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Starting out and
starting up
How to get that business idea from theory
to reality...
n many ways, the '60s heist
movie The Italian Job is
about a startup. Michael
Caine’s character Charlie Croker has a
profitable idea, but he needs to
assemble a team, find equipment and
secure investment from a third-party.
While his business plan is executed
perfectly, an unforeseen problem
arises and the film ends on a
cliffhanger - quite literally.
The basic narrative of the film can
be easily attributed to the lifecycle of
a startup. An idea, a business plan,
recruitment, funding, going to market
and, unfortunately, potential pitfalls.
We leave Caine’s coach full of gold
bullion teetering on the edge of a
cliff face. Whether they get out of
their predicament or not is left to the
viewer’s imagination.
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To start your own business takes
drive, determination and plenty of
due diligence. It also requires an agile
approach to problems and a cool
head when things get tough. In the
beginning, however, all it takes is an
idea...

What's your idea?

Having seen more than 250,000
pitches in his time, Mike Lebus,
co-founder of Angel Investment
Network, knows what a good
business opportunity looks like. This
also means he can spot a bad idea
from the get-go. Some of the worst
ideas he has seen include a startup
that made shoes with inbuilt TVs and
a company claiming to have developed
a crash-proof aeroplane.
“It’s quickly obvious when an entrepreneur hasn’t really ‘stress tested’

their idea to cope with the sort of
probing questions any investor worth
their salt will ask,” Lebus says.
“Despite an enthusiastically
presented pitch, we quickly realised
there simply was no appetite for
people to walk around watching TV
in their shoes. This is particularly the
case given the other opportunities to
watch screens on the go. It’s for that
reason you can’t now pick up a pair at
Clarks or indeed Currys.”
These projects failed because they
tried to tackle problems that didn’t
really exist, according to Lebus. A
good business idea must provide a
solution to a problem, but it also needs
to be different from what else is in the
market. For example, Angel Investment Network raised seed funding for
an app now used by the emergency
services called What3Words. Its
concept was to divide the world into
57 trillion squares, each measuring
3m by 3m and tagged with a unique,
randomly assigned three-word
address.

1

“This may have seemed barmy at
the time, but in an increasingly globalised, digitised world What3Words was
a totally unique concept that solved a
very real-world problem and had huge
global potential,” Lebus explains. “The
business has since raised £50m and
millions of people from 193 countries
are using its app.”

Fail to plan, plan to fail

spelling mistakes. It should include
market research, charts and graphs
can help, as this is data that underpins
your plans. A good grasp of financial
forecasts and any risk assessments
will also look good to bank managers
and third parties that read the plan.

From bossed to boss

Often startups and small businesses begin as side projects. That was
certainly the case for Martin Buhr, CEO
and founder of API management
platform Tyk. He built his business
while holding down a full-time job,
which meant working through lunch
hours and evenings.
“The more I worked on it and
developed the dashboard, the better it
became and the more useful I found it
to be,” Buhr says. “But once you’ve had
an idea, it’s finding time to work on
building it that is the biggest hurdle to
overcome. Often, you’ll need to do this
whilst juggling other commitments
such as full-time jobs and families, all
while on a shoestring budget.”
To make the switch from full-time
employee to entrepreneur isn’t an
exact science and will be different for
everyone, but Buhr suggests pragmatism should guide your decision.
“Remember to have a real-life
to go home to after you switch off
from work life,” he explains. “Startup
culture really promotes this bro-coder-survivor ideal that suggests you
need to work crazy hours and live in a
sewer solely on ramen noodles to be
a successful entrepreneur; that’s just
unhealthy. Maybe that way speeds up
the process, but I always made sure I

had a job that pays the bills and a life
that kept me alive first.”

Marketing and building

Once you’ve left the nine to five
(and certainly if you haven’t) and
started your own company it will
quickly become apparent that your
responsibilities will increase tenfold.
You’re suddenly the CEO, the financial
officer, the sales manager, the head of
marketing, and more.
Many innovative businesses or ideas
have fallen at the marketing hurdle. If
you have no strategy to sell, you have
no business. You need to evaluate your
product, its appeal and what value it
has to customers - this also has to
be balanced with production/labour
costs and your company’s budget.
Should you market it as a specialist
product due to a particular feature?
What unique benefits do you offer
customers? Can you guarantee
product reliability or excellent
customer service, for instance?
These may seem like trivial things
compared to making or developing the
thing you want to offer, but they can
be the differentiator between success
and failure.
“It’s difficult,” Buhr says. “Some ideas
show instant traction, others might be
revolutionary but need time and energy to turn into a business because you
have to go out and educate or create
that new market. If you’ve field-tested
your idea and already have a handful of
paying customers (and most importantly, that you are not acquiring those
customers for more than your product
is priced), then you’re in a good place.

ccc - feeling

Once you are sure about your idea,
you need to do a number of things.
Depending on what they are, your
business ideas might need to be
protected. Creative ideas like web
content, photography or illustrations
and so on are automatically protected
under copyright law - provided you’ve
expressed or published those ideas
(they can’t be protected if they’re still
in your head).
If your idea is for an invention or
gadget, you might want to patent it.
Patents give you the legal right to take
action against anyone that sells or
uses your product without consent.
You may also want to protect your
brand - the name of your company with a trademark. This will let you take
legal action if someone else attempts
to copy your company’s identity.
Trademarked brands can be a mix of
words, sounds and coloured logos,
but certain things, such as offensive
terms and misleading words cannot
be trademarked.
You also need a business plan. This
is, ideally, a written document detailing your business and its objectives,
strategies, and financial forecasts. A
well put together business plan will
help you clarify your idea, spot future
problems and measure your progress.
Crucially, it will also help you to secure
investment or a bank loan.
It’s important to make your business
plan professional, even if it is just
an internal document to begin with.
Include a cover, a contents page, an
executive summary, and anything
else that makes it look formal and
polished. Steer clear of jargon or
fluffy sentences and write a detailed
evaluation of your business that you
can present to potential investors
and financiers.
It’s best to think of the plan as
a resume for the company; clear
and concise and with absolutely no
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to leverage that and grow it into a
business.
“Validating your business comes
down to seeing whether your market is willing to pay for what you are
selling. If someone is willing to give
you money for your MVP, you’re part
way there. The second step is understanding whether there are enough
customers out there for you to scale
into. That’s trickier.”
You’ll also be your own head of HR,
initially. If you think about what dayto-day work you already have as the
head of a company, you’ll be stretching yourself thin trying to cram in
meetings and fill out tax forms and so
on. When employees come on board,
you’ll also need to get them set up, so
hiring administrators could be a good
place to start.
If your business is based on an innovative product you’ll need a market
and sales strategy to build up interest.
Richard Godfrey realised this early on.
He is the CEO of Rocketmakers, a firm
that designs, develops and deploys
technology for startups and large
enterprises.
One of the first products the company designed was a self-publishing
app called Kooibook. Despite the
innovative team at Rocketmakers,
when it was time to start making
money from the product, there was no
one on the books interested in sales
or marketing.
“The idea is not the ‘silver bullet’ you
think it is and it certainly is not the
most important factor for producing
success,” Godfrey explains. “We have
found that people are the most important variable for any new project.
Have they got the right traits of perseverance, passion, coachability, adaptability, and a selling personality?”

A helping hand

Picturing success

While startups are generally ‘young’
companies, the people that start them
can be at any stage of life. Take Levi
Roots, for example, arguably the most
famous candidate to come from the

BBC’s Dragon’s Den.
He was in his fifties when he wowed
Peter Jones with his Reggae Reggae
Sauce. What’s more, he was a musician, not a businessman, which just
goes to show that you don’t have to
conform to a type to start your own
venture.
A BBC producer spotted Roots’
special Jerk BBQ sauce at a food trade
show and invited him onto the show.
He dazzled the Dragons with a song
and his sauce is now available in all
good shops.
Roots has gone on to become a
household name and while most would
settle for a good-selling product in
the shops, many entrepreneurs want
something else, something rarer;
unicorn status. When your business is
a hit with investors because it’s very
profitable or has a bright future, its
valuation will grow. If it goes over $1
billion it’s then classed as a unicorn
startup.
“Success is relative,” Buhr says.
“Would I like to be a millionaire
businessman that has achieved that
unicorn storey of entrepreneurial
success? Of course, I would! Ultimately, if I can support my family, have a
roof over my head with a bit of spare
money to spend on frivolities, while
also enjoying my work, that’s also a
success.”
Success is not only relative, it’s also
not a one-off, according to Buhr.
“I think you can succeed many times
throughout your life,” he says. “Each
goal you beat is a success, so make
sure to celebrate the journey, not just
the destination.”

ccc - feeling

If you need a cash injection or advice on how best to use the little capital you have the government’s website
is a good place to start. There are lots
of regional lending schemes, such as
the BCRS Business Loan which offers
a £10,000 to £150,000 loan to small
businesses in the West Midlands area.
There are also a number of coaching
and mentoring programs available
with experienced entrepreneurs ready
to share their advice and insight.

Often, larger, more established enterprises offer support and assistance
for startups. Banks such as Barclays
and NatWest also run accelerator programmes, tech giants like Google and
Microsoft run startup hubs and, even
charities, such as The Big Issue, offer
support and mentorship for budding
entrepreneurs.
According to the government, there
were 672,890 new companies registered from 2018 to 2019 - an increase
of 8.5% compared to the previous year
and the highest number of incorporations since 2010. However, many
of these new companies will now
undoubtedly face an uncertain future
due to the outbreak of COVID-19 (coronavirus).
But help has and is available from
the government. Indeed, Chancellor of
the Exchequer Rishi Sunak announced
a huge package for businesses during
the pandemic and part of that was a
pledge to help startups.
All is not lost, either. Companies like
Spotify, Slack, Uber, and WhatsApp all
grew out of 2008’s financial recession.
Going back to the dot com bubble and
there are even bigger examples of
downturn success stories in Amazon
and Google. These massive firms were
solutions moulded into businesses
that didn’t get shelved due to uncertain financial landscapes.
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