strong, and is still making him successful seven years later. Mark learned in this interview that as a new consulting business he had to focus on one thing and one thing only! That one thing was getting a constant supply of new customers. The key word is constant!
The man Mark interviewed told him he had to get into the habit of spending a set amount of time each week doing nothing but prospecting for new business. Mark leaned that one of the biggest reasons consultants fail is that they sell to get a consulting job, but while they are doing the job they don't have the time or energy to prospect and keep selling. When the consulting job is over, the consultant has to start the sales process all over again. Since selling takes time, the consultant has long periods of time with no income. Lack of income, more than anything else leads to failure. For a consultant to be successful, you need to set a period of time each week to prospect. During this time you are not working on a project, you aren't paying bills, you aren't reading or learning, you are not playing games on the computer, you are finding new business. Mark took this to heart and set aside four hours each week to prospect. Mark chose 8-12 on Friday morning. During that time Mark did nothing but prospect. Because of this Mark's business not only started strong, but seven years later he has never been without at least one client, and has never had a period of time where no money was coming in. The first reason for doing an interview is to learn the secrets of success from someone who is successful.
The second reason for doing an interview is to verify that the business you want to start has a strong potential for success, and that you are not missing something that could cause your new business to fail. Many times I have had students do this interview and come back and report to me and the class that their business idea probably was not going to work and they needed to come up with a new business to start. Let me give you three examples.
Penny wanted to start a scrapbooking store. Penny wanted to open a scrapbooking store because she loved scrapbooking. Penny loved scrapbooking more than anything and wanted to spend all her time in the scrapbooking environment. She knew that if she had the opportunity she could create a scrap booking store unlike any other and that she would be successful. Penny and her husband took a drive to another city and walked into a scrapbooking store and asked for the owner. Penny explained that she also wanted to open a scrapbooking store in another city and could she ask the owner some questions. The owner was more than willing to talk, so Penny started the interview. It didn't take long for Penny to get a "reality-check" on what she wanted to do. Forty Five minutes later, Penny and her husband made one additional stop and then drove home depressed because the scrapbooking store idea was dead. What Penny found out in the interview was that initially the owner was successful and making money. She had a good clientele and was making enough margin on her products to grow her business. But them the local Wal-Mart started to sell scrapbooking materials at a much lower price. It didn't take long for clients to figure this out and soon the owner had to start dropping prices to match Wal-Mart. At these new lower prices she couldn't make any profit and her business began to get in trouble. The stop that Penny and her husband made was at the local Wal-Mart to verify what the owner had said. It was true Wal-Mart had gotten into the scrapbooking business! The Penny story does have a happy ending, but more about that later.
Another example of using the interview to verify that your business is a good business to start comes from Kenny. Kenny had inherited some money and was looking for a business to start. Kenny was in the market for a business to buy, not necessarily to start a business from scratch. Kenny had looked at a lot of businesses, and finally he decided he wanted to buy a liquor store. He believed that in good times people drank, in bad times people drank, therefore no matter what the economy, he would always have a solid customer base.  Kenny
Chose to interview an owner of liquor store. What Kenny soon discovered was that locally there were no independent liquor store owners. In most of the communities where Kenny wanted to live, the cities had taken over the liquor business. Kenny soon found out that if he wanted to open a liquor store, he would have to move. Since Kenny was single, this didn't appear to be much of a problem, but Kenny still had to do his interview of a liquor store owner. Finally Kenny got an interview and like Penny after 45 minutes he left the interview looking for another business to start!
During the interview Kenny found out two important things. First, he found out the margins he could sell liquor for were not as large as he had projected and most liquor store were actually losing money on advertised items to get traffic into the stores. Kenny would not be able to make what he wanted on a liquor store. The second thing he learned was, like Penny, he could expect competition from an unexpected source. Kenny learned that Minnesota was going to start allowing grocery stores to begin selling alcohol. That meant that the major grocery chains, which could buy far well than Kenny could, were going to be his competition. Kenny decided to dump the liquor idea and look for a new business to buy. What would have happened if Kenny had not done his interview (research}? Most likely he would have bought a liquor store and a few months later been hit with the stark reality that he could not make a living selling liquor!
The third example is from Scott. Scott was a mechanic for a major airline that got laid off. Scott and his wife wanted to buy an auto parts/repair franchise. The one they chose was not in the Minnesota area and they thought they would have a good chance at success being a new franchise. They had received all the information from the corporate headquarters and I had to admit, it looked impressive. While I was talking to Scott I asked him if he had interviewed any of the other franchise owners to see how they thought about their purchase. Scott sheepishly informed me he had not done any interviews with current franchise owners but would before he signed any agreements.
Since the closest franchise was in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Scott and his wife decided to drive there on a Saturday and talk to the owner. Boy, do they get an earful! Scott and his wife found out all the inside dirt on the corporate headquarters and even found out that the proprietary products that were part of the franchise agreement were poor in quality with lots of customer complaints. When Scott called "corporate" to verify what he learned he got "stonewalled" and ended up not buying the franchise. If Scott had not done an interview, he would have put down over $100,000 and probably lost all of it! The second reason for doing an interview is to verify your business is a good business to start, and the three will be no unexpected surprises!
The third reason to do an interview is to find contacts, opportunities or even a mentor. To be honest, no one begins the interview process with the idea of finding contacts or having opportunities present themselves. Yet it has happened enough from the interview assignment that I had to make it one of the four reasons. Let me give you some highlights of how people's lives have been changed by doing the interview assignment.
a)	Sandy wanted to open a photography studio when she graduated from college. For her interview she approached a successful photographer in a suburb of the Twin cities. The photographer was so impressed with Sandy he offered her an internship. Sandy was able to work with one of the top photographers and learned his "secrets" before she even started her business.
b)	Kate wanted to open a Bed and Breakfast with her husband. Kate's interview was with the owner of a Bed and Breakfast in a small town about 100 miles from Minneapolis where Kate lived. Kate and her husband met the owner and spent over four hours in the interview. A few weeks later Kate got a call from the owner saying her manager had quit, and would Kate and her husband want to move to this small town and run the Bed and Breakfast.  Kate knew she needed more experience, so she and her husband took the job. To make a long story short, the owner is now selling the Bed and Breakfast to Kate and her husband!
c)	Nick was in the National Guard and had just returned from a 14 month tour of duty in Iraq. Nick wanted to start a handyman or small construction business. When Nick did his interview he talked to Mike who also happened to be a veteran. Mike had been running a successful handyman/small construction business for over 10 years. Mike could tell that Nick had what it would take to be a success. Rather than hire him, Mike helped Nick set up his business properly and funneled enough start up business so Nick had income coming in immediately. To this day Mike still acts as a mentor to Nick and they work with each other regularly.
So the third reason for doing an interview is that many times you will make industry contacts, a mentor, or even a great business opportunity that could change your life forever!
The fourth and last reason from doing an interview is that in some cases it is an easy way of getting a "real-world" business plan given to you!  Many times a student went to do an interview and the person being interviewed spent so much time with them that the student left with a complete business plan. Before I go further, I need to emphasize that writing a business plan PRIOR to launching a business is even more important than doing this interview. If you are thinking about starting a business but have decided you don't need a business plan to start, then you are just being stupid! Yes, business planning is that important. Unfortunately, most people dread the whole business plan process because they believe it is complicated.   Here is a shameless plug; if want a simple, easy to understand way of writing a business plan, that you don't need to be an accountant to complete, then you need my 21 QUESTION BUSINESS PLAN!! OK, enough shameless promotion! Let me give you two examples of people who went to do an interview and came back with a complete business plan!
Scott lived in the southern part of the Twin Cities and Wanted to open a retail store selling aftermarket parts and accessories for motorcycles, ATV's and snowmobiles. The only place that in the Twin Cities that did what Scott wanted to do was 45-50 miles away on the northern part of Minneapolis and St. Paul. Scott drove to this company, walked in the front door and asked for the owner. The owner came out and Scott politely asked him if he could interview him about being the owner of a small business. The owner was really smart and immediately asked Scott if he was going to open a business just like his? Fortunately Scott was honest and said he did want to open such a business but he would not be any competition because Scott's business was going to open up 45-50 miles away. To Scotts surprise the owner asked Scott to prove he lived in the southern part of the Twin Cities. Scott showed the owner his driver's license and the owner visibly relaxed. The owner then told Scott he didn't have time to meet with him right then, but if Scott would come back in two days, the owner would be ready for him. Scott set a new appointment with the owner of the business.
Two days later Scott (after putting a lot of miles on his car) went to the appointment. To Scott's surprise, he was ushered into a room with three other men. The owner then asked Scott to sign a simple non-compete agreement that prevented him from starting a business within 50 miles his business. Scott immediately signed the agreement and the meeting started. What the owner did for Scott was to bring all his key people into the meeting so Scott could ask questions about any aspect of the business. The meeting lasted five hours and when Scott left he not only had all his questions answered, but also had lists of vendors, an inventory control program, an employee handbook, a data base for keeping track of customers, the owners first and second business plans, and most of all, a friend and a mentor. Is this typical? My answer is not really, but it has happened enough to that I am including it in this book.
Remember Penny? Penny was really depressed when she realized she couldn't open a scrap booking store.  Penny went back to the drawing board to try and find another business to start. She wanted a business where she could use all of her creative talents. As she was driving down one of the main streets she noticed a store called Home Again-Furniture Consignment. Since Penny wasn't exactly sure what furniture consignment was, she walked in the store, asked for the owner. After agreeing to answer a few questions Penny promptly asked her the first question on the handout I had given her which is, "If someone knew nothing about your business, what you would tell them that your business does?"
The owner not only answered this question, but answered all the questions Penny could ask. Over the next three hours Penny got a Master’s Degree in the furniture consignment business. Penny learned how the pricing structure worked, how to get furniture, how to stage the furniture in a retail environment, and even how to best market a furniture consignment retail store. In addition, the owner gave Penny sample contracts and a spread sheet to keep track of sales and commissions. Penny was able to take this information and when she came to the next class she had a complete business plan, including financials for her new furniture consignment store. Three months later Penny opened a furniture consignment store in the area where her and her husband had a cabin. The furniture consignment store has been so successful; Penny has even opened a second location!
If you want to get a "real" education in starting your dream business, then interviewing other who are already doing what you want to do is the best education you can get, and for the most part, it is FREE!
 
CHAPTER 2: WHO SHOULD I INTERVIEW?
In the first chapter I discussed the great benefits of doing interviews before launching your business. The next question is, who should I interview to give me the best insights on starting my dream business? For the most part it is easy to identify who you should interview. Most of the businesses starting today are not totally unique, they have been done before. Most businesses have competition, and surprisingly this is the first place to look for people to interview. I do not mean go to your direct competition and try to get an interview. I mean find other like business that do what you want to do but you are not going compete directly with them. The example of Scott in the last chapter is a good one. Both companies were going to do and sell the same products, but because they were so far apart (SO miles) they really were not competitors to each other. Here is one of the keys to getting an interview. Most business owners will try to answer your questions and help as long as they feel you are not going to compete directly with them I Most of the business owners I have met (and I have met a lot) will be happy to answer your questions because they truly want to help others. Many businesses struggle to get off the ground and most business owners don't want others to go through what they went through to get their business started. For some business owners it is even ego trip to be asked to share their wisdom and knowledge. Whatever the reason, it actually is fairly easy to get a business owner to talk about their start up experiences.
One of the best pieces of advice as you begin your quest for an interview is to leave your home area and go to another area that is within driving distance from your home base. This really overcomes the worry about competition and as long as you stay in general vicinity the information you get should be very accurate. For example if you are starting a lawn maintenance business in the northern states than any other lawn maintenance business in the northern states should provide you with accurate information.   Customers and their
Needs would be the same, marketing efforts would be the same, and for the most part, pricing would be the same. On the other hand if you are going to start a lawn maintenance business in the North and you choose to interview someone in the Deep South, your information might be totally different. My best advice is to interview other business owners within a 2 to 6 hour driving distance from your home base.
The next question becomes how you find them. Ever hear of the Yellow Pages? All of this information is also available on­ line. Hit the computer and make a list of companies that do what you want to do, but they do it in another area. After you have identified them go to their websites (if they have one) and read about them. Pick the ones that you would like to become in the future and these are your target prospects. Study what others are doing. How do they promote their business? What are their competitive advantages? What do their customers say about them? Find out everything you can about them before you approach them for an interview.
The above method of finding people to interview is great if you are service-driven business. Restaurants and retail stores provide a different problem. For these you want to identify people to interview that are as similar as you can get, but you will not compete with them.  For example, if you want to open a sports bar, then interview owners of sports bars in different areas where competition is not an issue. Don't just interview any restaurant, interview only those restaurants they would be direct competition if you were located right next to each other. For retail businesses, do what Kenny and Penny did. Find the exact same business and interview the owner. I think you will agree that the benefits are well worth the effort.
Suppose you want to create a new product and sell it to retail stores. Who should you interview? In this case, since you are a product-driven business you have two big areas to conduct interviews in. The first is how to get your product manufactured (assuming you are not doing this in your basement and you are going to need outside help), and the second how are you going to get retail distribution. Only after you have interviewed people in these two areas should you attempt to interview a company that makes similar product to the ones you want to make. As a product-driven business it would be wise to interview businesses that provide manufacturing services to see what they require, how they do business, and especially find out what quantities they can manufacture in. These interviews should be easy to get since all companies want to help those who might someday end up being a customer. Interviewing potential distribution outlets might be harder, especially if you want to end up at one of the "big boys" like Target or Wal-Mart. I would suggest not starting at the top, but find smaller retailers who might sell your products and interview them first. Ask such questions as how they buy, what quantities they need, what terms they want, and how they handle returns and defects. Get the education from the smaller guys first. In many cases the big guys will have similar answers. I strongly suggest you do multiple interviews to verify your information.
The last type of business that people are right now starting in huge quantities, are internet businesses. Throw out everything I have said so far in this chapter because internet businesses provide their own unique set of challenges. In other businesses you can go to a different areas and interview exact copies of what you want to do. Location prevents the worry of competition. The internet has changed all this. Any business on the web that sells what you want to sell is your competition, and most, if not all, will be very hesitant to talk to you. So who do you interview? In this case do not try to talk to your competition. Talk to other internet businesses that sell different products than you want to sell. Interview these people in general terms about how to get started in an internet business, how much did it cost to get the site up and running, what people where vital to success, and most importantly, find out how they drive traffic to their websites. Getting this internet information in general terms will give you a great education on how to make money on the internet. To find out how your direct competition operates is really tough because it will be almost impossible to interview them. Your next best method is to read everything on the web about them, and if you can, shop them to see how they are at customer service, etc.
Now that we have discussed who you should try to interview, how should you approach them? There are really three ways to contact people to interview. The first and best way is in person. Walking into a store or business and asking for the owner takes some guts, but most business owners will respect the effort. The next best way is by phone, but we all know how hard it is to get someone to call back from voicemail. The last method I would use would be e-mail. Most people are in the habit of not returning e-mails from people they don't know. I suppose in this day and age you could try texting someone, but I wouldn't recommend it. Your goal during the approach is get to the right person and simply ask them if they would grant you an interview. Always be respectful and always give a time limit that the interview could take. A simple approach might be:
"Hi Mr. Business owner, my name is Bob Voss. I want to start a business similar to yours, but I am in no way your competition. Would it be possible for you to give me 15 minutes of your time and let me ask you some questions about what you went through when you started your business? You might also want to add, "I could really use your help and experience." (Most people respond favorably when you ask for help!)
Once you have asked the question that requires an answer from the business owner, make sure you just shut and wait for the answer. If they don't say anything immediately, still be quiet. Let them give you an answer before saying another word! Now it is all up to the business owner. If they say "yes", you got your interview. If they say "No" ask for a reason why not and then respect their decision and move on. As any good salesperson knows you are not going to get a "yes" every time. Always have additional prospects that you can call.   This approach works really well in person and can also be done over the phone.
Allow me to give you one last word of advice. Doing an interview is extremely valuable, but you might have to do more than one. As you do an interview listen to your gut. Is what the person telling you the truth or are they giving you only half­ truths? If you are not sure, you might have to do additional interviews to verify the information you obtained. Also, just because a business owner says something will work does not mean it will work for you as well. Having two business owners confirm something almost always gives you the correct information. This is why in my Intro to Small Business class the students are assigned two interviews, not just one. Like everything, the first time you do something you are not that good at it. Sometimes you have to do a thing more than once to really make them work. It is the same way in conducting these interviews. 
CHAPTER 3 NINE RULES FOR COMPLETING A GREAT INTERVIEW
Before I begin this chapter, I need to point out that the best interviews, the ones that get the most information and are the most helpful, are done in person. In the case of all people talked about in Chapter l, each and every one conducted their interviews in person. Face to face interviews always get the best results. About 90% of all interviews reported to me have been in person. About 9% of the interviews reported have been by phone and only about 1% have been done by e-mail. As you are prospecting for interviews do everything in your power to get a face to face interview. Only if there is no way that this can happen should you do a phone or e-mail interview.

RULE #1-BE HONEST!
Honesty: honorable in principles, intentions and actions; upright and fair; truthful or credible
When asking for an interview or conducting an interview there is a good chance you are going to be asked some questions about who you are and why are you doing this. Review what Scott did when he asked the Business Owner for an interview, Scott was honest in all of his answers, and look how that turned out. You must never lie to a prospective interviewee and you must never tell half-truths. If you want honest information then you must be will to provide honest information as well. All of us have the ability to detect dishonesty in people. We do this at gut level. You have probably heard someone say "You know, I don't know what it was, but my gut just didn't trust that guy." Many business owners have a highly developed intuitive side that they use on a regular basis. In fact intuition is one of the fourteen traits discussed is my book and assessment "IS STARTI NG A BUSINESS RIGHT FOR ME?" Knowing that a business owner can detect any form of dishonest should make it easy for you to always tell the truth!
RULE #2-BE RESPECTFUL
Respectful: showing politeness or deference to another person
You must always remember that the person being interviewed does not have to help you. These people are granting an interview because they want to help you. Always being polite and sensitive to the time they are giving and the answers they are giving is key to getting good answers. If you have asked for 15 minutes and you realize you are not done, be sure to ask if they have some more time. If they don't have any more time stop the interview and see if you can pick it up another time. If not, think them for their responses and move on. During the interview if they say something you do not understand or use words you are not familiar with, be sure to politely ask for clarification. One of the best ways of showing your respect for someone is by making eye contact with them. This shows that you value what they say and that you really listening. Remember during the interview your job is not to talk, your job is to ask great questions and listen for the answers! I hate to be too obvious here but if you set an appointment for an interview you better not be late. You also should dress appropriately for the meeting. Both timeliness and proper attire show respect for the person you are going to interview.
RULE #3-BE PREPARED
Prepared: properly expectant, organized or equipped, ready
Whenever you are prospecting for an interview, you must be prepared in case the person grants you the interview on the spot. In this case, being prepared means that you have a list of questions that you have immediate access to. If the interview is going to start in 5 seconds, then you better be ready with the first question in those 5 seconds. I would recommend always having a list of possible questions with you at all times. Make sure there is a space between each question on the paper so you can take notes. Note taking is a way of also showing respect to the person because it shows you are really listening to what they are saying. Another way of being prepared is to do some homework on the person being interview and the company before the interview takes place. If they have a website make sure you review it completely. Review the definition of prepared...be expectant, be organized, and most of all, be ready for the interview!
RULE #4-BE ENTHUSIASTIC
Enthusiastic: great excitement for or interest in a subject or cause, passionate or energized about something, excited or positive
If you are honesty enthusiastic about getting the interview and conducting the interview, you will find that you will get more information; people will be more willing to talk to you, and people will be more willing to help you! Most of the people I know that are in the process of starting a business are truly enthusiastic about what they want to do. They are starting a business because of the hope it can give them for more income or even a changed life. Showing this to a prospective interviewee is important because it puts them at ease. Enthusiasm is contagious and it could be that the person you are going to interview needs the shot of enthusiasm that you can bring them. Go back to the examples of Chapter 1. Penny was enthusiastic, Scott was enthusiastic, but Kate was more enthusiastic than all of them and look how she ended up. This might sound very simplistic, but people want to be around happy, positive energetic people, and just having a smile on your face is a great way of putting people at ease and making them want to help you. If you want to have a great interview you must show enthusiasm for your new business and it would
Really help if you showed enthusiasm for the business of the person you are interviewing!
RULE #5-CONFIRM WHAT YOU HEARD IS ACCURATE
Confirm: to establish the truth, accuracy, validity, or genuineness of;
One thing that separates an average salesperson from a great salesperson is that a great salesperson confirms or verifies that he or she was hearing accurately. Too many times we think a person said something and it turned out they meant something completely different. Confirming that what you heard is correct eliminates conflict in communication. It is the same way when doing these interviews. Just because the business owner said something does not always mean you heard it correctly. It is important that if you are unclear about something, or what was said doesn't make sense, that you confirm back to the speaker what you thought they said. This not only shows respect (it shows you were listening} but it also gives the business owner the chance to talk more. To confirm what you heard you might say something like:
"If I heard you correctly the number one marketing tactic you use is Search Engine Optimization, is that correct?"
"Did I hear you right that the single best piece of advice you can give me is have at least $10,000 in the bank before I start the business?"
"I am not sure I heard you correctly could you elaborate a bit more on the importance of doing a monthly P & L?"
All of these are great ways to confirm what you heard and get the business owner to keep on talking. Remember the biggest issue humans face is communication; understanding what the other person has said.   Speaking what you thought you  heard  back  to  the  business  owner, is  a  great  way  to establish solid communication.
RULE #6: BE PATIENT
Patient: tolerant, understanding, and capable of accepting delay
Many times when you are in the process of interviewing someone they will say something that really peaks your interest. Your natural inclination is to immediately question more to get more information. This can be a mistake especially if the person being interviewed wasn't done with what they wanted to say. Your job during the interview is to let the other person talk. The more they talk, the more you learn. A person who is really good at getting information has to be patient at times, even if the person speaking starts to ramble and go off topic. A gentle nudge back to topic is far better than a direct assault. When something really peaks your interest write it down, and come back to it when it is natural rather than forcing the issue. Being patient and not pushy relaxes the person being interviewed. Being relaxed and at ease gets you the most information and even helps build a relationship with the person being interviewed.
RULE # 7: TAKE NOTES
Being a good note taker is key to remembering what was said. Here is the problem with notes. Once you start writing something down, you quit listening. If is virtually impossible to listen and write at the same time. The best note takers write short phrases with just a few words. The purpose of the notes is to help you remember what was being said. My personal problem is that I have a tendency to write so fast ( I don't want to stop listening) that when I go back to review my notes, I can't decipher what I wrote! One solution might be to just audio record the interview.   Most cell phones have this capability. If you decide you would like to make an audio recording of the interview, always ask permission before starting. Some people get really up tight if they think they are going to be recorded. Remember, an uptight person doesn't talk much and is usually very guarded in what they say. Your job at the start of the interview is to put the person at ease so they fell free to talk. If recording the interview makes them tense, then I would not do it.
RULE #8: IMMEDIATELY REVIEW WHAT YOU LEARNED
When is the best time to remember something? Your answer should be right after it happens. Time has a way of making what we remember fuzzy and sometime we forget things all together. If you want to remember everything that was said (and you don't have an audio recording) then immediately after the interview go somewhere and write down all the important information you learned from the interview. Don't wait until you get home, once you leave the person being interviewed go to your car and write down all the important stuff. Here is a tip for remembering the important stuff when you are taking notes. When what was said was really important, write a short note and then circle it. The circle will help you remember that this is really important. Another tip for remember the stuff that was really important is called "listen to report". If you have to report back to someone else on all that you learned in the interview, if makes it easier to remember. My students know they are going to have to report to the whole class about their interview. Knowing this forces them to take great notes and remember all the good stuff they learned. Try it, it really works.

RULE #9: SHOW YOUR APPRECIATION
Appreciate on:  gratitude, thankful recognition. We have become a society that has forgotten how to say
“Thank you” and show appreciation. I am still amazed that whenever I give this assignment I still have to remind my students to say "thank you" to the people they interviewed. Small business owners are notorious for not showing appreciation to their employees or even their customers. In many cases the people that are being interviewed are giving up not just a few minutes, but in many cases are giving up hours of their time. These people have gone out of their way to help you so it would be very wise to show your appreciation to them. Some of the ways to show appreciation include:
· -A  phone call a day or two after the interview thanking them
· -An e-mail a day or two after the interview thanking them
· -Providing the person interviewed with a written synopsis of the interview along with a formal thank you.
· -A mailed card is always welcome
· -An E-card
· -A card with a gift (restaurant gift cards work really well)
· -If possible, bring them some new business
For some reason men have a harder time with this appreciation stuff than women. If you are a guy and are convicted that you should do something to show your appreciation but don't know what to do, ask a female you are close to. My guess is they will have more than one suggestion for you!
It is important that when you are preparing for an interview you don't just review the questions you are going to ask. I strongly recommend that you also review these nine interview rules and take them to heart. One last word of advice, being a good salesperson takes practice and experience, being a good business owner take practice and experience, and being a good interviewer also take practice and experience.
 CHAPTER 4 INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Before we review the best 20 questions to ask, let me give you a short lesson on questions. There are two basic types of questions, open-ended questions and closed-ended questions. Closed-ended questions usually can be answered with one word and they are most often used in getting a decision or getting some specific information on a topic. Examples of closed-ended question might be:
· Are you cold?
· Will that be one case or two?
· Could you help me?
· Is your business organized as an LLC?
Where closed-ended questions are answered with very few words, open-ended questions are designed to get a person talking. As a person conducting an interview you should always ask open-ended questions. Review the 20 questions I have listed in the chapter. You will find all of them are open-ended questions that require the person to talk at length to answer the question. In most cases open-ended questions begin with one of the following six words:
· Who
· What
· Where
· When
· Why
As you begin to structure your questions to the person being interviewed you many want to add to or change some the 20 questions I have listed here. Feel free to change anything. The questions I chose fit a general interview. If you need other more specific questions then go ahead and create them. Just remember, start each of the questions with one of the six words above.
THE BEST QUESTIONS TO ASK A BUSINESS OWNER ABOUT THEIR BUSINESS
If someone knew nothing about your business what would you tell them that your business does?
This question was designed to get the business owner to immediately start talking. You probably already know what the business does but you want to hear what the business owner thinks it does. This is not unlike the "elevator speech" where you try to describe your business in one minute or less. Hopefully the business owner will give you an insight into something that makes his or her business truly unique.
Why did you choose to start this type of business?
The answer to this question should give you some insight as to the background of the business owner and why the owner chose to start the business he or she did. It will also give some information on how the business got started. The stories behind how a business came into being are always interesting and filled with great information on the history of the business.
What research did you do prior to launching your business?
Many times the answer to this question will be none. If that is the case you might want to ask "If you had it to do all over again, what research would you try and obtain?" If the owner did some research before launching the business then be sure to take notes on what he or she did. This is probably your guidebook to getting research as well.
How much business planning did you do prior to launching your business?
Like the last question, the answer here might be none. Even with all the information on business planning a majority of businesses still start without a business plan. If they did create a business plan you might want to add a follow-up question like "What did you learn from doing a business plan that was important to the successful launch of your business?" You could even ask a closed-ended question like 11Would you recommend I do a business plan prior to launching my business?"
When did the business become profitable? How long did it take to make it?
This question is really important because it gives you a reality-check on how long it takes to get a business to profitability. You might be thinking you can do it in three months and the owner may tell you it took him or her a year. Based the answer it is really good to ask a follow up question here. If it took a short time to become profitable, you might want to ask "What did you do to become profitable so quickly?" If it took a long time to get profitable you might want to ask a question like 11Why do you think it took so long to get to profitability?"
What was the biggest obstacle you had to overcome?
As a new business owner you need to be aware that once a business starts it always seems that something comes up out of the blue to try and test  you. It is as if the universe puts obstacles in your way to see if you have what it takes to keep going and succeed. This question is important because it might give you some information on problem areas that you might never have considered. Assuming there is an obstacle, a good follow-up question might be "How did you overcome the obstacle?"
What was the biggest sacrifice you had to make in starting and running your business? 
When I originally put this question into the interview it was to give the person thinking of starting a business a dose of reality as to what it takes to be successful. From all the interviews I have reviewed the number one sacrifice new BizOwner make is time away from family. A really good follow up question might be something like "How did you and your family cope with this sacrifice?"
How much did you spend to get your business started? What startup costs did you incur?
This question is all about money. It is important because you may think you can get your business launched for $5000, and in the real world that figure might be 10 times that amount.  Hearing all the startup costs that it took to get a real business launched, and what the money was spent on, is great information for getting very accurate information for your business plan.
Approximately what is your monthly overhead?
This is another one of those money questions. Controlling your overhead is one of the four ways you can make more money from your business. By the way, my definition of overhead is all the expenses you have on a monthly basis weather you sell anything or not. Like in the last question you might think you can run your business with a monthly overhead of $4000 per month. In the real world the business owner might tell you it really takes $10,000 in overhead to do what needs to be done. A great follow-up question is "What goes into your monthly overhead?" or "What do you include in your overhead calculations.
What have you found are the best marketing tactics for your target customers?
For a new business, the right marketing can help the new business gain traction quickly or the wrong marketing could cause the business to never gain traction and the business could fail. Learning what works from someone who is already doing what you want to do is a priceless education. Often times a new business owner tries many marketing tactics to reach the target customers. There are usually a lot of misses before you get a hit and unfortunately each miss costs valuable start up dollars. Finding out what works without wasting marketing dollars could allow you to get to profitability faster. A good follow-up question here would be, 11What marketing tactics did you try at the start of your business that didn't work?"
What are the most important skill sets you as the business owner need to succeed in your business?
Everyone who has ever started a business spends some time thinking about what the job of running a business actually entails. Most people come to starting a business with at least a modest amount of self-doubt. They often times think to themselves, do I have what it takes to start and grow this business? Asking this question can go a long way to helping overcome this self-doubt. Hearing from someone who has started a business about what the skills were really needed can help the prospective BizOwner decide if they have what it takes, or even help the new BizOwner decide they need some additional training in some area. A great follow-up question would be, "When you started this business, how much self-doubt did you have that you could do it?"
What do you love most about running your business?
The answer to this question will give your insight as to the good parts of running a business. Now granted every person is different and what one person loves, another might hate. Many times when this question is answered you learn the real purpose as to why the person started the business that they did. Having a strong sense of Purpose is critical to having a business be successful. The answer to this question will also give you some information on what is really important to make a business succeed.
What do you love least about running your business?
Like the previous question, this question will give you some very valuable information on the bad parts of starting and running your own business. This is another of the "reality­ check" questions to make sure that you understand that starting and running a business is not easy, and it is not always fun. A really good follow-up question might be "What have you done to make this negative part of the business more tolerable for you?"
What other people are important in helping your business succeed? Who is your team?
Many people start a business because they want to be the boss, they want to be in control of everything. Most BizOwner realize very early on that they can't do everything. We all need a team around us to help move the business along. The answer to this question will show you what people are necessary for a successful business. It will also probably show you that you may have some big holes in your Business Plan, especially in the management team area. After you get an answer to this question you might also want to ask "Where did the find the great people that you did?"
What, if anything, surprised you in the first 90 days of running your business?
The first 90 days are the most critical days of any new business. If you can get through the first 90 days and have gained some traction and may even have reached positive cash flow, then you are well on your way to success. As I said earlier whenever a new business starts it seems as if the universe is out to test you to see if you have what it takes to make it. Many of these "test" come in the first 90 days of a new business. Finding out what happened to someone else might give you some great insight into what also might happen to you! Depending on how the person answered the question, and assuming that something major happened that they did not expect, you might want to also ask how they overcame the unexpected surprise.
From a start-up perspective, what would you do differently If you were starting over again?
The answer to this question should be some great advice on what you need to do to make your business a success. Everyone who has started a business has some plan as to what they need to do and when the need to do it. Even if the plan is all in their head, they still have a plan. Knowing what they would do differently will help your start-up plan have a smoother start then they had. Make sure you take some really good notes here and especially circle the notes, because this is really important.
What do you think of your competition?  How much time do you spend paying attention to them?
Most new BizOwners who have never started a business before tend to over-react to competition. There is always a fear that the competition is going to come in and blow them away before they even has a chance to get started. The answer to this question should give you a great real-world perspective on competition and how much you should pay attention to them.  I have had answers to the question from "I worry about them every minute of every day" to "I never think about them, I am better than they are anyway!" The answer here should provide help with your perspective on how competitive your industry is, and (more importantly) how the competition reacts to a new player in the marketplace. The answer here should help a lot with your answers to the questions on competition in the 21Question Plan. (Sorry, another shameless plug!)
How much time do you spend marketing or prospecting for new customers? What do you spend this time on?
Assuming you are following the order of the questions, you probably have some insight into the answer to this question if they have already answered question # 10. One of the most important habits a new BizOwner can have is the CAP habit. CAP stand for Customer Acquisition Plan. These are the things you do on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis to always have a constant supply of new business. Finding out what a real BizOwner does on a regular basis to get new business should really help you put together your own CAP for your business. A really good follow-up question might be "Do you think you are spending enough time marketing and prospecting for new business? Please explain your answer?"
As a new entrepreneur (BizOwner), whereas the single best piece of advice you can give me right now?
This question is towards the end, and is basically a summary question. Asking this question takes everything you have talked about and boils it down to the single more important thing for you as a new BizOwner to remember. Write this answer down fully and circle it in your notes. There is a reason that the person answering this question thinks this is so important. If you don't know why it is so important, ask a follow-up question like "Why do you think this advice is so important?"
If you had to do it all over again would you?  Why or why or why not?
The purpose of this question is to give the new BizOwner a prospective on the life of a Business Owner in the field they want to be in. If the person being interviewed says "yes" you may gain some confidence in your decision to start a business. If the person being interviewed says "no" you may want to think about your decision to start a business. Either way you are gaining some great knowledge on answering the question: "Is Starting a Business Right for me?" Make sure you ask the "why" or "Why Not" part of the question. From this answer you will get the real answer on the good and bad of starting a running a business. 
SOME FINAL THOUGHTS
When I decided to turn this classroom assignment into another product for BizOwner Training, I had a devil of a time trying coming up with the name for it. I thought about "Interview Questions”, Or “The Best Research on Starting a Business", or "the Best Education on Starting a Business". None of these seemed to work, they just weren't right. Finally out of frustration I went back and re-read my introduction. In there, I talked about this activity being an assignment. The students had to do these interviews if they wanted to get a good grade in my class. Suddenly the name came to me "The Interview Assignment". It was perfect because the name would give an idea of what the book was all about, and the word assignment was great because it was something you had to or were supposed to do.
Most businesses start without the new BizOwner ever interviewing anyone about what they want to do. It is my belief that if more people who are thinking of starting a business took it upon themselves to do some interviews, the failure rates of this country would dramatically drop. What you learn by doing these interviews is astounding. Each semester I hear it over and over again, how this assignment gave me confidence or this assignment changed my mind about the business I wanted to start. Each semester the students come back with stories of how much they learned or how their eyes were really opened to what it like to start and operate a small business. The Benefits of doing this assignment far outweigh the discomfort of trying to set up an interview or taking the time to conduct an interview.
If you are in the process of thinking of starting a business and you have never started one before, then let this book be your first assignment. If you don't do this assignment you can still start a business and it could still be successful; you can still pass the class so to speak. But if you want an easy "A” in the life class called STARTING MY OWN BUSINESS, then do this assignment and do it well. Who knows, you may make the connection that can change your life forever!
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