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A Letter from NextStepFilingsA Letter from NextStepFilings

Dear Business Owner,

Congratulations. You did the thing.

While most people spend years talking about starting a business, sketching ideas on napkins,
bookmarking articles they never read, and telling friends about the company they're "definitely going to
launch someday" - you actually did it.

You filed the paperwork. You chose a business name. You formed your LLC or corporation. You made it
official.

That puts you in rare company. And we don't say that lightly.

In 2023, more than 5.5 million new business applications were filed in the United States. That's not a typo.
Five and a half million people looked at their lives, their skills, their ideas, and said: 

I'm going to build something of my own. It was the third consecutive year that new business applications
exceeded five million - a trend that shows no signs of slowing down.

You're part of that wave. You should feel good about that.

But here's the part nobody puts on the motivational poster: according to the U.S. Small Business
Administration, roughly 20% of new businesses fail within their first year. About half won't make it to their
fifth birthday. And by the ten-year mark, only about a third are still standing.

Those numbers aren't meant to scare you. They're meant to prepare you.

Because the businesses that fail? Most of them don't fail because of a bad idea. They fail because of what
happens after formation. They fail because nobody told the owner about quarterly estimated taxes until
the IRS sent a penalty notice. They fail because the owner mixed personal and business finances until
everything was an untraceable mess. They fail because the owner didn't know what an EIN was, didn't get
business insurance, didn't separate their brand from their bank account, and didn't build the operational
foundation that turns a good idea into a real company.

Formation is the foundation. What you do next determines whether the building stands.

That's why we wrote this book.

At NextStepFilings.com, we've helped thousands of entrepreneurs form LLCs and corporations across all
50 states. We've watched people go from a blank application to a thriving business. And we've also
watched people file their articles of organization and then freeze - unsure of what comes next,
overwhelmed by the alphabet soup of EINs, BOI reports, registered agents, and S-Corp elections.

We built our company to solve that exact problem. Not just to help you file paperwork, but to help you
build a business that actually lasts. Formation is our starting point, not our finish line - and it shouldn't be
yours either.

This guide is everything we wish someone had handed us when we started our first business. It's the
playbook we've assembled from working with real business owners every single day - the questions they
ask, the mistakes they make, the things they wish they'd known sooner.
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Here's how to use it:

Chapters 1 through 6 cover the immediate post-formation essentials - your EIN, business banking,
accounting, insurance, and the legal foundations that protect your company from day one. If you just
formed your business, start here. These are the things you need to do in your first 30 days.

Chapters 7 through 10 move into growth territory - landing your first customers, building your online
presence, mastering your numbers, and leveraging AI tools that give small businesses capabilities they
didn't have five years ago.

Chapters 11 through 13 cover AI-powered automation, lead generation, and the ongoing compliance
obligations that keep your business in good standing year after year.

Chapter 14 gives you the data. What does the SBA actually say about which businesses survive and
which don't? What do survivors do differently? This chapter turns statistics into strategy.

Chapter 15 is your send-off. Because you deserve one.

And the Resource Directory at the back puts every tool, service, and resource we mention in one place,
so you can find what you need without flipping back through chapters.

You don't have to read this book cover to cover in one sitting. You don't have to implement everything at
once. Pick the chapter that matches where you are right now, take action on the next step, and come back
when you're ready for the one after that.

That's the whole philosophy behind our name, after all. There's always a next step. The key is to keep
taking them.

You've already taken the hardest one. You went from zero to one. You went from "I should start a
business" to "I own a business." That took you deciding that the risk of trying was better than the certainty
of wondering what if.

This book is how you make it count.

With you every step,
The NextStepFilings Team

NextStepFilings.com
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How to Use This BookHow to Use This Book

This book is designed to be both a sequential guide and a reference you return to. Each chapter stands on
its own, so you can jump to whatever topic is most urgent for your business right now.

Throughout the book, you'll find:

ACTION STEP callouts - specific things you can do right now
PRO TIP callouts - insider knowledge that saves time and money
WARNING callouts - mistakes to avoid and penalties to watch for
KEY TAKEAWAY callouts - single-sentence summaries of the most important points
NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP callouts - practical guidance from the NextStepFilings team based on what
we see working (and failing) across thousands of businesses
Resource Links - tools and services that can help (all consolidated in the Resource Directory at the
back)

Look for ACTION STEP, PRO TIP, WARNING, and NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP callouts throughout - these
highlight the most important information at a glance.

Whether you formed your business yesterday or six months ago, there's something in here for you. Let's
get started.
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Stacie
Medical Billing Consultancy
South Dakota

As my medical billing consulting business grew, I needed an LLC to legally protect myself... I tried to
file myself on the South Dakota government website but was immediately lost and overwhelmed...
Within days, my LLC was filed correctly, and I had absolutely no stress.

Service used: LLC formation

The Next StepThe Next Step
Real business owners. Real peace of mind.

Antonio
Peak Path Financial Consulting
New Jersey

The annual renewal for my LLC would often slip through the cracks because I was busy running my
business... Working with NextStep Filings has been one of the best decisions I've made for my
business, as it lets me focus on clients, not compliance deadlines.

Service used: Annual LLC renewal

Lindy
Jumble Bee Media
Wyoming

After officially getting my LLC, I landed a huge opportunity with a major brand, and their legal team
requested my operating agreement. I had no idea what an operating agreement was... They created
an operating agreement tailored to my business, made me feel legitimate, and protects me moving
forward.

Service used: Operating agreement creation
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The secret 
of getting ahead is
getting started.
- Mark Twain

5.5M
NEW BUSINESS
APPLICATIONS
FILED IN 2023

KEY TAKEAWAY
Formation is the starting line, not the finish line. 
What you do in your first 90 days determines whether your business survives its first year.

In 2023, Americans filed 5.5 million new business applications. That's 5.5 million people who
took the leap, filled out the paperwork, paid the fee, and got the confirmation email that changed
everything: Your business entity has been formed.

If you're reading this, you're one of them. Congratulations. Seriously. Most people talk about
starting a business for years and never do it. You did.

But here's what nobody tells you after the celebration fades: filing your LLC or corporation was
the foundation, not the finish. And what you do in the next 90 days will determine whether your
business thrives, stumbles, or quietly dies before it ever really begins.

1
You're Official -
Now What?
You're Official -
Now What?

The "Filed and Frozen" Problem
There's a pattern we see constantly at NextStepFilings.com. A new business owner files their
LLC on a Monday. They feel incredible. They update their LinkedIn. They tell their friends. They
might even order business cards.

Then Tuesday comes. And Wednesday. And suddenly it's three weeks later and they haven't
The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts8



TAX 
PENALTIES

Many states require you to
register for taxes within a

specific window after
formation. Miss that

window, and you're looking
at penalties and interest

before you've earned your
first dollar.

YOUR LLC PROTECTION 
CAN EVAPORATE

If you're running your business
through personal bank accounts,

mixing personal and business
expenses, and operating without
proper documentation, a court
can "pierce the corporate veil."
That means your LLC's liability

protection disappears. Your
personal assets - your house,

your car, your savings - become
fair game in a lawsuit.

YOU MISS 
OPPORTUNITIES

Try applying for a business
loan, signing a commercial

lease, or landing a corporate
client without an EIN, a

business bank account, or
proof of insurance. It won't
happen. The opportunities

you're forming this business to
pursue require these

foundations to be in place.

WARNING

Every day you operate without
proper foundations in place,
you're accumulating risk. 

Your LLC protection can be
pierced, tax penalties can pile
up, and opportunities will pass
you by.

1 IN 5 BUSINESSES CLOSE WITHIN
THEIR FIRST YEAR

Why the First 90 Days Matter
You might be thinking, "I'll get to all of this eventually. What's the rush?"

The rush is compliance. The rush is liability. The rush is that every day you operate without the
right foundations in place, you're accumulating risk - sometimes without even knowing it.

Here's what can happen when you delay:

done a single thing to actually operate their business. The
excitement of formation gave way to a paralyzing question:
What am I supposed to do now?

We call this "filed and frozen." It happens to more new business
owners than you'd think. The formation process has a clear path
- choose a name, pick a state, file the documents, get your
certificate. But after that? The path disappears into a fog of
overlapping deadlines, unfamiliar acronyms, and advice from
everyone who's never actually run a business.

Here's the truth: your business entity is a legal shell. It protects you, but it doesn't do anything
on its own. Think of it like buying a house - the deed is important, but you still need to turn on
the electricity, set up the plumbing, get insurance, and actually move in before it becomes a
home.

The next 90 days are when you move in.

You've seen the headline numbers - roughly one in five new businesses close within a year, and
about half don't reach year five. We'll unpack those statistics in depth in Chapter 14. But the
critical caveat is this: preparation dramatically improves your odds. Businesses that establish
proper financial systems, maintain compliance, and operate with professional infrastructure from
the start survive at significantly higher rates than those that wing it.

50%
DONʼT MAKE IT TO YEAR FIVE.

THE STATISTICS DON’T LIE
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Open a Dedicated Business Bank Account
This is non-negotiable. Your business needs its own bank account, completely separate from
your personal finances. Not a second personal account you earmarked for business. An
actual business checking account in your company's legal name.

We'll cover this in depth in Chapter 2, but for now, put it on your list and plan to handle it
within your first week.

2

Set Up Accounting Software
Don't wait until tax season to figure out your books. Set up your accounting software now,
connect it to your business bank account, and start tracking every dollar from day one.

It doesn't need to be complicated. A basic cloud accounting platform will handle invoicing,
expense tracking, and tax preparation. Chapter 3 goes deep on this, but the key point is: start
now, not later.

3

This is the work that separates businesses that last from businesses that become statistics.
None of it is glamorous. All of it is essential. Let's walk through each item.

Your First 
             Days Checklist90

Get Your EIN from the IRS
Your Employer Identification Number is your business's Social Security number. You need it
for almost everything - opening a bank account, filing taxes, hiring employees, applying for
business credit.

The good news: it's free, and you can get it in about five minutes at irs.gov. Go to the IRS
website, search for "EIN application," and complete the online form. You'll have your number
immediately.

1

Do this first. Everything else depends on it.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Get Your EIN
from the IRS

Set Up
Accounting

Software

Obtain Required
Licenses and

Permits

Get 
Business
Insurance

Choose a 
Payroll System 

(If Hiring)

Open a Dedicated
Business Bank

Account

Get a Business
Address Separate
from Your Home

Register 
for State and
Local Taxes

Set Up a Basic
Website and
Claim Social

Media Handles

Set Up a
Registered Agent

(If Not Done)

Get a Business Address Separate from Your Home
If you're running your business from home, you still need a professional address for your

4
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ACTION STEP
Go to irs.gov right now and apply for your EIN. 
It's free, takes five minutes, and everything else on this list depends on it.
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Register for State and Local Taxes
NEXTSTEP 
PARTNER TIP

Compliance deadlines vary by
state and can be easy to miss,
especially when you're juggling
the hundred other things that
come with launching a business. 
NextStepFilings tracks
compliance deadlines by state
and entity type, so you get
reminders before due dates
arrive - not penalty notices after
you've missed them.Get Business Insurance

A lawsuit, a natural disaster, a data breach, a client injury on
7

your premises - any of these can destroy an uninsured business overnight. According to the
SBA, 40% of businesses that experience a major disaster never reopen - we'll cover how to
protect yourself in Chapter 4.

At minimum, most businesses need general liability insurance. Depending on your industry,

Obtain Required Licenses and Permits
PRO TIP

Many cities let you apply for
business licenses online, but
processing times vary wildly. 
Some issue same-day, others
take 4 to 6 weeks.
Start early so you're not stuck
waiting when a client needs to
see your credentials.

ACTION STEP
Search "[your city] business license requirements" and "[your state] professional licensing" right now.
Make a list of everything that applies to you and start the applications today. Some take weeks to
process.

If you're selling products or taxable services, you likely need
to register for a sales tax permit with your state's Department
of Revenue. Some states also require separate registrations
for employer withholding taxes, use taxes, or gross receipts
taxes.

Don't skip this. Operating without proper tax registration isn't
just a compliance issue - it's a legal one. And the penalties
for collecting sales tax without being registered can be
severe.

6

This one trips up a lot of new business owners because the
requirements vary dramatically based on your industry, your
state, and your city.

Federal licenses apply if you're in a regulated industry -
think alcohol, firearms, aviation, broadcasting, or
transportation. Most small businesses don't need a federal
license, but check the SBA's license and permit tool to be
sure.

State licenses depend on your profession. Contractors,

5

Local permits are often the most overlooked. Your city or county may require a general
business license, a zoning permit, a health department permit (if you're in food service), a
signage permit, or a home occupation permit if you're running a business from your
residence.

cosmetologists, real estate agents, accountants, and dozens of other professions require
state-level licensing. Your state's Secretary of State or Department of Revenue website will
list the requirements.

I filings, your website, and your correspondence. Using your home address creates privacy
concerns and can undermine your credibility with potential clients and partners.

A virtual office or mail forwarding service gives you a professional street address - not a P.O.
Box - for a fraction of the cost of renting office space. We'll cover your options in Chapter 5.
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Set Up a Basic Website and Claim Social Media Handles
You don't need a beautiful website on day one. You need a functional one. A single page with
your business name, what you do, how to contact you, and your service area is enough to
start.

More importantly, claim your social media handles now - even if you don't plan to use them
right away. Search for your business name on Instagram, Facebook, LinkedIn, X (Twitter),
TikTok, and any platform relevant to your industry. Secure those handles before someone
else does.

Register your domain name immediately. If your exact business name isn't available as a
.com, consider variations, but lock something down today.

8

Choose a Payroll System (If Hiring)
If you're planning to hire employees - even one - you need a payroll system before their first
day. Payroll isn't just about cutting checks. It involves tax withholding, reporting to state and
federal agencies, workers' compensation compliance, and year-end tax document
preparation.

Modern payroll platforms automate most of this, but you need to set them up correctly from
the start. If you're a solo operation for now, you can revisit this when you're ready to hire.

9

Set Up a Registered Agent (If Not Done)10

Every LLC and corporation needs a registered agent - a person or service designated to
receive legal documents, government correspondence, and compliance notices on behalf of
your business.

If your formation service included registered agent service, confirm it's active and that the
correct address is on file with your state. If you handled formation yourself, you may have
listed yourself as your own registered agent. That works, but it means your personal address
is on the public record, and you need to be available at that address during business hours to
accept service of process.

A professional registered agent service solves both problems - privacy protection and
reliability - for a modest annual fee. We'll cover your options in Chapter 5.

The Mental Shift You Need to Make
There's one more thing on your first-90-days list, and it's not a task. It's a change in how you
think about yourself.

You are not "starting a business." You are not "trying something out." You are not "seeing if this
works."

You are a business owner.

That distinction matters more than you think. When you see yourself as someone who's "trying,"
you give yourself permission to cut corners, skip steps, and treat your business like a hobby.
Hobbies don't need insurance. Hobbies don't need separate bank accounts. Hobbies don't need 

you may also need professional liability (errors and omissions), commercial property,
workers' compensation, or cyber liability coverage. Chapter 4 breaks down exactly what you
need and how to get it affordably.
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Key Takeaways
Formation is just the beginning
Your LLC formation was the foundation, not the finish line. The next 90
days determine whether your business thrives or becomes a statistic.

Protect your liability shield
Commingling personal and business finances can destroy your LLC's
liability protection through veil piercing.

Avoid costly early mistakes
Tax penalties, missed opportunities, and compliance failures are the real
reasons most businesses fail early - not bad ideas.

Think like a business owner
Treating yourself as a business owner (not someone "trying something")
changes every decision you make for the better.

01.

02.

03.

04.

Apply for your EIN at irs.gov (free, five minutes)
Open a dedicated business bank account in your company's legal name

Here's what happens when you knock out your first-90-days checklist:

You walk into a meeting with a potential client and hand them a business card with a
professional address. They ask for proof of insurance and you email it over in two minutes. They
want to pay by invoice and you generate one from your accounting software while you're still on
the call. The payment goes into your business bank account, gets automatically categorized,
and shows up in your books without you touching it.

That's what a real business looks like. And you can have all of that in place within weeks, not
months.

Every foundation you build now compounds over time. Good financial records make tax season
painless. Proper insurance means you sleep at night. A professional address gives you credibility
that opens doors. Compliance keeps the state off your back so you can focus on what actually
makes money.

The businesses that survive aren't always the ones with the best ideas. They're the ones that
built the right foundation and then showed up every day to build on it.

compliance calendars.

Businesses do.

From this moment forward, treat every decision through the lens of a business owner. When
you're deciding whether to open that business bank account this week or "whenever you get
around to it," think about what a business owner would do. When you're debating whether you
really need insurance yet, ask yourself what a business owner would do.

The answer is almost always: handle it now, handle it properly, and move on to the next thing.

The Compound Effect of Getting It Right

Action Steps
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Sign up for accounting software and connect it to your bank account
Search your city and state licensing requirements and start applications
Register for state and local taxes if selling products or taxable services
Get a general liability insurance quote
Claim your domain name and social media handles

Your Next Step
Your EIN is in hand and your checklist is clear - now it's time to separate your money, which is
the single most important thing you can do to protect your personal assets. Chapter 2 shows
you exactly how.

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts

Success is not about havig a
great idea.
Its about building a business the
right way, from the very start.

Success is not about havig a
great idea.
Its about building a business the
right way, from the very start.
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WEEK 3

Get your EIN from the IRS (free at irs.gov, takes 5 minutes)
Open a dedicated business bank account (Relay, Mercury, or Novo)
Set up a second account for tax savings (minimum)
Order a business debit card
Sign up for accounting software (QuickBooks, FreshBooks, or Xero)
Connect your bank account to your accounting software
File your Beneficial Ownership Information (BOI) report at fincen.gov

LEGAL &
FINANCIAL

FOUNDATION

WEEK 1

Register your domain name
Build a minimum viable website (home, about, services, contact)
Claim your business name on all major social media platforms
Set up your Google Business Profile
Create a professional email address (yourname@yourbusiness.com)PROFESSIONAL

PRESENCE

Everything you need to do in your first three months as a business owner, pulled from every
chapter in this book. Print this page, stick it on your wall, and check things off as you go.

Your First 90 Days:
MasterThe                           Checklist

Confirm your registered agent is active and address is correct
Check your state's annual report deadline and add it to your calendar
Get a business address separate from your home (virtual office if needed)
Apply for required federal, state, and local licenses and permits
Register for state and local taxes (sales tax, employer taxes if applicable)
Get general liability insurance (quotes from Hiscox, Embroker, or Thimble)
Get professional liability insurance if you provide services or advice

COMPLIANCE &
PROTECTION

WEEK 2

Set up the Profit First system (operating, tax, profit, owner's pay accounts)
Create your chart of accounts in your accounting software
Set a weekly 30-minute financial review appointment with yourself
Write your one-page business plan (Chapter 9)
Identify your first 10 potential customers and reach outOPERATIONS &

GROWTH

WEEK 4

Complete your SWOT analysis
Calculate your break-even number
Set your prices (top third of your industry)
Ask your first customers for testimonials and reviews
Explore AI tools for your biggest time sinks (Chapter 10)
Identify one task to automate this month (Chapter 11)
Build your compliance calendar (Chapter 13)

SCALE &
SYSTEMATIZE

MONTH 2-3

Evaluate whether you need to hire help (Chapter 6)
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Review your finances weekly (30 minutes)
Post useful content on social media (minimum once per week)
Ask every satisfied customer for a referral
Check your compliance status quarterly
Set aside tax payments quarterly (April 15, June 15, Sept 15, Jan 15)

ONGOING
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Do not save what is left after
spending, but spend what
is left after saving.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Your LLC's liability protection is only as strong as the separation you maintain between your business
and personal finances - commingling funds is the fastest way to lose that protection.

2
Separate Your
Money on Day One
Separate Your
Money on Day One

- Warren Buffett

Here's a scenario that plays out in courtrooms across America every year: A small business
owner gets sued. They have an LLC, so they feel protected. Their personal assets should be
safe, right? That's the whole point of the corporate veil.

Then the plaintiff's attorney asks a simple question: "Can you show me your business bank
statements?"

The business owner hesitates. They don't have business bank statements. They've been
running everything through their personal checking account. Business revenue, personal
paychecks, groceries, client payments, Netflix subscriptions, vendor invoices - all in one tangled
mess.

The judge takes one look at that and pierces the corporate veil. The LLC's protection vanishes.
The business owner's personal savings, their home equity, their retirement accounts - all of it is
now on the table.

This is not hypothetical. It happens. And it's avoidable with one simple decision you can make
today.

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts

1 SIMPLE
MISTAKE

MIXING PERSONAL 
AND BUSINESS 

FUNDS CAN DESTROY
LLC PROTECTION.
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Why Financial Separation Is the Foundation of Everything
When you formed your LLC or corporation, you created a separate legal entity. In the eyes of the
law, your business is not you. It has its own identity, its own rights, and its own obligations. That
separation is what protects your personal assets from business liabilities.

WARNING

Courts look at several factors
when deciding whether to pierce
the corporate veil, but
commingled funds - mixing
personal and business money - 
is consistently one of the most
damning.

If you can't show where personal
finances end and business
finances begin, a court will
conclude that the LLC is just your
alter ego. And alter egos don't
get liability protection.

But here's what most people miss: that separation only works if
you actually treat the business as separate. And the single most
important way you demonstrate that separation is through your
finances.

Beyond the legal risk, there's the IRS to worry about.
Commingled funds are a red flag for audits. When the IRS can't
easily distinguish business expenses from personal ones, they
dig deeper. And when they dig deeper, they tend to find things -
not because you were cheating, but because messy records
lead to mistakes. Deductions you shouldn't have taken. Income
you accidentally underreported. Expenses you can't
substantiate.

An audit with clean, separated books is inconvenient. An audit
with commingled finances is a nightmare.

When Marcus started his landscaping company in Tampa, he ran everything through his
personal Chase account for eight months. When he applied for an SBA microloan, the bank
couldn't distinguish his business revenue from his personal deposits. His loan application was
denied. He spent the next three months untangling his records, opening a dedicated business
account, and reapplying. The delay cost him a full season of growth.

What to Look for in a Business Bank Account
Not all business bank accounts are created equal. Here's what matters when you're choosing
one:

No or low monthly fees
You're a new business. Cash is your most valuable resource. Look for accounts
with no monthly maintenance fees, or fees that are waived with a low minimum
balance.

No minimum balance requirements
Some banks require you to keep $1,500 or more in your account at all times or
face monthly charges. When you're just starting out, that money is better
deployed in your business.

Integration with accounting software
Your bank account should connect directly to your bookkeeping platform. This
saves you hours of manual data entry every month and reduces errors. Most
major banks integrate with QuickBooks, Xero, and FreshBooks - but verify
before you sign up.

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts18



PRO TIP
Before opening your account, call or chat with the bank and ask about their integration with your chosen
accounting software. Not all integrations are equal - some sync in real time, others take 24 to 48 hours.
Real-time sync saves you from making decisions based on outdated numbers.

ACTION STEP
Pick one of these three banks (or your local bank) and start the application today. Don't spend a week
comparing - any of them will serve you well. The important thing is to have a business account open this
week, not next month.

MERCURY
 is built for startups and

tech-oriented businesses,
but it works beautifully for

any LLC that wants a
modern, clean banking

experience. The interface is
intuitive, the API integrations

are strong, and they offer
features like team

permissions and virtual
cards that become valuable

as you grow. If you're
building a business that will

scale, Mercury gives you
room to grow without
switching banks later.

RELAY

 is purpose-built for small
business banking, and it's one of
the few platforms that makes the

"profit first" method (more on
that in a minute) genuinely easy.

You can create up to 20
individual checking accounts -

no fees, no minimums - and
assign each one a specific

purpose. Operating expenses in
one account, tax savings in

another, profit in a third, owner's
pay in a fourth. Relay connects
to major accounting platforms

and gives you a clear visual
dashboard of where every dollar
sits. For a new LLC owner trying
to build financial discipline from

day one, it's hard to beat.

NOVO
 offers free business checking
with no minimum balance, no

hidden fees, and solid
integrations with tools like

Stripe, Shopify, and
QuickBooks. For a

straightforward small business
that needs reliable banking

without complexity, Novo is a
strong choice. They also offer

perks and discounts on
business software through their

marketplace.

Multiple account support
As your business grows, you'll want separate accounts for different purposes -
operating expenses, taxes, owner's pay, profit. Choose a bank that makes it
easy and affordable to open additional accounts.

Easy online and mobile access
You need to check balances, transfer funds, and deposit checks from anywhere.
This isn't a nice-to-have; it's essential.

Business debit card included
You'll need a way to make purchases for the business. A debit card tied to your
business account keeps those transactions clean and separate.

Three Business Banking Options Worth Considering
The business banking landscape has changed dramatically in the last few years. You're no
longer limited to walking into your local branch and hoping they have a decent small business
account. Several digital-first banks have built products specifically for how small businesses
actually operate.
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4 531 2

EIN confirmation
letter from the

IRS

Articles of
Organization or
Incorporation

Operating
Agreement or

Bylaws

Government-
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If you're using an online bank like Relay, Mercury, or Novo, the
application takes about 10 to 15 minutes. You'll upload your
documents, verify your identity, and typically have your account
approved within one to three business days.

If you prefer a local bank, call ahead and ask what documents
they require for a business account. Show up prepared and
you'll walk out with an account number and a debit card the
same day.

Once your account is open, set up online access immediately.
Download the mobile app. Enable notifications for deposits and
withdrawals. Connect the account to your accounting software.
This is your financial command center - get comfortable with it.

ACTION STEP
Gather your EIN confirmation letter, Articles of Organization, operating agreement, and photo ID right now.
Put them in one folder - digital or physical - so you're ready to open your account without hunting for
documents.

Builds business credit. Your business has its own credit profile, separate from your
personal credit. Using a business credit card responsibly - and paying it off in full every
month - builds that profile. Down the road, strong business credit means better terms on
loans, lines of credit, and vendor accounts.

NEXTSTEP 
PARTNER TIP

When you open your business
bank account, make sure the
business name on the account
exactly matches your formation
documents. 

Even a small discrepancy - like
"LLC" vs. "L.L.C." - can cause
problems. If your business name
needs correcting on your
formation documents,
NextStepFilings can file an
amendment with your state.

The case for a business credit card:

Any of these will serve you well. The important thing is to choose one and open the account this
week. Not next month. This week.

How to Open Your First Business Bank Account
The process is straightforward, but you'll need a few documents ready:

1.Your EIN confirmation letter from the IRS (this is the CP 575 form or the online confirmation
you received)

2.Your Articles of Organization or Incorporation (the formation document from your state)
3.Your Operating Agreement (for LLCs) or Bylaws (for corporations) - some banks require this,

some don't, but have it ready
4.A government-issued photo ID for all account signers
5.Proof of business address

Business Debit Card vs. Business Credit Card
You'll get a debit card with your business checking account. Should you also get a business
credit card?
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Cash flow flexibility. A credit card gives you a 30-day float on expenses. That can matter
when a client is slow to pay but you still need to buy inventory or pay for services.

Rewards and cash back. Business credit cards often offer meaningful rewards - cash
back on office supplies, travel, advertising spend, or general purchases. Over a year, this
can add up to real money.

The case for starting with just a debit card:
No risk of debt. When you're new, it's easy to lean on a credit card more than you should.
A debit card forces discipline - you can only spend what 
you have.

Simplicity. One account, one card, one statement. When 
you're learning to manage business finances, simplicity 
has value.

WARNING

Never carry a balance on a
business credit card. The
interest rates on business credit
cards will eat your margins alive.

 If you can't pay it off in full
every month, stick with your
debit card until your cash flow is
consistent.

Our recommendation: start with your business debit card. Once
you've established consistent revenue and have a solid handle
on your cash flow, add a business credit card and pay it off in
full every month. Never carry a balance.

The "Profit First" Method: Your Financial Operating System
Most new business owners manage their money like this: revenue comes in, they pay expenses,
and whatever is left over is "profit." The problem is that there's rarely anything left over.
Expenses expand to fill available cash. This is Parkinson's Law applied to money, and it will keep
you broke and stressed indefinitely.

The Profit First method, developed by Mike Michalowicz, flips this on its head. Instead of
Revenue - Expenses = Profit, you operate on Revenue - Profit = Expenses.

Here's how it works in practice:

Set up multiple bank accounts, each with a specific purpose:

1. Income - All revenue deposits land here first
2.Profit - A percentage of every deposit is immediately transferred here. This is untouchable.
3.Owner's Pay - Your salary. A set percentage goes here every time revenue hits.
4.Tax - A percentage set aside for quarterly and annual tax obligations. When tax time comes,

the money is already there.
5.Operating Expenses - What's left after the other allocations. This is what you have to run the

business.

1 2 3 4 5

Income Owner's Pay Operating Expenses

Profit Tax
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The percentages to start with:
When you're brand new, don't stress about hitting "ideal" percentages. Start here:

Profit
Owner's Pay
Tax
Operating Expenses

ACCOUNT

1%
50%
15%
34%

STARTING %

5-15%
35-50%
15-25%
30%

TARGET %

Yes, start with just 1% to profit. It sounds trivial, but the habit matters more than the amount. As
your revenue grows and your expenses become more disciplined, increase the profit allocation
gradually.

Why this works: When your operating expenses account has a fixed amount in it, you're forced
to run your business within that constraint. You stop making purchases you don't need. You
negotiate better deals with vendors. You find the free tool instead of the $200/month
subscription. Constraints breed creativity and discipline.

This is why Relay is particularly well-suited for new LLCs - it lets you create all of these accounts
at no additional cost, and you can see the balances side by side. But you can implement Profit
First at any bank. You just need multiple accounts and the discipline to transfer on a schedule.

Connect Your Bank to Your Accounting Software from Day One
This is a five-minute task that will save you dozens of hours over the course of a year.
Whatever accounting software you choose - and we'll cover the options in detail in Chapter 3 -
connect it to your business bank account the day you set both up. Modern accounting platforms
pull in your transactions automatically, categorize most of them correctly, and give you a real-
time picture of your financial health.

When you connect from day one, you get:

Complete records. Every transaction from the very first one is captured and categorized.
Painless tax prep. When your CPA asks for your income and expense reports, you export
them in two clicks.
Real-time visibility. You always know how much you've earned, how much you've spent,
and where the money went.
Audit protection. Clean, complete records are your best defense if the IRS ever comes
knocking.

If you wait three months to set up your accounting software and then try to recreate transactions
from memory and bank statements, you're going to miss things. Those missed things become
problems at tax time or, worse, during an audit.

Common Banking Mistakes New Business Owners Make
Paying personal expenses from the business account. Your business account is for
business expenses only. When you need money for personal use, transfer it to your
personal account as an owner's draw or payroll payment, then spend it from there. Every
personal charge that hits your business account muddies your books and weakens your
corporate veil.
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Depositing business income into a personal account. A client hands you a check made
out to you personally instead of your business. It happens. But you need to deposit it into
your business account. If you can't (some banks won't accept checks made out to an
individual in a business account), deposit it personally and then immediately transfer the
amount to your business account with a note explaining the transaction.

Not keeping a cash reserve. Revenue is unpredictable, especially in your first year. Keep
at least one month of operating expenses as a cash reserve in your operating account.
Two to three months is better. This buffer keeps you from making desperate decisions
when a slow month hits.

Using Venmo, PayPal personal, or Cash App for business transactions. These personal
payment apps create a compliance and record-keeping nightmare. If you need to accept
digital payments, use a proper business payment processor - your accounting software
likely offers one, or you can use Stripe, Square, or PayPal Business.

Having only one bank account for everything. Even if you're not ready for full Profit
First, at minimum have two accounts: one for operating expenses and one for taxes.
When you owe the IRS $8,000 in April and the money is already sitting in a separate
account, you'll thank yourself.

Ignoring your statements. Review your business bank account at least weekly. Look for
unauthorized charges, reconcile against your records, and keep a pulse on your cash
position. Ten minutes a week prevents month-long headaches.

Avoid Commingling
Commingled funds are the number one reason courts pierce the
corporate veil, stripping your LLC of its liability protection.

01.

Build Your Foundation
Your business bank account is your financial command center - open it
this week, not "eventually."

02.

Profit Comes First
The Profit First method (Revenue - Profit = Expenses) builds financial
discipline from day one, even if you start at just 1% profit.

03.

Connect Early
Connecting your bank to your accounting software on day one saves
dozens of hours and prevents costly mistakes at tax time.

04.

Separate Every Transaction
Never use personal payment apps (Venmo, Cash App) for business
transactions.

05.

Key Takeaways
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Choose a business bank (Relay, Mercury, Novo, or your local bank)
Gather your documents: EIN letter, formation documents, operating agreement, photo ID

Action Steps

Open the account (online takes 10 to 15 minutes, in person about 30)
Set up at least two accounts: operating and taxes at minimum
Connect your bank to your accounting software
Commit to the rule: business money stays in business accounts, personal money stays in
personal accounts, no exceptions
Set a weekly calendar reminder to review your business bank statements

Your Next Step
Your money has a home. Now you need to make sure every dollar that flows through it is
tracked, categorized, and working for you. Chapter 3 shows you how to set up your books so tax
season is painless and you always know exactly where your business stands.

A budget is telling your money
where to go instead of
wondering where it went.

A budget is telling your money
where to go instead of
wondering where it went.
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What gets measured
gets managed.
- Peter Drucker

It's April 14th. Your taxes are due tomorrow. You open your laptop, stare at a year's worth of
uncategorized transactions, and feel your stomach drop. You don't even know if you're
profitable. You've got receipts in three different drawers, expenses you can't remember the
purpose of, and a sinking feeling that you're about to pay way more than you should - either to
the IRS in missed deductions or to your CPA in billable hours spent untangling the mess.

You're not alone. A survey by Wasp Barcode Technologies found that 60% of small business
owners feel they don't have adequate knowledge of accounting and finance. Sixty percent. That
means the majority of people running businesses in this country are making financial decisions -
pricing, hiring, expanding, investing - without truly understanding their own numbers.
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MOST BOOKKEEPING
ISSUES COME FROM

POOR RECORD-
KEEPING, NOT TAXES.

KEY TAKEAWAY

Setting up your books properly
on day one is the single
highest-ROI administrative task
you'll do all year - it saves you
money at tax time, protects you
in an audit, and gives you the
clarity to make smart business
decisions.

You're not going to be one of them.

Here's the good news: you don't need an accounting degree
to manage your business finances effectively. Modern software
handles most of the heavy lifting. What you need is a basic
understanding of the key concepts, the right tools set up
correctly from day one, and the discipline to stay on top of it
weekly.

This chapter gives you all three.

3
Get Your Books
Right from the Start
Get Your Books
Right from the Start

TAX DAY    
 PANIC
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Bookkeeping vs. Accounting: What's the Difference?
People use these terms interchangeably, but they're different jobs.

Bookkeeping is the daily recording of financial transactions. Money comes in, you record it.
Money goes out, you record it. Receipts get categorized. Invoices get tracked. Bank statements
get reconciled. It's the data entry and organization side of your finances.

Accounting is the analysis, interpretation, and reporting of that financial data. An accountant
takes your bookkeeping records and turns them into financial statements, tax returns, and
strategic insights. They tell you whether you're actually profitable, where your money is going,
and how to structure your business to minimize your tax burden.

Think of it this way: bookkeeping is recording the score. Accounting is analyzing the game film.

As a new business owner, you need to handle bookkeeping yourself (or hire it out) on an
ongoing basis. Accounting can often wait until you need financial statements or tax preparation,
which is when a CPA earns their fee many times over.

Cash Basis vs. Accrual Basis: Pick One Now
This sounds technical, but it's a straightforward choice that affects how you record revenue and
expenses.

CASH BASIS ACCOUNTING
 means you record income when you actually
receive the money, and expenses when you

actually pay them. If you send an invoice in March
but the client doesn't pay until April, you record

the income in April.

ACCRUAL BASIS ACCOUNTING
means you record income when you earn it
(when you send the invoice, regardless of

payment) and expenses when you incur them
(when you receive the bill, regardless of when

you pay it).

Which should you choose?
If you're a small LLC doing under $25 million in revenue (which covers virtually every new
business), the IRS allows you to use cash basis. And for most new businesses, cash basis is
simpler, more intuitive, and gives you a clearer picture of actual cash in and cash out.

ACTION STEP
Choose cash basis unless your CPA specifically recommends otherwise. Set this preference in your
accounting software during initial setup - changing it later means restating prior periods, which is a
headache you don't need.

The Three Financial Statements You Need to Understand
You don't need to be able to prepare these from scratch - your accounting software generates
them automatically. But you need to understand what they tell you, because these three reports
are the dashboard of your business.

1 The Income Statement
(Profit & Loss)

2 The Balance 
Sheet

3 The Cash Flow
Statement
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Assets: Cash in the bank, accounts receivable (money clients owe you), equipment,
inventory - everything the business owns.

Liabilities: Loans, accounts payable (money you owe vendors), credit card balances -
everything the business owes.

Owner's Equity: Assets minus liabilities. This is the net worth of the business - what
would be left if you sold everything and paid off all debts.

The balance sheet is less immediately actionable for a brand-new business, but it
becomes critical as you grow, take on debt, or seek investment.

This tracks the actual movement of cash in and out of your 
business over a period. It's different from the income statement
because of timing - you might be "profitable" on paper but 
running out of cash because your clients take 60 days to pay 
while your bills are due in 30.

The cash flow statement shows you:

Cash from operations: Cash generated by your actual 
       business activities

Cash from investing: Cash spent on or received from buying/selling business assets
Cash from financing: Cash from loans, investments, or owner contributions

3. The Cash Flow Statement
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This is the most important report for a new business. It shows your revenue, your expenses, and
the difference between them over a specific period - usually monthly, quarterly, or annually.

Revenue (top line): All the money your business earned.

Cost of Goods Sold (COGS): Direct costs of delivering
your product or service. If you sell physical products, this
includes materials and manufacturing. If you're a service
business, this might include contractor fees or direct
labor.

Gross Profit: Revenue minus COGS. This tells you how
much you make before overhead.

Operating Expenses: Rent, software, marketing,
insurance, office supplies, subscriptions - everything it
costs to run the business that isn't directly tied to
delivering your product or service.

PRO TIP

Check your income statement
monthly, not just at tax time. It
tells you whether your business
is making money or losing it,
and where the money is going.
If your net income is shrinking
month over month, you'll catch
it early enough to course-
correct instead of discovering it
in April.

Net Income (bottom line): What's left after all expenses. This is your actual profit.

1. The Income Statement (Profit & Loss)

The balance sheet is a snapshot of your business's financial position at a specific moment in
time. It answers three questions: what does the business own, what does it owe, and what's left
over?

2. The Balance Sheet

WARNING

You cannot survive being
profitable on paper but out of
cash. Watch this statement
closely.

For a new business, cash flow is
king. You can survive being
unprofitable for a while if you
have cash. 
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QuickBooks Online is the industry standard for a reason. More
than 7 million businesses use it, which means your CPA almost
certainly knows it, your bank almost certainly integrates with it,
and there are more tutorials, guides, and community resources
available than for any other platform. For a new LLC,
QuickBooks Simple Start or Essentials will handle everything you
need - invoicing, expense tracking, bank connections, basic
reports, and tax preparation. It's not the cheapest option, but the
ecosystem around it makes up for the cost.

BEST FOR MOST 
NEW LLC OWNERS

Invoicing
Bank Connections
Expense Tracking
Reports & Tax
Preparations

Choosing Your Accounting Software
This is one of the most important tools you'll select for your business. The right software makes
bookkeeping almost automatic. The wrong one - or no software at all - turns your finances into a
guessing game.

Here are three platforms that consistently serve small business owners well:

The key rule: Be specific enough to be useful, but not so granular that categorizing becomes a
chore. "Office Supplies" is fine. You don't need separate categories for pens, paper, and staples.

Your accounting software will let you add categories as your needs evolve. Start with the basics
and refine over time.

Setting Up Your Chart of Accounts
Your chart of accounts is the organizational framework for your financial records. It's a list of
every category your transactions can fall into. Think of it as a filing system for your money.
Most accounting software comes with a default chart of accounts that works for the majority of
small businesses. You can customize it, but don't overthink it at the start. 

Here are the categories that matter most:

Service Revenue
Product Sales
Other Income (interest, affiliate income, etc.)

Income categories:

Advertising & Marketing
Bank Fees & Charges
Contract Labor
Insurance
Legal & Professional Services
Office Supplies
Rent & Lease
Software & Subscriptions
Travel & Meals (note: meals are only 50% deductible)
Utilities
Vehicle Expenses (if applicable)

Expense categories:

Ideal for businesses that want a complete solution with maximum integrations and CPA familiarity

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts28



ACTION STEP
Sign up for QuickBooks Online, FreshBooks, or Xero today. Most offer free trials, so you can test the
interface before committing. Connect your business bank account during the setup process - it takes less
than five minutes.

BEST FOR GROWING & COMPLEX
BUSINESSES

FreshBooks is excellent for freelancers and service-based
businesses. Its invoicing features are particularly strong - clients
can pay directly from the invoice, you can track time against
projects, and the interface is clean and intuitive. If you're a
consultant, designer, developer, writer, or any other service
provider, FreshBooks might feel like it was built specifically for
you. The reporting isn't as deep as QuickBooks for complex
businesses, but for a solo service provider, it's often the better
fit.

BEST FOR SERVISE-BASED
BUSINESSES

Invoicing
Time Tracking
Project Management
Expense Tracking

Perfect for consultants, designers, developers, writers and other service professionals

Xero is a cloud-first platform with strong reporting capabilities
and an interface that accountants tend to love. It handles multi-
currency transactions well (useful if you have international
clients), offers robust inventory tracking, and provides more
detailed reporting than FreshBooks at similar price points. If you
anticipate needing sophisticated financial reports or plan to
grow into a more complex business, Xero gives you room to
scale.

Multi-Currency
Inventory Tracking
Advanced Reporting
Scalability for Growth

Great for businesses with international clients, inventory needs, or complex reporting requirements.

All three integrate with major banks, handle invoicing and expense tracking, and generate the
financial statements we discussed above. You genuinely can't go wrong with any of them.

Our recommendation for most new LLC owners: Start with QuickBooks Online. The ecosystem
advantages - CPA familiarity, bank integrations, third-party app connections - make it the safest
choice. If you're a solo freelancer who lives and dies by invoicing, give FreshBooks a serious
look.

Tracking Expenses from Day One
This is where discipline pays off, literally. Every legitimate business expense reduces your
taxable income. But you can only deduct what you can document.

The rules are simple:

1.Keep every receipt. Digital copies are fine - the IRS accepts scanned and photographed
receipts. Most accounting software has a mobile app that lets you snap a photo of a receipt
and attach it to the transaction instantly.

2.Categorize immediately. When a transaction hits your bank feed, categorize it right away. It
takes 10 seconds when the purchase is fresh in your mind. It takes 10 minutes when you're
staring at a mystery charge from three months ago.
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1

Keep every
receipt

2

Categorize
immediately

3

Record 
the business 

purpose

4

Separate personal
expenses
ruthlessly

3.Record the business purpose. For meals, travel, and entertainment expenses especially,
note who you were with and what business was discussed. "Lunch with Sarah - discussed
Q3 marketing plan" is all you need. But you need it.

4.Separate personal expenses ruthlessly. If you accidentally use your business card for a
personal purchase, record it immediately and reimburse the business from your personal
account. Don't just leave it in the books.

The "Shoebox of Receipts" Trap
We need to talk about the shoebox.

You know the one. The drawer, the folder, the bag, the literal shoebox where receipts go to die.
Every small business owner starts one, swearing they'll sort through it "later." Later never
comes. Tax season arrives, and they dump the whole thing on their CPA's desk with an
apologetic shrug.

Jennifer runs a photography studio in Nashville. For her first year, she kept receipts in a folder on
her desk - sometimes. At tax time, her CPA spent 14 billable hours reconstructing her records.
His bill: $3,200. The next year, she set up FreshBooks and snapped every receipt on her phone.
Her CPA's bill dropped to $800, and she found $4,300 in deductions she'd missed the year
before.

This approach costs you money in three ways:
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The fix is simple: when you make a business purchase, open your accounting app, snap a photo
of the receipt, and categorize the transaction. Total time: 30 seconds. Do this consistently and
you'll never have a shoebox problem.

Higher CPA bills
Your accountant charges by the hour. Every hour they spend sorting
your receipt chaos is an hour you're paying for that could have been
spent on actual tax strategy.

01.

Missed deductions
Receipts fade. Receipts get lost. When you can't substantiate an
expense, you can't deduct it. Across a year, missed deductions can
easily cost you thousands of dollars.

02.

Audit vulnerability
If the IRS audits you and you can't produce documentation for your
deductions, those deductions get disallowed. Plus interest and
penalties.

03.
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How to find a good CPA:
Ask other small business owners in your area for referrals. Look for someone who works
primarily with small businesses and is familiar with your industry. Verify they're a licensed
CPA (not just a "tax preparer") and that they carry professional liability insurance.

Hire a bookkeeper when:
Transactions exceed what you can reasonably manage weekly
You're spending more time on books than on revenue-generating activities
You're making categorization errors that create problems at tax time
You hate it so much that you're avoiding it (this is more common than you'd think)

A good bookkeeper costs $200-$500 per month for a small business. That's often less
than the cost of your own time spent struggling with it, plus the missed deductions and
errors that come from doing it poorly.

Always hire a CPA for:
Tax preparation and filing
Entity structure decisions (S-corp election, for example)
Tax planning and strategy
State-specific tax obligations
Any IRS correspondence or audit

A CPA for a small business typically costs $500-$2,000 for annual tax preparation,
depending on complexity. This is not the place to cut costs. A good CPA saves you
multiples of their fee in tax optimization.

PRO TIP
Interview at least two or three CPAs before choosing one. Ask them: "What's the most common
mistake you see new LLC owners make with their taxes?" A good CPA will have a specific, detailed
answer. A mediocre one will give you a vague response about "keeping good records."

Quarterly Tax Obligations
If you expect to owe $1,000 or more in federal taxes for the year, the IRS requires you to make
estimated quarterly tax payments. These are due:

Q1 April 15 Q2 June 15 Q3 September 15 Q4 January 15 
(of the following year)
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When to DIY vs. Hire a Bookkeeper or CPA
Handle it yourself when:

You're a solo operation with straightforward finances
You have fewer than 50 transactions per month
Your revenue is under $100,000
You're willing to spend 30 minutes to an hour per week on bookkeeping

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Your CPA will need a copy of your Articles of Organization and your EIN confirmation letter. If you've
misplaced either document, you can request certified copies through your state's Secretary of State
office - or contact NextStepFilings and we'll handle the retrieval for you.
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Your quarterly payment amount depends on your entity type, 
your expected income, and your deductions. This is another 
area where a CPA is invaluable - they can calculate your 
estimated payments and help you avoid both underpayment 
penalties and overpayment (which is essentially giving the IRS 
an interest-free loan).

If you set up the Profit First tax account from Chapter 2, funding
your quarterly payments becomes painless. The money is 
already set aside. You just write the check.

Most states with income tax also require estimated quarterly payments. Your CPA can advise on
your specific state obligations.

WARNING

Missing these deadlines results
in underpayment penalties, even
if you pay the full amount when
you file your annual return. The
IRS doesn't care that you paid
eventually - they care that you
paid on time.

Your Weekly Financial Routine
Good bookkeeping isn't a quarterly marathon. It's a weekly habit that takes less time than
watching an episode of your favorite show.

Every week, spend 20-30 minutes on:
1.Categorize transactions. Open your accounting software, review new transactions from

your bank feed, and confirm or correct the categories.
2.Snap any outstanding receipts. If you have physical receipts that haven't been

photographed and attached, do it now.
3.Check accounts receivable. Who owes you money? Is anyone past due? Send reminders.
4.Check accounts payable. What bills are coming due this week? Schedule payments.
5.Glance at your cash position. How much is in your operating account? Your tax account?

Your profit account? Any surprises?

ACTION STEP
Set a recurring calendar reminder right now - every Monday morning (or whatever day works for you) - for
your 20 to 30 minute bookkeeping session. Treat it like a meeting you can't cancel.

That's it. Twenty to thirty minutes. Do this every week and your books will always be clean, your
cash position will always be clear, and tax season will be a non-event.

Understanding the Financial Roles
Bookkeeping is recording transactions; accounting is analyzing them.
You handle the first weekly, and hire a CPA for the second at tax time.

01.

Key Takeaways

Why Cash Basis Wins
Cash basis accounting is simpler, more intuitive, and the right choice for
most new LLCs.

02.

Know Your Numbers
Your three financial dashboards are the income statement, balance
sheet, and cash flow statement - check the income statement monthly
at minimum.

03.
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Organize Your Records
The "shoebox of receipts" approach costs you thousands in higher CPA
bills, missed deductions, and audit risk.

04.

Create Consistent Bookkeeping Routine
A 20 to 30 minute weekly bookkeeping routine prevents every tax-
season nightmare.

05.

Choose your accounting software (QuickBooks, FreshBooks, or Xero) and sign up today
Connect your business bank account during setup

Action Steps

Review the default chart of accounts and adjust categories to match your business
Set a weekly calendar reminder for your 20 to 30 minute bookkeeping session
Download the mobile app and snap your first receipt today
Start asking other business owners for CPA referrals
Mark quarterly tax payment dates on your calendar: April 15, June 15, September 15,
January 15

Your Next Step
Your books are set up, your receipts have a home, and your weekly routine is locked in. But even
the best financial records won't protect you from a lawsuit, a disaster, or a data breach. Chapter
4 shows you how to protect everything you're building with the right insurance coverage.

Good bookkeeping doesn't just
prepare you for tax season—it gives
you the confidence to make better
business decisions every day.

Good bookkeeping doesn't just
prepare you for tax season—it gives
you the confidence to make better
business decisions every day.
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Risk comes from 
not knowing what
you're doing.
- Warren Buffett

Here's a statistic from the SBA that every business owner needs to know: 40% of small
businesses that experience a major disaster - a fire, a flood, a lawsuit, a data breach - never
reopen. Not "struggle for a while." Not "take a few years to recover." Never reopen. Permanently
closed.

Now here's the part that makes it worse: according to the Insurance Information Institute,
roughly 40% of small businesses don't carry any insurance at all. And many of those that do are
significantly underinsured.

These two statistics exist in the same universe, and that's not a coincidence.

A yoga instructor in Denver skipped professional liability insurance to save $80 a month. A
student injured their back during a class and sued for $45,000 in medical bills and lost wages.
Without insurance, the instructor paid $28,000 out of pocket in legal fees and settlement - more
than she'd earned from the business that entire year.

Business insurance isn't sexy. Nobody starts an LLC because they're excited about liability
coverage. But insurance is the difference between a bad month and a permanent closure. It's
the safety net that lets you take the risks that growing a business requires - hiring your first
employee, signing your first lease, taking on your first big client - without betting everything on
nothing going wrong.

SAFETY
NET

ONE BAD DAY
SHOULDN'T END
YOUR BUSINESS.

4
Protect What You're
Building
Protect What You're
Building
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KEY TAKEAWAY
 Insurance isn't an expense - it's the thing that keeps one bad day from ending everything you've
built.

General Liability
Insurance

Professional
Liability Insurance

Workers' Compensation
Insurance

Commercial Property
Insurance

Business Interruption
Insurance

Cyber Liability
Insurance

ACTION STEP
If you don't have general liability insurance yet, get a quote today. Visit Hiscox, Thimble, or Tivly and
complete their online form. It takes 10 to 15 minutes, and you'll likely be surprised at how affordable it is.

What it covers: Third-party claims of bodily injury, property damage, and personal injury
(like slander or libel) that occur as a result of your business
operations. 

Example: A client visits your office, trips over a cord, and 
breaks their wrist. General liability covers their medical bills 
and any legal costs if they sue.

Another example: Your marketing materials accidentally use
a phrase that's trademarked by another company. They 
send a cease-and-desist and sue for damages. General 
liability covers the legal defense.

Who needs it: Virtually every business. If you interact with clients, customers, vendors, or
the public in any capacity, you need general liability insurance. Many commercial landlords
and clients require proof of it before they'll work with you.

Typical cost: $400-$700 per year for a small, low-risk business. Higher for industries with
more exposure.

Injuries, property damage,
and third-party claims 
arising from business

operations.

GENERAL LIABILITY 
INSURANCE

Starts around $400/year

The Types of Insurance You Need to Know About
Business insurance isn't one product. It's a category that includes several distinct types of
coverage, each designed to protect against different risks. Not every business needs every type,
but you need to understand what's available so you can make informed decisions about what to
carry.

Something will go wrong. The question is whether you're protected when it does.

General Liability Insurance:

Professional Liability Insurance (Errors & Omissions):

What it covers: Claims that your professional services or advice caused a client financial
harm due to errors, omissions, negligence, or failure to deliver.

Example: You're a consultant and you give a client strategic advice that they follow. The
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strategy doesn't work and they lose money. They sue you, claiming your advice was
negligent. Professional liability covers your legal defense and
any settlement.

Another example: You're a web developer. You build a 
client's e-commerce site, and a bug in the checkout process 
causes them to lose sales for two weeks before it's 
discovered. They come after you for the lost revenue.

Who needs it: Any business that provides professional 
services, advice, or creative work. Consultants, accountants,
lawyers, architects, engineers, IT professionals, marketing 
agencies, freelance writers, designers - if a client could claim your work or advice harmed
them, you need this.

Typical cost: $500-$1,500 per year, depending on your profession and coverage limits.

What it covers: Medical expenses, lost wages, and rehabilitation costs for employees who
are injured or become ill on the job.

Example: Your warehouse employee lifts a heavy box and 
herniates a disc. Workers' comp covers their medical 
treatment, physical therapy, and a portion of their wages 
while they're unable to work.

Who needs it: In most states, workers' compensation is 
legally required once you have even one employee. A few 
states set the threshold at 3-5 employees, and some exempt
certain industries. But here's the key: even in states where 
it's not required, carrying it protects you from massive 
personal liability if an employee gets hurt.

Typical cost: Varies dramatically by state and industry. Office workers might cost $0.20 per
$100 of payroll. Construction workers might cost $10 per $100 of payroll. Your state's
workers' compensation board can provide specific rates.

Commercial Property Insurance

What it covers: Damage to or loss of business property - your office space, equipment,
inventory, furniture, signage, and other physical assets - due to fire, theft, vandalism, or
certain natural disasters.

Example: A pipe bursts overnight and floods your retail 
space, destroying $30,000 worth of inventory and $10,000 
in fixtures. Commercial property insurance covers the 
replacement costs.

Who needs it: Any business that owns or leases physical 
space, equipment, or inventory. If you work exclusively from
home with just a laptop, you might be able to add a rider to 
your homeowner's or renter's insurance instead.

Claims related to errors,
negligence, omissions, or

professional advice.

PROFESSIONAL LIABILITY
INSURANCE 

Often $500–$1,500/year

Employee medical 
expenses, lost wages, and

workplace injury claims.

WORKERS' COMPENSATION
INSURANCE

Rates vary dramatically 
by payroll and industry

Damage or loss of business
property, equipment,
inventory, and assets.

COMMERCIAL PROPERTY
INSURANCE

Typically $500–$3,000/year

Workers' Compensation Insurance
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Business Interruption Insurance

What it covers: Lost income and ongoing expenses when your business is forced to close
temporarily due to a covered event - typically a disaster that damages your physical
location.

Example: A fire damages your restaurant and you're closed 
for three months during repairs. You're still on the hook for 
rent, loan payments, and employee wages. Business 
interruption insurance covers the income you would have 
earned and the fixed expenses you can't avoid.

Who needs it: Any business that depends on a physical 
location to generate revenue. If a disaster forced you to close
for a month, could you survive financially? If the answer is no, 
you need this coverage.

Typical cost: Usually bundled with commercial property insurance in a Business Owner's
Policy (BOP). Standalone costs vary.

Lost income and ongoing
expenses during temporary

business shutdowns.

BUSINESS INTERRUPTION
INSURANCE

Often available as a 
bundled policy

Cyber Liability Insurance

What it covers: Data breaches, ransomware attacks, stolen customer information, and the
costs associated with responding to a cyber incident - notification costs, credit monitoring
for affected customers, 
legal fees, regulatory fines, and public relations expenses.

Example: A hacker breaches your customer database and 
steals 5,000 credit card numbers. You're legally required to 
notify every affected customer, provide credit monitoring, 
and may face regulatory fines. The average cost of a small 
business data breach is over $100,000. Cyber liability 
insurance covers it.

Who needs it: Any business that stores customer data electronically - which, in the modern
era, is almost every business. If you have a website with customer accounts, an email list, or
process payments, you have cyber exposure.

Typical cost: $500-$2,000 per year for a small business, depending on data volume and
industry.

Data breaches, ransomware
attacks, legal costs, and 
cyber incident recovery.

CYBER LIABILITY INSURANCE

Usually $500–$2,000/year

Typical cost: $500-$3,000 per year, depending on location, property value, and coverage
limits.

How to Figure Out What Coverage You Need
Start with these questions:
Do you interact with clients or the public? 

You need general liability.
Do you provide professional services or advice?

Add professional liability.
Do you have employees?

Check your state's workers' comp requirements.
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Do you have a physical location, equipment, or inventory?
Add commercial property.

Would a forced closure devastate your finances?
Add business interruption.

Do you store customer data electronically?
Add cyber liability.

For most new LLCs, the starting point is general liability insurance. From there, add coverages
based on your specific risk profile.

A Business Owner's Policy (BOP) bundles general liability, commercial property, and business
interruption insurance into a single package - often at a lower cost than buying each separately.
If you need all three, a BOP is typically the most cost-effective approach.

PRO TIP
When comparing insurance quotes, don't just look at the monthly premium. Compare the coverage
limits, the deductibles, and the exclusions. A $30/month policy with a $5,000 deductible and narrow
coverage might cost you more in a claim than a $60/month policy with a $1,000 deductible and
broader protection.

The Contract Clause Trap
Here's something new business owners learn the hard way: many potential clients, landlords,
and partners require proof of insurance before they'll sign a contract with you.

It shows up in a clause buried in page 12 of a contract you're 
about to sign: "Contractor shall maintain general liability 
insurance with minimum coverage of $1,000,000 per occurrence
and $2,000,000 aggregate, and shall provide a Certificate of 
Insurance upon request."

If you don't have insurance when this comes up, you're 
scrambling to get it - and potentially delaying a deal or losing it 
entirely. Get your coverage in place now, while there's no 
pressure, and you'll never be caught off guard.

WARNING

Every day you operate without
proper foundations in place,
you're accumulating risk. 

Your LLC protection can be
pierced, tax penalties can pile
up, and opportunities will pass
you by.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Some states require proof of insurance before you can register for certain business licenses. Check your
state's requirements early to avoid delays. Need help figuring out your state-specific requirements?
NextStepFilings tracks compliance obligations by state and entity type.

How Much It Actually Costs (Less Than You Think)
New business owners consistently overestimate the cost of business insurance. In surveys,
many expect to pay $3,000 to $5,000 or more per year. In reality, a basic general liability policy
for a low-risk small business often starts at $30 to $60 per month.

Even a comprehensive package - general liability plus professional liability - typically runs $100
to $200 per month for a small service-based business. That's the cost of a couple of business
lunches. And it's protecting everything you're building.

The actual cost depends on:
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Your industry (a yoga studio pays less than a construction company)
Your revenue (higher revenue generally means higher premiums)
Your location (some states are pricier than others)
Your claims history (a clean record keeps rates down)
Your coverage limits (higher limits cost more, but offer more protection)

The best way to find out exactly what you'll pay is to get quotes. And the platforms available
today make that remarkably easy.

BEST FOR
SMALL BUSINESSES

Fast Online Quotes
Industry-Specific
Coverage
Strong Professional
Liability

Hiscox specializes in small business insurance and has one of
the most streamlined quoting processes in the industry. You can
get a quote online in minutes, and their policies are tailored to
specific industries - so a consultant's coverage looks different
from a contractor's coverage, with pricing to match. They're
particularly strong in professional liability for service-based
businesses. If you want fast, industry-specific coverage from a
company that understands small business, Hiscox is a strong
starting point.

Four Places to Get Covered

Embroker takes a technology-driven approach to business
insurance, offering tailored coverage packages and a modern
platform for managing your policies. They're well-suited for
growing businesses that may need more sophisticated coverage
as they scale - tech companies, startups, and professional
services firms especially. Their team works with you to build a
coverage package rather than offering a one-size-fits-all policy.

BEST FOR
GROWING COMPANIES

Tailored Coverage
Packages
Startup-Friendly
Scalable Protection

BEST FOR
FREELANCERS & PROJECTS

Hourly Coverage
Daily Coverage
Seasonal Flexibility

Thimble offers something most traditional insurers don't:
flexible, short-term coverage. Need general liability for a single
event? A month-long project? A seasonal business that only
operates six months a year? Thimble lets you buy coverage by
the hour, day, week, or month. For freelancers, gig workers, and
businesses with variable insurance needs, this flexibility is
extremely valuable. You're not paying for coverage during
months when you're not operating.

BEST FOR
COMPARING OPTIONS

Multiple Quotes
Compare Pricing
One Application

Tivly (formerly CoverWallet) acts as an insurance marketplace.
Instead of going directly to one insurer, Tivly matches you with
multiple carriers and presents competing quotes so you can
compare coverage and pricing side by side. They're accredited
by the Better Business Bureau and are particularly useful if you
want to shop the market without calling five different insurance
companies. Fill out one form, get multiple quotes, and choose
the best fit.
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ACTION STEP
Visit Tivly or Hiscox today and get at least two competing quotes for general liability insurance. Compare
the premiums, deductibles, and coverage limits side by side. You can bind a policy the same day.
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State-by-State Requirements
Insurance requirements vary by state, and staying compliant matters. Here are the most
common state-level requirements:

Workers' Compensation: Required in all states once you hit the employee threshold
(usually 1-5 employees, depending on the state). Texas and a few other states make it
optional for most private employers, but carrying it is still strongly recommended.

Commercial Auto: If your business owns vehicles, commercial auto insurance is required
in all states - just like personal auto insurance.

Professional Licensing Insurance: Some states require proof of insurance to obtain or
maintain certain professional licenses. Contractors, for example, often need to show
general liability and workers' comp coverage to stay licensed.

Industry-Specific: States may require additional coverage for specific industries. Liquor
liability for bars, environmental liability for certain manufacturing, or surety bonds for
contractors are common examples.

Check your state's Department of Insurance or Small Business Development Center (SBDC) for
specific requirements. Every state has an SBDC, and their counseling services are free.

Building Your Insurance Foundation
Here's the practical path for a new business owner:

Week 1: 
Get general liability insurance

This is your baseline. Get quotes from Hiscox, Thimble, or Tivly, compare pricing,
and bind a policy. This typically takes less than 30 minutes.

Month 1: 
Add professional liability

If you provide services or advice then add professional liability. You can often add
this to your general liability policy or purchase it separately through the same
carrier.

When you hire your first employee:

Get workers' compensation insurance immediately. In many states, you're
required to have coverage in place before the employee's first day of work.

When you sign a lease or acquire significant equipment:

Add commercial property and consider business interruption coverage, likely
through a BOP.

When you reach $50,000+ in annual revenue:

Seriously evaluate cyber liability insurance. The bigger your business gets, the
bigger the target on your data.
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Key Takeaways
Don't Risk Going Uninsured
40% of small businesses that experience a major disaster never reopen,
and 40% don't carry any insurance at all. Don't be in both groups.

01.

Start with General Liability
General liability insurance is the baseline every business needs, and it
often costs less than $60 per month.

02.

Bundle Coverage with a BOP
A Business Owner's Policy (BOP) bundles general liability, commercial
property, and business interruption at a lower cost than buying each
separately.

03.

Get Covered Before You Need It
Get insured before a client or landlord asks for your Certificate of
Insurance, not after.

04.

Protect What You've Built
Insurance isn't an expense to minimize - it's the thing that keeps one
bad day from destroying years of work.

05.

Get a general liability quote today from Hiscox, Thimble, or Tivly (10 to 15 minutes)
Review any contracts you've signed or are about to sign for insurance requirements

Action Steps

Check your state's insurance requirements for your industry and business type
If you have employees or plan to hire soon, research workers' comp requirements in your
state
Create an "Insurance" folder in your business files for policy declarations, certificates, and
renewal dates
If you provide professional services, get a professional liability quote this month

Your Next Step
You're insured and protected. Now it's time to make sure your business looks as professional as
it is. Chapter 5 covers your business address and registered agent - the infrastructure that
protects your privacy, keeps you compliant, and gives your business a credible, established
presence.

Growth creates opportunity, but
protection ensures you get to
keep what you've built.

Growth creates opportunity, but
protection ensures you get to
keep what you've built.
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You never get a second
chance to make a first
impression.

WARNING
Once your home address is in a state business database, it gets scraped by data aggregators and spread
across the internet within weeks. Removing it after the fact is an endless, expensive chase. Get a
professional address before you file, or update your filing as soon as possible.

- Will Rogers

A financial planner in Sacramento used his home address on his LLC filing. Within three months,
he started receiving unannounced visits from salespeople who'd pulled his address from public
records. When a disgruntled former client showed up at his front door on a Saturday morning
while his kids were playing in the yard, he signed up for a virtual office that afternoon.

Pull up your LLC's filing on your state's Secretary of State website. Go ahead - search your
business name and look at the public record.

See that address listed? If it's your home address, anyone who searches your business can find
out exactly where you live. Your clients. Your competitors. That disgruntled customer who left
you a one-star review. All of them can type your business name into a public database and get
your home address in about 30 seconds.

This isn't a hypothetical concern. Business formation records are public in all 50 states. And
once your address is in a state database, it gets scraped by data aggregators and spread across
the internet. Removing it becomes an endless chase across dozens of aggregator sites.

5
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PRIVACY
MATTERS
PUBLIC RECORDS

SHOULDNʼT EXPOSE
YOUR HOME

Your Business
Address and
Registered Agent

Your Business
Address and
Registered Agent
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Beyond the privacy issue, there's a credibility problem. When a potential client searches your
business and sees a residential address, it raises questions - even if those questions aren't fair.
Are they a real company? Do they have an office? Are they established enough to handle my
project?

First impressions happen before the first conversation, and your business address is part of that
impression. Let's fix both problems - privacy and credibility - without spending a fortune.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Your business address is public record in all 50 states - if it's your home address, anyone can find
where you live within 30 seconds.

Your Address Options: From Free to Full Office
You have four realistic choices for your business address, each with different trade-offs.

1 Your Home
Address

2 Virtual Office
Address

3 Coworking
Space

4 Traditional
Office Lease

1: Your Home Address (Free, But Risky)

The upside: It costs nothing, and you're already there.

The downside: Privacy exposure on all public filings. Potential zoning violations if your city
restricts home-based businesses. Credibility concerns with some clients. And if you're using
your home address as your registered agent address, you need to be available there during
business hours to accept legal documents - which means no extended vacations or working
from coffee shops.

Best for: Very early-stage businesses operating on an extremely tight budget, with plans to
upgrade soon.

2: Virtual Office Address ($50-$300/month)

A virtual office gives you a real street address - not a P.O. Box - at a professional location.
You can use it on your state filings, your website, your business cards, your Google Business
Profile, and all correspondence. Many virtual office services also include mail forwarding,
mail scanning, access to meeting rooms, and a local phone number.

The upside: Professional credibility at a fraction of the cost of real office space. Privacy
protection - your home address stays private. Many services offer prestigious addresses in
business districts that signal legitimacy.

The downside: You don't have a physical space to work from (though many include
occasional access to meeting rooms or day offices). Some virtual addresses have been
flagged by Google for Business Profile use, so verify this before signing up.

Best for: Home-based businesses, remote teams, online businesses, consultants,
freelancers, and any LLC that doesn't need daily physical space.

Alliance Virtual Offices is the largest virtual office network in the country, with over 1,200
locations. That geographic coverage means you can usually find an address near your target
market, in a building that looks and feels professional. Their plans start around $49/month
and include a business address, mail handling, and access to meeting rooms and day offices
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ACTION STEP
Visit Alliance Virtual Offices and search for a professional address near your target market. You can set
up a virtual office address in less than 30 minutes, and it immediately solves both your privacy and
credibility concerns.

PRO TIP
Before choosing a virtual office address, search for it on Google Maps. If the location is clearly labeled
as a virtual office or shared workspace, some clients may notice. The best virtual office addresses are
in multi-tenant commercial buildings where your business listing blends in naturally with law firms,
consulting agencies, and other professional tenants.

at any of their locations. For a business that operates across multiple cities or wants the
flexibility to meet clients at professional spaces in different markets, Alliance is hard to
match. Their higher-tier plans include live receptionist services and dedicated phone
numbers.

3: Coworking Space ($200-$600/month)

A coworking membership gives you a business address plus a physical space to work from -
whether that's a hot desk, a dedicated desk, or a private office.

The upside: A real workspace with professional amenities. Networking opportunities with
other business owners. Meeting rooms for client presentations. An address that's clearly a
commercial space.

The downside: More expensive than a virtual office. Can be noisy or distracting (especially
hot desk setups). You're locked into a monthly membership. And you still don't have a
private space unless you pay for a private office, which pushes costs toward traditional
office territory.

Best for: Business owners who work better outside the house, need regular face-to-face
client meetings, or value the community aspect of shared workspaces.

4: Traditional Office Lease ($1,000-$5,000+/month)

A private office or commercial space leased in your business's name.

The upside: Complete control over your space. Maximum credibility. Room to grow, hire, and
build out as you need.

The downside: Significant fixed cost, typically with a multi-year commitment. Utilities,
furnishing, and maintenance are on you. For a new business without predictable revenue, a
lease is a financial risk that can become an anchor.

Best for: Businesses that need physical space to operate - retail, manufacturing, medical
practices, restaurants. Most service-based and online LLCs should wait until revenue
justifies the cost.

Our recommendation for most new LLCs: Start with a virtual office. Get the professional
address, protect your privacy, and keep your overhead near zero. Upgrade to coworking or a
lease when your revenue supports it and your business genuinely requires physical space.
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Once you have a business address, you need a system for your mail. Business mail isn't like
personal mail - it can include tax notices, legal documents, government correspondence, client
checks, and compliance deadlines. Missing a piece of business mail can have real
consequences.

If you're using a virtual office, mail handling is typically included - they receive your mail, notify
you, and either forward it to your home, hold it for pickup, or scan and email it to you.

PostScan Mail takes this a step further. They give you a real street address and digitize your
postal mail so you can view, manage, and respond to it entirely online. When a letter arrives, they
scan the envelope and notify you. You choose whether to open and scan the contents, forward
the physical mail, shred it, or archive it. For a business owner who travels frequently or simply
doesn't want to deal with physical mail, PostScan Mail turns your mailbox into an inbox. It's
particularly useful if you operate in one state but have your business formed in another - your
mail follows you wherever you are.

What a Registered Agent Does and Why You Need One
Every LLC and corporation in the United States is legally required to maintain a registered agent
in the state where they're formed. This is not optional. It's a formation requirement, and failing to
maintain one can result in your business losing good standing with the state.

A registered agent is a person or service designated to:

ACCEPT OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT
CORRESPONDENCE

annual report notices, 
tax notifications, compliance 

letters

RECEIVE SERVICE 
OF PROCESS

if your business gets sued, the
lawsuit papers are delivered to 

your registered agent

MAINTAIN 
AVAILABILITY

during business hours at a 
physical street address in your 

state of formation

Can you be your own registered agent?

Technically, yes. But it comes with significant drawbacks:

Your address goes on the public record. Your registered agent address is public
information. If you use your home, everyone can find it.
You must be available during business hours. If you're not physically present at your
registered agent address when a process server arrives, they can note the failed
attempt. If it happens repeatedly, you could miss a lawsuit and face a default judgment.
It's embarrassing. If you work from a shared office or coworking space and a process
server shows up to hand you lawsuit papers in front of clients and colleagues, it's not a
great look.

WARNING
If you miss being served a lawsuit because you weren't available at your registered agent address, the
court can enter a default judgment against you. That means the other side wins automatically - and you
may not even know it happened until your bank account is garnished.

A professional registered agent service solves all of these problems. They provide a
commercial address for your state filings, they're always available during business hours, 
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they handle legal documents professionally, and they forward everything to you promptly
with clear instructions on deadlines.

Northwest Registered Agent has built a reputation on privacy protection. They don't sell your
data to third parties - which might seem like a basic expectation, 
but many registered agent services make money by selling your 
contact information to marketing companies. Within weeks of 
forming your LLC, you start getting calls from payroll companies, 
insurance salespeople, and business credit card offers. 
Northwest eliminates that noise. Their service is clean, 
straightforward, and privacy-first. They also provide compliance 
reminders for your annual reports and other filing deadlines, 
which is valuable when you're juggling the hundred other things 
that come with running a new business.

Choosing a Registered Agent Service

ZenBusiness bundles registered agent service with broader
compliance support. For $199 per year, you get a registered
agent, annual report filing, and compliance monitoring that alerts
you to upcoming deadlines. For a new business owner who
doesn't want to track state deadlines manually, the bundled
approach simplifies things. They also offer a dashboard where
you can manage your business documents, filings, and
compliance calendar in one place.

BEST FOR
COMPLIANCE & CONVENIENCE

Annual Report Filing
Compliance Monitoring
Business Document
Dashboard
Compliance Hub

BEST FOR
BUDGET-CONSCIOUS STARTUPS

Affordable Pricing
Over 1 Million
Businesses Served
Filing Reminders
Growth Support

Bizee (formerly Incfile) has helped form over one million
businesses and offers registered agent service starting at $119
per year when bundled with their formation services. Their
compliance tools include automatic annual report preparation
and filing reminders. If you're looking for the most affordable
registered agent option from a company with massive scale and
experience, Bizee is worth considering.

ACTION STEP
If you're currently listed as your own registered agent, switch to Northwest Registered Agent, ZenBusiness,
or Bizee this week. The process typically involves filing a simple change-of-agent form with your state - it
takes about 15 minutes.

Any of these three will serve you well. The important thing is to have a professional registered
agent in place - not yourself at your home address.

BEST FOR 
PRIVACY-FOCUSED BUSINESSES

No Data Selling
Strong Privacy
Protection
Compliance
Reminders
Transparent Service

The Compliance Calendar: What You Owe and When
Your registered agent will forward compliance notices, but you shouldn't rely solely on them to
keep you on track. Every business owner needs to maintain their own compliance calendar. 

Here are the recurring obligations most LLCs face:
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Most states require LLCs to file an annual report (sometimes called a biennial report or
statement of information). This document confirms your business's basic information -
name, address, registered agent, members/managers -
 and keeps your entity in good standing with the state.

Frequency: Annual in most states. Biennial in a few (like 
California).

Cost: $0 to $300, depending on the state. Some states 
charge nothing. Others, like California, charge $20. A few, 
like Massachusetts, charge $500.

Deadline: Varies by state. Some are based on your formation
date. Others are a fixed calendar date for all businesses.

What happens if you miss it: Your LLC can be 
administratively dissolved or revoked. That means you lose 
your liability protection, your ability to conduct business, and potentially your business
name. Reinstating a dissolved LLC costs more and takes longer than simply filing on time.

Annual 
Reports

Franchise 
Taxes

Business License
Renewals

Sales Tax 
Filings

Your Compliance
Calendar Setup

Annual Reports

Required by most states
Confirms business
information
Missing deadlines can
lead to dissolution

GENERAL LIABILITY 
INSURANCE

Cost: $0–$300+
Frequency: 

Annual or Biennial

Several states charge an annual franchise tax - which is not a tax on revenue, but essentially
a fee for the privilege of operating your business in that state.

Notable examples:
Delaware: $300/year flat fee for LLCs
California: $800/year minimum franchise tax (even if your LLC earns nothing)
Texas: Franchise tax based on revenue, with a no-tax-due threshold for small businesses

If you formed your LLC in a state with franchise taxes, this is a non-negotiable annual
expense. Mark it on your calendar and budget for it.

Franchise Taxes

Many city and county business licenses require annual renewal. Check your local
government's website for your specific renewal date and fee.

Business License Renewals

If you collected sales tax (covered in Chapter 3), you'll have regular filing obligations -
monthly, quarterly, or annually, depending on your volume and state requirements.

Sales Tax Filings
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NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
If your business address changes - whether you're moving to a virtual office, upgrading to
coworking, or relocating to a new city - your state filings need to be updated. 
NextStepFilings can file the address change amendment with your state so your records stay current
and your business stays in good standing.

Create a calendar (digital, not paper - you need reminders) with the following:

1.Annual report due date - add a reminder 30 days before
2.Franchise tax due date - add a reminder 30 days before
3.Business license renewal date - add a reminder 60 days before (some require renewal

applications well in advance)
4.Quarterly tax payment dates - April 15, June 15, September 15, January 15
5.Sales tax filing dates - monthly, quarterly, or annual depending on your state
6.Registered agent renewal date - most are annual
7. Insurance policy renewal dates - review coverage annually before auto-renewal

Missing a single deadline can cascade into penalties, late fees, loss of good standing, and in
worst cases, dissolution of your business entity. The calendar takes 15 minutes to set up and
prevents all of it.

Your Compliance Calendar Setup

Using Your Professional Address Everywhere
Once you have a professional business address, use it consistently across every touchpoint:

Business cards
A professional address on a business card elevates your presentation. It's a
subtle signal that says you're established and serious.

State filings
Update your formation documents if needed. Your business address and
registered agent address should both be professional, non-residential
addresses.

Website
Display your business address on your contact page and in your footer. This
signals legitimacy and helps with local SEO.

Google Business Profile
If you serve clients in a geographic area, claim and verify your Google Business
Profile using your business address. This is one of the most impactful things you
can do for local search visibility - when someone searches "business consultant
near me" or "LLC service in [your city]," a verified Google Business Profile with
a professional address significantly increases your chances of appearing in
results.

Invoices and contracts
Every invoice you send and every contract you sign should include your
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PRO TIP
Consistency matters. Search engines and directories cross-reference your business information. If your
address is different on your website, your Google Business Profile, your Yelp listing, and your LinkedIn page,
it confuses algorithms and hurts your search visibility. Pick your professional address and use it
everywhere, identically. This is called NAP consistency (Name, Address, Phone) and it's one of the simplest
local SEO wins available.

Virtual office address
Registered agent service
Mail scanning/forwarding
Total

SERVICE

$600-$1,800
$119-$199
$0 (often included) - $180
$719-$2,177/year

ANNUAL COST

business address. It reinforces the legitimacy of your entity and provides a
consistent record.

Social media profiles
LinkedIn, Facebook Business, and other platforms ask for a business address.
Use your professional one.

The Real Cost of Cutting Corners
Let's run the numbers on what a professional business presence actually costs:

That's $60 to $180 per month. For privacy protection, professional credibility, legal compliance,
and peace of mind.

Now compare that to the cost of cutting corners:

Administrative dissolution for missed annual reports: $150-$500 in reinstatement fees, plus
the report fee, plus potential lost business during the period you were out of good standing
Default judgment because you missed a lawsuit served to an address you weren't available
at: potentially tens of thousands of dollars
Lost clients who Googled your business, saw a residential address, and went with a
competitor who looked more established: impossible to quantify, but real
Data broker cleanup after your home address gets scraped from public records and
distributed across the internet: hours of your time and $200+/year for removal services, with
no guarantee of success

The professional approach isn't just better. It's cheaper in the long run.

Key Takeaways
PUBLIC RECORDS

01.

A virtual office address solves both privacy and credibility problems for
$50 to $150 per month - far less than the cost of cutting corners.

02.
PRIVACY & CREDIBILITY

Your business formation records are public in all 50 states. If your home
address is on file, anyone can find where you live.

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts49



REGISTERED AGENT REQUIREMENT
Every LLC must have a registered agent by law. Being your own
registered agent exposes your home address and risks missed lawsuits.

03.

COMPLIANCE CALENDAR
Your compliance calendar is the single most important 15-minute task
you can do to avoid penalties, late fees, and dissolution.

04.

ADDRESS CONSISTENCY
Address consistency across all platforms (website, Google, social
media, filings) is critical for credibility and local SEO.

05.

Check your current state filings and see if your home address is listed publicly
Get a virtual office address through Alliance Virtual Offices or a similar provider

Action Steps

Switch to a professional registered agent (Northwest, ZenBusiness, or Bizee)
Build your compliance calendar with all annual report, franchise tax, and renewal deadlines
Update your address everywhere: website, social media, Google Business Profile, invoices,
contracts
Consider PostScan Mail if you want digital mail management

Your Next Step
Your professional infrastructure is locked in - you've got a business bank account, your books
are set up, you're insured, and you have a professional address with a registered agent handling
compliance. Chapter 6 tackles what happens when your business grows enough to bring on
your first employee.

The right address builds
credibility. The wrong one can
expose more than you realize.

The right address builds
credibility. The wrong one can
expose more than you realize.
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The best executive is the one who
has sense enough to pick good men
to do what he wants done, and self-
restraint to keep from meddling
with them while they do it. FIRST

HIRE
THE RIGHT HIRE

CREATES
GROWTH.

There's a moment every business owner hits. You're answering emails at 6 a.m., fulfilling orders
until noon, doing bookkeeping over lunch, handling customer calls all afternoon, and updating
your website at midnight. You haven't taken a day off in three months. You're exhausted, but the
business is growing.

And that's the problem.

Growth should feel like progress. Instead, it feels like running on a treadmill that keeps speeding
up - you're working harder every week and falling further behind. You've hit the solopreneur
ceiling - the invisible barrier where your business can only grow as fast as you personally can
work. And you, unfortunately, are one human being with 24 hours in a day.
This is the chapter where we talk about your first hire. Not your tenth. Not building a department.
Just one person - the right person - who takes enough off your plate that you can breathe again
and actually grow.

It's also the chapter where we make sure you do it legally, because the IRS and your state's
labor department have very specific ideas about how employers should behave. Get it wrong,
and you'll pay more in penalties than you ever would have paid that employee.

- Theodore Roosevelt

6
Hiring Your First
Employee
Hiring Your First
Employee
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ACTION STEP
Block off 30 minutes right now. Open a blank document and list every task you performed last week with
the time spent. Mark each one as "only I can do this" or "someone else could do this." Total up the hours in
the second column. That's how many hours per week you could reclaim with your first hire.

WARNING
Misclassification is one of the most common and costly mistakes new employers make. Calling someone a
"contractor" to avoid payroll taxes does not make them a contractor. The IRS looks at the reality of the
working relationship, not the label you put on it. If you're caught, you'll owe all back employment taxes,
penalties of up to 100% of those taxes, plus interest.

1 Behavioral control 2 Financial control 3 Relationship type

The Solopreneur Trap
Let's be blunt: doing everything yourself is not a badge of honor. It's a bottleneck.

According to the SBA, businesses that add their first employee within the first two years are
significantly more likely to survive past year five than those that remain solo operations. Why?
Because a solo founder who burns out doesn't have a business - they have a job that's slowly
killing them.

Here's the trap: you tell yourself nobody can do it as well as you. Maybe that's true for some
tasks. But most of what fills your day isn't brain surgery. It's scheduling, data entry, social media
posting, invoicing, packaging, answering routine questions. These are tasks that someone else
can learn in a week.

The real question isn't "can I afford to hire someone?" It's "can I afford not to?"

The $10/Hour Test

Go through everything you did last week. Write it all down. Every task, every hour. Now ask
yourself: could someone competent do this task for $10 to $15 an hour?

If the answer is yes, you shouldn't be doing it. Your time as the business owner is worth far more
than that. Every hour you spend on a $12/hour task is an hour you're not spending on sales,
strategy, partnerships, and growth - the things that actually grow revenue.

This doesn't mean you need a full-time employee tomorrow. It means you need to start thinking
about leverage. One person, even part-time, can free up 15 to 20 hours of your week. That's 15
to 20 hours you can reinvest into revenue-generating activities.

Employee vs. Independent Contractor: Know the Difference
Before you hire anyone, you need to understand the single most important legal distinction in
employment law: the difference between an employee and an independent contractor.

Get this wrong and you're looking at back taxes, penalties, and potentially lawsuits. The IRS
takes misclassification seriously - they've collected billions in penalties from businesses that
called workers "contractors" when they were really employees.

The IRS uses three categories to determine classification:
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PRO TIP
If you're unsure whether someone should be an employee or a contractor, the IRS offers Form SS-8
(Determination of Worker Status). You can submit it and get an official ruling. It takes a few months, but it
gives you a definitive answer and protects you if the classification is ever questioned.

Employer's share of FICA taxes  (Social Security and Medicare): 
7.65% of wages
Federal unemployment tax (FUTA):
6% on the first $7,000 of wages (effectively 0.6% after the standard credit)
State unemployment tax (SUTA): 
Varies by state, typically 2% to 5% for new employers
Workers' compensation insurance: 
Varies by industry and state, from under 1% for office work to 10%+ for construction
Benefits (if offered): 
Health insurance averages $7,000 to $8,000 per year for single coverage

FINANCIAL 
CONTROL

Do you provide tools and
equipment? Do you

reimburse expenses? Does
the worker have the

opportunity for profit or loss?
Contractors typically invest in
their own tools and can profit

(or lose money) based on
how they manage their work.

BEHAVIORAL 
CONTROL

Do you control how, when, and
where the person works? If you
dictate their schedule, require

them to work from your location,
and tell them exactly how to

complete tasks, that's an
employee - regardless of what

your contract says.

RELATIONSHIP 
TYPE

Is there a written contract? Are
there employee-type benefits?
Is the relationship expected to

continue indefinitely? 
Ongoing, exclusive

relationships look more like
employment.

The simple version: If someone works exclusively for you, on your schedule, using your tools,
following your detailed instructions - that person is an employee, even if you both signed a
contractor agreement. The IRS looks at the reality of the relationship, not the paperwork.

When contractors make sense:

Project-based work with a defined scope and end date
Specialists who serve multiple clients (graphic designers, web developers, accountants)
Workers who set their own hours, use their own tools, and control how they deliver results

When you need an employee:

Ongoing, regular work that's central to your business
You need to control the when, where, and how
You want someone who grows with the company

The True Cost of an Employee
Here's where most new business owners get a nasty surprise. That $40,000 salary you're
planning to offer? It's going to cost you closer to $52,000 to $58,000.

Salary is typically only about 70% of the total cost of an employee. Here's where the rest goes:
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$30,000
$40,000
$50,000

ANNUAL SALARY

$37,500 - $42,000
$50,000 - $56,000
$62,500 - $70,000

ESTIMATED TOTAL COST

ACTION STEP
Before you post a job listing, calculate the fully loaded cost of your planned hire. Multiply the annual salary
by 1.3. Then divide by 12. That's your monthly cost. Can your business absorb that for at least three months,
even if revenue dips? If not, start with a part-time hire or a VA.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Hiring your first employee may require registering as an employer with your state - a step many new
business owners miss. NextStepFilings can help you identify and complete your state-specific
employer registrations so you stay compliant from day one.

A rough formula: Take the base salary and multiply by 1.25 to 1.4. That's your real cost.

Knowing this number matters because it affects your break-even calculation. Can this person
generate enough revenue - or free up enough of your time to generate revenue - to justify the
full cost? In most cases, the answer is yes, but you need to go in with realistic numbers.

Where to Find Affordable Talent
You don't have to post on Indeed and sort through 300 resumes. There are faster, cheaper ways
to find your first hire.

Virtual Assistants
(VAs)

Freelance 
Platforms

Part-Time 
Specialists

Local colleges and
trade schools 

For many small businesses, a virtual assistant is the perfect first hire. VAs can handle email,
scheduling, social media, data entry, customer service, and basic bookkeeping - often for $5
to $25 per hour depending on location and skill level.

Domestic VAs typically run $15 to $30/hour and are ideal when you need someone in
your time zone who understands your market
International VAs (Philippines, Latin America) often charge $5 to $12/hour for
comparable work

Platforms like Belay, Time Etc, and OnlineJobs.ph can connect you with vetted virtual
assistants quickly.

Virtual Assistants (VAs)

For project-based or specialized work, freelance platforms give you access to talent without

Freelance Platforms
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the commitment of a full-time hire:

Upwork - largest marketplace, good for ongoing relationships
Fiverr - best for one-off projects and quick turnarounds
Toptal - pre-screened top-tier talent (higher rates, higher quality)

Consider hiring part-time for roles that don't need 40 hours. A part-time bookkeeper (10
hours/week), a part-time social media manager (5 hours/week), or a part-time customer
service rep (20 hours/week) can make a massive difference without the full-time cost.

Part-Time Specialists

Local colleges and trade schools are goldmines for affordable part-time help. Students are
eager, trainable, and often available for flexible hours at reasonable rates.

Local colleges and trade schools

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
 When hiring your first VA, start with a paid one-week trial project before committing to an ongoing
arrangement. Give them a realistic task from your daily workflow and evaluate their communication, quality,
and initiative. A $100 trial can save you months of frustration from a bad hire.

Required Steps When Hiring Your First Employee
This is the compliance checklist. It's not exciting, but skipping any of these steps can result in
fines, penalties, or worse. Do them once, do them right, and move on.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Get Your
Federal EIN

Get Workers'
Compensation

Insurance

Have the
Employee

Complete a W-4

Set Up 
Payroll

Register with 
Your State

Complete the I-9
(Employment

Eligibility Verification)

Report the 
New Hire

Get Your Federal EIN
If you formed your LLC or corporation, you likely already have an Employer Identification
Number. If not, get one from the IRS - it's free and takes about five minutes online at irs.gov.
You'll need this for all payroll tax filings.

1

Register with Your State
Most states require you to register as an employer with the state's department of revenue
and/or department of labor. This sets you up for:

State income tax withholding
State unemployment insurance (SUTA)
Any state-specific employer obligations

Every state is different. Some require registration before you make your first hire. Check your
state's requirements - a quick search for "[your state] new employer registration" will get you 

2
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there.

Get Workers' Compensation Insurance
Almost every state requires workers' comp coverage as soon as you have one employee.
This insurance covers medical costs and lost wages if an employee is injured on the job.
Costs vary widely by industry and state.

Even if your state doesn't technically require it for very small businesses (Texas, for example,
doesn't mandate it for most private employers), carrying workers' comp is smart. One
workplace injury without coverage could bankrupt your business.

3

Complete the I-9 (Employment Eligibility Verification)
Federal law requires you to verify every employee's identity and work authorization. The
employee fills out Section 1 on or before their first day. You complete Section 2 within three
business days of their start date by examining original documents (passport, driver's license
plus Social Security card, etc.).

Keep I-9 forms on file - you don't submit them anywhere, but you must produce them if
audited.

4

Have the Employee Complete a W-4
The W-4 tells you how much federal income tax to withhold from their paycheck. The
employee fills this out; you keep it on file and use it to calculate withholdings.

5

Report the New Hire
Federal law requires you to report new hires to your state's new hire reporting agency within
20 days (some states have shorter deadlines). This is used primarily to enforce child support
orders.

6

Set Up Payroll
This is where many new employers feel overwhelmed, and honestly, it's where the most
mistakes happen. Payroll involves calculating gross pay, withholding the correct federal and
state taxes, remitting those taxes on time, filing quarterly returns, and issuing W-2s at year
end.

7

Our strong recommendation: don't do payroll manually. The penalties for getting it wrong are
steep, and the time you'll spend learning payroll tax law is time better spent running your
business.

Gusto is the tool we recommend most for first-time employers. Over 300,000 businesses use it,
and for good reason - it handles payroll calculations, tax withholdings, tax filings, direct deposit,
W-2 generation, and new hire reporting automatically. It also manages benefits administration if
you decide to offer health insurance or retirement plans down the road. The interface is clean,
setup takes about 15 minutes, and their support team actually knows employment law.

If you're watching every dollar, Patriot Software offers payroll starting at a lower price point. It's
designed specifically for businesses with fewer than 500 employees, and their basic payroll plan
lets you run payroll and print checks while you handle tax filings yourself. Their full-service plan
handles everything, similar to Gusto, at a competitive rate. It also includes accounting software,
which is a nice bonus if you haven't settled on a bookkeeping solution.
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For businesses that anticipate rapid growth, ADP is the most recognized name in payroll for a
reason. They've been doing this for over 70 years. Their RUN platform is built for small
businesses and scales with you as you add employees - onboarding a new hire takes about 10
minutes, and multi-state payroll is handled automatically. The per-employee cost is slightly
higher, but the infrastructure and compliance support are unmatched. If you think you'll go from
one employee to ten within a year, ADP is worth the investment.

Whichever platform you choose, get payroll set up before your first employee's start date.
Running that first payroll should feel like clicking a button, not a panic attack.

Building Team Culture with a Small Team
"Culture" might sound like a big-company word. It's not. Culture starts with your first hire.

In a two-person company, culture is simply how you and your employee treat each other,
communicate, and make decisions. And it sets the template for everyone who comes after.

Be clear about expectations. Don't assume your employee knows what success looks
like. Write it down. "Handle all customer emails within 4 hours" is a clear expectation.
"Take care of customers" is not.
Give feedback early and often. Don't let small issues fester for months. A quick, kind
conversation now prevents a painful conversation later.
Pay on time, every time. Nothing destroys trust faster than a late paycheck. This is non-
negotiable.
Invest in their growth. Even a small training budget - $500 a year for courses or books -
signals that you value this person as more than a pair of hands.
Share the mission. Your employee should understand why the business exists and how
their work contributes to it. People work harder when they feel like they're building
something, not just completing tasks.

A few principles that matter at every size:

Your first employee sets the tone. Treat them well - clear expectations, fair pay, honest feedback
- and they'll recruit your second hire for you. Treat them poorly, and you'll spend the next year
explaining on Glassdoor why nobody should work for you.

When to Pull the Trigger
You'll never feel completely ready to hire. There will always be a reason to wait - you need one
more client, one more month of savings, one more process documented.

Here are the signs it's time:

You're turning down work because you physically can't 
      handle more

Quality is slipping because you're stretched too thin
You're spending more than 50% of your time on tasks that 

      don't require your specific expertise
Revenue has been consistent for at least three to six 

      months
You can afford the full loaded cost (salary times 1.3) for at 

      least three months, even if revenue dips

Start small. Start part-time if you need to. But start.

KEY TAKEAWAY

The goal isn't to hire when it's
comfortable. It's to hire when
the cost of not hiring - lost
revenue, lost customers, lost
sanity - exceeds the cost of
bringing someone on.
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Budget the True Cost
The true cost of an employee is 1.25x to 1.4x the base salary. Budget for
the fully loaded number, not just the paycheck.

03.

Payroll Compliance Matters
Payroll compliance is non-negotiable. Use a platform like Gusto, Patriot,
or ADP instead of trying to manage it manually.

04.

Start Small
You don't need a full-time hire to start. A part-time VA or specialist can
free up 15 to 20 hours per week for a fraction of the cost.

05.

Key Takeaways

Classify Workers Correctly
Misclassifying a worker as a contractor when they're really an employee
can trigger back taxes, penalties, and lawsuits. Get the classification
right from day one.

02.

01.
Protect Your Time
Your time as the owner is your most valuable asset. Every hour spent on
$12/hour tasks is an hour not spent growing revenue.

Complete the $10/hour audit of your weekly tasks
Decide: do you need an employee or a contractor?
Calculate the true loaded cost of your planned hire (salary x 1.3)
Confirm you have an EIN
Register as an employer with your state
Get workers' compensation insurance
Set up a payroll system (Gusto, Patriot, or ADP)
Prepare I-9 and W-4 forms
Document clear expectations for the role before you post it

Growth doesn't come from working
more hours—it comes from building
a team that can grow with you.

Growth doesn't come from working
more hours—it comes from building
a team that can grow with you.

Action Steps

Your Next Step
Your business got this far because of you - it'll go further because of the people you bring in.
Next up: finding the customers who will keep both of you busy.
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The aim of marketing is to
know and understand the
customer so well the
product or service fits him
and sells itself.

You've got your LLC. You've got your bank account, your EIN, your business cards. You might
even have a beautiful website and a product you're proud of.

None of it matters without customers.

This is the truth nobody wants to hear, but the SBA data doesn't lie: the number one reason
small businesses fail isn't a bad product, a bad location, or bad timing. It's the inability to attract
and retain enough paying customers. The business runs out of money before it runs out of
ideas.

And yet, "getting customers" is the part of business ownership that most people plan for least.
They pour months into perfecting their product, designing their logo, choosing the perfect shade
of blue for their website - and then launch to an empty room.

This chapter is about making sure that doesn't happen to you. We're going to talk about finding
your first 10 customers, turning those 10 into 30, and building a repeatable system that brings in
new business without you having to beg for it.

No expensive ad campaigns. No viral marketing hacks. Just practical, proven strategies that
work for real businesses with real budgets.

7
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Getting Your 
First Customers
Getting Your 
First Customers

REALITY
CHECK

A GREAT PRODUCT
MEANS NOTHING IF
NOBODY BUYS IT.

- Peter Drucker
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The "Build It and They Will Come" Myth
Let's kill this one right now.

Nobody is coming. You've heard this before, and it's worth repeating because so many owners
still act like it isn't true. Not because your product isn't good - it might be excellent. But because
nobody knows you exist. The world is loud, people are busy, and your new business is invisible
until you make it visible.

The internet has made it possible for anyone to start a business, which means the internet is
also drowning in businesses. There are over 33 million small businesses in the United States.
Yours is one of them. Standing out requires effort, not just existence.

The good news? You don't need to reach 33 million people. You need to reach a few dozen of
the right people. And that's completely doable, starting today, for zero dollars.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Your first customers won't find you. You have to find them. The sooner you accept that and start reaching
out, the sooner your business becomes real.

Pre-Launch Strategies That Cost $0
You don't need money to get your first customers. You need nerve. Most of these strategies feel
uncomfortable because they require you to put yourself out there and ask for things. Do them
anyway.

Consider a real example: a woman in Atlanta started a home-organizing business with zero
marketing budget. Before she officially launched, she organized her neighbor's garage for free,
took before-and-after photos, and posted them on her personal Facebook page with a simple
note: "I'm starting a business doing this. Know anyone who needs help?" That single post got
shared 14 times and booked her first three paying clients within a week. No website, no logo, no
ads - just nerve and a good result to show for it.

This sounds obvious. It isn't. Most new business owners are strangely shy about their own
business. They'll tell their spouse and their best friend, and then wait for word to magically
spread.

That's not how it works.

Make a list of every person you know: family, friends, former
coworkers, college roommates, neighbors, your dentist, 
your kid's soccer coach, people you haven't talked to in 
three years. Everyone.

Now tell them what you do. Not with a hard sell - with a 
simple, clear message: "Hey, I just started a business doing 
[X]. If you know anyone who needs [X], I'd really appreciate 
you passing along my name."

Notice you're not asking them to buy. You're asking them to refer. This removes the
awkwardness and activates the most powerful marketing force in existence: word of mouth.

Tell Everyone You Know

ACTION STEP

Send 50 of these messages this
week. Text, email, social media
DM - whatever feels natural for
each relationship. Fifty
messages will feel like a lot. It'll
take you about two hours. And it
will generate more leads than a
$500 Facebook ad.
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NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Before you start marketing to customers, make sure your business is in good standing with your state.
Nothing kills a deal faster than a potential client discovering your LLC status is "inactive" or "not in good
standing." NextStepFilings monitors your compliance status automatically, so you never get caught off
guard.

You don't need to be on every platform. Pick two:

If you sell to consumers: Instagram and Facebook
If you sell to businesses: LinkedIn and Twitter/X
If your work is visual: Instagram and TikTok or Pinterest

Start posting before you launch. Share behind-the-scenes content, your journey, helpful tips
related to your industry, and your perspective on things. You're not selling yet - you're
building familiarity and trust.

The rule of thumb: for every piece of promotional content, share four pieces of valuable or
entertaining content. Nobody follows an account that's all ads.

Build a Social Media Presence Before You Need It

Before anyone will pay you, they need to trust you. The fastest way to build trust is to help
people for free.

Answer questions in Facebook groups and Reddit communities related to your industry
Write a helpful how-to post on LinkedIn
Offer a free consultation, audit, or sample to your first few prospects
Create a simple guide or checklist that solves a common problem in your space

This isn't charity. This is strategic. Every person you help for free becomes a potential
customer, referral source, or testimonial. You're building a reputation before you have a track
record.

Give Value First

Your First 10 Customers
Your first 10 customers are the hardest and the most important. They validate your idea, give you
testimonials, provide feedback, and fund your next move. Here's how to find them.

Your Personal
Network

 Local Partnerships
and Cross-
Referrals

Facebook Groups and
Online Communities

Free or Discounted
Work for Testimonials

Local Events and
Networking

We already covered this, but it bears repeating: your personal network is customer source
number one. Not because your friends are going to be your long-term customer base, but
because they're going to introduce you to people who will be.

Every person in your network knows approximately 250 other people. Fifty outreach

1. Your Personal Network
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messages potentially reach 12,500 people through referrals.

Find non-competing businesses that serve the same customer you do. Then build a referral
relationship.

Examples:

If you're a photographer, partner with wedding planners and florists
If you're a house cleaner, partner with real estate agents
If you're a bookkeeper, partner with business attorneys and formation services
If you're a personal trainer, partner with physical therapists and nutritionists

Approach them with a simple pitch: "I'll send my clients to you, you send your clients to me."
No money changes hands. Everyone wins.

2. Local Partnerships and Cross-Referrals

ACTION STEP
Identify three non-competing businesses that serve your ideal customer. This week, reach out to each
one with a specific referral partnership proposal. Don't just say "let's refer each other." Say "I'll mention
your business to every client who needs [their service], and I'd love for you to do the same when your
clients need [your service]."

These partnerships are underrated because they don't feel glamorous. But a single strong
referral partnership can deliver a steady stream of warm leads for years.

Every niche has Facebook groups. Every industry has subreddits. Every profession has
LinkedIn groups and Discord servers.

Find where your target customers hang out online. Join 
those communities. But don't barge in selling - that's a fast 
way to get banned.

Instead:

Answer questions thoughtfully
Share your expertise generously
Build a reputation as the helpful, knowledgeable person 

      in the room
When someone asks for a recommendation for exactly 

      what you do, you'll already have credibility

This takes time - usually two to four weeks of consistent 
participation before you start seeing results. But the leads
are warm, and the trust is already built.

3. Facebook Groups and Online Communities

WARNING

Do not join a Facebook group or
online community and
immediately post about your
business. Moderators will ban
you, members will ignore you,
and you'll burn the opportunity.

 Spend at least two weeks
answering questions and adding
value before you ever mention
what you sell. The community
will come to you when they're
ready.

Your first few customers are worth more as marketing assets than as revenue sources.
Consider offering your first three to five customers a significant discount - or even working
for free - in exchange for:

A detailed written testimonial

4. Free or Discounted Work for Testimonials
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Permission to use their name and photo
A case study you can share
An honest online review

A glowing testimonial from a real customer with a real name is worth more than any ad you'll
ever run. It's proof that you deliver.

Be upfront about this exchange: "I'm building my portfolio and I'd love to offer you [service]
at 50% off in exchange for an honest review and testimonial." Most people respect the
hustle.

Yes, even in 2026, showing up in person works. Chamber of Commerce meetings, BNI
groups, industry meetups, trade shows, and community events put you face-to-face with
potential customers and referral partners.

The key is consistency. Don't go once, hand out 50 business cards, and disappear. Go
regularly. Build real relationships. Become the person people think of first when they need
what you offer.

5. Local Events and Networking

Cold Outreach That Actually Works
Cold outreach has a bad reputation because most people do it terribly. They send generic, self-
centered messages that read like spam. Don't do that.

Good cold outreach follows a simple formula:

Good cold outreach follows a simple formula:

1.Personalize it. Reference something specific about the recipient - their business, a recent
post, a mutual connection

2.Lead with value. Don't open with what you want. Open with something useful to them
3.Be brief. Under 150 words for an email. Under 50 for a DM
4.Have one clear ask. Not "buy my thing." More like "Would you be open to a 15-minute call to

see if I can help with [specific problem]?"

Example:

"Hi [Name], I saw your [business/post/product] and really liked [specific thing]. I help [type of
business] with [specific result], and I had a quick idea that might help you [specific benefit].
Would you be open to a brief chat this week? Either way, keep up the great work."

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Send 10 of these per day. Expect a 10 to 20% response rate. That's one to two conversations per day,
which translates to roughly two to four new clients per month. Track every outreach in a simple
spreadsheet with the date sent, the response, and the outcome. After 30 days, you'll know your exact
conversion rate and can forecast your pipeline.

Cold outreach is a numbers game, but it's also a quality game. A thoughtful, personalized
message to the right person beats 100 copy-paste blasts.

Setting Your Prices: Don't Undervalue Yourself
New business owners almost always price too low. They think lower prices will attract more
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ACTION STEP
Research five competitors in your market right now. Write down what they charge for their most popular
service or product. Set your price in the top third of that range. If you feel nervous about it, remember: you
can always offer a limited-time introductory rate, but raising prices later is much harder than starting where
you should be.

Deliver exceptional work.
This is the prerequisite. You can't ask for referrals if your work is mediocre.
Ask at the right moment. 
The best time to ask is immediately after a positive outcome - when the customer has just 

customers. In reality, low prices often:

Attract the worst customers (price-shoppers who'll leave for a penny less)
Signal low quality (people associate price with value)
Trap you in a cycle of overwork and underearning
Make it impossible to hire, invest, or grow

The rule: price in the top third of your industry, not the bottom.

Research what competitors charge. If the range is $50 to $150, don't price at $50. Price at $100
to $120 and deliver $200 worth of value.

Pricing higher doesn't mean fewer customers. It means better customers - people who value
quality, pay on time, refer others, and don't haggle over every invoice.

If you're unsure about your pricing, here's a gut check: if nobody ever complains about your
prices, you're probably too cheap. You should lose some deals on price. That means you're in
the right range.

Value-Based Pricing

Whenever possible, price based on the value you deliver, not the hours you work.

If your bookkeeping services save a client $15,000 in tax overpayments, charging $200/month
for that service is a bargain - even if the work only takes you 5 hours per month. Don't charge
$50/hour and cap yourself at $250. Charge for the outcome.

This shift in thinking - from selling time to selling results - is what separates businesses that
struggle from businesses that thrive.

The Referral Engine: Turn Every Customer Into Three
The most efficient, cost-effective, and reliable way to grow a small business is referrals. Not ads.
Not SEO. Not social media. Referrals.

A referred customer is:
4x more likely to buy than a cold prospect
16% more profitable over their lifetime
37% more likely to refer someone else

Yet most business owners never systematically ask for referrals. They hope satisfied customers
will mention them. But passive waiting has never grown a business - deliberate asking does.

Build a simple referral system:
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Make it specific.
Don't say "know anyone who could use my services?" Say "Do you know any other
[restaurant owners / new parents / real estate investors] who are dealing with [specific
problem]?"
Make it easy.
Give them a referral link, a pre-written text they can forward, or simply ask "Would you
mind if I mentioned your name when I reach out to them?"
Say thank you.
A handwritten thank-you note, a small gift card, or a discount on future work. Reward the
behavior you want to see repeated.

GOOGLE BUSINESS PROFILE
One of the most powerful free tools for local
businesses is Google Business Profile - we'll

cover exactly how to set it up and optimize it in
the next chapter. 

For now, just know this: if you serve customers in
a geographic area, claiming your GBP should be
one of the first things you do. It's free, it takes 20
minutes, and it directly affects whether you show
up when someone searches "plumber near me"

or "bookkeeper in Denver."

ONLINE DIRECTORIES
List your business on:

Yelp
Better Business Bureau
Your industry's specific directories
Your local Chamber of Commerce directory

These listings build what SEO professionals call
"citations" - mentions of your business name,

address, and phone number across the web. The
more consistent citations you have, the more
Google trusts that your business is real and

relevant.

expressed satisfaction, received a deliverable they love, or achieved a result thanks to
your work.

If every customer refers just one new customer, your business doubles without spending a dollar
on marketing. That's the power of a referral engine.

Basic SEO: Be Findable
We'll cover online presence in depth in the next chapter, but there are two things you should do
immediately:

Track What Works
As you try these strategies, keep a simple spreadsheet:

Jane Smith
Bob Johnson
Acme Corp

CUSTOMER

Personal network
Facebook group
Cold email

HOW THEY FOUND YOU

$500
$350
$2,000

REVENUE

Yes (2)
Not yet
Yes (1)

DID THEY REFER?

After 20 to 30 customers, patterns will emerge. You'll see that most of your revenue comes from
two or three channels. Double down on those and drop the rest.

Marketing is not about doing everything. It's about finding the two or three things that work for
your specific business and doing them relentlessly.
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Key Takeaways
Start with Outreach
Your first customers will come from personal outreach, not passive
marketing. Fifty personal messages will outperform a $500 ad
campaign.

01.

Build Referral Partnerships
Referral partnerships with non-competing businesses are one of the
most underrated and sustainable lead sources available to small
businesses.

02.

Price for Value
Price in the top third of your market. Low prices attract low-quality
customers and trap you in overwork.

03.

Ask for Referrals
Every satisfied customer is a potential referral source, but only if you
ask. Build a system for asking at the right moment.

04.

Track What Works
Track where every customer comes from. After 20 to 30 customers,
double down on the two or three channels that actually work.

05.

Send 50 personal outreach messages this week
Identify three potential referral partners and reach out

Action Steps

Join three online communities where your customers hang out
Offer your first three to five customers a discount in exchange for testimonials
Claim and complete your Google Business Profile
Set your prices in the top third of your market
Create your customer tracking spreadsheet
Ask every satisfied customer for one specific referral

Your Next Step
Your first 10 customers won't come from a viral post or a perfect ad - they'll come from you
showing up, reaching out, and delivering great work. Now it's time to make sure people can find
you online when they go looking.

Visibility comes before growth.
If people don't know you exist,
they can't buy from you.

Visibility comes before growth.
If people don't know you exist,
they can't buy from you.

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts66



Your brand is what other
people say about you when
you're not in the room.
- Jeff Bezos

Here's a number that should get your attention: 97% of consumers search online for local
businesses before making a purchase. Not 50%. Not 75%. Ninety-seven percent.

If your business doesn't exist online, it doesn't exist for the vast majority of your potential
customers. It doesn't matter if you have the best product in town, the friendliest service, or the
most competitive prices. If people can't find you when they search, they'll find your competitor
instead.

The flip side is equally powerful. A strong online presence closes that gap. A two-person
operation with a professional website, strong reviews, and an active social media presence can
look just as credible as a company ten times its size. The internet doesn't care how big you are.
It cares how well you show up.

This chapter is about showing up well - not perfectly, not expensively, but effectively. A website
that works. Social media that builds trust. A Google presence that brings in leads while you
sleep. You don't need to master everything. You need to nail the basics.

8
Building Your
Online Presence
Building Your
Online Presence

Why Every Business Needs a Website in 2026
"Do I really need a website? I've been getting by with just my Facebook page."

Yes, you really need a website. Here's why:
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DIGITAL
FIRST
INVISIBLE

BUSINESSES DON'T
GROW.
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You don't own your social media. Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok can change their
algorithms, suspend your account, or shut down entirely. Your follower count is a vanity metric
that lives on someone else's property. Your website is digital real estate you actually own.

Customers expect it. When someone hears about your business, the first thing they do is
Google you. If all they find is a Facebook page with your last post from three months ago,
you've lost credibility before the conversation even started. A professional website says, "This is
a real business."

It works 24/7. Your website answers questions, shows your work, captures leads, and
processes orders while you sleep, eat, and take your kid to soccer practice. At 2 a.m. on a
Saturday, your website is still answering questions and taking orders - no overtime required.

It's your home base. Every piece of marketing you do - social media, ads, email campaigns,
business cards - should drive people to one place: your website. It's the hub of everything.

WARNING
Do not rely on a Facebook page or Instagram profile as your only online presence. Social platforms change
their rules constantly. In 2024 alone, multiple small businesses lost access to their Facebook pages due to
account suspensions, algorithm changes, or hacked accounts - with no recourse and no way to reach the
customers they'd built there. Your website is the only digital property you truly control.

The Minimum Viable Website
You don't need a $10,000 custom-designed masterpiece. You need four pages that work.

1 Home Page 2 About Page 3 Services or
Products Page

4 Contact Page

1: Home Page

Your home page has exactly one job: tell visitors what you do and why they should care, in
under five seconds.

Include:

A clear headline that states what you do and for whom ("We help small businesses in
Phoenix with bookkeeping so you can focus on growth")
A brief description of your main service or product (2 to 3 sentences)
One strong call to action ("Get a Free Quote," "Book a Consultation," "Shop Now")
Social proof: a testimonial, a client logo, or a stat ("Trusted by 50+ local businesses")

Do not include: your life story, a wall of text about your company's mission, or a stock photo
of business people shaking hands.

ACTION STEP
Write your homepage headline right now. Use this formula: "We help [specific customer] with [specific
service] so they can [specific benefit]." 
If you can't fill in those blanks clearly, you need to sharpen your positioning before you build anything.

2. About Page

People buy from people. Your About page humanizes your business.
Include:
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4. Contact Page

Make it insultingly easy to reach you.

Include:

A contact form (name, email, message - that's it)
Your phone number
Your email address
Your business hours
Your physical address (if applicable)
Links to your social media profiles

The cardinal sin of small business websites: burying your contact information. Put your
phone number in the header of every page. Put your email in the footer. If a customer has to
hunt for how to reach you, many of them won't bother.

Keep it short
Under 15 characters if possible. Every extra character is a chance for someone
to misspell it.

Include:

Your story - why you started this business (keep it to 2 to 3 paragraphs)
A real photo of you (not a stock photo - people can tell)
Your qualifications or experience, briefly stated
What makes you different from competitors

The About page is consistently one of the most-visited pages on small business websites.
Don't skip it or phone it in.

3. Services or Products Page

List what you offer with clear descriptions and, if possible, pricing. If you can't list exact
pricing, at least give ranges or starting prices ("Starting at $500" is better than "Contact us
for pricing," which many customers interpret as "too expensive to list").

For each service or product:

What it is
Who it's for
What the customer gets
How to buy it or get started

Choosing a Domain Name
Your domain name is your address on the internet. Choose it carefully because changing it later
is painful.

Rules for a good domain:

Match your business name
If your business is Sunrise Cleaning, get sunrisecleaning.com. Simple.
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.com is king
Yes, there are .io, .co, .biz, and a thousand other extensions. Get the .com if at
all possible. People trust it more and remember it more easily.
Avoid hyphens and numbers
Sunrise-cleaning-123.com looks unprofessional and is impossible to share
verbally.
Think about SEO
If your business name is generic, consider adding your city
("sunrisecleaningdenver.com") to help with local search rankings.

PRO TIP
Buy your domain even if you're not ready to build a website. Domains are first-come, first-served, and you
don't want someone else sitting on your business name. While you're at it, grab the common variations
and misspellings so competitors can't use them to siphon your traffic.

Best for: Businesses that want maximum flexibility and plan to add a blog.

Pros: Total flexibility, thousands of plugins, great for SEO, you own everything

Cons: Steeper learning curve, you're responsible for updates and security, can be overwhelming for
beginners

Cost: $5 to $30/month for hosting, plus any premium themes or plugins

WordPress (with a hosting provider)

WordPress powers about 43% of all websites on the internet. It's free to use (you pay for
hosting and a domain), endlessly customizable with themes and plugins, and has the
strongest SEO capabilities of any platform.

Domain registration costs about $10 to $15 per year through providers like Namecheap,
Squarespace Domains, or GoDaddy. Don't overpay.

Website Builders Compared
You have four serious options for building your website without hiring a developer. Each has
strengths for different types of businesses.

Best for: Service businesses, creatives, and anyone who wants a beautiful site fast.

Pros: Beautiful templates, easy drag-and-drop, built-in SEO tools, excellent for portfolios

Squarespace

Squarespace is the "Apple" of website builders - clean design, intuitive interface, everything
just works. Their templates are stunning out of the box, which matters if you don't have a
design eye.
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Cons: Less flexibility than WordPress, limited third-party integrations, e-commerce is functional but
not best-in-class

Cost: $16 to $49/month

Best for: Businesses that sell physical or digital products online.

Cons: Overkill if you don't sell products, transaction fees unless you use Shopify Payments, monthly
cost adds up

Cost: $39 to $399/month

Shopify

If e-commerce is your primary business model, Shopify is the answer. It handles inventory,
shipping, payment processing, tax calculation, and order management. It's purpose-built for
selling things.

Pros: Best-in-class e-commerce, handles all payment and shipping logistics, massive app
ecosystem

Best for: Absolute beginners who want to get something up today.

Pros: Easiest to use, fastest to launch, free plan available, AI-powered site builder

Cons: Less professional-looking than Squarespace, harder to migrate away from, SEO historically
weaker (though improving)

Cost: Free with Wix branding, $17 to $36/month for premium plans

Wix is the easiest website builder to use. Their drag-and-drop editor requires zero technical
knowledge, and their AI site builder can generate a basic site from a few questions.

Wix

Want a beautiful site fast
Want maximum control and plan to blog

IF YOU...

Sell physical products Shopify
Squarespace
WordPress

Need something up today with zero tech skills Wix

CHOOSE...

Are a local service business Squarespace or WordPress

Which One Should You Choose?
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ACTION STEP
Choose your website builder today and purchase your domain name. Block off two hours this weekend to
build your four pages. Use the minimum viable website framework above as your guide. Do not spend more
than one weekend on your initial site. You can improve it later, but it needs to exist now.
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Don't overthink this. Pick one and build your four pages. You can always switch later, though it's
easier not to. A good-enough website that exists today beats a perfect website that you're still
"working on" six months from now.

Claiming Your Name Everywhere
Even if you're only going to be active on two social platforms, claim your business name on all of
them. This takes about an hour and prevents someone else from squatting on your brand name.

Here's the full list:

Facebook (business page)
Instagram
LinkedIn (company page)
Twitter/X
TikTok
YouTube
Pinterest
Threads
Nextdoor (for local businesses)

Use the same handle everywhere if possible. Consistency makes you findable.

Most of these accounts will sit dormant, and that's fine. You're not trying to post on nine
platforms. You're making sure that when someone searches for your business name on any of
them, they find you - not an empty search result or, worse, someone else.

Google Business Profile: Your Most Important Free Tool
We touched on this in the last chapter, but it deserves more space because it is, dollar for dollar,
the single most valuable marketing tool for any local business. And it's completely free.

When someone in your area searches for what you offer - "tax preparer near me," "best pizza in
Austin," "emergency plumber" - Google shows a map with three businesses highlighted. That's
the Local Pack, and it drives an enormous amount of traffic and calls.

Your Google Business Profile (GBP) is what determines whether you show up in that pack.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
When setting up your Google Business Profile, make sure the business name and address match your
state filings exactly. Google cross-references public records, and mismatches can get your listing
suspended. If you need to update your business name or address with your state, NextStepFilings can file
the amendment for you.

How to optimize your GBP:

Complete every single field. Business name, address, phone, hours, website, description,
category, attributes - fill in everything. Google rewards completeness.
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Choose the right primary category. This is the single biggest ranking factor for local
search. If you're an accountant who also does bookkeeping, your primary category should
be whatever service drives the most revenue.

Add photos regularly. Businesses with photos receive 42% more requests for directions
and 35% more click-throughs to their website. Post photos of your work, your team, your
location - at least one new photo per week.

Post weekly updates. GBP has a "Posts" feature that most businesses ignore. Use it. Share
updates, offers, events, and tips. Active profiles rank higher.

Get reviews. This is critical. We'll cover it in the next section.

 PRO TIP
Set a recurring weekly reminder to post one update and one photo to your Google Business Profile. Treat it
like a standing appointment. Businesses that post weekly to GBP consistently outrank competitors who set
up their profile and never touch it again. Fifteen minutes a week can be the difference between showing up
in the Local Pack and being invisible.

Online Reviews: Your Digital Reputation
Let's not sugarcoat this: online reviews make or break small businesses. 88% of consumers
trust online reviews as much as personal recommendations. A business with 50 five-star
reviews will crush a business with zero reviews, even if the zero-review business is objectively
better.

How to Get Reviews

Ask. That's it. That's the strategy.
Most satisfied customers will leave a review if you ask them. Most will never think to do it on
their own. So you have to ask.

WHEN TO ASK
Right after a successful project completion
After a customer expresses satisfaction ("I'm
so glad I found you!")
At the point of maximum gratitude

HOW TO ASK
In person: "Would you mind leaving us a
quick Google review? It really helps small
businesses like ours."
Via email: Send a follow-up email with a
direct link to your Google review page
Via text: A brief text with a review link gets
the highest response rates

Make it effortless. Google lets you create a short link that goes directly to your review page.
Include that link in your email signature, on your receipts, and in follow-up messages. Every
extra click you eliminate doubles your review rate.

How to Respond to Negative Reviews

You will get a negative review eventually. Even the best businesses do. What matters is how you
respond.

The formula:

1.Respond quickly (within 24 hours)
2.Stay professional (never argue, never get defensive)
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3.Acknowledge their experience ("I'm sorry you had this experience")
4.Take it offline ("I'd like to make this right - please call me at [number]")
5.Show future customers you care (your response is really for the people reading the review,

not the reviewer)
6.A thoughtful response to a negative review can actually build more trust than a five-star

review. It shows you're human, you care, and you fix problems.

WARNING
Never ignore negative reviews, argue publicly with a reviewer, accuse them of lying, or offer excuses. Every
word of your response is a public advertisement for how you treat customers. Future customers will read
your response and decide whether they trust you based on how you handled the complaint, not the
complaint itself.

Email Marketing: Start Your List on Day One
If you take one thing from this chapter beyond building a website, let it be this: start collecting
email addresses immediately.

Social media followers are rented. Email subscribers are owned. You can reach your email list
directly, on your schedule, without paying for ads or begging an algorithm to show your content.

The basics of email marketing for new businesses:

1.Add an email signup to your website. A simple form: name and email. Offer something in
return - a discount, a free guide, a checklist, exclusive tips.

2.Choose an email platform. Mailchimp offers a free plan for up to 500 subscribers.
ConvertKit is excellent for content-based businesses. Either one will serve you well until you
outgrow them.

3.Send a welcome email. When someone subscribes, they should immediately receive a
friendly email thanking them and delivering whatever you promised.

4.Email your list regularly. Once a week is ideal, but even twice a month works. Share helpful
content, behind-the-scenes updates, special offers, and new products. The goal is to stay
top of mind.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Your email list is the only audience you fully control. An email list of 500 engaged subscribers is worth
more than 10,000 Instagram followers. Those 500 people gave you explicit permission to show up in
their inbox. That's powerful.

Email Marketing: Start Your List on Day One
Content marketing means creating useful content that attracts your target customers. It's a long
game, but it compounds over time in ways that paid advertising never will.

Your minimum content commitment: one useful piece of content per week.

That could be:

A blog post answering a common customer question
A short video showing your process or expertise
A social media post sharing a tip or insight
A before-and-after photo of your work
A customer success story
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Why this matters for SEO: Every blog post you write is a new page on your website - a
new opportunity to show up in Google search results. A business that publishes weekly
for a year has 52 pages of content, each one a potential doorway for a new customer. A
business that publishes nothing has just four pages. The math is simple.

You don't need to be a writer. Talk into your phone for five minutes about a topic you
know well. Use an AI tool to clean it up. Post it. Done. Imperfect content that exists beats
perfect content that doesn't.

01.
Be Findable Online
97% of consumers search online before buying. If you're not findable,
you're invisible to nearly all of your potential customers.

02.
Launch Your Website
A four-page website (Home, About, Services, Contact) is all you need to
start. Build it this weekend, not next month.

03.
Optimize Google Business
Your Google Business Profile is the single highest-impact free marketing
tool for local businesses. Complete every field and post weekly.

04.
Build Your Email List
Start collecting email addresses on day one. Your email list is the only
audience you fully own and control.

Here's your online presence priority stack, in order:

1.Website - your home base, even if it's just four pages
2.Google Business Profile - free, immediate impact for local businesses
3.Email list - start collecting from day one
4.Two social media platforms - where your customers actually spend time
5.Weekly content - one useful piece per week, minimum
6.Online reviews - ask for them systematically

Don't try to do everything at once. Get your website and Google Business Profile up this week.
Start your email list next week. Add social media the week after. Build the content habit over the
next month.

The businesses that win online aren't the ones with the biggest budgets or the fanciest
websites. They're the ones that show up consistently, provide value, and make it easy for
customers to find and trust them.

That can be you. Starting today.

The key word is useful. Every piece of content should answer a question, solve a problem, or
teach something. Content that's purely promotional doesn't count and doesn't work.

Putting It All Together

Key Takeaways
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05.
Earn Online Reviews
Online reviews are modern word of mouth. Ask every satisfied customer,
and respond professionally to every negative review.

Register your domain name
Build your four-page website (Home, About, Services, Contact)
Claim your business name on all major social platforms

Action Steps

Set up and fully optimize your Google Business Profile
Add an email signup form to your website
Set up an email marketing platform (Mailchimp or ConvertKit)
Ask your first five customers for Google reviews
Create and publish your first piece of useful content
Pick your two primary social media platforms and start posting

A website and strong digital
presence don't make you bigger—
they make you visible, credible, and
accessible.

A website and strong digital
presence don't make you bigger—
they make you visible, credible, and
accessible.

Your online presence makes your business findable and credible - but looking good online won't
matter if you don't understand the financial engine underneath. Next, we'll make sure you know
your numbers.

Your Next Step
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Profit is not an event.
It's a habit.
- Mike Michalowicz

Dave spent four months writing a 47-page business plan for his lawn care company. It had
market analysis, five-year projections, and a competitive landscape section with color-coded
charts. He printed three copies on premium paper, put them in binders, and felt great about
himself. Eighteen months later, the business failed. Not because the plan was wrong - but
because Dave spent so much time planning that he never figured out how many lawns he
needed to mow each week to break even. He didn't know his numbers. He knew his projections.

Somewhere out there, a first-time business owner is spending their third week writing a 50-page
business plan. They've got a table of contents, an executive summary, a market analysis with
footnotes, five-year financial projections, and a SWOT analysis that could pass for a master's
thesis.

Nobody will read it. Including them.

Here's the uncomfortable truth about traditional business plans: they're mostly theater. They're
written to impress a banker or an investor, filed in a drawer, and never looked at again. The
market doesn't care about your plan. Customers don't read it. And by the time you finish writing
it, half the assumptions are already wrong because the world moved while you were formatting
spreadsheets.

This isn't to say planning doesn't matter. It absolutely does. But the kind of planning that actually
helps a small business survive and grow looks nothing like a 50-page document. It looks like a

9
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Know Your Numbers
- The Business Plan
You'll Actually Use

Know Your Numbers
- The Business Plan
You'll Actually Use

TRACK THE
NUMBERS THAT

DRIVE DECISIONS.

CORE
FOCUS
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single page with six numbers you check every week.

That's what this chapter is about. Not business plan theater. Business plan reality.

The One-Page Business Plan
If you can't explain your business on one page, you don't understand it well enough. That's not
an insult - it's a diagnostic tool. Complexity is usually a sign of fuzzy thinking, not sophistication.
Your one-page plan answers six questions. Write the answers down. Put them where you'll see
them every day. Revisit them monthly.

1 2 3 4 5 6

What Problem
Do You Solve?

How Do You
Reach Them

What Are Your
Monthly Costs?

Who Are Your
Customers

What Do You
Charge?

What's Your Break-
Even Number?

What Problem Do You Solve?
Not what you do. What problem you solve. There's a difference.

A bookkeeper doesn't "do bookkeeping." A bookkeeper solves the problem of business
owners losing money because their financial records are a mess.

A landscaper doesn't "cut grass." A landscaper solves the problem of homeowners who want
a beautiful yard but don't have the time or knowledge to maintain one.

Write your answer in one sentence: "I solve [specific problem] for [specific group of
people]."

If you can't complete that sentence clearly, spend some time on it before you do anything
else. Every marketing message, every sales pitch, and every hiring decision flows from this
answer.

1

Who Are Your Customers?
Not "everyone." Never "everyone." The more specifically you can describe your ideal
customer, the easier everything else becomes.

Get specific:

Demographics: age range, income level, location, occupation
Psychographics: what do they value? What frustrates them? What are they afraid of?
Behavior: where do they spend time online? How do they make purchasing decisions?

Example: "My ideal customer is a small business owner in the Denver metro area with 1 to 10
employees, doing $200K to $2M in annual revenue, who is currently doing their own
bookkeeping and knows they're making mistakes but doesn't want to hire a full-time
accountant."

That's a customer you can find, talk to, and sell to. "Small business owners" is a haystack.
The description above is a needle.

2
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How Do You Reach Them?
List your top three channels for finding and attracting customers. Not ten channels. Three.
Based on what we covered in the last two chapters, your channels might include:

Personal network and referrals
Google Business Profile and local SEO
Facebook groups and community involvement
Cold outreach via email or LinkedIn
Content marketing (blog, YouTube, social media)
Local partnerships and cross-referrals

Pick the three that have the highest potential for your specific business. Focus your time and
energy there. Ignore everything else for now.

3

What Do You Charge?
State your pricing clearly:

Service businesses: your rates, packages, or project fees
Product businesses: your retail prices and margins
Subscription businesses: monthly/annual fees

And answer this: is your pricing sustainable? Can you deliver your product or service at this
price point and still make money after all costs?

If you're a consultant charging $75/hour but spending 20 unpaid hours per week on admin,
marketing, and travel, your effective rate is closer to $37/hour. Know the real number.

4

What Are Your Monthly Costs?
List every recurring expense. Every single one.

5

FIXED COSTS
 (THESE DON'T CHANGE WITH SALES VOLUME):

Rent or office space
Insurance
Software subscriptions
Loan payments
Phone and internet
Website hosting

VARIABLE COSTS 
(THESE CHANGE WITH SALES VOLUME):
Materials and supplies
Shipping
Payment processing fees
Contract labor
Marketing spend

Add them up. This is your monthly nut - the amount you need to cover before you make a
single dollar of profit.

WARNING
Most new business owners underestimate their costs by 20 to 30%. Be honest with yourself. Include
everything, even the small subscriptions you've forgotten about. Go through your bank and credit card
statements for the last three months and add up every business-related charge. The real number is
almost always higher than the number in your head.

ACTION STEP
Open a spreadsheet right now. Create two columns: "Fixed Costs" and "Variable Costs." List every
single recurring business expense. Pull up your bank statements if you need to. Total each column, then
add them together. That's your monthly nut - the number you must cover before you earn a dollar of
profit.
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What's Your Break-Even Number?
This is the most important number in your business, and most owners don't know it.

6

Break-even = Fixed Costs / (Price - Variable Cost per Unit)

If your fixed costs are $5,000/month, you charge $500 per project, and each project costs
you $150 in variable expenses:

$5,000 / ($500 - $150) = 14.3 projects per month

You need roughly 15 projects per month to break even. Everything above that is profit.

For service businesses, think of it in terms of billable hours:
If your fixed costs are $4,000/month and you charge $100/hour:
$4,000 / $100 = 40 billable hours per month

That's 10 billable hours per week. Is that realistic? If yes, great. If not, either your costs are
too high or your rates are too low.

Consider Sarah, who runs a mobile dog grooming business in Austin. Her monthly costs:
$1,200 for her van payment, $400 for insurance, $300 for supplies, $200 for software
subscriptions, and $100 for fuel. That's $2,200 per month in fixed and semi-variable costs.
She charges $75 per grooming appointment. Her break-even? Thirty appointments per
month, or about seven per week. When she ran these numbers, she realized she was pricing
too low. She raised her rate to $95 and added a premium package at $125. Within two
months, her average revenue per appointment hit $105, and she broke even with just 21
appointments per month - freeing up two full days per week.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Your break-even number turns anxiety into a target. Say you calculate that you need 15 projects per
month to cover costs. Suddenly, when a client asks for a 20% discount, you can do the math on the
spot: that discount means you need 19 projects instead of 15 to break even. 
Now it's not a gut feeling - it's a decision you can make with confidence. Your break-even number
tells you how many customers you need, how much you need to sell, and how much runway you
have.

What are you better at than your competitors? What unique skills, experience, or resources

Strengths (Internal - things you control)

SWOT Analysis in 30 Minutes
SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. It's one of those business
school tools that actually earns its keep - if you keep it short.
Set a timer for 30 minutes. Grab a piece of paper. Draw four quadrants. Fill them in.

Strengths

Weaknesses

Opportunities

Threats

S

W

O

T
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do you have?

Examples:

15 years of industry experience
Low overhead (home-based business)
Unique skill combination (you code AND design)
Strong personal network in your market

Where are you vulnerable? What do you lack?

Examples:

No brand recognition yet
Limited cash reserves
Doing everything yourself
Weak in marketing or sales

Weaknesses (Internal - things you control)

What trends, gaps, or changes in your market could benefit you?

Examples:

Competitor just closed or raised prices
New regulation creates demand for your service
Growing population in your area
Shift to remote work increases demand

Opportunities (External - things in the market)

What could hurt your business that's outside your control?

Examples:

Established competitor with deeper pockets
Economic downturn reducing customer spending
Technology disruption changing your industry
Rising costs of materials or labor

Threats (External - things in the market)

The value of SWOT isn't the document. It's the thinking. Thirty minutes of honest assessment
about where you stand gives you clarity about where to focus. Double down on strengths. Shore
up critical weaknesses. Chase the biggest opportunity. Prepare for the most likely threat.

Don't overthink it. Don't make it pretty. Just be honest.

The Executive Summary: Your Two-Page Pitch
Most small businesses will never need a formal business plan. But if you're applying for an SBA
loan, seeking investors, or entering a business competition, you'll need an executive summary.

This is a two-page document that covers the essentials.

What to include:
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Business overview (2 to 3 sentences)
What you do, for whom, and where.

The problem and your solution (one paragraph)
What market gap or customer pain point you address, and how.

Target market (one paragraph)
Who your customers are and how large the opportunity is. Use real numbers -
census data, industry reports, SBA statistics.

Revenue model (one paragraph)
How you make money. Pricing, average transaction size, recurring vs. one-time
revenue.

Competitive advantage (one paragraph)
What makes you different. Not better - different. "Better customer service" is not
a competitive advantage. "The only Spanish-speaking tax preparer in a county
that's 40% Hispanic" is.

Financial summary (one paragraph or simple table)
Current revenue (if any), projected revenue for year one, major costs, and when
you expect to be profitable.

The ask (one paragraph)
If you're seeking funding, state exactly how much you need and what you'll use
it for. "We're seeking a $50,000 SBA microloan to purchase equipment and fund
six months of operating expenses."

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
If you're applying for an SBA loan, the lender will verify that your business is in good standing with your
state. Make sure your annual reports are filed and your registered agent is active before you apply.
NextStepFilings monitors your good standing status and files annual reports on time, every time.

That's it. Two pages. A banker or investor should be able to read it in five minutes and
understand exactly what your business is, why it will work, and what you need.

Unit Economics: The Numbers That Matter
Unit economics sounds like an MBA buzzword, but it's actually the simplest and most revealing
way to understand whether your business model works.

Unit economics answers one question: do you make money on each individual sale?

Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC)

      How much does it cost you to get one new customer?
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CAC = Total Marketing and Sales Spend / Number of New Customers

If you spent $1,000 on marketing last month and got 20 new customers:

$1,000 / 20 = $50 CAC

Each customer costs you $50 to acquire. Is that good? It depends on what they're worth to
you.

Lifetime Value (LTV)

How much total revenue does an average customer generate over their entire relationship
with you?

LTV = Average Purchase Value x Average Number of Purchases per Year x Average Customer
Lifespan (in years)

If your average customer spends $200 per visit, comes in 4 times a year, and stays with you
for 3 years:

$200 x 4 x 3 = $2,400 LTV

The Golden Ratio

Your LTV should be at least 3x your CAC.

In our example: $2,400 LTV / $50 CAC = 48x. That's
exceptional.

If your ratio is below 3:1, you either need to:

Reduce acquisition costs (find cheaper marketing
channels)
Increase customer value (raise prices, upsell, cross-sell)
Improve retention (keep customers longer)

If your ratio is below 1:1 - meaning you spend more to get a
customer than they'll ever pay you - your business model is
broken. Fix it before you scale it, or you'll just lose money
faster.

PRO TIP

Even if you don't have enough
data to calculate exact CAC and
LTV numbers yet, estimate
them. Use your best guess
based on your first 10 to 20
customers. 
Rough numbers are infinitely
better than no numbers. Revisit
and refine them every quarter
as you collect real data.

Margins

Know your gross margin on every product or service:

Gross Margin = (Revenue - Direct Costs) / Revenue x 100

If you charge $1,000 for a service that costs you $300 to deliver:

($1,000 - $300) / $1,000 x 100 = 70% gross margin

Healthy margins vary by industry, but generally:

Service businesses should aim for 50 to 70%+
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Product businesses typically run 30 to 50%
Retail operates on thinner margins, often 20 to 40%

WARNING
If your margins are razor-thin, growth won't save you. You'll just be doing more work for the same slim
profit. Fix margins before you chase volume. Increasing your prices by 10% is almost always easier and
more effective than increasing your sales volume by 10%.

Cash Flow Forecasting: The Skill That Saves Businesses
Here's a stat that haunts accountants: 82% of small businesses that fail cite cash flow problems
as a primary factor. Not lack of profit - lack of cash.

A business can be profitable on paper and still die because it runs out of cash. How? Because
profit is an accounting concept. Cash is what's actually in your bank account. And they're often
very different numbers.

Common cash flow killers:

Customers who pay on 30, 60, or 90-day terms while your bills are due now
Large inventory purchases that tie up cash before you sell the products
Seasonal fluctuations that leave you flush in summer and broke in January
Tax bills that hit all at once because you didn't set aside quarterly payments
Growth itself - hiring, equipment, marketing all require cash before they generate returns

A Simple Cash Flow Forecast

You don't need sophisticated software. A spreadsheet works fine. Here's the framework:

For each of the next 12 months, project three numbers:

1.Cash in: All money you expect to receive (customer payments, not invoices - the actual
cash arriving)

2.Cash out: All money you expect to spend (rent, payroll, supplies, taxes, loan payments,
everything)

3.Net cash flow: Cash in minus cash out

Then track your running balance:

January
February
March

MONTH

$10,000
$8,500
$11,000

STARTING CASH

$8,000
$12,000
$10,000

CASH IN

$9,500
$9,500
$11,000

CASH OUT

-$1,500
+$2,500
-$1,000

NET FLOW

$8,500
$11,000
$10,000

ENDING CASH

The goal: spot problems before they arrive. If your forecast shows you'll be cash-negative in
three months, you have three months to fix it - cut expenses, accelerate receivables, line up
a credit line, or push harder on sales. Three months of lead time is manageable. Three days
of lead time is a crisis.

ACTION STEP
Build your 12-month cash flow forecast this week. Open a spreadsheet, create columns for each of the
next 12 months, and fill in your projected cash in, cash out, and running balance. Be conservative on
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income and generous on expenses. If any month shows a negative ending balance, you've just spotted a
problem you can solve now instead of panicking about later.

Update your forecast monthly. Replace projections with actuals as each month passes, and
extend the forecast another month. Over time, your projections will get more accurate as you
learn your business's rhythms.

Cash Flow Rules of Thumb

Keep 3 months of operating expenses in reserve. This is your survival buffer. Build it
before you spend on anything else.
Invoice immediately. Don't wait until the end of the month. Send invoices the day the
work is complete.
Negotiate payment terms with vendors. If you can get Net-30 from suppliers while
collecting payment upfront from customers, your cash flow improves dramatically.
Set aside 25 to 30% of every payment for taxes. Put it in a separate account. Don't
touch it. Quarterly tax payments are due in April, June, September, and January. Be
ready.

Free Resources You Should Use
You don't have to figure this out alone. The U.S. government actually provides excellent free
resources for small business planning.

SBA.gov

The Small Business Administration website has free business plan templates, financial projection
worksheets, and guides for every stage of business development. Their learning center offers
free online courses on topics from cash flow management to marketing strategy.

SCORE

SCORE is a network of over 10,000 volunteer business mentors - retired executives and
experienced entrepreneurs who will meet with you for free. Free. One-on-one mentoring from
someone who's been where you are.
Find a SCORE mentor at score.org. Schedule a meeting. Ask them to review your one-page plan
and your numbers. This is one of the most underutilized resources in the American small
business ecosystem.

Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs)

SBDCs are funded by the SBA and provide free consulting and low-cost training. There are
nearly 1,000 locations across the country, often hosted by universities and colleges. They offer
help with business planning, financial analysis, marketing, and more.

Your Local Library

Seriously. Most public libraries offer free access to business databases, market research tools,
and even business classes. Many have dedicated small business resource sections with books,
software, and staff who can point you in the right direction.

The Plan That Matters
Here's the paradox of business planning: the plan itself is almost worthless. The planning 
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process is priceless.

Writing down your one-page plan forces you to think clearly about your business. Calculating
your break-even number tells you exactly how much you need to sell. Forecasting your cash
flow reveals when you'll be tight and gives you time to prepare. Running a quick SWOT analysis
highlights where you're vulnerable before a competitor exploits it.

None of this requires 50 pages. None of it requires a consultant. It requires you, a quiet hour,
and a willingness to be honest about where your business stands.

The ones still operating five years from now won't be the ones with the most detailed plans.
They'll be the ones that tracked their numbers, checked them regularly, and adjusted when
reality didn't match the forecast.

Track the six figures on your one-page plan. Check them weekly. Adjust monthly. That's the
business plan that actually works.

Key Takeaways
Know Your Numbers
A one-page plan with six clear numbers beats a 50-page business plan
that collects dust. Know your problem, customer, channels, pricing,
costs, and break-even.

01.

Master Break-Even
Your break-even number is the single most important figure in your
business. Calculate it, memorize it, and use it to make every pricing and
spending decision.

02.

Manage Cash Flow
Cash flow kills more businesses than lack of profit. A 12-month cash
flow forecast gives you the lead time to spot and solve problems before
they become emergencies.

03.

Measure Unit Economics
Your LTV-to-CAC ratio tells you whether your business model actually
works. Aim for at least 3:1.

04.

Use Free Resources
Free resources like SCORE mentors, SBDCs, and SBA.gov exist
specifically to help you. Use them.

05.

Complete your one-page business plan (all six questions answered)
Calculate your break-even number
Calculate your CAC and LTV (even rough estimates)

Action Steps

Know your gross margin on your primary product or service
Build a 12-month cash flow forecast
Complete a 30-minute SWOT analysis
Set aside 25 to 30% of revenue for taxes in a separate account
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Schedule a free SCORE mentoring session
Bookmark SBA.gov and your local SBDC

A business doesn't succeed because
of a perfect plan—it succeeds
because the owner understands the
numbers that matter.

A business doesn't succeed because
of a perfect plan—it succeeds
because the owner understands the
numbers that matter.

Now that you know your numbers and have a plan that fits on one page, it's time to put
technology to work for you. In the next chapter, we'll show you how AI tools can give your small
business an unfair advantage.

Your Next Step
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The greatest danger in
times of turbulence is not
the turbulence; it is to act
with yesterday's logic.
- Peter Drucker

AI Is Your 
Unfair Advantage
AI Is Your 
Unfair Advantage

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts

Right now, somewhere in your city, a one-person business is producing the marketing output of
a ten-person team. They're writing professional emails, creating social media content, analyzing
their competition, drafting contracts, building customer personas, and brainstorming product
ideas - all before lunch. They're not working harder than you. They're not smarter than you.
They're using AI.

And if you're not, you're already falling behind.

This is the most significant shift in how businesses operate since the internet went mainstream
in the mid-1990s. And here's what makes it different from every other "next big thing" you've
been told to care about: AI doesn't require you to learn to code, hire a developer, or invest tens
of thousands of dollars. It requires you to type a question and read the answer.

You already know how to do that.

The AI Moment: Why 2025-2026 Changes Everything
Let's put this in perspective.

When the internet became widely available in the late 1990s, businesses that got online early
dominated their markets. The ones that said "we don't need a website" spent the next decade 

GROWTH
TOOL
LEVERAGE

TECHNOLOGY TO
SCALE.
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playing catch-up. Some never caught up at all.

When smartphones became ubiquitous around 2010, businesses
that went mobile-first captured an entire generation of 
customers. The ones that said "our customers don't use phones 
to shop" watched their revenue decline year after year.

AI is that kind of moment. Except it's moving faster.

ChatGPT launched in November 2022 and reached 100 million 
users in two months - the fastest adoption of any technology in 
human history. By 2025, AI tools had become embedded in 
virtually every business software category: accounting, 
marketing, customer service, sales, legal, HR, and operations.

According to McKinsey, AI adoption among businesses doubled 
between 2023 and 2025. Goldman Sachs estimates that AI could 
increase global GDP by 7% over the next decade. And here's the number that should matter
most to you: research consistently shows that small businesses adopting new technology grow
two to three times faster than those that don't.

You didn't start a business to be average. So don't adopt technology at an average pace.

What AI Actually Is (and Isn't)
Before we go further, let's strip away the mystique.

AI - artificial intelligence - is software that can process language, recognize patterns, generate
text, analyze data, and make predictions. The AI tools you'll use as a business owner are built on
large language models, which are systems trained on enormous amounts of text that can
understand and generate human-like writing.

Think of it this way: AI is an incredibly well-read intern who works 24/7, never complains, never
takes a sick day, and can produce a first draft of almost anything in seconds. It's not perfect. It
makes mistakes. It sometimes sounds a little too polished or a little too generic. But it gives you a
starting point that would have taken you hours - or that you would have paid someone hundreds
of dollars to produce.

It's not a replacement for your judgment. AI can draft your marketing email, but you
decide whether it sounds like your brand. AI can suggest a pricing strategy, but you know
your customers. AI is a tool. You're still the business owner.
It's not magic. The quality of what AI produces depends entirely on what you ask it.
Vague questions get vague answers. Specific, detailed prompts get specific, useful
output. Learning to ask the right questions - called "prompt engineering" - is the single
most valuable skill you can develop in 2026.
It's not going to steal your job. You're the owner. AI isn't coming for your position. It's
coming for your busywork. The hours you spend writing emails, formatting documents,
researching competitors, and creating social media posts? AI handles that so you can
focus on the work that actually grows your business: building relationships, closing deals,
and making strategic decisions.

WARNING

If you're waiting for AI to "settle
down" before you adopt it,
you're making the same mistake
business owners made in 1999
when they said the internet was
a fad. The gap between early
adopters and late adopters is
already widening, and it
compounds every month.

Waiting another year doesn't
make AI easier to adopt. It
makes the competitive gap
harder to close.

Here's what AI is not:
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NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
The biggest mistake new AI users make is writing prompts that are too vague. Instead of typing "write me
a marketing email," try "Write a friendly, 150-word email to past customers of my residential landscaping
company in Austin, TX, offering a 15% spring cleanup discount. Mention that spots are limited and include
a clear call to action to book online." The more specific your prompt, the more usable the output. Think of
it like giving instructions to a new employee: the clearer the brief, the better the work.

ACTION STEP
Open ChatGPT (chat.openai.com) or Claude (claude.ai) right now. Type this exact prompt: "I run a [your
business type] in [your city]. What are the three biggest time-wasting tasks I'm probably doing manually
that AI could handle for me?" Read the response. You'll have your first AI-generated action plan in under
two minutes.

Your Small Business AI Advantage
Here's something most business owners don't realize: you have a massive advantage over big
companies when it comes to AI adoption.

A Fortune 500 company that wants to implement AI has to navigate layers of bureaucracy. There
are committee meetings. Legal reviews. Compliance assessments. Vendor evaluations. Pilot
programs. Executive approvals. It takes them twelve to eighteen months to adopt a tool that you
can start using in twelve minutes.

You don't need anyone's permission. You don't need a board vote. You don't need an IT
department to approve a software request. You open a browser, create an account, and start
working. That's it.

For the first time in business history, a solopreneur with a laptop has access to the same caliber
of analytical and creative output that previously required a team of specialists. And because you
can adopt these tools in an afternoon while a corporation takes eighteen months, the advantage
actually skews toward you.

Consider this: a two-person law firm can use Claude to draft a client intake questionnaire, build
a FAQ page for their website, and outline a blog post on recent zoning changes in their county -
all in a single afternoon. Their ten-attorney competitor down the street is still waiting for their
marketing committee to approve a vendor.

Small businesses are nimble. You can experiment with a new tool today and implement it
tomorrow. If it doesn't work, you drop it and try something else. No meetings required. No
change management processes. No "we'll revisit this in Q3." You just move.

The AI Tools Every Small Business Owner Should Know
You don't need fifty AI tools. You need a handful of great ones that cover your core business
functions. Here are the categories that matter most, with specific tools to explore.

Your AI Business
Assistant: 

ChatGPT and Claude

AI-Powered 
CRM Tools

Automated Scheduling 
and Calendar
Management

AI-Driven 
Social Media Content
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These are the two leading general-purpose AI assistants, and at least one of them should
become part of your daily workflow.

ChatGPT (by OpenAI) and Claude (by Anthropic) can both:

Write and edit emails, proposals, and marketing copy
Brainstorm business names, taglines, and product ideas
Summarize long documents or articles
Create outlines for blog posts, presentations, or business plans
Analyze data you paste in (spreadsheets, financial reports, customer feedback)
Draft job descriptions, interview questions, and employee policies
Research industries, competitors, and market trends
Explain complex topics in simple language (legal terms, tax rules, regulations)

The free versions are useful. The paid versions ($20/month for ChatGPT Plus, $20/month
for Claude Pro) can handle longer documents, analyze uploaded files, and generate higher-
quality output. For the cost of a single business lunch, you get an assistant that's available
24 hours a day.

How to start: Pick one. Open it right now. Type: "I just started a [your type of business].
What are the five most important things I should focus on in my first 90 days?" Read the
response. Then ask follow-up questions. Within ten minutes, you'll have a prioritized action
plan tailored to your specific business.

Your AI Business Assistant: ChatGPT and Claude

A CRM (Customer Relationship Management) tool tracks your leads, customers, and sales
pipeline. AI-powered CRMs go further: they automatically log interactions, suggest follow-up
actions, score leads by likelihood to convert, and even draft outreach messages.

HubSpot CRM offers a free tier that's genuinely useful for small businesses, with AI features
that help you prioritize leads and automate follow-ups. Salesforce has deep AI integration
through Einstein, though it's more complex and better suited for businesses with dedicated
sales teams. For solopreneurs and small teams, GoHighLevel combines CRM, marketing
automation, and AI in one platform.

AI-Powered CRM Tools

If you've been staring at a blank screen trying to figure out what to post on Instagram, AI is
about to become your best friend.

AI-Driven Social Media Content

How much time do you spend going back and forth trying to schedule meetings? "Does
Tuesday work? How about Thursday at 2?" That entire exchange is unnecessary.

Calendly lets clients book directly into your open time slots. Reclaim.ai uses AI to
automatically schedule your tasks, habits, and meetings around your priorities. Motion
combines project management with AI-powered calendar scheduling.

These tools don't just save time. They eliminate one of the most annoying friction points in
business: the scheduling dance. Set them up once and forget about it.

Automated Scheduling and Calendar Management
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Jasper and Copy.ai specialize in marketing content generation - they can produce social
media captions, ad copy, email subject lines, and blog post drafts. Canva now has built-in AI
that generates designs, suggests layouts, and even creates images from text descriptions.
Buffer and Hootsuite have integrated AI writing assistants that help you create and schedule
posts.

The combination of an AI writing tool and an AI design tool means you can create a week's
worth of social media content in under an hour. Content that used to require a graphic
designer and a copywriter now requires you and a laptop.

The "AI Employee" Concept
Here's a mental model that will change how you think about your business.

Instead of thinking about AI as a tool, think about it as a team of employees. Each AI tool you
adopt is essentially a new hire:

ChatGPT or Claude = Your executive assistant, copywriter, and research analyst

AI CRM = Your sales manager who never forgets a follow-up

AI scheduling tool = Your receptionist who books appointments 24/7

AI social media tools = Your marketing coordinator who creates content daily

AI bookkeeping = Your bookkeeper who categorizes expenses in real time

Now add up what those five roles would cost as human hires. A part-time assistant: $1,500-
2,500/month. A sales coordinator: $3,000-4,000/month. A social media manager: $2,000-
3,500/month. A bookkeeper: $1,000-2,000/month.

That's $7,500 to $12,000 per month in labor costs. Minimum.

Your AI stack? $100 to $300 per month. Total.

This isn't about replacing humans with machines. There are things humans do better - building
genuine relationships, making nuanced judgment calls, understanding emotional context. But
there's an enormous category of work that doesn't require human judgment, creativity, or
empathy. It just requires execution. AI handles execution.

When people ask how solopreneurs are building six- and seven-figure businesses without
employees, this is the answer. They're not superhuman. They have AI employees.

ACTION STEP
Make a list of every task you did today. Next to each one, write "H" if it truly required your human judgment,
creativity, or relationship skills, and "AI" if a tool could have handled it. Most business owners discover that
60-70% of their daily tasks fall into the "AI" column. That's your automation roadmap.

Real-World Examples
This isn't theoretical. Small businesses are using AI right now to compete with companies ten
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times their size.

A freelance consultant in Dallas uses Claude to prepare for client meetings.
She pastes in the client's website, LinkedIn profile, and recent news articles,
then asks for a briefing document with talking points and potential pain points.
What used to take 45 minutes of research now takes 3 minutes. She walks into
every meeting more prepared than consultants at major firms.

A landscaping company in Portland uses ChatGPT to write all their estimates,
follow-up emails, and Google review responses. The owner speaks English as a
second language and used to spend hours crafting professional emails. Now he
describes what he wants to say in simple terms and gets polished, professional
copy in seconds. His response time to new leads dropped from 24 hours to
under 30 minutes.

A boutique e-commerce brand in Atlanta uses AI to write product descriptions,
create email campaigns, and generate social media content. The founder runs
the entire operation solo and produces more content than competitors with five-
person marketing teams. Her revenue tripled in 18 months.

An accounting firm in Chicago uses AI to draft client communications,
summarize tax law changes, and create educational content for their newsletter.
They've doubled their client base without adding staff, because AI handles the
communication volume that used to require a dedicated client services
coordinator.

None of these people are tech experts. None of them write code. They just started using AI tools
the way you use Google - by typing in what they need and working with what comes back.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
AI can help you draft business documents, but your formation documents - Articles of Organization,
operating agreements, and state filings - need to be done right. NextStepFilings ensures your legal
foundation is solid so you can use AI confidently for everything else. Visit nextstepfilings.com/book-
resources for our recommended AI tool starter guide.

Getting Started: Your First Week with AI
Don't try to adopt everything at once. Here's your week-one plan:

Day 1-2: 

Sign up for ChatGPT or Claude (start with the free version). Spend 30 minutes asking it
questions about your business. Ask it to write an email you've been putting off. Ask it to
brainstorm marketing ideas. Ask it to explain a tax concept you don't understand. Just get
comfortable.

Day 3-4:

Identify your biggest time sink. What task do you spend the most time on that doesn't
directly generate revenue? Look for an AI tool that addresses it. If it's social media content,
try Canva's AI features. If it's scheduling, set up Calendly. If it's email writing, start using
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AI is not a future technology you need to prepare for. It is a present-day competitive advantage that
your competitors are already using. The barrier to entry is zero dollars and ten minutes. The only thing
standing between you and your AI advantage is the decision to start.

KEY TAKEAWAY

The Cost of Waiting
Let's end with the uncomfortable truth.

Every month you don't adopt AI, your competitors who do are pulling further ahead. They're
responding to leads faster. They're producing more content. They're spending less time on
admin and more time on growth. They're not working more hours than you - they're getting more
out of every hour they work.

The businesses that thrived after the internet boom weren't the ones with the best products.
They were the ones that got online first. The businesses that dominated mobile weren't the most
established. They were the most adaptive.

AI follows the same pattern. Early adopters don't just get a head start - they get a compounding
advantage. Every month they use AI, they get better at prompting, they discover new use cases,
they build more efficient workflows. The gap widens.

You don't need to become an AI expert. You don't need to understand how large language
models work any more than you need to understand how a combustion engine works to drive a
car. You just need to start using the tools.

The next two chapters will show you exactly how - first by automating the busywork that eats
your time, then by using AI to find and convert customers. But it all starts here, with a decision:
are you going to be the business that adopts, or the business that gets left behind?

You already know the answer. You're the person who started a business when most people just
talked about it. You're not the type to sit on the sidelines.

Open ChatGPT or Claude right now. Ask your first question. Your unfair advantage starts today.

AI is the biggest business shift since the internet.
Small businesses that adopt AI now grow two to three times faster than
those that don't. Waiting costs you more than experimenting ever will.

01.

your AI assistant for drafts.

Day 5-7:

Set up one automation. Connect one tool to another. Have your CRM automatically send a
follow-up email when a new lead comes in. Have your scheduling tool send automatic
reminders. Pick one workflow and make it hands-free.

That's it. One week. And you'll already be operating more efficiently than 80% of small
businesses in America.

Key Takeaways

You have a structural advantage over big companies.
While corporations spend 12-18 months on approval processes, you can 02.
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Sign up for ChatGPT (chat.openai.com) or Claude (claude.ai) using the free tier
Spend 30 minutes asking your AI assistant questions about your specific business
Identify your three biggest daily time sinks that don't generate revenue
Use AI to complete one task you've been putting off (draft an email, write a social post,
brainstorm ideas)
List your daily tasks and label each "H" (human-only) or "AI" (automatable) to build your
automation roadmap
Explore one AI tool from this chapter beyond ChatGPT/Claude (Calendly, Canva AI, HubSpot
CRM)
Ask your AI assistant: "What AI tools would save the most time for a [your business type]?"

AI is an employee, not a gadget.
Think of your AI tools as a team: assistant, sales manager, receptionist,
marketing coordinator, and bookkeeper, all for $100-300/month instead
of $7,500-12,000/month.

03.

adopt a new AI tool in 12 minutes. Speed is your superpower.

The quality of AI output depends on the quality of your input.
Specific, detailed prompts produce specific, usable results. "Write me a
marketing email" gets generic output. A detailed brief gets something
you can actually send.

04.

AI handles execution so you can focus on judgment.
Automate the 60-70% of tasks that don't require human creativity or
relationships, and spend your time on the work that actually grows
revenue.

05.

Action Steps

Your Next Step
Now that you know what AI can do for your business, Chapter 11 shows you exactly how to
automate the repetitive busywork that eats your time, starting with the tasks that deliver the
biggest time savings in your first week.

AI won't replace entrepreneurs,
but entrepreneurs who use AI
will outperform those who don't.

AI won't replace entrepreneurs,
but entrepreneurs who use AI
will outperform those who don't.
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Work expands so as to
fill the time available for
its completion.
- C. Northcote Parkinson

Last Tuesday, a marketing consultant in Portland tracked every minute of her workday. The
results: 6 hours and 14 minutes on tasks that didn't generate a single dollar of revenue. Email
replies. Invoice formatting. Scheduling calls. Posting to Instagram. Data entry. She billed clients
for exactly 1 hour and 46 minutes. The rest was busywork. If that ratio sounds familiar, this
chapter is for you.

You didn't quit your job - or sacrifice your weekends, savings, and sleep - so you could spend
your days chasing unpaid invoices, manually posting to Instagram, and typing "Just following
up!" for the fourteenth time this week.

But that's exactly what most small business owners end up doing. They launch their business
with a vision of freedom and creative control, and within three months they're drowning in
admin. The business owns them instead of the other way around.

Here's the fix: automation. Specifically, AI-powered automation that handles the repetitive, time-
consuming tasks that keep you busy but don't make you money. This chapter is your blueprint
for eliminating busywork so you can focus on the work that actually grows your revenue.

Automate the
Busywork
Automate the
Busywork
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The 80/20 Rule Is Eating Your Business
You've probably heard of the Pareto Principle: roughly 80% of your results come from 20% of
your efforts. In business, this means that a small fraction of what you do each day - closing

WORK
SMARTER

AUTOMATE THE
REPETITIVE SO YOU

CAN FOCUS ON
GROWTH.
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ACTION STEP
Before reading further, do your own time audit. Tomorrow, track every task you do and how long it takes. At
the end of the day, put each task in one of two columns: "Generated Revenue" or "Kept the Lights On." Most
business owners discover that fewer than two hours of their eight-hour day directly produce income. That
gap is your automation opportunity.

Automated Invoicing and
Payment Reminders

Expense Tracking and
Receipt Scanning

Contract Generation 
and E-Signatures

Automated Bookkeeping
Categorization

deals, building relationships, developing your product, serving clients - drives the overwhelming
majority of your income.

The other 80% of your time? It goes to tasks that feel productive but don't generate revenue.
Sending invoices. Categorizing expenses. Responding to the same five customer questions.
Scheduling meetings. Formatting documents. Posting on social media.

These tasks have to get done. Your business can't function without invoices, bookkeeping, or
customer communication. But they don't have to be done by you. And in 2026, most of them
don't have to be done by a human at all.

Let's go category by category and eliminate the busywork.

Administrative Automation: The Back Office That Runs Itself
Administrative tasks are the biggest time drains in a small business. None of them are difficult.
All of them are repetitive. And collectively, they can consume 15 to 20 hours of your week if
you're handling them manually.

If you're still creating invoices manually in a Word document or spreadsheet, stop. Today.
This is a solved problem.

QuickBooks and FreshBooks both offer automated invoicing: you set up the invoice
template once, and the system generates and sends invoices on your schedule. Recurring
invoices for retainer clients go out automatically every month. Payment reminders follow up
at intervals you choose - three days after sending, on the due date, and three days past due.

The impact is immediate. Late payments are one of the top cash flow killers for small
businesses. According to a QuickBooks study, 73% of small businesses are affected by late
payments, and the average small business spends about 15 hours per month on invoice-
related tasks. Automated payment reminders alone reduce late payments by 25-30%.

Set it up once. Never chase a payment manually again.

Automated Invoicing and Payment Reminders

Remember the receipt shoebox trap from Chapter 3? AI has made that entire concept
obsolete.

Expense Tracking and Receipt Scanning
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Apps like Dext (formerly Receipt Bank), Expensify, and the built-in receipt capture in
QuickBooks and FreshBooks use AI to scan receipts, extract the key information - vendor,
date, amount, category - and automatically log the expense in your accounting system. You
snap a photo of a receipt with your phone, and within seconds it's categorized and recorded.

Some of these tools even learn your patterns. After you categorize a few Staples purchases
as "Office Supplies," the AI starts categorizing future Staples receipts automatically. Over
time, your expense categorization becomes almost entirely hands-free.

The real value here isn't just convenience - it's accuracy. Manual expense tracking is error-
prone. People forget receipts, miscategorize expenses, and lose track of deductible
purchases. AI doesn't forget. AI doesn't lose receipts. AI doesn't accidentally categorize a
client dinner as office supplies.

Set a weekly 15-minute "review and approve" block on your calendar. Let AI categorize your expenses
all week, then spend 15 minutes reviewing the categorizations every Friday. This catches the
occasional error while still saving you hours of manual work. It also keeps your books clean enough
that your accountant won't charge you extra for cleanup at tax time.

PRO TIP

How much time do you spend creating proposals and contracts? For service-based
businesses, this can eat hours every week.

PandaDoc and Proposify let you create templates for your most common contracts and
proposals. You fill in the client-specific details, and the system generates a polished,
professional document with e-signature capability built in. The client signs digitally. You get
notified immediately. The signed document is stored automatically.

DocuSign and HelloSign handle the e-signature piece if you already have a contract
creation workflow. No more printing, signing, scanning, and emailing. No more "I'll mail the
signed copy back next week."

The average contract cycle time drops from five to seven days (with paper signatures and
back-and-forth) to under 24 hours with e-signatures. That's not a small improvement - it's
the difference between closing a deal this week and closing it next month.

Contract Generation and E-Signatures

If you set up QuickBooks or a similar tool in Chapter 3, you already have the foundation. Now
let AI do the heavy lifting.

Modern accounting platforms use AI to automatically categorize bank transactions. When
money comes in, the system identifies the source and logs it as revenue. When money goes
out, it matches the transaction against known vendors and categorizes the expense. Over
time, the AI learns your specific patterns and gets more accurate.

You still need to review the categorizations periodically - AI isn't perfect, and your
accountant will thank you for catching errors before tax season. But the difference between
manually categorizing 200 transactions per month and reviewing AI-categorized
transactions is the difference between two hours and fifteen minutes.

Automated Bookkeeping Categorization

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts98



NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
One of the most important things to automate is your compliance calendar. Annual report deadlines,
franchise tax due dates, and registered agent renewals should never depend on your memory.
NextStepFilings automates compliance tracking and sends you reminders before deadlines hit - so
you can focus on growing your business instead of watching a calendar.

Customer Support Automation: Available 24/7 Without Hiring Anyone
Your customers have questions. Lots of questions. And they want answers now - not during
your business hours, not when you get back from lunch, not after your current meeting. Now.

You can't be available 24/7. But AI can.

An AI chatbot on your website can answer the questions your customers ask most
frequently - pricing, hours, service areas, return policies, booking processes - without any
human involvement.

Tools like Tidio, Intercom, and Drift offer AI-powered chatbots that you can set up in an
afternoon. You feed the chatbot your FAQ content, your pricing, your policies, and your
service descriptions. When a visitor asks a question, the chatbot provides an immediate,
accurate response.

The numbers on this are striking. According to Salesforce research, 69% of consumers
prefer chatbots for quick communication with brands. And businesses using chatbots report
a 30% reduction in customer service costs.

But the real win isn't cost savings - it's lead capture. A chatbot that engages visitors at 11 PM
on a Sunday is capturing leads you would have lost entirely. That visitor who had a question
about your pricing? Without a chatbot, they leave your site and forget about you. With a
chatbot, they get an answer, and you get their contact information for follow-up.

AI Chatbots for Your Website

If you receive more than ten customer emails per day, you need a system. A real system, not
your Gmail inbox.

Freshdesk, Zendesk, and Help Scout offer AI-powered email management that can:
Auto-respond to common questions with pre-written answers
Route complex questions to the right person (or to you, if you're a solo operation)
Prioritize urgent issues over general inquiries
Tag and categorize incoming messages for easy tracking
Suggest responses based on your previous replies to similar questions

The AI doesn't replace thoughtful customer communication. It handles the 60-70% of
inquiries that have straightforward answers so you can spend your time on the 30% that
actually need your personal attention.

Automated Email Responses and Ticket Routing

Here's a project that takes one afternoon and saves you hours every month forever: build a
knowledge base.

A knowledge base is a self-service help center on your website where customers can find

Knowledge Base Creation with AI
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answers without contacting you. Use ChatGPT or Claude to help you write it. Take the
twenty questions your customers ask most often, paste them 
into the AI, and ask it to write clear, helpful answers in your 
brand voice. Review and edit each answer. Publish them on 
your website.

You can use tools like Notion, GitBook, or the help center 
features built into support platforms like Zendesk and 
Freshdesk. The result is a 24/7 resource that handles a 
significant chunk of your customer inquiries without any 
ongoing effort from you.

Bonus: a well-built knowledge base improves your SEO. 
Each article is a page on your website that Google can index. 
When someone searches "how does [your service] work," 
your knowledge base article can show up in results. 
Customer support and marketing in one package.

ACTION STEP

Open your email inbox right now
and scan the last 30 customer
messages. Write down every
question that appeared more
than once. Those are your
knowledge base articles. Use AI
to draft answers for the top ten,
review them for accuracy, and
publish them on your website
this week. Every question you
answer publicly is a question
you never have to answer
privately again.

Scheduling Automation: End the Back-and-Forth
Scheduling meetings manually is one of those tasks that seems minor but adds up to a shocking
amount of wasted time. Every "Are you free Tuesday?" exchange involves three to five emails.
Multiply that by ten meetings a week and you're spending hours just coordinating calendars.

Calendly is the standard. You set your available hours, share a booking link, and clients
pick a time that works. Done. No back-and-forth. The meeting appears on your calendar
automatically.

Reclaim.ai goes further. It uses AI to manage your entire calendar - scheduling tasks,
protecting focus time, adjusting meetings based on priority, and finding the optimal time
for every commitment. It's like having a personal assistant whose only job is managing
your schedule.

SavvyCal is a strong alternative that lets you overlay your calendar with the other
person's availability, making it easy for both sides.

Calendly and AI Scheduling Assistants

No-shows kill service businesses. A missed appointment is 
lost revenue that can never be recovered - you blocked the 
time, prepared for the client, and got nothing.

Automated reminders reduce no-shows by approximately 
40%. That's not a typo. Nearly half of missed appointments 
can be prevented by simply reminding people they have an 
appointment.

Calendly sends reminders automatically. So do most CRM 
platforms and booking tools. Set up reminders at 24 hours 
before and one hour before, via email and SMS. If you're in a 
service business - consulting, coaching, healthcare, home 
services, legal - this one automation alone could be worth 

Automated Appointment Reminders
WARNING

 Don't over-automate your
scheduling without testing the
client experience first. Book a
fake appointment through your
own system. Is the confirmation
email clear? Do the reminders
feel helpful or spammy? Is the
booking page easy to navigate
on a phone? A clunky
scheduling tool frustrates clients
more than the old-fashioned
back-and-forth. Test your setup
from the customer's perspective
before sharing it widely.
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thousands of dollars per year in recovered revenue.

Social Media Automation: Consistent Without the Grind
Social media is essential for most small businesses. It's also a massive time trap. The platform
algorithms reward consistency, which means you need to post regularly. But creating content,
writing captions, designing graphics, choosing hashtags, and posting at optimal times can
consume ten or more hours per week if you do it manually.

Instead of staring at a blank screen every morning wondering what to post, use AI to build a
content calendar.

Open ChatGPT or Claude and type: "Create a 30-day social media content calendar for a
[your business type]. Include post topics, suggested captions, and best posting times. Mix
educational content, behind-the-scenes content, customer stories, and promotional posts in
an 80/20 ratio of value to promotion."

In two minutes, you have a month of content planned. Adjust the suggestions to fit your
brand, and you've done in thirty minutes what used to take an entire afternoon.

AI Content Calendars

Writing captions is the part of social media that trips up most business owners. You know
what you want to say, but putting it into engaging, platform-appropriate language feels like
pulling teeth.

AI handles this beautifully. Describe the post you want to make - "photo of our team finishing
a kitchen renovation, want to show our craftsmanship and invite people to get a quote" - and
let the AI write three to five caption options. Pick the best one, tweak it to sound like you,
and post it.

For hashtags, tools like Flick and Hashtagify use AI to recommend the most effective
hashtags for your content, balancing reach with competition. No more guessing whether
#SmallBusiness or #SmallBusinessOwner gets better engagement.

AI-Generated Captions and Hashtags

Once you have your content, you don't need to log in to each platform to post it manually.

Buffer, Hootsuite, and Later let you schedule posts across multiple platforms from a single
dashboard. Create your content for the week in one sitting, schedule it all, and don't think
about social media again until next week.

Most of these tools also provide analytics that show you which posts perform best, so you
can refine your strategy over time. Post more of what works, less of what doesn't. The AI
features built into these tools can even suggest optimal posting times based on when your
specific audience is most active.

Automated Posting and Scheduling

The Automation Stack: Connecting Everything
Individual automations are powerful. Connected automations are transformative.

Zapier and Make

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts101



KEY TAKEAWAY
The real power of automation isn't any single tool. It's connecting your tools so information flows
automatically from one to the next. A lead fills out a form, and your CRM creates the contact, your
email tool sends the welcome sequence, your calendar sends the booking link, and your task
manager creates a follow-up reminder. No human touches anything until the lead is qualified and
ready for a real conversation. That's the goal.

Zapier and Make (formerly Integromat) are integration platforms that connect your business
tools and automate workflows between them. They work on a simple principle: when
something happens in Tool A, automatically do something in Tool B.

Examples:

New form submission on your website → automatically create a contact in your CRM,
send a welcome email, and notify you via Slack
New invoice paid in QuickBooks → automatically send a thank-you email and update
the client record in your CRM
New five-star Google review → automatically share it to your social media accounts
New appointment booked in Calendly → automatically create a client profile, send a
pre-meeting questionnaire, and add a preparation task to your to-do list

Each of these workflows takes ten to fifteen minutes to set up and saves you five to ten
minutes every time it runs. Over a month, a single automation might save you three to five
hours. Set up five or ten automations and you've reclaimed an entire workday every week.

Zapier offers a free tier for simple automations. The paid plans start at $19.99/month and are
worth every penny.

Before reaching for Zapier, check whether your tools integrate directly with each other. Most
modern business software has built-in integrations.

QuickBooks integrates with most CRMs, payment processors, and banking platforms.
Calendly integrates with Zoom, Google Meet, CRM tools, and email marketing platforms.
Your email marketing tool probably integrates with your website builder, CRM, and e-
commerce platform.

Check the "integrations" or "apps" section of every tool you use. You'll almost always find
connections you didn't know existed.

Native Integrations

What NOT to Automate
Here's where most automation advice goes wrong: it tells you to automate everything. Don't.

Some things should stay human. Specifically:

Relationships
Your best clients deserve real attention, not AI-generated birthday messages.
The thank-you note you write by hand carries more weight than a thousand
automated emails. Personalized follow-ups with high-value relationships should
stay human.
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Reclaim Your Time
The 80/20 rule applies to your time. Most business owners spend 80%
of their day on tasks that don't generate revenue. Automation reclaims
those hours for work that actually grows your business.

01.

Automate the Essentials
Start with invoicing, scheduling, and social media. These three
automations deliver the biggest time savings with the least setup effort.
Combined, they can save you 10-20 hours per month.

02.

Connect Your Tools
Connect your tools for compound impact. Individual automations save
minutes. Connected workflows using Zapier or Make save entire
workdays by eliminating manual data transfer between systems.

03.

Keep It Human
Automate tasks, not relationships. The goal is to free yourself for high-
value human work: sales conversations, client relationships, and
strategic decisions. Never automate the moments that build trust.

04.

Test the Experience
Automate tasks, not relationships. The goal is to free yourself for high-
value human work: sales conversations, client relationships, and
strategic decisions. Never automate the moments that build trust.

05.

Sales conversations
AI can help you prepare for a sales call and write your follow-up email. But the
actual conversation - where you listen to a prospect's concerns, read their body
language, and build trust - that's human work. Automate everything around the
sale. Keep the sale itself personal.

Creative strategy
AI is a phenomenal brainstorming partner and first-draft machine. The strategic
decisions about your brand, your positioning, and your direction, though, should
come from you. Use AI to generate options. Use your judgment to choose.

Crisis communication
When something goes wrong - a product defect, a service failure, a PR problem
- step in personally. Acknowledge the issue. Take responsibility. Fix it. An
automated response to a genuine crisis will make a bad situation worse.
Automation is for routine. Crisis is anything but routine.

The rule of thumb: automate tasks, not relationships. Automate execution, not judgment.
Automate the predictable, not the unprecedented.

Key Takeaways
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Do a one-day time audit: track every task and label it "Revenue" or "Admin"
Set up automated invoicing and payment reminders in QuickBooks or FreshBooks

Action Steps

Set up Calendly or a similar scheduling tool and share your booking link with clients
Use AI to create a 30-day social media content calendar and schedule posts using Buffer or
Hootsuite
Identify your top ten customer FAQs and publish a knowledge base on your website
Set up two to three Zapier automations connecting your most-used business tools
Automate your compliance calendar with NextStepFilings so deadline tracking is hands-free

The goal of automation isn't to work
less—it's to spend more time on the
work that matters most.

The goal of automation isn't to work
less—it's to spend more time on the
work that matters most.

Now that your back office runs on autopilot, Chapter 12 shows you how to use AI to find new
customers, respond to leads in seconds, and build a follow-up system that never lets a qualified
prospect slip through the cracks.

Your Next Step
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Every sale has five basic
obstacles: no need, no
money, no hurry, no desire,
no trust.
- Zig Ziglar

HOT
LEADS

INTEREST FADES
QUICKLY—

SPEED MATTERS.
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Here's a scenario that plays out thousands of times every day across America.

Someone searches Google for a service you offer. They find your website. They fill out a contact
form. They're interested. They're ready. They're a hot lead.

And then... nothing. You're in a meeting. You're on a job site. You're picking up your kids. You
don't see the form submission until that evening, or the next morning, or - if you're being honest
- three days later when you finally clear your inbox.

By then, they've already hired someone else.

According to Harvard Business Review, companies that respond to leads within five minutes are
100 times more likely to connect and 21 times more likely to qualify the lead compared to
companies that wait 30 minutes. InsideSales.com found that 78% of customers buy from the
company that responds first.

Not the cheapest. Not the best. The first.

If your lead response time is measured in hours or days, you're not losing leads to better
competitors. You're losing them to faster ones. And "faster" no longer requires hiring a
receptionist or a sales team. It requires AI.

105



WARNING
Check your lead response time right now. Open your email or CRM and look at the last five inquiries you
received. How long did it take you to respond to each one? If the answer is more than an hour for any of
them, you almost certainly lost that prospect to a competitor who replied first. This chapter gives you the
tools to make sure that never happens again.

ACTION STEP
Map your current lead flow on a piece of paper. Write down every step from "prospect discovers you" to
"deal closed." Circle every step where there's a delay or where you're doing the work manually. Those
circled steps are your automation priorities. Most businesses have three to five major leaks in their pipeline
that AI can seal this month.

The Modern Sales Engine
Let's rethink how leads flow through your business. The old model looked like this:

1.Customer finds you (somehow)
2.Customer reaches out (phone, email, form)
3.You respond (eventually)
4.You follow up (maybe)
5.You close the deal (if they haven't moved on)

Every gap between those steps is a leak in your pipeline. AI seals those leaks by making every
step faster, more consistent, and less dependent on your personal availability.

The new model looks like this:

1.AI helps customers find you (optimized content, ads, SEO)
2.AI captures the lead immediately (chatbot, form, landing page)
3.AI responds in seconds (automated reply, qualification questions)
4.AI nurtures the lead over time (email sequences, follow-ups, reminders)
5.You step in for the human conversation (when the lead is warm and qualified)

You still close the deal. You still build the relationship. But everything that happens before that
moment - the finding, capturing, responding, and nurturing - is handled by AI. You show up for
the conversations that matter, and AI handles everything else.

AI-Powered Lead Generation: Getting Found
Before you can follow up with leads, you need to generate them. AI has fundamentally changed
how small businesses attract potential customers.

SEO Content 
Created with AI

AI-Optimized
Advertising

Chatbot Lead 
Capture

AI Tools That Identify
Your Ideal Customer

Search engine optimization - getting your website to show up on Google - used to require
hiring an expensive agency or spending hundreds of hours learning technical skills. AI has 

SEO Content Created with AI
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democratized this.

Here's what works right now: use ChatGPT or Claude to 
create high-quality blog content that answers the questions 
your potential customers are searching for.

If you're a personal injury attorney in Houston, your potential 
clients are Googling "what to do after a car accident in 
Texas" and "how long do I have to file a personal injury claim 
in Houston." If you're a landscaping company, they're 
searching "best time to reseed lawn in [your state]" and 
"how much does a patio cost in 2026."

Ask your AI assistant: "What are the top 20 questions people 
search for online about [your service] in [your city/state]?" 
Then create a blog post answering each question. Have the 
AI write the first draft. Edit it to add your expertise and local 
knowledge. Publish it on your website.

Each blog post is a new page on your site. Each page is a 
new opportunity to show up in Google search results. Over 
six to twelve months, a consistent content strategy can 
transform your website from a digital brochure into a 
lead-generating machine.

NEXTSTEP 
PARTNER TIP

Don't just publish generic
content. Add your real
experience, your local expertise,
and your honest opinions.
Google's algorithms
increasingly reward content that
demonstrates genuine expertise
and personal experience. 
AI writes the structure. You add
the substance. A blog post that
says "the average patio costs
$15-25 per square foot" is
useful. A blog post that says "in
the Denver metro area, we
typically quote $18-22 per
square foot for stamped
concrete, and here's why that's
higher than the national
average" is the kind of content
that ranks and converts.

Google Ads and Meta (Facebook/Instagram) Ads have both integrated AI deeply into their
advertising platforms. Google's Performance Max campaigns use AI to automatically
distribute your ad budget across Search, YouTube, Display, Gmail, and Maps to find the
best-performing placements. Meta's Advantage+ campaigns use AI to test creative
variations and target audiences automatically.

What this means for you: running effective digital ads no longer requires a marketing degree
or an expensive agency. The platforms themselves use AI to optimize your campaigns.

Start small. Set a daily budget of $10-20 on Google Ads targeting the services you offer in
your geographic area. Let the AI optimize for a week. Review the results. Adjust. Even at a
modest budget, you can generate a steady stream of leads that you wouldn't have found
otherwise.

For ad copy, use your AI assistant to write multiple variations. Ask it to create five different
headlines and five different descriptions for your Google Ad. Test them all and let the
platform's AI identify which combinations perform best.

AI-Optimized Advertising

We talked about chatbots for customer support in Chapter 11. They're equally powerful for
lead capture.

A well-configured chatbot doesn't just answer questions - it qualifies visitors and captures
their information. When someone lands on your website and the chatbot asks "What can I
help you with today?" the conversation naturally leads to collecting their name, email, phone
number, and the details of what they need.

Chatbot Lead Capture
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Using the chatbot tools from the previous chapter (Tidio, Drift, or Intercom), you can build
chatbot flows designed specifically for lead capture. You build a conversation tree: if the
visitor says they're interested in Service A, the chatbot asks qualification questions and
books a consultation. If they have a general question, the chatbot answers it and offers to
send more information via email.

The key advantage: this happens whether you're awake or asleep, weekday or weekend.
The leads that come in at 9 PM on Saturday - when you're at dinner with your family - get
captured just as effectively as the ones that come in at 10 AM on Tuesday.

One of the most powerful but underused AI capabilities is customer profile analysis. Tools
like Apollo.io, ZoomInfo, and Clay use AI to build detailed profiles of your ideal customer
based on your existing client data.

Feed these tools information about your best clients - industry, company size, location,
revenue - and they'll find lookalike prospects. Apollo.io, for instance, has a database of over
275 million contacts and uses AI to match you with prospects who fit your ideal customer
profile.

This is how a one-person consulting firm finds enterprise clients. This is how a local service
business identifies the neighborhoods most likely to need their services. Data that used to
require a research team is now available for $50-100 per month.

AI Tools That Identify Your Ideal Customer

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Your lead generation efforts will send prospects to your website, and the first thing sophisticated buyers
do is verify your business is legitimate. They'll check your state's business registry. Make sure your LLC
shows "Active" and "In Good Standing." NextStepFilings monitors your status continuously so you never
lose a deal over a compliance lapse.

Speed-to-Lead: The Five-Minute Window
That five-minute response window we mentioned at the start of this chapter is real - and for
most small business owners, it's physically impossible. You're meeting with clients, doing the
actual work of your business, driving between job sites, managing employees. You can't drop
everything to respond to every form submission the instant it arrives.

AI can.

Here's what an AI-powered speed-to-lead system looks like:

1.Lead comes in (website form, chatbot, ad click, phone call)
2.Within 60 seconds: Automated text message: "Hi [Name], thanks for reaching out to [Your

Business]. I got your message about [their inquiry] and I'd love to help. What's the best time
for a quick call?"

3.Within 5 minutes: Automated email with more details: your services, pricing overview,
testimonials, and a link to book a call on your calendar

4.Within 24 hours: If no response, automated follow-up text: "Hey [Name], just wanted to
make sure you got my message. Still interested in [their need]? Happy to answer any
questions."

5.You personally call within the first business day, armed with all the context from their inquiry
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The lead feels like they got immediate, personal attention. In reality, the first three touchpoints
were entirely automated. But by the time you make the personal call, the lead is warm - they've
already received value from you, they know you're responsive, and they're primed for a real
conversation.

Tools like GoHighLevel, Keap (formerly Infusionsoft), and HubSpot can set up this entire flow.

ACTION STEP
Set up a speed-to-lead response today. Even if you don't have a full CRM yet, you can configure a basic
auto-reply on your website contact form and set up a canned text message template on your phone.
Something as simple as "Thanks for reaching out! I received your message and will call you within the hour"
puts you ahead of 90% of small businesses. Upgrade to a full automated sequence when you're ready, but
start with the instant acknowledgment now.
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Automated Follow-Up Sequences: Why Persistence Wins Deals
Here's a stat that should haunt every business owner: 80% of sales require five follow-ups, but
44% of salespeople give up after one. Most small business owners fall into the same trap. They
reach out once, maybe twice, and if the lead doesn't respond, they move on.

The lead isn't dead. They're busy. They got distracted. They meant to respond but forgot. Life
happened.

An automated follow-up sequence sends the second, third, and fourth message on schedule,
whether you're in a client meeting or on vacation. It follows up consistently, patiently, and
persistently - exactly as many times as you configure it to.

An email drip campaign is a pre-written sequence of emails that goes out automatically
based on a trigger - usually a form submission, a download, or an inquiry.

Here's what a simple lead nurture drip looks like for a service business:

Email 1 (immediate): "Thanks for your interest. Here's what we do and how we can help."
Email 2 (day 3): "Here's a case study of a client similar to you and the results we got."
Email 3 (day 7): "Common questions we get about [your service] - answered."
Email 4 (day 14): "Still thinking it over? Here's what makes us different."
Email 5 (day 21): "We'd love to earn your business. Book a free consultation here."

Each email provides value. None of them are pushy. And they go out whether you remember
to follow up or not.

Use ChatGPT or Claude to draft these emails. Give it your business description, your target
customer, and the action you want the reader to take. Edit the drafts to match your voice.
Load them into your email marketing platform - Mailchimp, ConvertKit, ActiveCampaign, or
HubSpot - and set the triggers.

Once it's built, this sequence works for you forever. Every new lead enters the same nurture
flow and receives the same consistent, professional follow-up.

1. Email Drip Campaigns

1 Email Drip Campaigns 2 SMS Follow-Up Automation 3 AI-Personalized 
Outreach at Scale
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Email open rates average 20-25%. Text message open rates? 98%.

If you're not using SMS for business follow-up, you're leaving your highest-performing
communication channel unused.

Tools like GoHighLevel, SimpleTexting, and Textedly let you set up automated text
sequences alongside your email campaigns. A lead fills out a form, they get an immediate
text. If they don't respond, they get a follow-up text three days later. If they book a call, they
get a confirmation text and a reminder.

A word of caution: texting is personal. Don't abuse it. Keep texts short, conversational, and
genuinely helpful. Nobody wants to receive a marketing essay via text. "Hey Sarah, just
following up on your inquiry about our accounting services. Would a 15-minute call this week
work?" That's the right tone.

2. SMS Follow-Up Automation

WARNING
SMS marketing is regulated. You must have explicit consent before texting leads, and every message
must include an opt-out option ("Reply STOP to unsubscribe"). Violating the Telephone Consumer
Protection Act (TCPA) can result in fines of $500-1,500 per unsolicited message. Make sure your
forms include a clear SMS consent checkbox, and never add someone to a text sequence who hasn't
opted in.

Here's where AI gets truly powerful. Traditional automation sends the same message to
everyone. AI-powered automation personalizes each message based on what it knows
about the recipient.

Advanced CRM platforms can pull data from a lead's website, LinkedIn profile, social media
presence, and inquiry details to customize outreach. Instead of "Dear Business Owner," you
get "Hi Sarah - I noticed your marketing agency focuses on restaurant clients in the Dallas
area. We've helped three similar agencies streamline their operations."

The lead thinks you personally researched them. The AI did it in milliseconds.

This level of personalization at scale used to be impossible without a dedicated sales team.
Now a solopreneur can deliver it to hundreds of leads simultaneously.

3. AI-Personalized Outreach at Scale

KEY TAKEAWAY
The biggest revenue leak in most small businesses isn't lead generation. It's lead follow-up. 
You're already paying for leads through your marketing, your website, and your reputation. An
automated follow-up sequence ensures you actually convert the leads you've already earned, instead
of losing them to silence.

CRM Setup with AI: Your Command Center
If you don't have a CRM yet, this is the chapter where that changes. A CRM is the central
nervous system of your sales process. It tracks every lead, every interaction, every follow-up,
and every deal in your pipeline.
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AUTOMATIC LEAD SCORING
Not all leads are equal. Someone who visited your

pricing page three times and downloaded your
guide is a much hotter prospect than someone

who clicked on an ad and bounced.
AI-powered CRMs assign lead scores

automatically based on behavior. Page visits,
email opens, link clicks, chatbot interactions, form

submissions - each action adds points to the
lead's score. When a lead crosses a threshold,

you get notified: "This one's ready for a personal
call."

HubSpot offers lead scoring in its free CRM.
GoHighLevel and ActiveCampaign provide more
sophisticated scoring for growing businesses.
The result: instead of treating every lead the
same and spreading your attention thin, you

focus your limited time on the leads most likely to
convert. AI handles the rest.

PIPELINE MANAGEMENT
Your CRM should show you, at a glance, where

every deal stands:
New Lead → Contacted → Qualified →

Proposal Sent → Negotiation → Won/Lost
AI-powered CRMs can automatically move leads
through pipeline stages based on actions. When

you send a proposal, the deal moves to
"Proposal Sent." When the client signs, it moves

to "Won." No manual updating required.
This visibility is transformative. Instead of trying
to remember who you need to follow up with,

you open your CRM and see exactly which deals
need attention and which are progressing on

autopilot.

PRO TIP
Review your CRM pipeline for five minutes every morning before you start work. Look at three things:
which leads scored "hot" overnight, which proposals are waiting for a response past three days, and which
new leads haven't received a personal touchpoint yet. This five-minute daily review, combined with your
automated sequences running in the background, means no lead ever falls through the cracks.

AI-Powered Proposals and Quotes
For service businesses, creating proposals is one of the most time-consuming parts of the sales
process. You analyze the client's needs, research pricing, write up the scope of work, format
everything professionally, and send it over. For a complex proposal, this can take two to four
hours.

AI cuts this to minutes.

Build a proposal template in PandaDoc, Proposify, or even a Google Doc. When a new
opportunity comes in, paste the client's details and requirements into ChatGPT or Claude and
ask it to draft the scope of work, deliverables, timeline, and pricing rationale. Edit the output,
paste it into your template, and send.

A proposal that used to take three hours now takes thirty minutes. And because you're
responding faster, you're winning more deals - remember, the first responder wins.

Case Study: One Person, 500 Leads
Let's put this all together with a practical example.

Maria runs a bookkeeping firm in Phoenix. She's a one-person operation - just her, a laptop, and
a home office. Before implementing AI-powered lead generation and follow-up, she could
manage about 30 active leads at a time. She'd respond to inquiries personally, send proposals
manually, and follow up when she remembered to.
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Her close rate was about 15%. Of every 30 leads she managed, she'd sign four or five clients.

Then she built an AI sales engine:

Lead capture
She created a website chatbot with Tidio that qualifies visitors and collects their
information 24/7. She published twelve blog posts (drafted with AI, edited with
her expertise) targeting searches like "small business bookkeeping Phoenix"
and "LLC tax preparation Arizona."

Speed-to-lead
She set up GoHighLevel to send an automated text message within 60 seconds
of any inquiry, plus a detailed email within five minutes.

Follow-up sequences
She built a five-email drip campaign and a three-text SMS sequence for leads
who don't respond immediately.

Lead scoring
Her CRM automatically scores leads based on engagement. She gets a
notification when a lead is "hot" and focuses her personal call time there.

Proposals
She uses a PandaDoc template with AI-drafted scope sections. Proposals go out
within two hours of a qualification call.

Result: Maria now manages over 500 leads simultaneously. Her close rate actually improved to
22% because her follow-up is more consistent and her speed-to-lead is faster. She went from
signing four to five new clients per month to twelve to fifteen - tripling her revenue without hiring
a single employee.

Maria doesn't work more hours. She works the same hours on different things. Instead of
chasing leads and writing proposals, she spends her time on client work, strategic planning, and
the personal conversations that close deals. AI handles everything else.

The Human-AI Handoff: Knowing When to Step In
Automation is powerful, but it has limits. The most successful businesses using AI for lead
generation know exactly when to let AI handle things and when to step in personally.

Initial response and acknowledgment
FAQ answers and basic qualification
Follow-up sequences for unresponsive leads
Appointment scheduling and reminders
Content creation and SEO
Lead scoring and pipeline management
Routine status updates and check-ins

Let AI handle:
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Follow-Up Matters
Follow-up is where revenue hides. 80% of sales require five follow-ups,
but most business owners stop after one or two. An automated email
and SMS sequence follows up persistently and consistently without any
effort from you.

02.

Scale with AI
AI turns one person into a sales team. With a chatbot, automated
responses, drip campaigns, lead scoring, and a CRM, a solopreneur can
manage 500+ leads simultaneously while focusing personal time on the
conversations that close deals.

03.

Human-AI collaboration
The human-AI handoff is the key skill. Let AI handle everything before
the qualified conversation. Step in personally when the lead shows
buying intent, expresses a complex need, or needs trust built through
real human interaction.

05.

Content Compounds
Content is your 24/7 lead generator. AI-drafted, you-edited blog posts
answering your customers' real questions bring organic traffic from
Google for months and years after you publish them.

04.

Speed Wins Deals
Companies that respond to leads within five minutes are 100 times more
likely to connect. 78% of customers buy from whoever responds first. AI
gives you instant response capability even when you're unavailable.

01.

The first real conversation with a qualified lead
Complex questions that require judgment or nuance
Price negotiations and custom proposals
Objection handling ("I'm thinking about going with your competitor")
Relationship building with high-value prospects
Client onboarding and the first project kickoff
Any situation where the lead expresses frustration or confusion

Step in personally for:

The handoff point matters. If you step in too early, you waste time on unqualified leads. If you
step in too late, the lead feels like they're talking to a robot and loses trust.

The sweet spot: let AI qualify and nurture the lead until they've shown clear buying intent -
they've booked a call, responded to a follow-up, visited your pricing page multiple times, or
explicitly asked about next steps. That's your cue to pick up the phone.

Key Takeaways
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Check your current lead response time and set up an instant auto-reply
(text and email) for all inquiries
Set up a basic CRM if you don't have one (HubSpot's free tier is a solid
starting point)
Ask your AI assistant to identify the top ten questions potential customers
search for in your industry and location
Verify your LLC shows "Active" and "In Good Standing" in your state's
business registry

THIS
W

ee
k

 Publish five blog posts answering those customer questions (AI-drafted,
you-edited)
Build a five-email drip campaign for new leads

THIS

M
on

th

Set up a chatbot on your website for after-hours lead capture
Create a proposal template with AI-assisted content generation

THIS

Q
ua

rt
er Implement lead scoring in your CRM

Set up SMS follow-up automation (with proper consent and opt-out
compliance)
Review your pipeline data and refine your follow-up sequences based on
what's working

Your Lead Generation
 Action Plan

Within 90 days, you'll have a lead generation and follow-up system that works around the clock,
responds faster than any competitor, and nurtures hundreds of leads simultaneously - all while
you focus on the conversations and client work that only you can do.

The businesses that win in 2026 won't be the ones with the biggest budgets or the largest
teams. They'll be the ones that respond first, follow up consistently, and never let a qualified
lead slip through the cracks.

AI makes all three possible - even if it's just you.

Your Next Step
With your AI toolkit in place, your busywork automated, and your lead generation engine
running, Chapter 13 tackles the one thing that can shut it all down overnight if you ignore it:
staying compliant with your state's filing deadlines, annual reports, and regulatory requirements.

Leads don't wait—every minute
of silence is an opportunity for a
competitor.

Leads don't wait—every minute
of silence is an opportunity for a
competitor.
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An ounce of
prevention is worth
a pound of cure. PROTECT

YOUR LLC
FILING ON TIME

PRESERVES
PROTECTION.

- Benjamin Franklin

In 2024, the state of California administratively dissolved tens of thousands of LLCs for failure to
file annual statements. Every one of those business owners thought they were in good standing.
Most of them didn't find out they'd been dissolved until they tried to renew a business license,
apply for a loan, or sign a contract - and were told their business no longer existed in the state's
records.

You formed your business. You got your EIN. You opened a bank account, set up your books,
and maybe even landed your first customers. So you're done with the government stuff, right?
Not even close.

Here's the truth that catches thousands of business owners off guard every year: formation is a
one-time event, but compliance is forever. As long as your business exists, you have ongoing
obligations to federal, state, and sometimes local governments. Miss them, and you don't just
get a slap on the wrist - you can lose your good standing, face penalties, and in some cases,
have your business involuntarily dissolved by the state.

That's not a hypothetical. It happens every single day to business owners who simply didn't
know what was due or when.

This chapter is your insurance policy against that. We're going to walk through every major
compliance obligation, organize them into a calendar you can actually use, and make sure you
never get blindsided by a deadline you didn't know existed.
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ACTION STEP
Right now, before you read another paragraph, go to your state's Secretary of State website and look up
your business. Confirm that your status shows "Active" or "In Good Standing." If it doesn't, you have a
problem that needs to be fixed before anything else.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Compliance failures don't announce themselves. You often don't discover the problem until it's
already cost you money, time, or a business opportunity.

The Compliance Trap
When you formed your LLC or corporation, you completed a set of one-time tasks: filing articles
of organization (or incorporation), getting your EIN, maybe filing a DBA or applying for a
business license.

Those are done. Check the boxes. Move on.

But now the recurring obligations kick in - and they're the ones that trip people up because
nobody sends you a welcome packet explaining them. Your state isn't going to call you with a
friendly reminder. The IRS isn't going to text you a heads-up before a quarterly payment is due.

The compliance trap works like this: you don't know what you owe, so you don't pay it. A year
goes by. Then you get a letter - a penalty notice, a late fee, a warning that your business is no
longer in good standing. By then, you're paying more to fix the problem than you would have
paid to prevent it.

Let's prevent it.

A Real-World Cautionary Tale
A freelance web developer in Ohio forgot to file his annual report two years in a row. His LLC
was administratively dissolved by the state. He didn't find out until a client's attorney rejected a
contract because his business entity didn't exist in the state's database. Reinstating cost him
$400 in fees and late penalties, plus the legal work to re-execute contracts that had been signed
by a dissolved entity. The annual report would have taken 10 minutes and cost $50.

Annual Requirements by Entity Type
Your ongoing compliance obligations depend on what type of entity you formed and which state
you're registered in. Here's what you need to know.

Most states require businesses to file an annual report - sometimes called a statement of
information, a periodic report, or a biennial report (filed every two years instead of annually).

As we discussed in Chapter 5, this report confirms basic information about your business:
your address, your registered agent, your members or officers, and your principal business
activity. It sounds simple, and it usually is. But miss the filing deadline and you'll face late
fees - and eventually, the state can dissolve your business.

LLCs: Required in most states. Filing fees typically range from $0 to $300, depending on the
state.
S-Corps and C-Corps: Required in virtually every state. Corporations often have additional

Annual Reports (or Statements of Information)
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reporting requirements, including disclosures about officers, directors, and shares issued.

Key details to know:

Filing deadlines vary by state - some are based on your formation date, others have a
fixed annual date
Some states (like Ohio and Missouri as of recent years) have eliminated annual report
requirements
Many states now accept online filings, making the process straightforward
Late fees can range from $25 to several hundred dollars

PRO TIP
Check your state's Secretary of State website for your specific filing deadline, or use a compliance
monitoring service like NextStepFilings to track it automatically. Most annual reports can be filed online
in under 15 minutes. The hard part isn't filing - it's remembering to file.

Several states impose a franchise tax - a tax on the privilege of doing business in that state.
This is separate from income tax. You owe it whether or not your business made a profit.

We'll cover the big state gotchas in detail below, but here's the general picture:

Delaware: Annual franchise tax for corporations. LLCs pay a flat $300 annual tax.
California: Minimum $800 franchise tax for LLCs and corporations (with a first-year
exemption for LLCs formed after January 1, 2021, for their first taxable year).
Texas: Franchise tax (called a "margin tax") for businesses exceeding the no-tax-due
threshold.
Many other states have similar taxes under various names.

Franchise Tax Payments

WARNING
Franchise taxes are due whether or not your business earned any revenue. A brand-new LLC in
California that made $0 still owes $800 after its first-year exemption expires. Ignoring this obligation is
one of the fastest ways to lose your good standing.

Your registered agent (which we covered in Chapter 5) handles legal documents and official
correspondence on behalf of your company. This isn't a set-it-and-forget-it situation. You
need to confirm annually that:

Your registered agent service subscription is active
Your contact information with them is current
They can still reach you to forward documents promptly

If your registered agent lapses or your state can't reach you through your registered agent,
you can miss critical legal notices - including lawsuits. You can also lose your good standing.

Registered Agent Maintenance

PRO TIP
Using a professional registered agent service like Northwest Registered Agent ensures you never miss
a legal document and keeps your personal address off public records.

Business License Renewals
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Depending on your industry and location, you may hold one or more business licenses or
permits that require periodic renewal. These include:

General business licenses (city or county level)
Professional licenses (if you're in a licensed profession)
Health permits (food service, health and beauty)
Zoning permits
Sales tax permits
Home occupation permits

Each has its own renewal schedule and fee. The penalty for operating with an expired
license ranges from fines to being shut down.

ACTION STEP
Make a list of every license and permit your business holds. For each one, write down the renewal date
and the renewal fee. Add each date to your calendar with a reminder 30 days in advance.

Beneficial Ownership Information (BOI) Reporting
The Corporate Transparency Act introduced a new federal requirement that most LLCs and
corporations must meet: filing a Beneficial Ownership Information report with the Financial
Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN).

Who needs to file: Most LLCs, corporations, and similar entities created by filing with a state.
There are 23 exemptions, but they mostly apply to large, heavily 
regulated companies. If you're a small LLC, you almost certainly 
need to file.

What you report: The names, dates of birth, addresses, and 
identification numbers of every individual who owns 25% or 
more of the company or who exercises substantial control over 
it.

When to file: New companies formed after January 1, 2024 
must file within 90 days of formation. Existing companies had 
until January 1, 2025 (though enforcement timelines have shifted - check fincen.gov for the
latest).

The penalty for not filing: Civil penalties of up to $500 per day, plus potential criminal penalties
of up to $10,000 and two years in prison for willful violations.

This is not optional. If you haven't filed your BOI report, do it now at fincen.gov/boi.

WARNING

BOI penalties are among the
steepest in small business
compliance. At $500 per day, a
single month of non-compliance
could cost you $15,000. Don't
wait on this one.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Not sure if you need to file a BOI report or how to complete it? NextStepFilings offers BOI filing assistance.
Visit nextstepfilings.com or contact our team - we'll make sure you're compliant.

Should You Elect S-Corp Status?
If your LLC is generating consistent net income above $40,000 to $50,000 per year, you should
talk to your CPA about electing S-Corp tax status. Here's why: as a standard LLC, you pay self-
employment tax (15.3%) on all your net business income. As an S-Corp, you pay yourself a
reasonable salary (which is subject to payroll taxes), and the remaining profit passes through as 
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a distribution - which is NOT subject to self-employment tax.

Example: Your LLC earns $100,000 in net profit. As a standard 
LLC, you'd pay roughly $15,300 in self-employment tax. As an 
S-Corp with a $50,000 salary, you'd pay self-employment tax on 
$50,000 ($7,650) and take the other $50,000 as a distribution 
with no self-employment tax. That's a savings of roughly $7,650 
per year.

The election is made by filing IRS Form 2553. The deadline is 
March 15 for the current tax year. This is a conversation to have with your CPA when your
income justifies it.

WARNING

BOI penalties are among the
steepest in small business
compliance. At $500 per day, a
single month of non-compliance
could cost you $15,000. Don't
wait on this one.

PRO TIP
If you're not sure whether S-Corp election makes sense for your business, ask your CPA to run a side-by-
side comparison of your tax liability as a standard LLC versus an S-Corp. The math is straightforward, and
it will give you a clear answer.

Tax Deadlines You Cannot Miss
Beyond annual filings, your most critical compliance obligations are tax-related. Here's your
map.

Q1
QUARTER

January 1 - March 31
PERIOD COVERED

Quarterly Estimated Tax Payments

If you expect to owe $1,000 or more in federal income tax for the year, you're required to
make quarterly estimated tax payments. This applies to most self-employed business
owners, LLC members, and S-Corp shareholders.

The quarterly deadlines:

Q2 April 1 - May 31
Q3 June 1 - August 31
Q4 September 1 - December 31

April 15
June 15
September 15

DUE DATE

January 15 (following year)

Miss a quarterly payment and you'll owe an underpayment penalty - essentially interest on
what you should have paid. The IRS doesn't care that you didn't know. They don't care that
your accountant didn't remind you. The deadline is the deadline.

WARNING
The Q2 deadline covers only two months (April and May), not three. This catches a lot of people off
guard. Set your reminders early.

Annual Income Tax Filing

Your annual tax filing deadline depends on your entity type:

Sole proprietorships and single-member LLCs: April 15 (Form 1040, Schedule C)
Partnerships and multi-member LLCs: March 15 (Form 1065)
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ACTION STEP
 If you sell products or services online across state lines, check whether you've triggered economic
nexus in any additional states. The thresholds vary, but a common benchmark is $100,000 in sales or
200 transactions in a state. Use a service like Avalara or consult your CPA to stay ahead of multi-state
sales tax obligations.

S-Corps: March 15 (Form 1120-S)
C-Corps: April 15 (Form 1120)

You can file for a six-month extension, but that only extends your filing deadline - not your
payment deadline. If you owe taxes, you still need to pay by the original due date to avoid
penalties and interest.

Sales Tax Remittance

If you sell taxable goods or services, you're required to collect and remit sales tax to the
appropriate state (and sometimes local) tax authority. Your filing frequency depends on your
sales volume:

Monthly: For businesses with higher sales tax collections
Quarterly: For mid-range collectors
Annually: For small-volume collectors

Your state will assign you a filing frequency when you register for a sales tax permit. If your
sales volume changes, your frequency may be adjusted.

Payroll Tax Deposits

If you have employees (including yourself, if you're an S-Corp owner taking a salary), you
have payroll tax obligations:

Federal income tax withholding + FICA (Social Security and Medicare): Due on a
semi-weekly or monthly basis, depending on your total tax liability
Federal Unemployment Tax (FUTA): Due quarterly if your liability exceeds $500
State unemployment tax: Varies by state
Form 941 (Employer's Quarterly Federal Tax Return): Due by the last day of the month
following each quarter

Payroll taxes are the IRS's number one enforcement priority for small businesses. Do not be
late. Do not be casual about this. If there's one area where you should absolutely use a
payroll service like Gusto or Patriot Software, this is it.

State Gotchas: The Traps That Catch New Owners
Some states have compliance requirements that surprise business owners - especially those
who formed in one state but operate in another.

California: The $800 Franchise Tax
California imposes a minimum $800 annual franchise tax on every LLC and
corporation registered in the state. This is due on the 15th day of the 4th month
after your taxable year begins (usually April 15 for calendar-year filers).

You owe this whether your business earned $0 or $10 million. It's the cost of
doing business in California.
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WARNING
 If you registered a foreign LLC in California (meaning you formed in another state but
registered to do business in California), you owe the $800 franchise tax in California on
top of whatever your home state charges. This is why "forming in Delaware or Wyoming
to save money" can backfire if you actually do business in California.

If you formed a California LLC after January 1, 2021, you're exempt from this tax
for your first taxable year. After that, the $800 clock starts ticking every year.

Texas: The Franchise Tax (Margin Tax)
Texas doesn't have a state income tax, but it does have a franchise tax -
sometimes called the margin tax. It applies to most businesses operating in
Texas.

The good news: there's a no-tax-due threshold. If your total revenue is below
the threshold (which was $2.47 million for reports due in 2024), you don't owe
franchise tax. But you still have to file the report.

Read that again: even if you owe $0, you still have to file. Miss the filing and
you'll lose your good standing.

Delaware: Annual Fees and Franchise Tax
Delaware is popular for incorporation, but its annual fees catch people off guard:

LLCs: $300 annual tax, due June 1
Corporations: Franchise tax calculated by either the Authorized Shares

Method or the Assumed Par Value Capital Method - and the default calculation
can produce shockingly high numbers (sometimes tens of thousands of dollars)
before you apply the alternative method

If you're a Delaware corporation, make sure you (or your accountant) use the Assumed Par
Value Capital Method when calculating your franchise tax. It almost always results in a
significantly lower amount.

What Happens When You Miss Compliance Deadlines
Let's be blunt about the consequences.

Late fees and penalties. Every missed deadline comes with a financial penalty. For tax
deadlines, the IRS charges both a failure-to-file penalty and a failure-to-pay penalty, plus
interest that compounds daily. State penalties vary but can be equally painful.

Loss of good standing. If you miss your annual report filing or franchise tax payment, your state
will change your business status from "active" or "in good standing" to "delinquent," "not in
good standing," or "inactive." This means:

You may not be able to sign contracts or enforce existing ones
You can't file lawsuits on behalf of your business
Banks may freeze your business accounts
You may lose your ability to do business in the state

Administrative dissolution. If you remain out of compliance for an extended period (usually one
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to three years, depending on the state), the state will dissolve your business. Your LLC or
corporation simply ceases to exist in the state's eyes. Reinstating it - if your state even allows
reinstatement - involves additional fees, back taxes, and paperwork.

Personal liability exposure. One of the main reasons you formed an LLC or corporation is
liability protection. If your business isn't in good standing, a court may be more willing to "pierce
the corporate veil" - meaning your personal assets could be at risk in a lawsuit.
In short: compliance isn't optional. It's the price of keeping the legal protections you formed your
business to get.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
Missing a compliance deadline can result in penalties, loss of good standing, or even administrative
dissolution of your LLC. NextStepFilings monitors every deadline for your business - annual reports,
franchise taxes, registered agent renewals, and more - and takes action before deadlines hit. Think of us
as your compliance safety net. Visit nextstepfilings.com to learn more.

Building Your Compliance
Calendar

Here's a template you can customize for your business. Set these up as recurring calendar
events with reminders - ideally two weeks before each deadline so you have time to prepare.

M
on

th
ly

Payroll tax deposits (if applicable)
Sales tax remittance (if monthly filer)
Bookkeeping review - categorize transactions, reconcile accounts

Q
ua

rt
er

ly Estimated tax payment (April 15, June 15, September 15, January 15)
Quarterly sales tax filing (if quarterly filer)
Form 941 - Employer's Quarterly Federal Tax Return (if you have
employees)
FUTA deposit (if liability exceeds $500)
Review profit and loss statement

A
nn

ua
lly

Annual report / statement of information filing (check your state's
deadline)
Franchise tax payment (if applicable in your state)
Annual income tax filing (March 15 or April 15, depending on entity type)
Business license renewals
Registered agent renewal (if using a service)
Annual sales tax filing (if annual filer)
Business insurance policy review and renewal
Beneficial Ownership Information (BOI) report update (if changes
occurred)
Review and update operating agreement or corporate bylaws
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A
s

N
ee

de
d Update registered agent information if you change your address

File amended articles if your business name, address, or structure
changes
Register as a foreign entity if you expand to a new state
Update BOI report within 30 days of any changes to beneficial owners

PRO TIP
Print this checklist, customize it with your specific state deadlines, and tape it to the wall above your desk.
Or better yet, set up digital reminders through your calendar app. The best compliance system is the one
you'll actually use.

DIY vs. Hiring a Compliance Service
You can absolutely manage compliance yourself. If you have one entity in one state, a decent
calendar app, and the discipline to follow through, DIY is a perfectly valid approach.

But consider hiring a compliance service if:

You operate in multiple states. Each state has different deadlines, fees, and requirements.
Tracking them all manually gets complicated fast.
You've already missed a deadline. If you're playing catch-up, a professional can help you
get back into good standing efficiently.
You'd rather spend your time on the business. Every hour you spend figuring out annual
report filings is an hour you're not spending on the work that actually generates revenue.
You want peace of mind. A compliance monitoring service watches your deadlines so you
don't have to.

Services worth considering:

NextStepFilings offers compliance monitoring, annual report filing, and reminders tailored to
your entity type and state. If you formed your business with us, we already know your details
- making ongoing compliance seamless.
Northwest Registered Agent bundles registered agent service with compliance alerts, so
you get notified before deadlines hit.
ZenBusiness and Bizee (formerly Incfile) offer annual report and compliance packages that
handle filings on your behalf.

The cost of a compliance service is almost always less than the cost of the penalties you'd pay
for missing a deadline. Think of it as insurance for your business's legal standing.

Master Your Compliance Calendar
Your compliance obligations include annual reports, franchise taxes,
registered agent maintenance, business license renewals, BOI reporting, 

02.

Compliance Never Ends
Formation is a one-time event, but compliance is forever. Missing
deadlines can cost you penalties, good standing, and even your
business entity itself.

01.

Key Takeaways
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Look up your state's annual report deadline on your Secretary of State website
Verify your business status shows "Active" or "In Good Standing" in your state's database
Set calendar reminders for all four quarterly estimated tax payment dates
Confirm your registered agent is active and your information is current
Check whether you need to file a BOI report at fincen.gov/boi - and file it if you haven't
Decide whether to manage compliance yourself or hire a service
Build your personalized compliance calendar using the template above

and multiple layers of tax deadlines.

Avoid State-Specific Traps
State-specific traps (California's $800 franchise tax, Texas's mandatory
franchise tax filing, Delaware's deceptive default calculations) catch
thousands of business owners every year.

03.

Prevention Costs Less Than Recovery
The cost of staying compliant is always less than the cost of catching
up.

05.

Consider the S-Corp Advantage
If your LLC earns over $40,000 to $50,000 in net income, talk to your
CPA about whether S-Corp election could save you thousands in self-
employment taxes.

04.

Action Steps

Your Next Step
You know what you owe and when you owe it. Now let's look at what the data says about why
businesses actually succeed and fail - and where you already stand compared to most new
business owners. Turn to Chapter 14.

The most expensive business
mistakes are often the ones that
could have been prevented with a
calendar reminder.

The most expensive business
mistakes are often the ones that
could have been prevented with a
calendar reminder.
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Every sale has five basic
obstacles: no need, no
money, no hurry, no desire,
no trust.
- Bill Gates
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The SBA Success
Formula - What the
Data Actually Says

The SBA Success
Formula - What the
Data Actually Says

The numbers aren't projections or predictions - they're real outcomes drawn from decades of
data collected by the U.S. Small Business Administration, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and
research organizations that have studied why businesses succeed and why they fail.
Because if you want to be in the half that survives, you should probably understand what the
other half did wrong.

The Survival Curve
Here's what the data tells us about business survival in the United States. These numbers come
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the SBA Office of Advocacy, and they've been
remarkably consistent over the past two decades:

Approximately 20% of new businesses fail within their first year.

That means one in five new businesses won't see their second birthday. Some industries are
worse - restaurants, for example, have higher first-year failure rates. Others, like professional
services, tend to fare slightly better. But across all industries, one in five doesn't make it past
year one.

About 50% fail by year five.

THE 25%
CLUB

SUCCESS COMES
FROM CONSISTENCY,

NOT LUCK.
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Half of all new businesses won't be operating five years after launch. By the time five years have
passed, half of the businesses that launched alongside yours will be gone.

Roughly 65% fail by year ten.

Two out of three. The ones that made it past the early chaos - the ones that figured out their
product, found their customers, and survived the cash flow roller coaster - even some of those
don't make it to a decade.

Only about 25% make it to 15 years.

One in four. A quarter century of data says that if you start a business today, you have about a
25% chance of still running it in 15 years.

Those numbers are sobering. They're supposed to be.

But here's the part that matters: those are averages. They include every person who filed an LLC
on a whim, never did anything with it, and let it dissolve. They include businesses started
without research, without planning, without capital, and without any understanding of the
market.

They include businesses whose owners didn't read books like this one.

You're already differentiating yourself by being here, by taking the time to learn the mechanics
of running a business, not just starting one. The survival curve is a statistical average. Your job is
to be above average.

KEY TAKEAWAY
The survival statistics include every business that launched unprepared. By studying the data and
building your operational foundation, you've already separated yourself from the majority.

Let's look at how.

Why Businesses Actually Fail
People love to blame failure on bad luck, bad timing, or bad economies. And sometimes those
factors play a role. But the research tells a more specific story.

CB Insights analyzed over 100 startup post-mortems - candid essays from founders explaining
why their businesses failed. The top reasons they found aren't exotic or unpredictable. They're
painfully common and almost entirely preventable.

4 531 2

No Market Need
(42%)

Ran Out of Cash
(29%)

Wrong Team
(23%)

Got Outcompeted
(19%)

Pricing and Cost
Issues (18%)

No Market Need (42%)
This is the number one killer. Nearly half of failed businesses went under because they built
something nobody wanted.

Not "nobody wanted it yet." Not "the market wasn't ready." Nobody wanted it. Period.

This happens when business owners fall in love with their idea instead of falling in love with

1
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the problem they're solving. They spend months (or years) building a product or service,
launch it to the world, and discover that the world shrugs.

What survivors do instead: They validate before they build. They talk to potential
customers. They test minimum viable offers. They ask: "Will someone actually pay for this?"
before they invest thousands in inventory, development, or branding.

ACTION STEP
If you haven't validated your product or service with real paying customers (not friends, not family),
make that your top priority this week. Offer a pilot, a beta, or a discounted trial. The goal is to find out
whether strangers will hand you money for what you're selling.

Ran Out of Cash (29%)
The second most common cause of death is simple: the money ran out before the business
became sustainable.

This isn't always about not making enough revenue. Sometimes it's about spending too much
too soon. Signing a fancy lease before you have steady income. Hiring full-time employees
when contractors would do. Investing in marketing campaigns before you've figured out what
message actually resonates.

Cash flow is the oxygen of a business. When it stops flowing, the business stops breathing. It
doesn't matter how good your product is or how many customers love you - if you can't
make payroll or pay your suppliers, you're done.

What survivors do instead: They watch cash flow obsessively. They know their burn rate
(how fast they're spending money) and their runway (how long they can operate at the
current burn rate before the money runs out). They maintain a cash reserve. They delay big
expenses until revenue justifies them.

Go back to Chapter 3. Make sure your accounting system is set up. Review your cash flow
statement every single week. Not every month. Every week.

2

WARNING
The most dangerous moment for cash flow isn't when business is slow - it's when business is growing.
Rapid growth eats cash. You hire ahead of revenue, invest in inventory, and take on bigger obligations.
More businesses die from unmanaged growth than from a slow start. Watch the cash, especially when
things are going well.

Wrong Team (23%)
Nearly a quarter of failed businesses cited team issues. Co-founders who couldn't agree.
Key hires who weren't the right fit. Skill gaps that nobody filled.

This one hits solo founders differently. When you're a one-person operation, "wrong team"
often means "I tried to do everything myself and burned out." It means not hiring a
bookkeeper when the books needed one, not bringing in a salesperson when you needed
sales, and not asking for help when you were drowning.

What survivors do instead: They build teams based on skill gaps, not friendship. They hire
slowly and fire quickly. And solo founders learn to delegate - whether to employees,
contractors, or AI tools - before they hit the wall.

3
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Got Outcompeted (19%)
Nearly one in five failed businesses were simply outperformed by competitors. Someone else
entered the market with a better product, a lower price, a stronger brand, or a bigger
marketing budget.

What survivors do instead: They never stop watching the market. They know who their
competitors are, what they're offering, and where the gaps are. They differentiate - not by
being cheaper, but by being better, faster, more specialized, or more personal. Small
businesses can't out-spend big competitors, but they can out-care, out-serve, and out-work
them every single day.

4

Pricing and Cost Issues (18%)
Setting the wrong price - too high and customers walk away, too low and you can't cover
your costs - kills nearly one in five businesses. This is closely related to the cash flow
problem, but it's distinct: even businesses with decent revenue can fail if their margins are
too thin.

What survivors do instead: They understand their true costs - not just the obvious ones
(materials, rent, software), but the hidden ones (their own time, taxes, insurance, compliance
costs, transaction fees). They price based on value, not just cost-plus. And they're not afraid
to raise prices when the numbers demand it.

5

ACTION STEP
Calculate your true cost of delivering your product or service. Include every expense: materials, labor
(including your own time at a fair hourly rate), software, insurance, taxes, and overhead. If your current
price doesn't leave at least a 30% margin after all real costs, you have a pricing problem that needs to be
fixed now, not later.

The Six Things Survivors Do Differently
The data doesn't just tell us why businesses fail. Read between the lines and you can extract a
clear playbook for what survivors do right. Here are the six consistent patterns.

1 2 3 4 5 6

They Watch
Cash Flow

Obsessively

They Invest in
Relationships

They Get Professional
Help Early

They Adapt 
and Pivot

They Separate Personal
and Business Finances

from Day One

They Leverage
Technology and

Automation

They Watch Cash Flow Obsessively
We said it above, and it bears repeating because it's that important. Surviving business
owners don't just check their bank balance and call it financial management. They track cash
in and cash out. They forecast. They know what's coming due next week, next month, and
next quarter.

If you take nothing else from this chapter, take this: set a weekly 30-minute appointment 

1

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts128



with your finances. Open your accounting software. Review your transactions. Check your
accounts receivable (who owes you money) and accounts payable (who you owe money to).
Look at your cash flow statement.

Thirty minutes a week. That one habit separates survivors from statistics.

They Adapt and Pivot
The business you start is rarely the business you end up running. Markets shift. Customer
preferences change. New competitors enter. Technology disrupts.

Survivors treat their business model as a living document, not a stone tablet. When
something isn't working, they change it. When they discover a new opportunity, they explore
it. They hold their vision firmly and their strategy loosely.

This doesn't mean chasing every shiny object. It means being honest about what's working
and what isn't - and having the courage to adjust.

2

They Invest in Relationships
Surviving businesses are built on relationships. Relationships with customers, vendors,
mentors, peers, and community. Business isn't transactional. It's relational.

Your first customers become your best referral sources. Your vendors can become partners.
Other business owners in your industry or community can become mentors, collaborators,
and friends who understand what you're going through in a way that nobody else can.

Don't build your business in isolation. Join your local chamber of commerce. Attend industry
events. Find a mentor through SCORE (more on that in a moment). Build a network before
you need one.

3

They Separate Personal and Business Finances from Day One
This book has been beating this drum since Chapter 1, and for good reason. The businesses
that survive don't have messy finances. They have separate bank accounts, separate credit
cards, and clean books from the beginning.

Commingling personal and business finances doesn't just create accounting headaches - it
can compromise your LLC's liability protection. It makes tax time a nightmare. And it makes it
nearly impossible to understand your true business financials.

If you haven't separated your finances yet, stop reading this chapter and go do it right now.
Chapter 2 walks you through it. It's that important.

4

They Get Professional Help Early
The business owners who try to do everything themselves - their own legal work, their own
accounting, their own marketing, their own IT - tend to burn out faster and make more costly
mistakes.

Survivors hire a CPA before tax season, not after the IRS sends a notice. They consult a
business attorney before they sign a lease or a partnership agreement, not after a dispute.
They bring in a bookkeeper before their receipts become a shoebox of chaos.

Professional help isn't an expense. It's an investment that pays for itself by preventing the
mistakes that sink businesses.

5
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PRO TIP
You don't need a full-time CPA or a lawyer on retainer. Most small business owners need a CPA for
two to three hours of work per quarter (plus tax prep), and a business attorney for a few hours a year.
The cost is far less than the cost of the mistakes they prevent. Ask other local business owners for
referrals - the best professionals are almost always found through word of mouth.

They Leverage Technology and Automation
This is more true today than at any point in business history. The AI tools, software platforms,
and automation capabilities available to a one-person business in 2026 would have required
a team of ten just a decade ago.

Survivors use technology to punch above their weight. They automate their bookkeeping
(Chapters 3 and 11). They use AI for content creation and customer service (Chapter 10).
They automate their marketing. They use project management tools to stay organized.

You don't need to adopt every new tool. But you do need to identify the tasks that eat your
time without generating revenue - and find tools that handle them faster and cheaper than
you can.

6

Free Resources You Should Know About
You're not alone in this. The federal government and nonprofit organizations have built an entire
ecosystem of free resources for small business owners. Most people don't know they exist. Now
you do.

ACTION STEP
Go to SCORE.org right now and request a mentor. It takes five minutes. You'll be matched with
someone who has direct experience in your industry or business stage. This single action could save
you years of trial and error.

SCORE is a nonprofit organization and resource partner of the SBA. It provides free,
confidential mentoring from a network of over 10,000 volunteer business mentors -
experienced entrepreneurs and business professionals who have been where you are.

You can meet with a SCORE mentor in person or virtually. They'll help you with business
planning, financial projections, marketing strategy, or whatever challenge you're facing.
There's no cost, no catch, and no limit on sessions.

Visit SCORE.org and request a mentor today. It's one of the most underutilized resources in
American business, and it's completely free.

SCORE: Free Mentoring from Experienced Entrepreneurs

The SBA has district offices in every state. They offer free counseling, training workshops,
and connections to local resources. SBDCs - often hosted at universities and colleges -
provide one-on-one consulting on everything from business plan development to financial
analysis.

Visit SBA.gov and search for your local district office or SBDC.

SBA District Offices and Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs)

SBA Loan Programs

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts130



If you need capital, the SBA doesn't lend money directly - but it guarantees loans made by
participating lenders, which means banks are more willing to lend to small businesses. Key
programs include:

SBA 7(a) Loan: The most common SBA loan, for general business purposes. Up to $5
million.
SBA 504 Loan: For purchasing real estate, equipment, or other major fixed assets.
SBA Microloan: Up to $50,000 for startups and small businesses. Especially useful for
businesses that can't qualify for traditional bank loans.

The application process takes time and documentation, but SBA-backed loans typically offer
lower interest rates and longer repayment terms than conventional loans.

The Mindset That Separates Survivors
Let's step away from the data for a moment and talk about something the statistics can't fully
capture: the mindset of the entrepreneurs who make it.

Entrepreneurship is not a sprint. It's not even a marathon. It's a series of marathons, with
obstacles, detours, and long stretches where you can't see the finish line and you're not sure
you're even on the right course.

The businesses that survive share a common trait in their founders: they adapted.

Not blindly. Not recklessly. They looked at the data, made changes when something wasn't
working, stayed disciplined when things got hard - and things always get hard - and treated
every setback as information rather than a verdict.

The first year is survival. You're figuring out your product, your market, your operations, and
yourself as a business owner. You'll make mistakes. You'll undercharge. You'll overcommit. You'll
have days where you wonder why you didn't just get a job with benefits and weekends off.

That's normal.

The second and third years are about finding your groove. Revenue becomes more predictable.
You learn what works and stop doing what doesn't. You build systems. You start to feel less like
you're winging it and more like you're running a real operation.

Years four and five are about scaling and deepening. The businesses that make it this far have
found product-market fit. Now the question becomes: how do you grow without breaking?

And beyond year five, you're in the 50% that survived. You have institutional knowledge,
customer relationships, a reputation, and the operational muscle that only comes from doing the
work for years.

But it all starts with the decision to keep going. To show up tomorrow. To solve the next problem.
To take the next step.

NEXTSTEP PARTNER TIP
The data is clear: businesses that maintain proper compliance and financial infrastructure survive at higher
rates. NextStepFilings exists to handle the compliance side so you can focus on the six survival strategies
in this chapter. From formation to annual reports to registered agent services, we're your partner for every
stage of the journey.

A Note About You
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Failure Risks
The top killers are preventable: no market need (42%), running out of
cash (29%), wrong team (23%), getting outcompeted (19%), and pricing
problems (18%).

02.

Success Habits
Survivors share six habits: obsessive cash flow monitoring, willingness
to adapt, investing in relationships, separating finances, getting
professional help early, and leveraging technology.

03.

Free Support
Free resources like SCORE mentoring and SBDCs exist specifically to
help you. Most business owners never use them.

04.

Business Reality
20% of businesses fail in year one, 50% by year five, and 75% by year
fifteen. But these are averages that include every unprepared business
owner who never learned the fundamentals.

01.

Here's something the SBA statistics don't measure: the fact that you're reading this chapter.
The business owners who fail overwhelmingly share one characteristic - they didn't invest in
learning how to run a business. They didn't read the books, attend the workshops, find the
mentors, or study the data. They winged it. They figured they'd learn as they went. And for too
many of them, the first lesson was the last one.

You're doing something different. You've spent time understanding your entity structure, your
tax obligations, your financial systems, your compliance requirements, and the tools available to
you. You've studied what makes businesses fail - not to scare yourself, but to inoculate yourself
against those failure modes.

That puts you ahead. Meaningfully ahead.

The survival statistics are averages. You don't have to be average. And by the work you've
already put in - by forming your business, reading this guide, and preparing for the challenges
ahead - you've already taken steps that the majority of new business owners don't take.

You're not a statistic. You're a business owner who's preparing to win.

Now let's go prove the numbers wrong.

Key Takeaways

Assess your cash flow situation - do you know your monthly burn rate and runway?
Ask yourself honestly: have you validated that customers will pay for what you're offering?
Visit SCORE.org and request a free mentor
Look up your local SBDC at SBA.gov
Identify one area where professional help (CPA, attorney, bookkeeper) would prevent a costly
mistake
 Calculate your true cost of delivery and verify your margins are sustainable

Action Steps
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Set a weekly 30-minute appointment with your finances - put it on your calendar right now

Your Next Step
You know what the data says, and you know what survivors do differently. Now it's time to put it
all together. Chapter 15 is where we close the loop and send you out the door with everything
you need.

Survival isn't luck. It's the result of
thousands of small, disciplined
decisions made over time.

Survival isn't luck. It's the result of
thousands of small, disciplined
decisions made over time.
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The way to get started is to
quit talking and begin
doing.

15

TAKE
ACTION

- Walt Disney

You're still here.

That matters more than you might think.

You picked up a book about running a business - not the sexy parts, not the "passive income"
fantasy, not the highlight reel. A book about EINs and bank accounts and quarterly tax payments
and compliance calendars. A book about the operational foundation that nobody posts about on
social media but that every successful business is built on.

And you didn't just skim it. You made it to the last chapter.

That tells me something about you.

Your Next StepYour Next Step

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts

What You've Built
Let's take a moment to recognize what you've accomplished - not just by reading this book, but
by taking the steps that brought you here.

You formed a business. You chose a structure - LLC, S-Corp, C-Corp - that gives you legal
protection and a framework for growth. You did what the overwhelming majority of people who
"want to start a business" never actually do: you made it real. You filed the paperwork. You got
the stamp.

Through this guide, you've learned how to:

PROGRESS BEGINS
WITH A SINGLE

ACTION.
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Get your EIN and set up the federal identity of your business
Open a dedicated business bank account and separate your finances
Choose the right accounting system and track your money from day one
Protect your business with the right insurance coverage
Build a professional online presence that attracts customers
Land your first paying customers - the hardest and most important milestone
Understand the financial metrics that drive real business decisions
Use AI tools to compete with companies ten times your size
Hire your first team member when the time is right
Stay compliant with federal, state, and local requirements
Understand what the survival data actually says - and what survivors do differently

That's not a small thing. That's a comprehensive operational education that most business
owners piece together over years of expensive mistakes, if they piece it together at all.
You did it in a few hundred pages.

The Compound Effect
Here's what happens next, and it's the most encouraging thing I can tell you: everything
compounds.

The bank account you opened? That's where your revenue will flow. The accounting system you
set up? That's what will show you - clearly, in black and white - when your business becomes
profitable. The compliance calendar you built? That's what will keep your business in good
standing while your competitors get hit with penalties they didn't see coming.

None of these things feel dramatic on their own. Opening a bank account isn't exciting. Setting
up QuickBooks isn't going to make your heart race. Filing your quarterly estimated taxes won't
earn you a round of applause.

But they compound. Each one reinforces the others. Each one builds on the one before it. And
together, they create something that no single action could: a business that's built to last.

A business with clean finances can get approved for loans. A business with proper insurance
can survive a lawsuit. A business with good compliance habits doesn't get shut down by the
state. A business with a professional online presence attracts customers who would never have
found a business operating out of a personal Gmail account.

Every small step you take today is an investment in the business you'll have a year from now,
five years from now, fifteen years from now.

The founders who survive - the 25% who make it to fifteen years - aren't the ones who did one
spectacular thing. They're the ones who did a hundred small things, consistently, over time.

You've already started. Don't stop now.

The Truth About Entrepreneurship
Can we be honest with each other for a moment?

Entrepreneurship is not what the internet says it is.

It's not laptop-on-the-beach freedom. It's not "be your own boss" in the carefree way that
phrase implies. It's not a shortcut to wealth, a hack for happiness, or a guarantee of anything at
all.
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Here's what it actually is:

It's waking up at 5 AM to work on your business before you go to your day job, because you're
not ready to quit yet but you refuse to stop building.

It's checking your bank balance for the third time today, not because you forgot but because
you need to make sure that payment cleared before you can pay your vendor.

It's explaining to your spouse, your parents, or your friends - again - why you're spending your
Saturday doing "business stuff" instead of relaxing like a normal person.

It's the gut-punch moment when your first big client cancels. When your product launch falls
flat. When you realize you underpriced your services by 40% and now you're locked into
contracts that barely break even.

It's the paperwork. The taxes. The compliance. The insurance. The bookkeeping. The thousand
small decisions every week that nobody else is going to make for you.

That's the truth. And if you're still reading after all that - if you read this entire book knowing that
this is what you signed up for - then you're exactly the kind of person who makes it.

Because here's the other truth, the one that makes all of it worth it:

There is nothing in professional life that compares to building something of your own.

The first time a customer pays you - not your employer, not a company you work for, but you -
something shifts. You realize that you created value in the world and someone recognized it. You
solved a problem. You filled a need. You did a thing that mattered, and someone pulled out their
wallet to prove it.

That feeling doesn't fade. It compounds, just like everything else.

The first time you hire someone and realize you've created a job - not just a business, but a
livelihood for another person - that's a different kind of accomplishment entirely.

The first time you look at your annual revenue and realize your little side hustle has become a
real company? That's a moment you'll remember for the rest of your life.

Entrepreneurship is hard. It is also, without question, one of the most meaningful things a person
can do.

You chose it. Now own it.

You're Ahead of the Curve
Remember the statistics from Chapter 14?

Twenty percent fail in year one. Fifty percent by year five. Only twenty-five percent make it to
fifteen years.

Those numbers describe the average. But you're not average anymore.

The average new business owner doesn't understand their tax obligations until the IRS sends a
penalty. You know yours. The average new business owner doesn't separate personal and
business finances until their accountant begs them to. You've already done it. The average new
business owner has never heard of SCORE, doesn't know what economic nexus means, and
couldn't explain the difference between an LLC and an S-Corp.

You can.
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That doesn't guarantee your success. Nothing can guarantee that. Business involves risk,
uncertainty, and variables you can't control - the economy, the market, the timing, the weather,
the ten thousand things that could go right or wrong on any given day.

But preparation isn't about eliminating risk. It's about being ready when the risks show up. It's
about having the knowledge, the systems, and the habits that let you respond instead of react.
You have those now. Use them.

Your Resource Kit
You don't have to figure everything out alone. Here are the resources that will be most valuable
to you going forward:

SBA.gov - The U.S. Small Business Administration's website. Free counseling, training,
loan information, and local resource directories. Bookmark it.
SCORE.org - Free, confidential mentoring from experienced business professionals.
Request a mentor today. Seriously. It costs nothing and it could change the trajectory of
your business.
Your Local SBDC - Small Business Development Centers offer free one-on-one
consulting. Find yours at SBA.gov. They're usually hosted at local colleges and
universities, and they're staffed by people who genuinely want to help you succeed.
IRS.gov - For all things tax-related. Their Small Business and Self-Employed Tax Center
has guides, forms, and calculators specific to business owners.
NextStepFilings.com - Your ongoing compliance partner. We helped you form your
business, and we're here for everything that comes after - annual reports, compliance
monitoring, registered agent services, and the ongoing filings that keep your business in
good standing. You shouldn't have to track deadlines alone.
The Resource Directory at the back of this book has the complete list of every tool,
service, and platform we've recommended, organized by category.

For downloadable templates, updated tools, and ongoing resources, visit
nextstepfilings.com/book-resources. We update it regularly so this guide never goes out
of date.

One Thing
If you put this book down and feel overwhelmed - if the sheer number of action items across
fifteen chapters makes your head spin - I want you to do one thing.

Just one.

Pick the single most relevant action item from this book and do it today. Not tomorrow. Not "this
weekend." Not "when things calm down." Today.

Maybe it's opening that business bank account. Maybe it's setting up QuickBooks. Maybe it's
finally calling your insurance broker. Maybe it's setting up your Google Business Profile. Maybe
it's visiting SCORE.org and requesting a mentor.

It doesn't matter which one you pick. What matters is that you take action. Because action builds
momentum. And momentum, more than any business plan or strategy document, is what
separates the businesses that launch from the businesses that last.
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One thing. Today.

The Declaration
I want to leave you with something.

When you filed your articles of organization or your articles of incorporation - when you went to
your Secretary of State's website and filled out that form and paid that fee - you didn't just
create a legal entity.

You made a declaration.

You said: I have something to offer the world, and I'm going to build a vehicle to deliver it.
You said: I'm willing to bet on myself.

You said: I'm not going to wait for permission, for perfect conditions, for someone else to give
me an opportunity. I'm going to create my own.

That declaration matters. It mattered the day you made it, and it matters today. Not because
forming an LLC is magic - it's a piece of paper and a filing fee. But because of what it
represents: a person who decided to stop talking and start building.

Most people never make that declaration. Most people spend their entire lives working inside
structures that someone else built, following rules that someone else wrote, building wealth for
someone else's vision.

You chose a different path.

It's harder. It's lonelier. It's scarier. There will be days when you question the decision, when the
conventional path looks warm and safe and predictable, and yours looks like nothing but risk
and uncertainty.

On those days, remember why you started. Remember the moment you decided. Remember the
feeling - that mix of terror and excitement and determination - when you hit "submit" on that
formation filing.

That person knew something. That person believed in something. That person was right.

Go Build It
You didn't just file paperwork.

You didn't just read a book.

You made a decision to build something that matters - a business, a livelihood, a legacy.
Something that creates value for your customers, opportunity for your family, and purpose for
your days.

The next step is always the hardest one to see, because it's the one you haven't taken yet. But
you've proven - fifteen chapters ago, when you formed your business, and right now, by
finishing this guide - that you're the kind of person who takes the step anyway.

The SBA statistics say most businesses don't make it.

This one will.

Not because it's guaranteed. Not because it's easy. But because you're prepared, you're
informed, you're resourceful, and you refuse to be a statistic.
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You've already taken the hardest step. Now take the next one. And the one after that. And the
one after that.

That's how businesses are built. Not in a single leap, but in a thousand next steps, taken by
someone stubborn enough to keep walking.

You're already on your way.

Open your laptop. Pick one action item from any chapter. Do it before you close this book. That's
your next step.

Stay connected with NextStepFilings for ongoing resources, compliance reminders, and guides for every
stage of your business journey. Visit us at NextStepFilings.com and sign up for our newsletter - we'll keep
the practical advice coming long after you close this book.
For downloadable templates, updated tools, and ongoing resources, visit nextstepfilings.com/book-
resources. We update it regularly so this guide never goes out of date.
Here's to your next step.
- The NextStepFilings Team
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Business Formation & Compliance
NextStepFilings.com

LLC and corporation formation, annual report filing, compliance monitoring, and registered agent services.
Formation and ongoing compliance handled by one team across all 50 states. Best for business owners
who want formation and ongoing compliance handled by one team.

Business Banking
Relay (RelayFi.com)

Free business checking with up to 20 individual checking accounts and 50 savings accounts - perfect for
profit-first budgeting. No monthly fees, no minimum balances. Best for small businesses that want to
organize cash flow into multiple purpose-driven accounts.

Mercury (Mercury.com)

Modern business banking built for startups and tech-forward businesses. Offers checking, savings, credit
cards, and venture debt. Clean interface, powerful integrations, and API access. Best for startups, tech
companies, and founders who want a digital-first banking experience.

Novo (Novo.co)

Free business checking designed for small businesses, freelancers, and entrepreneurs. Integrates with
popular invoicing, accounting, and e-commerce platforms. No hidden fees. Best for freelancers and solo
business owners who want simple, no-fee banking.

Resource Directory
Everything we recommended in this book, organized in one place. Bookmark this section - you'll
come back to it.

Accounting & Bookkeeping
QuickBooks (QuickBooks.Intuit.com)

The industry standard for small business accounting. Invoicing, expense tracking, tax prep, payroll, and
more. Massive ecosystem of integrations and accountant support. Best for most small businesses -
especially if your accountant or CPA already uses it.

FreshBooks (FreshBooks.com)

User-friendly accounting software focused on invoicing, time tracking, and expense management. Known
for an intuitive interface that non-accountants can actually navigate. Best for service-based businesses
and freelancers who bill by the hour or project.

Xero (Xero.com)

Cloud-based accounting with strong multi-currency support and a clean interface. Popular internationally
and growing in the U.S. market. Unlimited users on all plans. Best for businesses with international
operations or those who want unlimited user access.

Payroll & HR
Gusto (Gusto.com)
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Full-service payroll, benefits, HR, and compliance. Handles tax filings, direct deposits, W-2s, 1099s, and
workers' comp. Known for being easy to set up and use. Best for small businesses hiring their first
employees - makes a complex process surprisingly simple.

Patriot Software (PatriotSoftware.com)

Affordable payroll and accounting software designed specifically for American small businesses. Offers
both self-service and full-service payroll options. Best for budget-conscious small businesses that want
reliable payroll without the premium price tag.

ADP (ADP.com)

Enterprise-grade payroll and HR solutions scaled down for small businesses through their ADP Run
platform. Comprehensive - payroll, tax, HR, benefits, compliance. Best for growing businesses that want a
payroll provider they won't outgrow.

Hiscox (Hiscox.com)

Specializes in small business insurance - general liability, professional liability (E&O), and business
owner's policies (BOP). Online quotes in minutes. Best for professional service firms, consultants, and
small businesses that need quick, reliable coverage.

Embroker (Embroker.com)

Tech-forward business insurance platform offering coverage for startups, tech companies, and growing
businesses. Directors & officers (D&O), E&O, cyber, and general liability. Best for startups and tech
companies with more complex insurance needs.

Thimble (Thimble.com)

Flexible, on-demand business insurance. Buy coverage by the hour, day, month, or year. General liability
and professional liability. Best for freelancers, contractors, and businesses that need coverage for specific
jobs or time periods.

Tivly (Tivly.com)

Insurance marketplace that connects small business owners with agents and carriers to compare quotes.
Covers a wide range of policy types. Best for business owners who want to compare multiple insurance
quotes from different carriers in one place.

Business Insurance

Virtual Office & Business Address
Alliance Virtual Offices (AllianceVirtualOffices.com)

Virtual office solutions including business addresses, mail handling, phone answering, and meeting room
access at locations across the U.S. and internationally. Best for home-based businesses that need a
professional business address and occasional access to meeting space.

PostScan Mail (PostScanMail.com)

Digital mailbox service - your mail is received at a real street address, scanned, and viewable online.
Forward, shred, or archive from anywhere. Best for remote businesses, digital nomads, and owners who
want to manage business mail from their phone.

Registered Agent & Compliance
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Free Government Resources
SBA.gov - U.S. Small Business Administration

The federal government's hub for small business resources. Free counseling, training programs, loan
information, disaster assistance, and local resource directories. Start here for any question about running
a small business.

SCORE.org - Free Business Mentoring

A nonprofit partner of the SBA with over 10,000 volunteer mentors - experienced entrepreneurs and
business professionals who provide free, confidential business advice. Available in person and virtually.
Every business owner should have a SCORE mentor.

IRS.gov - Internal Revenue Service

Tax forms, guides, deadlines, and the Small Business and Self-Employed Tax Center. Essential for
understanding your federal tax obligations, getting your EIN, and staying current on filing requirements.

USPTO.gov - U.S. Patent and Trademark Office

Search existing trademarks, file trademark applications, and protect your intellectual property. The
Trademark Electronic Search System (TESS) lets you check if your business name is already trademarked
before you invest in branding.

Northwest Registered Agent (NorthwestRegisteredAgent.com)

Registered agent services in all 50 states plus business formation, annual report filing, and compliance
alerts. Known for strong privacy practices and responsive customer support. Best for business owners
who want a reliable registered agent bundled with compliance monitoring.

ZenBusiness (ZenBusiness.com)

Business formation and registered agent services with add-on compliance packages, including annual
report filing and worry-free compliance guarantees. Best for new business owners who want an
affordable all-in-one formation and compliance solution.

Bizee (Bizee.com, formerly Incfile)

Free LLC formation (plus state fees) with paid add-ons for registered agent, compliance alerts, and annual
report filing. Best for budget-conscious entrepreneurs looking for low-cost formation with optional
compliance services.

AI Tools for Small Business
ChatGPT (chat.openai.com) - by OpenAI

Versatile AI assistant for drafting content, brainstorming ideas, writing emails, creating social media posts,
and answering business questions. Best for content creation, customer communication drafts, and
general business problem-solving.

Claude (claude.ai) - by Anthropic

AI assistant known for nuanced analysis, long-form writing, and careful reasoning. Handles complex
documents, contracts, and strategic planning discussions. Best for business planning, document analysis,
and tasks requiring detailed, thoughtful output.

Zapier (Zapier.com)

Automation platform that connects your business apps and automates repetitive workflows - no coding
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required. Connect over 6,000 apps. Best for automating repetitive tasks like lead capture, email follow-
ups, invoice creation, and data entry between apps.

Make (Make.com, formerly Integromat)

Visual automation platform for building complex workflows between apps and services. More flexibility
than Zapier for multi-step automations. Best for businesses with more complex automation needs who
want visual workflow building.

Calendly (Calendly.com)

Scheduling tool that eliminates the back-and-forth of booking meetings. Share your availability link and let
clients book directly. Integrates with Google Calendar, Outlook, and Zoom. Best for service businesses,
consultants, and anyone who books client meetings.

Canva (Canva.com)

Design platform for creating professional graphics, social media posts, presentations, business cards, and
marketing materials - no design skills required. Best for creating professional-looking visual content on a
small business budget.

Grammarly (Grammarly.com)

AI-powered writing assistant that checks grammar, spelling, tone, and clarity across emails, documents,
and social media. Best for ensuring every piece of written communication from your business is polished
and professional.

Otter.ai (Otter.ai)

AI-powered transcription and meeting notes. Records, transcribes, and summarizes meetings
automatically. Best for business owners who want to capture every client call, team meeting, and
brainstorming session without taking manual notes.

CRM & Sales Tools
HubSpot CRM (HubSpot.com)

Free CRM with contact management, deal tracking, email templates, and reporting. Paid tiers add
marketing automation, sales sequences, and customer service tools. Best for small businesses that want a
free, powerful CRM to start and room to grow into paid features.

GoHighLevel (GoHighLevel.com)

All-in-one marketing, CRM, and sales platform. Combines landing pages, email/SMS marketing, pipeline
management, appointment scheduling, and automation in one tool. Best for service businesses and
agencies that want to consolidate their marketing and sales stack.

Keap (Keap.com, formerly Infusionsoft)

Small business CRM with built-in marketing automation, invoicing, and appointment scheduling. Designed
specifically for small businesses and solopreneurs. Best for small businesses that want CRM and
marketing automation tightly integrated.

Email Marketing
Mailchimp (Mailchimp.com)

Email marketing platform with a free tier (up to 500 contacts), drag-and-drop email builder, audience
segmentation, and basic automation. Best for businesses just starting their email list who want an easy,
free way to begin.
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ConvertKit (ConvertKit.com)

Email marketing built for creators and small businesses. Visual automation builder, landing pages, and
subscriber tagging. Best for content creators, coaches, and businesses that rely on email sequences to
nurture leads.

Customer Support
Tidio (Tidio.com)

AI-powered chatbot and live chat for websites. Handles FAQs automatically and routes complex questions
to you. Free tier available. Best for small business websites that want 24/7 automated customer support
without hiring.

Zendesk (Zendesk.com)

Established help desk platform with ticketing, knowledge base, live chat, and customer service analytics.
Best for growing businesses with increasing customer support volume that need organized ticket
management.

E-Signatures & Proposals
PandaDoc (PandaDoc.com)

Document automation for proposals, quotes, contracts, and e-signatures. Templates, analytics, and CRM
integrations. Best for service businesses that send proposals and contracts regularly.

DocuSign (DocuSign.com)

Industry-standard electronic signature platform. Send, sign, and manage documents from anywhere. Best
for any business that needs legally binding e-signatures on contracts, agreements, or forms.

Social Media Management
Buffer (Buffer.com)

Social media scheduling and analytics platform. Plan, schedule, and publish content across multiple
platforms from one dashboard. Free tier available. Best for small businesses managing their own social
media who want a simple scheduling tool.

Hootsuite (Hootsuite.com)

Multi-platform social media management with scheduling, monitoring, analytics, and team collaboration.
Best for businesses managing multiple social accounts who want deeper analytics and monitoring.

Freelance & Hiring Platforms
Upwork (Upwork.com)

Global freelance marketplace covering design, development, writing, marketing, admin support, and more.
Post jobs and hire by the hour or project. Best for finding skilled freelancers for specific projects or
ongoing part-time work.

Fiverr (Fiverr.com)

Task-based freelance marketplace where services start at $5. Covers graphic design, video editing,
content writing, web development, and more. Best for quick, specific tasks like logo design, social media
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graphics, or short writing projects.

Toptal (Toptal.com)

Premium freelance network that pre-vets talent - only the top 3% of applicants are accepted. Covers
developers, designers, finance experts, and project managers. Best for businesses that need high-caliber
talent and are willing to pay for quality.

Expense & Receipt Tracking
Dext (Dext.com, formerly Receipt Bank)

AI-powered receipt and invoice scanning that automatically extracts data and pushes it to your accounting
software. Best for business owners who want to eliminate manual data entry from expense tracking.

Expensify (Expensify.com)

Expense report and receipt tracking app. Scan receipts, track mileage, and generate expense reports.
Integrates with major accounting platforms. Best for businesses with employees who need to submit and
approve expense reports.

Downloadable Resources
Visit nextstepfilings.com/book-resources for free downloadable versions of:

First 90 Days Master Checklist (printable PDF)
One-Page Business Plan Template (fillable PDF)
Monthly Financial Review Checklist
Compliance Calendar Template (customizable by state)
Insurance Needs Assessment Worksheet
Customer Tracking Spreadsheet Template
Lead Follow-Up Email Sequence Templates
AI Tool Evaluation Checklist

All resources are free and updated regularly. Bookmark the page, we add new tools and templates as we
discover them.

About NextStepFilings
NextStepFilings.com helps entrepreneurs form and maintain their businesses with confidence.

Our Mission

We believe that forming a business should be the beginning of a relationship, not a transaction. Too many
formation services file your paperwork and disappear. We stick around - because the real work of building
a business starts after formation.

What We Do

Business Formation - LLC, corporation, and nonprofit formation in all 50 states
Registered Agent Services - Reliable, professional registered agent representation
Compliance Monitoring - Automated tracking of annual reports, franchise taxes, and filing deadlines
Annual Report Filing - We file your annual reports on time, every time
BOI Report Filing - We handle your Beneficial Ownership Information filing so you stay compliant with
FinCEN
EIN Acquisition - Federal tax ID number application and processing

The Next Step: A Practical Guide to Building a Business That Lasts145



Business Consulting - Guidance on entity selection, state choice, and ongoing compliance strategy

Companion Resources

Everything referenced in this book is available at nextstepfilings.com/book-resources, including printable
checklists, fillable templates, and regularly updated tool recommendations. Visit the page to grab your
free resources and stay current as requirements change.

Our Promise

Every business owner deserves a partner who cares about what happens after the paperwork is filed. We
built NextStepFilings to be that partner - practical, reliable, and always focused on helping you take the
next step.

Get in Touch

Website: NextStepFilings.com
Email: support@nextstepfilings.com
Resources: NextStepFilings.com/resources
Newsletter: Sign up at NextStepFilings.com for ongoing guides, compliance reminders, and practical
business advice

Thank you for reading The Next Step. Now go take yours.
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Glossary of Business Terms
Quick definitions for every business term used in this book. Bookmark this section for easy
reference.

Accrual Basis Accounting - Recording income when earned and expenses when incurred, regardless of
when cash changes hands.

Articles of Organization - The formation document filed with your state to create an LLC.

BOI Report - Beneficial Ownership Information report required by FinCEN under the Corporate
Transparency Act.

BOP - Business Owner's Policy; bundles general liability, commercial property, and business interruption
insurance.

Break-Even Point - The revenue level at which your business covers all costs and begins making profit.

CAC - Customer Acquisition Cost; how much you spend to acquire one new customer.

Cash Basis Accounting - Recording income when received and expenses when paid.

COGS - Cost of Goods Sold; direct costs of delivering your product or service.

Corporate Veil - The legal separation between a business entity and its owners that protects personal
assets.

CPA - Certified Public Accountant; a licensed accounting professional.

DBA - "Doing Business As"; a registered trade name different from your legal business name.

EIN - Employer Identification Number; your business's federal tax ID, issued by the IRS.

E&O Insurance - Errors and Omissions insurance; protects against claims of professional negligence.

FICA - Federal Insurance Contributions Act; the payroll tax funding Social Security and Medicare.

FinCEN - Financial Crimes Enforcement Network; the federal agency that collects BOI reports.

Franchise Tax - A state tax charged for the privilege of operating a business in that state (not related to
franchising).

FUTA - Federal Unemployment Tax Act; employer-paid tax funding the federal unemployment system.

General Liability Insurance - Coverage for third-party bodily injury, property damage, and
personal/advertising injury.

Good Standing - A status indicating your business has met all state compliance requirements.

Gross Profit - Revenue minus cost of goods sold, before operating expenses.

LTV - Lifetime Value; the total revenue a customer generates over the entire relationship.

Net Income - Total revenue minus all expenses; your actual profit.

Operating Agreement - A legal document outlining ownership, management, and operating procedures of
an LLC.

Piercing the Corporate Veil - A court ruling that removes the liability protection of a business entity.

Profit First - A cash management system where profit is allocated before expenses.

Registered Agent - A person or service designated to receive legal and government documents on behalf
of your business.
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S-Corp Election - Filing IRS Form 2553 to have your LLC taxed as an S Corporation for potential self-
employment tax savings.

SBA - Small Business Administration; the federal agency supporting small businesses.

SBDC - Small Business Development Center; SBA-funded centers offering free business consulting.

SCORE - Service Corps of Retired Executives; provides free business mentoring.

Self-Employment Tax - The 15.3% tax covering Social Security and Medicare for self-employed
individuals.

Service of Process - The legal delivery of lawsuit documents to a business through its registered agent.

SUTA - State Unemployment Tax Act; employer-paid state unemployment tax.

SWOT Analysis - A framework evaluating Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats.

Unit Economics - The revenue and costs associated with a single unit of your product or service.

For the full Resource Directory of recommended tools and services, see the previous section.
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