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STEP 1:
DISCOVER NEW MARKETS
In today’s business environment, sustaining growth and profitability is never a guarantee. Technological and scientific advances shorten life cycles of products and services, business models change and new competitors appear
from outside the industry. This constant instability makes it necessary to seek new business opportunities. Consider the following when searching for a new market to enter:

Customer Segmentation

There are two variables to consider when looking at customer segmentation. First, there are Hard variables, such
as age, gender, where they live, their education level, job, and even income. Hard variables can help estimate the
number of potential customers a business can have. Soft variables would include the customer’s lifestyle, value,
and purchasing habits. Soft variables can help identify motivations that lead to purchasing decisions including
price, prestige, convenience, durability and design.

Purchase Situation Analysis

Just because you have a great idea for a market you’d like to enter, it doesn’t mean it is the right time or place to
go all in. Consider the following: When would people buy your product or service? Is it when they need it? Where
do people make the purchase? How do they pay? Reference our Innovation Guide to discover if your product or
service is worth pursuing.

Direct Competition Analysis

Knowing the existing players in the market where you are competing or going to compete is important when evaluating opportunities. Relevant questions in this case are: What are the products and brands of our industry that
are growing more significantly and why? What is their value proposition? What competitive advantage do we have
over them?

Indirect Competition Analysis

As a business, you should be constantly monitoring other companies, and their performance, within their respective industry. For example, airlines research how people travel long distances via bus and train. Things they might
consider would be cost for their tickets, occupation rates, which routes are most in demand, etc. This type of analysis helps an airline establish competitive advantages, and offers additional insight into opportunities for growth.

Analysis of Complementary Products and Services

Companies should monitor the performance of other companies’ products, which are complementary to their
own. For instance, a packaging company should monitor sales of products that it could potentially package, while
a company producing coffee machines should gather insights on the evolution of different types of coffee sales.
Trends in complementary markets should be taken into account when making investment decisions.

Environment Analysis

Market opportunities can also be identified by an analysis of changes in the environment with technological and
scientific developments generating new business opportunities. For example, the growth of the Internet and
smartphones’ penetration has enabled the arrival of companies with new business models such as Airbnb and
Uber. What technologies are just around the corner you can create a new business model for?
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STEP 2:
INCREASE CASH FLOW WITH RECURRING REVENUE
Recurring revenue is income generated in a business that comes in regularly, usually monthly or yearly, and that is
considered very stable. Recurring income allows revenue to come in with a high degree of certainty. With a recurring revenue model, businesses can predict what percentage of revenue may be lost each month and also how
many new subscriptions are likely to join.
The freedom of this type of income stream also opens up new opportunities for your business, which might
include:
• More time to develop the best customer service for your current customers
• Better customer service and overall experience increases referrals and brand loyalty, which brings in new
customers naturally and organically
• Reduced marketing/sales costs because you no longer have to pitch new customers as often

5 common ways to create recurring revenue for your business:

Create a Membership Program
Unlike a website like Facebook or YouTube which offers free access to their platform, a membership site is a place
where you can deliver content, build community, and offer coaching or consulting for a monthly recurring fee.
Physical Product Subscriptions
This is something we see all too often these days, and for good reason — it works! The box subscription model has
changed how some industries are getting their product in front of customers. Perhaps you are a huge fan of coffee
and love trying new flavors. You could subscribe to a service which sends you different kinds of coffee brands every
month for you to try — or maybe you have your favorite brand sent to your front door every month. Could you
replicate this in your business? Can you send your physical product, or aspects of your product, to your customers
throughout the year to increase sales?
Develop a Software as a Service (SaaS) Product Offering
Has your company created a custom made software to help you manage your projects? What about a software to
identify client leads or track inventory? Consider allowing other companies to use your software for their own purposes. This will both create recurring revenue, and increase brand awareness as an industry leader.
Become an Affiliate for Other SaaS Products
Just because your company hasn’t created your own software doesn’t mean you can’t make money for promoting
SaaS products! If your customers, or even random visitors on the internet visit your website, and you direct them to
another company’s software and they subscribe, you could collect fees for discovery — or maybe even a portion of
the monthly revenue generated from that customer!
Create Service or Retainer Plans
Just because your customer purchased your product doesn’t mean that the relationship has to end! Perhaps you
could create a service plan where you regularly visit their office to conduct maintenance on the product. Perhaps
you are a web designer and share new marketing materials or a website refresh every quarter. The possibilities are
endless!
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STEP 3:
CUSTOMER RETENTION AND UPSELLING
Customer retention is all about offering great customer service alongside great products and services. But, before
you can retain a customer, you have to get one first. When you get that customer, you might as well try and upsell
them!
Upselling is essentially offering additional products and services on top of what the customer was initially willing
to purchase. Most business experts suggest that the price of the upsell shouldn’t be more than 40% more than the
item they’re already looking at or buying. Others argue that it shouldn’t be more than 25%. This is all about your
type of customer and the product you are selling — so test the waters!
Here are some tips to keep in mind when crafting your additional offerings:

Choose the right upsell

Does the customer need a more robust service to achieve their goals? What about product protection? Can you
bundle multiple items together to convince them to buy more?

Always offer the upsell — if it makes sense

Just because a customer can buy multiple products from you doesn’t mean it is relevant to their current needs. If
someone is buying a popcorn maker, why would you pitch them on a $35k car? If they are buying a popcorn maker,
it would make more sense to offer bags of seeds, bowls to eat out of, etc.

Don’t be pushy

Have you ever been on a website where you were asked to buy more at every step of the purchasing process? Of
course you have! We all have — and it’s annoying. Understand who your customer is and if they seem like they are
willing to buy more. If not, make note and come back later… You don’t want to lose the customer before you have
the check in hand!

Use urgency

Buy now! On sale today only! These are just a few examples of ways businesses try to urge you to buy something
faster than you normally would. Study your customer and understand how urgency will affect their decision making
and your overall relationship with them.

Provide free shipping or installation

Sometimes giveaways are a great way to convince a customer to buy something else. To continue on with our car/
popcorn maker example from before… You might convince a customer to buy your car if you throw in a popcorn
maker with it. But, if you throw in a car if they buy in your popcorn maker the chances they buy the popcorn maker
drastically increases.
Now, the price difference between these two items is huge… So you need to do your research before you make this
sort of drastic give away/promotion for your customer. You don’t want to give away a physical product/service that
costs more than the product/service the customer is actually buying — unless the lifetime value of that customer
proves the giveaway financially makes sense.
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STEP 4:
FINDING, MANAGING, AND PAYING EMPLOYEES
All businesses, big and small, have to comply with a myriad of regulations surrounding Human Resources. Business
demands eventually push companies to hire employees and in turn, based on the number of employees, additional
laws apply.
There are several sites in Iowa to assist businesses with compliance related to employee administration:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

US Department of Labor: labor regulations
Internal Revenue Service: obtaining your Federal Identification Number and tax forms
Iowa Workforce Development: Iowa Unemployment Account, Workers Compensation information and IowaWorks business services
Iowa Department of Revenue: Iowa withholding, sales tax, use tax, and tax forms
US Citizenship & Immigration Service (USCIS): Employment Verification Form
Small Business Administration: Additional information on how to start a business
Skilled Iowa: information on career readiness certificates and testing

Independent Contractor vs Employee

It is critical to make certain you are properly classifying workers as independent contractor or employee. The fines
from the IRS and Department of Labor can be large for misclassification. Remember, you can never go wrong classifying someone as an employee and paying the worker on an hourly basis. Review the information found on the
Iowa Workforce Development Misclassification Unit website to determine proper classification of employees vs
independent contractors.

Finding Employees

You have determined that you need help and need to take the leap to hire employees. The first step is preparing the
business, and the next step is to find the right employee! There are many different ways to find the right person:
• Recruit your employees yourself
• Networking with others – Word of Mouth
• Job boards, online postings
• Placing ads in newspapers or posting signs
• Referrals from employees
• Social Media
• Use a temp agency
• Use a staffing agency
There are a few essential steps you should take in order to fill your position regardless of how you decide to recruit
your employees:
• Define your employment needs. What are the essential functions of the position to be filled (the primary reasons
this position exists in your business, the top 5-10 job duties)? A job description, either formal or informal, will
help to define the requirements of the position when recruiting and hiring the right person. Read this article
from the SBA on writing effective job descriptions.
• Develop interview questions. Your questions should be relevant to the position, legal, and consistent for each
candidate. Look for a good fit for your company’s culture as well as the right skills. Take notes on a separate piece
of paper (not the job application or resume).
• Check personal and professional references for each final candidate. According to the Fair Credit Reporting Act

(FCRA), background checks may only be conducted after a conditional offer of employment has been made.
Learn more about background checks from the FCRA.
Temp Agencies
Recruiting yourself requires you getting the word out to friends, colleagues, the public and anyone who might be
interested in working for your company. Most startup companies find their employees through active networking
and referrals from friends.
Temp, as in temporary employee, agencies can be used to fill a wide variety of positions from clerical to manufacturing, to professional and even executives. There are several reasons companies may use a temp agency to fulfill
employment needs:
• Companies that have fluctuations in the workload due to peak production periods
• Seasonal operations
• Employees on vacation or leave of absence
• New business or growth that requires additional employees quickly
• The desire to do a “trial” run with a prospect prior to hiring
Staffing or recruiting agencies focus on finding the right candidate for the position based on criteria defined by the
company looking to hire and typically charge a percentage of the first year salary for the service. The best recruiting
agencies have knowledge of the market, are familiar with employment trends, current wages, who and where the
candidates are and can offer other solutions if there are no candidates.
The staffing agency should be familiar with your company and send the top candidates. Read this article to learn
more about how to select a staffing agency.

Managing Employees

You have hired employees! What are you going to do to keep them? Here are some important things that you
should take into consideration for your employees:
•
•
•
•
•

Develop consistent policies and follow them. The Small Business Administration has information on how to
develop an employee handbook. Many small businesses do not have time to do this on their own. Contacting a
qualified HR Consulting company or legal counsel for assistance can streamline this process.
Change your mindset from being the “Doer” to being the “Leader”.
Research and learn how to manage all types of employees from high performers to the difficult.
Many times small businesses and startup companies do not realize the value of time and how much time managing employee administration can take. Outsourcing employee administration, payroll and bookkeeping can
save small businesses huge amounts of time so that more focus can be applied to operations.
Leading by example and the Golden Rule still apply in all businesses today. Treating others like you want to be
treated and not being afraid to know how to do the jobs within your business can help build credibility and
respect.

Paying Employees

Paying employees on time and accurately will increase employee retention significantly. You should determine how
and when to pay your employees and stick to your schedule.
Outsourcing your payroll responsibilities to a third party such as an accountant, bookkeeping firm or payroll processor is a smart decision for those that are not accountants by trade. Outsourcing payroll allows you, as the business owner, more time to focus on your business operations, while leaving the important task of complying with
the tax deposits or reporting and the liability associated with taxes, to a professional (keep in mind, that even with
a third party processor, owners are ultimately responsible for their tax obligations).
The Department of Labor requires that hours worked be tracked for non-exempt employees (this would be for all

hourly employees). There are several options for tracking employee hours worked:
• Manual (hand-written) time card
• Badge swiping
• Point of Sale Systems
• Time Clock
• Web-based time-keeping system
When is payday? Choices for payroll frequency are:
•
•
•
•

Weekly - 52 times per year (paid every week)
Semi-Monthly - 24 times per year (paid 2 times per month)
Bi-weekly - 26 times per year (paid every 2 weeks with 1 week lag - Most common)
Monthly - 12 times per year (paid 1 time per month)

In Iowa, employers may require new employees to participate in direct deposit, but may not require employees
who are currently receiving paychecks to sign up for direct deposit. An alternative pay option is a pay card. This is a
reloadable debit card, issued through a national or regional bank which would replace a paycheck. There are various laws and regulatory guidelines that may be different by state so research to determine if payroll cards are right
for your company. Iowa regulators have approved legislation requiring employees to agree voluntarily in writing to
receive payroll debit cards.
Exempt vs Non-Exempt
Classifying employees as exempt from overtime or non-exempt (those who must be paid time-and-a-half pay for
hours worked over 40 in a work week) is another critical decision when paying employees. Misclassification can lead
to fines, penalties and the payment of back wages to employees that may be owed overtime. The Department of
Labor provides direction on how to classify employees. The biggest thing to remember is that you must evaluate
each position by the actual duties worked, not based on job title, in order to determine eligibility for exempt or
non-exempt. Remember, when in doubt, you can’t go wrong paying someone hourly.
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STEP 5:
FORM AN ADVISORY BOARD
Contrary to popular belief, having an Advisory Board for your startup is a perfectly normal thing. In fact, it’s a great
strategy when you are lacking experience and want to grow quickly. High performing boards can help with ownership succession, leadership training, business performance, and business strategy.
When considering members for your board, consider the following criteria:
• Independent of the business, family, and key employees
• Critical thinkers
• Experience on effective boards and with family businesses if possible
• Companies that look like what you want yours to look like in 3 to 5 years
• Faced issues you will face (growth, technology, distribution, etc.)
• Not your attorney, CPA, wealth advisor, etc.
• Open dissent is critical
When first starting your Advisory Board, it’s a pretty informal thing. Small get-togethers with a focus on how the
owner(s) of the business can continue to learn and grow. An Advisory Board is typically non-binding, has no fiduciary responsibilities, no liability and is typically lower in cost to assemble/maintain.
As time moves forward, your Advisory Board may turn into a Legal Board. This essentially means your meetings
become more formal, and the focus is more towards the longevity of the business, rather than just focusing on
improving you as the owner. A legal board has a fiduciary obligation to their shareholders, has the ultimate legal
authority for the company, and they have the ability to hire/fire the CEO.
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BONUS STEP:

ESTABLISHING CERTIFICATIONS AND GOVERNMENT SELLING
Certifications For Your Business

Are you interested in selling your company’s products or services to the government or large corporations? Many
times, local, state and federal governments, as well as some larger corporations, set aside a portion of their purchasing contracts for certain certified small businesses.
Certification is a review process that demonstrates a business is actually at least 51% owned and managed by a
woman, minority, veteran, service-disabled veteran, or disadvantaged person(s). There are many different types of
certification programs available, and if your business qualifies, becoming certified can help open doors to new sales
opportunities.
State of Iowa Small Business Certifications:
•

The Iowa Targeted Small Business (TSB) program offers a certification program and technical and financial assistance for Iowa businesses owned by women, minorities, persons with disabilities and service-disabled veterans.
Certified TSB’s are eligible for special procurement opportunities when buying from the state government, are
listed in a Certified TSB online directory and benefit from educational and networking opportunities for their
business.

Federal Small Business Certifications:
The federal government wants to do business with you! If you think your business fits any of the below programs,
you may be on your way to winning some federal contracts:
•
•
•
•

Service-Disabled Veteran Owned Small Business (SDVOSB), Small Disadvantaged Businesses, and the SBA 8(a)
Business Development Program. Businesses in these three categories can self-certify through the federal System
for Award Management (SAM) portal.
HUBZone Program: The historically Underutilized Business Zones (HUBZone) helps small businesses certified as
located in designated areas gain preferential access to federal government contracting opportunities.
Women Owned Small Business (WOSB): Certification designated by the US Small Business Administration providing for WOSB businesses to compete and win federal government contracts.*
Economically Disadvantaged Women-Owned Small Business (EDWOSB): Certification designated by the SBA for
economically disadvantaged women-owned businesses.*

*Certification provided through three national organizations designated by the U.S. Small Business Administration
•
•
•

Women’s Business Enterprise National Council
U.S. Women’s Chamber of Commerce
National Women Business Owners Corporation

Other: Some national organizations also offer certification for small business, primarily to help with obtaining contracts with larger corporations. These certifications are generally more expensive to obtain and to renew than those
offered through state and federal government programs.
Minority Business Enterprise (MBE): A certification for businesses at least 51% owned and managed by an ethnic
minority seeking contracting opportunities with large corporations. Certification is offered through the National

Minority Supplier Development Council.
Women Business Enterprise (WBE): Certification for businesses at least 51% owned and managed by a woman.
Certification is provided by the Women’s Business Enterprise National Council through a regional partner network.
Iowa businesses would be certified through the Women’s Business Development Center in Chicago.
National and International Women Business Enterprise (NWBE, IWBE): Certification for businesses looking for
contracting opportunities with large corporations. Certification is offered through the U.S. Women’s Chamber of
Commerce.

Doing Business with the Government

Federal and state government agencies are huge consumers, regularly buying everything from paper clips to complex equipment. And it’s not just large businesses that win contracts. Both federal and state agencies have goals to
reserve a portion of total contracts annually for small businesses.
Doing business with the government is different than selling to other businesses. There is paperwork involved and
many steps to take before you make a bid. Fortunately, there are resources available to help you get your foot in the
door with one of the largest potential clients your business could have! Here’s some information to get you started
down the road to selling to the government:
Procurement Technical Assistance Program (PTAP): If your business is new to government contracting, contacting
the PTAP is a great first step. Whether you are interested in federal, state or local government contracting, the program staff can walk you through everything from preparing your initial bid to post-award assistance - all at no, or
low cost to your business.
Federal Resources:
System for Award Management (SAM): SAM is the primary supplier database for the U.S. Federal government, collecting, validating and storing data from suppliers and then making that data available to the various government
agencies. Your business must be registered in SAM to do business with the federal government, as this provides
buyers with a profile of the types of products or services your business can provide. There is no cost to register and
PTAP staff can assist you through the registration process at no cost.
Dynamic Small Business Search (DSBS) database: The DSBS is maintained by the Small Business Administration and
is another tool that government contracting officers use to identify potential small business contractors for upcoming contracting opportunities. During the registration process in the SAM, your business will have the opportunity
to fill out a small business profile which will then populate the information in the DSBS.
FedBizOpps: Federal Business Opportunities: For contracts valued over $25,000, federal agencies are required to
use this website to post available contracting opportunities and vendor requirements to the public and interested
vendors.
Small Business Administration Office of Government Contracting provides resources and information on bidding
opportunities for small businesses, including the Historically Underutilized Business Zones (HUBZone) program,
Women-Owned Small Business (WOSB) program, and others.
State of Iowa Resources:
Iowa Department of Administrative Services (DAS) is home to Iowa’s state agency bid opportunities and has several
useful links and resources for small businesses wanting to sell to state government, including:
•
•

How to do Business with the State of Iowa.
How to register your business with DAS to search, review and respond online to upcoming state contracts.

•
•

Current bidding opportunities.
Vendor FAQ page for answers to common procurement questions.
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BONUS STEP:
EXPAND YOUR BUSINESS TO IOWA
Considering expanding your market reach? Welcome to Iowa, a great place to do business! We consistently rank
among the nation’s lowest for cost of doing business, and the cost of living is below the nation’s average. From tax
incentives to employer opportunities, there are many great reasons to consider Iowa!
For regulatory information on doing business in Iowa, check out our Business License Information Center. Additionally, the Iowa Secretary of State FAQ page can help you determine some of the requirements based on the type of
legal structure of your organization.
If your business location will have employees, view our Licensing Resources Fact Sheet to review requirements for
employers.
If your business might not have a physical location but will still have employees in Iowa, there may be some tax
filing requirements you should be familiar with. This information is available through the Iowa Department of Revenue.
Need help finding that perfect location? The Iowa Economic Development Authority business development team
will work with you to find a community and property that fits your needs. You can also search for available properties through the online database.
If you just need some space to work, Iowa is also home to many business incubators and co-work spaces that might
be just what you need to start building your business in the state. You can find more useful tips on finding that perfect fit on our business location page.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY, PATENTS, AND TRADEMARKS
Intellectual property (IP), refers to creations of the mind: inventions; literary and artistic works; and symbols, names
and images used in commerce. When you refer to IP, you could be talking about patents, trademarks and service
marks, and copyright.
Patents grant an exclusive property right to the inventor or owner, and basically provide the right for the owner
to decide how (or if ) the patented property can be used by others. You can learn more about patents and how to
apply through the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO).
Trademarks, also provided through the USPTO, can be a word, phrase, symbol, or design that distinguishes the
source of the good from other sources. Think ‘Nike swoosh’, which is a trademarked symbol representing the Nike
company. If your business provides a service, you would use a service mark instead of a trademark.
Copyright is a legal term to describe the rights creators have over literary or artistic works. It isn’t required to register, as copyright exists from the time the work was created. However, registration with the U.S. Copyright Office is
recommended and would be necessary if you needed to file a lawsuit for infringement of your work.
There are many reasons your intellectual property should be protected. Without protection, your IP is more easily
subject to patent infringement, trademark counterfeiting, and copyright piracy. Even with protective measures in
place, many times a small business lacks the resources to effectively protect their IP. Recognizing this, the U.S. Government has free tools and resources available to help businesses tackle IP protection and enforcement.
Obtaining IP protection can be complicated so it’s a good idea to review your options. However, it is generally advised that you work with an experienced attorney to help you through the protection process.

