Finding Your Niche
Writing a Business Plan
Setting Fees

Managing the Money

Purchasing Supplies

Avoiding Common Mistakes

Amy Jean Peters




HOME-BASED BUSINESS SERIES

how to start a home-based

Children’s Birthday Party Business

Amy Jean Peters



To buy books in quantity for corporate use
or incentives, call (800) 962-0973
or e-mail premiums@GlobePequot.com.

Copyright © 2009 by Morris Book Publishing, LLC

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any informa-
tion storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the
publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to The Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights

and Permissions Department, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Peters, Amy Jean.
How to start a home-based children’s birthday party business / Amy Jean Peters.

p.cm.
Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 978-0-7627-4938-6
1. Children’s parties—Planning. 2. Birthday parties—Planning. 3. Home-based businesses—

Management. 4. Consulting firms—Management. 5. New business enterprises—Management.
I. Title. II. Title: Home-based children’s birthday party business. lll. Title: Children’s birthday party

business. IV. Title: Birthday party business.

GV1205.P48 2009

793.2'10681—dc22
2008039475

Printed in the United States of America
10987654321



For Chet and Max, whose birthdays inspire.



“I'think I can, I think | can.”

—The Little Engine that Could
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Introduction

“I'used to have home parties, but never again. | always hire someone to plan
and run my children’s parties,” says Darlene LaFontaine, a very capable mother
of three. Very capable, yet she finds herself flummoxed when it comes to even
the thought of planning her children’s birthday parties. | began weighing
the idea of starting my own birthday party planning business as | heard this
sentiment echoed again and again. Parents, for varied reasons, were finding
it more and more challenging to plan and hold successful home birthday
parties. Citing everything from wear and tear on their homes, to inability to
provide engaging activities, to the expense of do-it-yourself parties, parents
conveyed feelings of frustration when planning and holding home-based
birthday parties without help.

So, six years ago, | donned my birthday party hat, hung out my shingle,
rolled up my sleeves, and went to work planning children’s birthday parties.
Ever since, it has been a whirlwind of excitement. I've planned hundreds of
successful parties, for children of all ages from toddlers to teens. These parties
have ranged from simple, at-home affairs for a handful of children bobbing
for apples and painting watercolors to over-the-top events for dozens with
elaborate entertainment for the birthday child and friends as well as for the
adults. All have presented their unique challenges and all have brought their
own unique rewards. It is a colorful, always evolving field that continues to
grow and develop at a brisk clip.

It is a dynamic field that I've found to be somewhat impervious to eco-
nomic downturns. In fact, from a $250,000 fete for a seven-year-old Florida
girl, complete with helicopter rides, to $100,000 first birthday parties as
reported in the New York Times, this era is fast proving to be the gilded age

of children’s birthday parties. It has become the norm in many geographic
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areas for the cost of children’s birthday parties to average between $200 and $400.
Likewise, there is a certain “keeping up with the Joneses” attitude many parents
share when it comes to planning their child’s birthday celebration. If the next door
neighbor had a pony, then perhaps their child will have two ponies!

And, like LaFontaine, more and more these parents are turning to event consul-
tants to plan their children’s birthday celebrations, making this the ideal time for
you to think about hanging out your shingle, too.

The ideal candidate for a home-based birthday party business is a person who
enjoys working with children and is enthusiastic, energetic, and organized. The ideal
candidate needn’t worry about putting on a clown nose or pulling a fluffy white rab-
bit out of a hat. Rather, organization is the key to creating a successful business.

It is possible to start a healthy home-based children’s birthday party business
with a shoestring investment. Within months, a children’s birthday party planner
can turn a profit. | was able to develop my business on a relatively small budget and
found myself in the black almost immediately after opening my doors for business
and planning my first event.

From soup to party nuts, this guide outlines in friendly, accessible language
everything you will need to know to start your own party planning business, includ-
ing creating a savvy business plan, sourcing supplies, designing a unique and engag-
ing logo, creating positive word of mouth, holding a dynamite first event, producing
a user-friendly Web site, designing an ideal home office, and more.

Back to Darlene LaFontaine. The straw that broke the camel’s back and led her to
hire event planners for her children’s birthday parties?

“My last at-home party was a disaster. | thought | had every base covered when
I had eleven boys over. We organized a football game in the yard. Then it was time
to come in for cake and when they trooped into the house all | could smell was dog
doo as they ran through the house and tracked it everywhere, through the upstairs
and down to the basement for the games | had set up there. This, of course, was
my worst nightmare—despite my efforts of casing the yard before the party. Worse
yet, we didn’t even have a dog then! I've never looked back. Every year since, I've
hired children’s birthday party planners to coordinate my kids’ parties. Every party
has been a success and, honestly, I've spent less than | did when | planned them
myself.”

Read on to learn more about planning children’s birthday parties and to discover

everything you need to know to start working in this rewarding field.
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Happy Birthday Party Business
to You!

Why Now Is the Moment

Blow out the candles and make a wish! If your wish is to become a children’s
birthday party planner, the timing couldn’t be better. The children’s birthday
party business is booming and there are virtually unlimited possibilities for
organized, enthusiastic, creative individuals to create a lucrative niche in this
exciting field.

A quick Internet search reveals the energy in this area. There are more
than 850,000 children’s birthday party blogs, filled with discussions about
the what's, where’s, when’s, why’s, who's and how’s of planning a success-
ful event. In fact, there are more than 300,000 blogs directly addressing first
birthdays and how best to celebrate them. In the majority of these blogs,
parents are looking for help in planning their child’s event. You are the help
they are looking for!

Likewise, MTV's My Super Sweet 16 has been a phenomenal hit, focusing
viewers’ eyes on over-the-top teen birthday celebrations, including parties on
the famed Queen Mary, docked off of California’s perennially sunny coast, and
swank soirees held at the nation’s Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland. For
these celebrants, no gift is too grand—even a Porsche isn’t considered over
the top!

Top Five Reasons People Hire a Party Planner

As my business has developed, | have listened to and tracked the primary
reasons parents hire me to plan their children’s birthday celebrations. As your
business develops, you will want to keep your ears open as well so you can

craft your business to meet the needs of the parents in your area.



1. Freedom to Enjoy the Party
This is often the single most important reason parents turn to event plan-
ners: They don’t want to miss out on the party. Parents who plan and orga-
nize their own parties are often so busy scurrying about while they organize
games, cook pizza, and slice cake that they miss out on their child’s excite-
ment and joy at being the star of the day. Hiring a party planner enables the
parents to interact and enjoy the day and the event.

2. Planner’s Expertise
This may seem self-evident. Of course, parents depend on your expertise,
but it is a point that can be so obvious as to be obscured. Parents are pay-
ing for your expertise and the bar will be higher than that of a parent-run,
home-based birthday party. You must be organized and detail-oriented. As a
party planner, you will know how to pace the party, how to most efficiently
plan activities and serve food, how to handle any meltdown situations, and
more. Parents will rely on you for this.

3. Not in My Backyard
Many parents do not want to have their children’s birthday parties in their
homes or yards. Parents often do not want the mess, fuss, and clean-up
involved with holding children’s events at home.

4. Not Enough Hours in the Day
We live in a busy world and many parents are too busy to plan a children’s
birthday party. Even a simple, at-home party can involve hours and hours
of work—buying and sending out invitations, picking up or baking a cake,
creating games and activities, selecting decorations, and filling goody
bags. It can be daunting. As your business takes flight, you will be able to
do these activities with your hands—practically—behind your back.

5. Party Insurance
This is ultimately why anyone chooses an event planner. You are, in
essence, an assurance that the event will be successful in every way. Par-
ents count on you to plan an engaging, well-engineered event. This can
be intimidating as you start out, but also exciting. It is a thrill to pull off a
successful event, one at which parents and children leave with smiles on

their faces.
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Notes from the Field

Ask an established party planner if you can observe or, better yet, help at one of
her events. Choose a planner who will not be in direct competition with the busi-
ness you are planning to create—you don’t want her to think that you are stealing
any proprietary information! Plan to arrive in time to watch or assist with setup and
stay through clean-up. This is an ideal way to help gauge your compatibility with
the characteristics needed to be a top-notch party planner. By helping at an event,
you will see first-hand the high level of energy needed to produce a success-

ful event. You'll also experience the pace of a typical party—fast! From the first
guest’s arrival to the distribution of the much-clamored-for goody bags, successful
kids’ birthday parties move along at a quick and energetic clip.

More and more, busy parents in dual-income households are turning to profes-
sional birthday party planners to create the perfect birthday events for their chil-
dren. From yoga sessions to sushi-making workshops, children’s birthday events
run the gamut.

Parents are willing to pay for this expertise with tabs for children’s parties com-
monly running upwards of $500. In fact, mega-retailers like FAO Schwartz are able
to command tens of thousands of dollars for a single party! Greeting card giant
Hallmark estimates that parents spend $600 million each year on children’s birth-
day cards, gift wrap, and party ware. This is an apt indicator of the health of the
children’s birthday party market.

Birthday Party Traditions from around the Globe
As you develop your birthday party business, you will want to consider traditions of
other countries. If you live in an area with a large immigrant population, it is particu-
larly important to consider their customs and to incorporate these beloved customs
into the day’s special events.

Some customs brought to us by other countries have become part of our tra-
ditional birthday celebrations, as well. For instance, many birthday children in this
country ask for colorful and festive pinatas at their parties. This tradition came to us

from our neighbor to the south, Mexico.

Happy Birthday Party Business to You!




Key Characteristics of a Children’s Party Planner

Consider these important characteristics of a successful children’s party planner.
Then answer yes or no to each of the questions posed in the list.
m Are you organized? Yes or No
This, perhaps, is the most important attribute. Pulling off a successful
party is not a rabbit-out-of-a-hat magic trick. A successful, engaging event
means careful, thoughtful organization. From addressing and mailing the
invitations to providing matches to light the birthday cake, this job requires

thorough organization.

m Do you pay attention to every last detail, no matter how small? Yes or No
This key characteristic dovetails with organization. An otherwise successful
event could be sabotaged if the event planner forgets to pack the princess-
themed tablecloth. Parents are paying for your special care.

m When the going gets tough, are you able to maintain a smile? Yes or No
Remember, you will be working with children. Even if the birthday child is
crying (and this will happen), you will need to maintain a positive attitude.
Your smile projects a positive energy. When the unexpected happens at
a child’s party, remember to turn any frown upside down and keep on

\/ smiling.

m Are you flexible? Yes or No
This is a vital component for creating a successful birthday party busi-
ness. Perhaps you've planned a party for ten but then—surprise!—fifteen
children arrive for the event (this will happen, too!). You need to keep your
virtual toolbox at the ready and be equipped for these situations. Maybe
your caterer doesn’t arrive or the chocolate ice cream cake turns out to be
vanilla. Be flexible and keep smiling.

m Are you good with children? Yes or No
Do you really like being around children? Children with their wonder-
ful passions and enthusiasms can also be unpredictable. The child who
couldn’t live without a pony party may decide, on the day of the party, to
turn up her nose at the ponies. You will need to help reignite her enthu-
siasm. Children’s birthday parties are often noisy and move at a pace



different from that of adult parties. Are you comfortable being alone with
children?

Are you self-motivated? Yes or No

As with all home-based businesses, self-motivation is essential. You won’t
have a boss calling to prompt you to print business cards and to distribute
brochures. Motivation falls squarely on your own two shoulders.

Do you have a high energy level? Yes or No

Make no mistake about it. Your energy level will in large part dictate the
energy level of the children’s party. A dour, lackluster event planner leads
to low energy at the party. Remember that smile. Likewise, you will need
this high energy level to ensure successful marketing efforts for your grow-
ing business.

Are you a good listener? Yes or No

Successful event planners know how to listen—and, in some instances, to
listen between the lines. What is your client really looking for? Be sensitive
to your clients’ words and thoughts.

Do you know how to juggle? Yes or No

Not literally—you don’t need to run away with the circus. Rather, you
may be called upon to focus on more than one task at a time. During

the party, for instance, you may need to supervise the serving of pizza
while ensuring that who gave what gift is being recorded as each is being
opened.

Are you an enthusiastic salesperson? Yes or No

Part of your work as a successful party planner will be to sell your busi-
ness and your ideas. Party planners who rise to the top of their field are
confident in their planning abilities and willing to talk up their products and
their services. Party planners need to network and solicit business, selling
clients on their creativity and energy.

Are you creative? Yes or No

Successful event planners are able to “think outside the box.” This ability
ensures high-energy, unique events and also allows for creative problem
solving, an absolutely essential tool in the event-planning business.



Birthday celebrations first originated hundreds of years ago in Germany. We
can also credit the Germans with our tradition of blowing out the birthday candles
before making a wish. German birthday celebrations continue today and are called
kinderfeste. “Kinder” means child and “feste” means party or festival. Since these
first kinderfeste hundreds of years ago, many other countries have adopted different

customs to celebrate children’s birthdays. They include:

B Argentina. Unlike the U.S. custom of a sweet sixteen, Argentina’s children
celebrate a fabulous fifteen by dancing the waltz.

B Brazil. In this South American country, the birthday celebrant receives a tug
on the earlobe for each year of age.

B Canada. In some parts of Canada, our neighbor to the north, the birthday
child’s nose is rubbed with butter or grease. It is believed that the greased
nose makes the child too slick for bad luck to stick.

B China. In this Asian country, noodles are served for the birthday meal
because they symbolize a long life.

B England. In merry old England, fortune-telling cake is served. Objects are
cooked into this special birthday cake. For instance, if a slice of cake con-
tains a coin, the recipient of that piece will be rich.

m Germany. In this country, where children’s birthday parties originated, the
candles on the cake are lit at breakfast and left lit all day. As it is also cel-
ebrated in the United States, when the candles are blown out in one try, the
celebrant’s wish is granted.

B /srael. Here, the birthday child sits in a chair that grown-ups raise in the air,
moving it up and down to correspond to the child’s age.

B Japan. This is a day for new clothes. The birthday child wears an entirely
new outfit.

B Mexico. Festive pinatas fashioned from crepe and tissue paper are a part of
this country’s birthday celebrations. The pifiatas are loaded with goodies
and hung from the ceiling. Once they are cracked open, all of the children
share the pinata’s bounty.

B Russia. There is no birthday cake here. Russian children prefer pie for their
special day.

m Vietnam. In this Asian country, everyone celebrates birthdays on New Year’s

Day. The country does not acknowledge the exact date a person is born.

Happy Birthday Party Business to Youl




Self-Assessment

Are you ready to put on your festive birthday hat and jump into this exciting
field? Take the time to carefully consider these questions. Creating a children’s
event-planning business is exciting and often exhilarating, but it also requires
commitment, in terms of time, energy, and finances. Make sure that this is the
field for you before you put on that birthday party hat and set out to create your

new business.

Are You Ready to Make a Commitment?

Assess your life and consider whether you have the time to plan and create a busi-
ness. It can be all-consuming to develop a new business. Be sure you have the time
to commit to this development. If you don’t have the time to build the foundation
for your business, you may be setting yourself up for disappointment as your new
business likely will not thrive.

Are You Passionate about This Field?

Event planning is a whirl of excitement and brings wonderful returns, in terms of
both pay and job satisfaction. Yet, it is also a field that involves a certain level of
stress. Expectations are high. Parents are paying you to develop a perfect birthday
party for their child. Most parents don’t allow for a very wide margin of error when

they are paying a planner for her expertise.

Are You Comfortable Working with Both Adults and Children?

This is critical for your success because this job requires that you enjoy interactions
with both parents and with children. This is a somewhat unusual skill set require-
ment. You will plan the event with the adults and then need to ensure that both

parents and children enjoy the event, which is sometimes easier said than done.

Are You Confident Enough to Be Your Own Boss?

This question is not as straightforward as it seems. Sure, most of us dream about
being our own boss, running the show. However, being your own boss takes a great
degree of discipline. Who is going to tell you to put your nose to the grindstone
when you don't feel like working? Self-employed party planners need to have focus
and drive and to feel comfortable making business decisions. As the leader of your

company, you will make myriad decisions regarding everything from determining

Happy Birthday Party Business to You!




who makes the best birthday cakes (in terms of both good taste and budget) to how

to finance your company.

Are You Ready and Able to Finance Your New Business?
It takes money to make money. Don’t jump into a new business without a willing-
ness to make a financial commitment. You'll only set yourself up for frustration if
you are unable to finance your business dreams.

If you are committed, passionate, and enjoy working with both adults and chil-
dren, planning children’s birthday parties can be a lucrative and energizing business
choice. And, the reward of a child’s big grin after a successful event is a special one,

indeed.

Challenges of the Field

Now it’s time for the tough news. As described above, planning children’s parties
offers many opportunities for those hoping to make a career transition or to re-enter
the work force. There are a few—though not insurmountable—potholes.

These potholes, described below, can all be patched. Starting a new business
takes energy but also patience and the willingness to work through these chal-
lenges. As you start your business, it is imperative that you honestly assess these
challenges. After all, you won't be able to tackle these issues until you identify them.
Just as your doctor won't prescribe an antibiotic until she has identified your illness,
you can’t resolve your challenges until you label them. Finally, don’t let that buga-
boo, procrastination, derail your plans. Some folks, when faced with challenges, tend
to put off what should be done today.

A Matter of Geography

Itis a simple matter of doing the math: Event planners in more populous areas will
have a broader pool of clients from which to draw. If you live in a rural area, there
will be fewer opportunities for event planning. Also, if you live in an area that has
been affected by an economic downturn (the closing of a local manufacturing plant,
for instance) your growing business may be affected. If you are starting a children’s
event-planning business and find yourself affected by an economic downturn or a
small population pool, you can turn to the Internet to broaden your business. This

will be discussed in depth in Chapter 1.
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Not Enough Hours in the Day

The schedule for children’s birthday party planners can also be challenging, espe-
cially for mothers with young children. Children’s birthday parties are often held on
weekend afternoons, making it necessary for event planners with young children
to find childcare arrangements. Keep in mind, too, that an event scheduled to run
from 1 p.m. to 3 p.m. will require you to be on-site for at least an hour before and
after. (This would be an absolute bare minimum and applies only to very small par-
ties. Usually, you will need to spend more time on-site the day of the event.) There is
no getting around it: event planners often need to spend weekend time away from

their families, since parties are most often held on weekends.

On Your Own

Some event planners occasionally feel isolated. It is paradoxical that in a field focused
on party giving, a great deal of the legwork is done solo. You will spend many hours
doing office work and, in your home-based office, the going can get lonely. | find,

though, that the blend of office work and on-site work forms a happy balance.

Depending on Others

As a party planner, you will be dependent on subcontractors—caterers, photog-
raphers, disc jockeys, and the like—to come through for you. Chapter 5 offers a
detailed discussion addressing the use of subcontractors and ways to ensure suc-
cessful relationships with these subs. There will be times, however, when a sub will
fall through. Perhaps a caterer will forget the chicken tenders, or the cake will arrive
late. You will not only have to solve these problems when they arise, but also do so

with calmness and as much good cheer as you can muster.

Getting the Word Out

Overall marketing efforts will be addressed in Chapter 10. Although there are both
many traditional and innovative ways to market your growing company, you will
find that one of the most effective (and, happily, free) methods is through word of
mouth. As the old adage goes, you are only as good as your last event. Of course,
word of mouth takes time to grow and build. You will need to stage several events
to get the ball rolling, and this can be frustrating for new event planners, eager and

ready to get their businesses off the ground.

Happy Birthday Party Business to You!
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“I Mean Business”

A final challenge is creating your own mental framework, as well as that of family
and friends, signaling that your party planning business is just that: a business. Too
often, novice party planners think of their businesses as a hobby. This is not an effec-
tive mind-set. In order to generate the energy and enthusiasm necessary to launch
your new career, you must focus on the development of your new business, which

includes writing a business plan and orchestrating financing.

Opportunities in a Rapidly Growing Area

It is difficult to overstate the optimal conditions for creating a successful chil-
dren’s event-planning business. From over-the-top first birthdays to sweet six-
teens and every year in between, parents are turning more frequently to event
planners. In this keeping-up-with-the-Joneses world we live in, there is definitely
a feeling of keeping up with the baby Jones, as parents opt to hold more elaborate
birthday parties for their children. This means more opportunities for enthusias-
tic, creative, passionate individuals working to create the job of their dreams in
this lively field.

Whether you are newly retired and looking for a fresh challenge or a young
mother looking for a flexible work schedule, this career affords you the opportunity
to create your own niche. You can create a thriving business, planning only a dozen
or so events per year. Or, you can opt to hold an event or more every week. This field
is infinitely flexible, making it ideal for most.

Additionally, a children’s event planner can develop a business on a virtual shoe-
string and see financial returns almost immediately, making it an optimal business
opportunity for anyone eager for a quick return.

Launching a children’s party planning business also affords an ideal launching
pad for creating an even larger event-planning business. Many niche event planners,
such as those who start their careers planning only children’s events, go on to plan
other types of events as their businesses flourish.

Birthday parties are special days, and children eagerly anticipate their birthdays
for months. As Lewis Carroll so aptly wrote in Alice in Wonderland, “There are three
hundred and sixty-four days when you might get un-birthday presents and only one

for birthday presents, you know.”
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Frequently Asked Questions

Should I quit my full-time job in order to start this business?

This must be determined on a case-by-case basis. In my case, | couldn’t afford to
quit my job as an art teacher when a friend and | decided to launch a children’s
birthday party business, Art Escapade Birthday Parties. (My friend subsequently left
to become a public school teacher. She used the flexibility of our party planning
business schedule to complete a master’s degree in education). As the business
launched, | chose a part-time model and, as it grew, | decreased my hours as an art
teacher. In this way, there was no financial hardship for my family. If you are finan-
cially able to forgo the pay from your current job, you may consider leaving to start
your birthday business. However, even if it is not a financial hardship to leave your
current job, you may want to avoid closing the door to your current job just yet. You

may dip into the children’s birthday business and find that it isn't your cup of tea.

Do | have to be a magician or a clown or some other type of entertainer to be
successful?

This is probably the question | am asked most often by those hoping to start a
children’s birthday party planning business, and the answer is a clear and definite
“no.” In fact, clowns and magicians are a dime a dozen compared to good party
planners. Key to successful party planning is the ability to manage myriad details,
stay focused, and maintain a high level of organization. Pulling a rabbit out of a hat

is not a qualification.

Do I need a certain degree to launch my business?

There is no special degree necessary to launch your new business. There are event-
planning degrees and certifications (see Appendix) but most children’s birthday
party planners step into the field drawing on their own backgrounds. Many of the
most successful planners | know and have worked with are stay-at-home moms
(who, often, have planned successful parties for their own kids) and retirees who
raised their own children. These women and men have efficiently managed house-
holds and they bring this expertise to their party planning businesses.

Happy Birthday Party Business to You!

n



Envisioning Your Business

From Princesses to Ponies: Finding Your Niche

Congratulations! You've given yourself time to reflect and assess. You've
decided the children’s birthday party planning business is a good fit and you
are ready to develop a business in this field. Now comes the time to start mak-
ing some important decisions about the type of event-planning business you
will develop.

The information in this chapter will help you to determine whether you
would prefer planning and hosting the parties yourself or would you be better
served using outside consultants. For instance, would you be willing to plan a
pool party at the local recreational facility or a skating party at the local skat-
ing rink? If so, you will need to involve other professionals at these facilities.

This chapter offers guidelines for defining your business mission and
choosing a business model. Will you focus on only one party type, develop-
ing a very distinctive niche? An example of this business model would be a
party business focusing solely on princess-themed parties. Or, do you want
to develop a more broadly based party planning business, one that offers a
variety of themes and venues?

There are benefits to both models. By planning events at various venues
and developing assorted themes for parties, you may be able to attract a larger
pool of clients since your services will be suitable for both genders and all ages.
However, this wide scope can become somewhat diluted and a bit of a mar-
keting challenge, whereas marketing oneself as the “Queen of the Princess
Parties” is a very clear hook that is very appealing to countless little girls.

This chapter will offer advice and pose questions, helping you to develop

the best business model for your current situation. “Current” is key here



Services Provided by Children’s Birthday Party Planners

Depending on the type of birthday party business developed, you will be called
upon to provide a wide variety of services. Don't be scared off by this list. Some
party planners choose to keep their businesses small so they don’t need to offer all
of these services. As your business grows, though, you may find yourself happily
expanding the number of services you offer:

m Invitations

m Décor, from balloons to pifiatas and custom banners

m Birthday cakes

m Catering

m Entertainment such as magicians, “mad” scientists, skateboard experts, or

beading artists (beading parties are popular with the tween set)

Photography

Videography

Inflatables, including the ever-popular moon bounce

Disc jockeys

Tents

Special lighting or sound equipment

Staffing

Party gifts, usually the highly sought-after (at least by the young set!) goody

bags

m Flowers (not a common request for kids’ parties but one that will occasion-
ally crop up)

m Linens (again, not as common at informal kids’ parties, but a service that
will likely be required at a larger, more formal party)

m Thank-you notes

because, often, event planners change the model of their businesses as their life sit-
uations change. Many event planners throw their birthday hats into the ring when
their kids are young. As their children grow, some of these event planners choose to

grow their party planning businesses as well.

Envisioning Your Business
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Notes from the Field

For my event-planning business, Art Escapades, I've used my background as an
artist and event planner, combining these skills to create a successful art- and
craft-themed birthday party business. This model enabled me to start my business
with a small investment in marketing materials, home office supplies, and art mate-
rials. Rather than using a variety of venues, | created an Art Escapades birthday
party room at a site away from my home. | decided it was important to create a site
separate from my home. At the time of Art Escapades’ launch, my children were
small, and | felt it would be too complicated to hold parties at a dedicated room in
my home. My mantra of “always keep it professional” came into play here. | did not
want my children to disrupt the birthday parties as they were occurring, so, instead
of putting temptation right under my kids’ noses, | opted to hold parties elsewhere.
As my business has grown, | have also chosen to take my parties to other venues
when clients request it. Holding children’s parties at other venues has been a won-
derful and exciting challenge. Although the majority of the parties | plan are held

at the Art Escapades birthday party room, my business has evolved to a new level,
allowing me to expand to other venues.

Choosing Where to Conduct Parties

The next step is to determine the ideal location at which to hold children’s birthday
parties. In general, there are three options: conducting parties at one designated
space that you have created specifically for this purpose, as | originally did; holding
parties at a variety of off-site venues, ranging from bowling alleys to skating rinks; or
holding parties at the homes of your clients. Of course, you could also choose more
than one of these options. For instance, you might create a designated party space

as well as being open to planning parties at other venues.

Creating Your Own Space

Many party planners make the choice to create a dedicated space that is always stocked
and prepared for parties. Perhaps you have a room in your basement that is light-filled
and appropriate for parties (remember, this party space needs to be festive so if you

choose to fix up a basement room, make sure that you provide plenty of light—natural,
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A CGaveat

When choosing the types of parties you will plan, don’t be tempted to use trade-
marked names such as Thomas the Tank Engine, SpongeBob SquarePants, or
Pirates of the Caribbean in any of your marketing materials. Owners of these trade-
marks keep an eye out for fraudulent uses of their trademarked names and do not
look kindly on those who use them without permission.

if at all possible, or artificial. Try to steer clear of fluorescent lighting. It tends to be harsh
and the slight flickering of fluorescent lighting can actually bother some children.

You may also choose to investigate your town’s resources. For instance, many
locales offer space in their community centers for a nominal fee. The downside of
renting space at a local community center is lugging your supplies back and forth,
since most centers do not have on-site storage. A clear advantage, though, is sepa-
rating your work from your home life, a factor that some event planners find critical.
Some churches and synagogues also offer space for community events as do some

public libraries.

Off-site Venues: Are They Right for You?
For some children’s party planners, holding parties at varied venues is ideal. Are you
this type of planner?

1. Are you comfortable holding events at a broad array of venues, from rock-
climbing facilities to zoos, children’s museums, pizzerias, and more? Yes or No

2. Are you comfortable with the idea of working with a wide array of suppliers
and vendors? Yes or No

3. Is your schedule flexible enough that you are able to spend time traveling to
various venues, both for vetting and for the actual event? Yes or No

4. Are you comfortable negotiating contracts with a wide variety of vendors? Yes
or No

If you answered “yes” to all of these questions, you are a candidate for holding
parties at a variety of venues. Your affirmative responses indicate that you would

enjoy the excitement and challenges of holding parties at assorted sites.

Envisioning Your Business
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Tips for Creating an Inviting Party Space

Choose a cheerful, bright paint color to liven up the walls
Hang pifatas, streamers, garlands or other colorful items

Install a small refrigerator for juice boxes, ice-cream cakes, and water
bottles

m Install a wardrobe with shelving that can be used to house all of your sup-
plies, from paper towels and napkins to a first-aid kit

Cover the table with colorful contact paper. Don't use the contact paper

of yore—light blue flowers and pale calicos, for instance. There is a new
generation of contact paper with surfaces like chalk board (kids can doodle
with chalk while they wait for their cake) or a memo board surface (to be
used with dry erase markers). When purchasing dry erase markers, check
the package to be sure it is labeled “non-toxic.” There are several brands
of dry erase markers and not all are safe for children to use. Remember,
too, that your tables and chairs need to be kid-sized. Small children are apt
to tumble off full-size chairs.

A Variety of Venues
If you have opted to plan events at a variety of venues, you will need to develop

parameters for these businesses:

m How far are you willing to travel to plan and hold a party? Be reasonable
about this. Don’t feel pressured to say “yes” to planning a party at an aquar-
ium a hundred miles from your home if you are not comfortable with this
choice. Remember, especially if you have childcare to arrange, that traveling
a hundred miles each way every time you visit the site (for planning and for
the actual event) is time-consuming and expensive when you take into con-
sideration gas and wear and tear on your car.

B What is your comfort level? You must feel absolutely comfortable in a given
venue. For instance, would you be comfortable planning a paintball party,

a popular option with adolescent boys? Perhaps you have two left feet and

wouldn’t be comfortable out in the paintball trenches. Remember, a party
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planner is flexible. Perhaps an extra paintball player is needed to make
the teams even—and you're the player! If you are not comfortable with a
client’s suggested venue, recommend another venue that offers a similar
experience. Or, if the client resists that change, opt out. Not every initial
consultation with a prospective client will end in a signed contract.

B Does the venue have all required insurance? In case of an accident, would the
venue have adequate coverage? Insurance will be covered in greater depth
in Chapter 3. You will need to protect yourself with appropriate insurance as
well, but it is vital that you confirm a site’s insurance coverage is appropri-
ate and adequate. Ask to see proof.

m Does the venue have a solid reputation? This point is absolutely critical as
you build the foundation of your children’s event-planning business. You
may be the best children’s party planner on the planet but if you hold an
event at a venue that is sub-par, your event, most likely, will be sub-par as
well. As you develop your business, you will create relationships with other
vendors as well as other party planners. Through this word-of-mouth grape-
vine, you will develop a bank of invaluable knowledge about local vendors
and venues. If a client suggests a venue that has received less than glowing
reviews, you will want to share this information with your client. A word of
caution: Be factual and accurate in reporting a venue’s shortcomings. Just
as you are developing your successful business based largely on your repu-
tation, so are the area’s venues. Don’t malign a vendor or venue without

good information at your fingertips to support your claims.

Parties at Your Clients’ Homes
If you opt for this route, remember that your client is entrusting you to care for their
home as you would your own. Although, at first glance, this may seem the easiest
option in terms of logistics and expense, it comes with its own drawbacks. If you
are asked to plan a Frisbee golf party for fifteen five-year-old boys, you are not only
responsible for creating an engaging Frisbee event, but also you are responsible for
the safety of the children and of your client’s home. Key to this is organization. You
must be thoroughly organized to pull off parties at your clients” homes. This means
showing up on time with your toolbox—virtual and real—full and at the ready.
Conversely, holding parties at clients’” homes takes the onus off of you to pro-

vide a space and, especially as you develop your business, is financially beneficial

Envisioning Your Business
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since you will not need to make an initial investment in creating your own party
room.

You will need to invest in storage boxes and bins that are easily transportable.
These will serve as your party on wheels, with contracts, notes, candles (always carry

extra birthday candles!), first-aid kit, and more at your fingertips.

Who Is the Audience for Your New Business?

As well as selecting a site or sites at which to conduct parties, you will need to target
an audience for your services. If you are planning princess-themed parties, your tar-
get, primarily, will be young girls. If you opt for sports-themed parties, you will target
boys more directly than girls.

Chapter 10 outlines strategies for reaching this target audience. It is important
as you begin developing your business that you consider the population you hope to
target and determine if there is a market for your services. If you live in a small town
with only five thousand residents, you may need to broaden your scope. Offering
only pirate parties will mean limiting your pool of clients to the handful of young
boys—and a few adventurous girls—who might opt for a pirate-themed party. Con-
versely, if you live in a larger city, specialization could be an important key to your
success. Perhaps there are successful children’s party planners in your city who offer
more generalized services, with a variety of themes. If this is the case, then special-

izing could help you to create your own brand and niche.

Weighing Part-Time and Full-Time Options
One of the chief benefits of event planning is its extreme flexibility in terms of creat-
ing part- or full-time career opportunities. As owner of Art Escapades, | have adjusted
the number of parties | orchestrate based on other commitments in my life. When
my children were very young, for instance, | chose to take on fewer clients. As my
children have grown, so too have the opportunities for growing my business.
Planning children’s birthday parties is not only a creative and dynamic opportu-
nity, but it also allows for extreme flexibility in so many ways. Perhaps you decided
to start your business on a smaller scale, holding parties only at a dedicated space
in your home, and planned on a small, part-time salary. It is always possible, and,
indeed, often desirable to adjust your company as your life and lifestyle change.
Perhaps you begin the business while employed part-time outside of your home. As

you develop your children’s birthday party business, you may choose to retire from
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Part-Time vs. Full-Time Worksheet

Take the time to carefully reflect and to assess your current situation. This is an oppor-
tunity to consider your career and financial goals and to determine the time you are

willing and able to commit to your new business.

1. How many hours per week do you plan to devote to your new business? Be
realistic! If you are already the head of your local PTA, in charge of the town
library’s book sale, and a volunteer at the community’s senior center, you may
not have many hours left to devote to your business. That is perfectly fine. You
can still create a thriving business without a tremendous time commitment.
However, do not plan on a full-time salary if you have only ten hours per week
to devote to children’s birthday party planning.

2. How big is your community? | grew up in a small, rural town with a population
hovering around three thousand. Simply stated, there are not as many party
planning opportunities in smaller communities. There are ways to use the
Internet to expand outside of your small community (more about this in Chap-
ter 11) but, at least initially, you will want to carefully consider the population
of your local area.

3. What are your financial goals? Are you hoping to earn $200 a month to help
pay for your kids’ piano lessons? Or, are you hoping to earn enough to pay for
a big family vacation? Or, do you envision a business that will generate a full-
time salary for you? If the latter, you will need to plan on devoting full-time

hours to your developing business.

your part-time job and to grow your children’s birthday party business into a full-
time proposition. Likewise, you may decide to scale back a full-time birthday party
business when your life becomes busy with other tasks.

Specialization

You've started to formulate plans for your new business, from choosing a venue to

planning for a part- or full-time model. It is also important to hone in on your area

Envisioning Your Business
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What Your Clients Say

As you develop your business, remember to be a good and careful listener. We all
like to think that we are attentive when listening to our clients, but sometimes, in
the flurry of our busy business days, we listen with one ear instead of two. | have
found that by focusing—no multitasking!—and noting my clients’ concerns, | have
been able to maintain and grow my business.

As Lili Foggle, a suburban mother of two, says, “I'm an over-the-top kind of girl
and | like to throw an over-the-top party.” To this end, Foggle is willing to shoot the
moon in terms of budget when it comes to planning her kids’ parties.

“I'm able to do it and | like to do it. My mom did it for me when | was growing up
and | really want to create parties that are fun for my kids and their friends.”
Foggle has enlisted a variety of children’s party planners over the years—from
pony party experts to karaoke leaders—nbut says that having a detail-oriented party
planner is key.

“The party planners who receive repeat business from me are the ones who do
absolutely everything, from writing down the names of the children and the gift they
gave to arranging all of the food. All | have to do is show up, have fun at the party,
and watch the kids enjoy themselves.”

Heather Howard, mother of three young girls, cites the convenience and ease of
hiring a children’s birthday party planner.

“It's just so much easier to hold my kids’ birthday parties away from home. Then,
there is no clean-up before and after. And, | like having someone else in charge of
entertainment. Then, when it is time for the kids to leave, you are not trying to kick
people out of your comfortable home. It is just time to go—the venue is closing or
moving on to another event.”

These two women make a key point. Whether you choose to specialize or to be a
general planner, whether you develop your own party space or conduct parties at
clients’ homes, your success will be based on your ability to outline and fulfill all of
the details involved when planning a successful children’s birthday party.



of specialization. As | wrote earlier, my background in art and event planning made
creating a children’s birthday party business focusing on art and craft parties a clear-
cut choice. Likewise, you may have a skill that lends itself perfectly to an area of spe-
cialization. Perhaps you were once a baker. Cookie- and cupcake-baking parties are
very popular, so you could use your expertise to create a party business focused on
creating sweet and whimsical baked goods. Or, maybe you live on a farm and raise
ponies. Your expertise would make you an ideal candidate for pony- and horseback-
riding parties, another popular party theme for kids today.

Keep in mind, though, that to create a successful business, you do not need to
have a specific area of expertise, such as baking or art. Rather, as outlined in Chapter1,
you must have energy and organizational skills to create a top-flight party planning
business.

A Checklist of Popular Party Themes

One of the pleasures of planning children’s birthday parties is the diversity of
themes. Although you may develop a very specific niche, it is still important for you
to keep abreast of trends and popular party themes.

To stay on top of these trends, you will need to do some sleuthing. Keep an eye
on the television schedule and take note of the shows kids are watching. From PBS
to Nickelodeon and Cartoon Network, all of these stations air shows that provide
inspiration for children’s birthday parties. PBS’s Sesame Street, for instance, remains
a popular theme for the young set while Cartoon Network’s Yu-Gi-Oh series provides
the catalyst for many boys’ parties.

Take a stroll through your local mall. This is another rich lode for party themes.
What are the kids wearing, for instance? Tween girls like beading parties. Check out
what the teen girls at your local mall are wearing for what's hip.

Bookstores also provide fodder for staying current. Speak with your local book-
seller about what is flying off the shelves. For instance, Harry Potter parties have
remarkable staying power, as do American Girl Doll parties.

When you have an opportunity, go right to the source and ask children what
types of parties they love. I've found that an absolute perennial favorite is the bowl-
ing party. Kids five years and up love to party at the bowling alley. (Note to those
of you who worry about gutter balls: bowling alley staff kindly put up sides on
the alleys to keep stray balls from inevitably going into the gutters.) The list pro-
vided here shows current themes. You may find that the list varies a bit based on
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geography. For instance, horse-themed parties are always a popular staple in the
southern part of the United States. Beach parties, for obvious reasons, are a hit in
areas with access to beaches. As you read through this list, consider which themes
might be most popularin your area. Also assess which themes are of particular inter-
est to you as you develop your company.

As mentioned earlier, keep in mind that many of these themes are trademarked
and legal eagles at companies like Disney and Nickelodeon keep a close eye out for
trademark infringement. It is fine to plan a SpongeBob SquarePants party using
themed products (such as plates or party hats) that have received the okay from
Nickelodeon’s legal department. It is, however, not kosher to run advertisements
proclaiming that you are the “Queen of SpongeBob SquarePants Parties.” Basically,
as a rule of thumb, don’t plan on using trademarked names in your advertising and

promotional pieces unless you have permission from the trademark holder.

American Idol
Astronaut
Barbie

Barney

Batman
Baseball

Beach Bonanza
Blue’s Clues
BMX

Bowling

Bratz

Care Bears

Cars and Trucks
Catin the Hat
Cheetah Girls
Circus

Cowboy or Cowgirl
Dinosaur
Disney Princess
Dogs

Dora the Explorer
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Elmo

Farm Animals
Fashion or Dress-Up
Firefighter
Football

Hannah Montana
Harry Potter
High School Musical
Ice Skating
Justice League
Karate

Knights

Kung Fu

Little Mermaid
Luau

Mickey Mouse
Movies

NASCAR
Olympics or Sports Games
Painting

Pirate

Pizza Party
Pokémon

Polly Pocket
Ponies

Robots

Rockets

Rock Climbing
Roller Skating
Safari

Scooby Doo
Sesame Street
Shrek
Skateboarding

Sleepover
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Soccer

Spiderman

SpongeBob SquarePants
Sports

Star Wars

Strawberry Shortcake
Superman

Sweet Sixteen
Swimming

Taekwondo

Tea Party

Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles
Thomas the Tank Engine
Tie Dye

Trains

Transformers

Treasure Boxes

Unicorn

The Wiggles

Wild Horses

Winnie the Pooh
Yu-Gi-Oh

Z0oo Animals

Frequently Asked Questions

Am [ limiting my business’s possibilities by not considering outside venues, instead
planning parties at only one designated location?

Not necessarily. At first glance, using a variety of venues would seem to imply an
ability to draw from a broader swath of the population. If you host parties at venues
ranging from horse stables to ice skating rinks and art museums, you are broaden-
ing your appeal in one way. However, | have found that many successful party plan-
ners, by focusing on one area and one venue, can refine and perfect their parties,
building tremendous word of mouth and large client volume. This has been true for

my business, Art Escapades. Most of the parties | plan are held in a room | designed

specifically for art-based birthday parties. And, as the name implies, the activities at
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the parties are art- and craft-based. By keeping my scope narrow, | have created a
well-oiled machine. As my business grows, | occasionally have customers who ask
me to plan an Art Escapades party at another venue—a private home, a recreational
center, an art museum, a natural history museum, or other locale. | enjoy the chal-
lenges of planning these off-site parties, as well. Although my niche at first glance
might appear somewhat narrow, | have found that it has not limited my ability to

draw in clients and to continue to grow my business.

To help get my business started, should | offer to plan a birthday party for a friend’s
child without charging?

Although different experts offer different opinions about this, | urge you to resist the
temptation to jump-start your business with a freebie. There are too many possible
perils. First and foremost, you must always treat your business as a business and not
a hobby. Business owners are paid for their services. And, who is to say that after
hosting a free event for one friend, another friend won't ask you to do the same for
her? This would be an awkward position to find yourself in. Also, | have found that
planning parties for friends’ children offers numerous pitfalls. Friends might expect
extra services or have higher expectations. And, if a problem does arise, the friend-
ship could be damaged. As | grew comfortable planning parties, | took on friends as
clients but only when | felt I had all of the necessary tools to guarantee a successful

event.
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Setting Up Shop at Home

Creating a Work Space

It is time to plan and create your home work space. This space is not the area
in which you will hold birthday parties. Rather, it will be your office base, the
site from which you contact and work with clients and vendors, complete your
billing, create marketing materials, and complete the other desk work neces-

sary for your successful event-planning business.

A Dedicated Work Space

First and foremost, your home office must be a dedicated work area. In other
words, don’t set up your folder files and note cards on the kitchen counter
or on top or your washer and dryer. Your office space must be professional
and organized. As business and lifestyle dynamo Martha Stewart points out,
“life is too complicated not to be orderly.” Don’t hinder your own progress by
being disorganized.

Your work space need not be large. Perhaps you will set up a desk at one
end of your living room, or, if you are an empty-nester, you could convert a
bedroom into an at-home office. It is possible to convert a large walk-in closet
into a cozy office space. Remember, too, that you will be meeting clients in this
work space so make it as polished as possible.

Large, chain office supply stores offer excellent prices on attractive office
furniture as well as free or discounted shipping. Likewise, large retailers can
offer high style furniture at low cost. And thrift stores are often a good source
for office furniture, too. Be sure, though, if buying furniture second-hand, that
it is sturdy. No wobbly legs! Remember, too, that you will spend long hours

in your office chair, so don’t skimp when selecting the right seat. Ideally, the



Tip Top Organization

Ask any successful business owner and most will put their ability to stay organized
at the top of their list as a key to business success. In order for your business to
stay on track, you need to maintain order in all areas of your life including:

m Home: When working from home, it is critical that you keep all of your
non-office home space as tidy as possible. It is hard to focus on the party
planning work at hand when you have a sink full of dirty dishes or a couch
covered with laundry waiting to be folded and put away. Likewise, when cli-
ents visit your home office, your tidy home will reflect your professionalism.

m Office: A messy desk is a sign of an unorganized business owner and
party planner. Make sure that your desk and office space always look tidy
and smart. Keep paper to a minimum. For instance, make it your rule of
thumb to sort your mail as it comes in—mno languishing piles. Put junk mail
right into the recycling bin, bills to be paid into your bill file, and personal
correspondence in the appropriate files.

m Family: Working from home means staying on top of your family’s orga-
nization as well. If you have an early morning meeting, for instance, you
might want to pack the kids’ lunches the evening before. Keep a family
schedule on your refrigerator, showing where you and your family need to \/
be during the week. This clear communication keeps everyone in the loop.

m Time: Oh, the elusive nature of time. It seems there are never enough
hours in the day. In fact, with a bit of careful organization, you'll find that
there usually is ample time. Do you need to finish a proposal? Set your
alarm clock an hour early so you have time to thoughtfully complete the
proposal. Meeting with a client twenty miles from your home? Leave
twenty minutes early to ensure that you arrive on time. Nothing can ruin a
business faster than failing to arrive punctually.

m Health: We don’t always think of health when considering organization,
but we should. Too often, with our busy lives on the go, we forgo healthy
meals or forget to take our daily multivitamin. Make sure to keep yourself
and your family healthy by creating wholesome meals, managing time so
everyone in the family is getting enough sleep, and scheduling in time for
exercise, even if exercise means a short ten-minute walk.
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Notes from the Field

Teach your family to respect your office space. Don't let your teenagers put their
feet on your desk or your toddler eat Cheerios there. Impart to your family the seri-
ous nature of your business and encourage them to treat your office space with
care.

chair will have an adjustable height feature as well as adjustable armrests. Make
sure the chair swivels.

To add polish to your desk and office, consider an attractive lamp. This is practi-
cal (you will be doing lots of paperwork at your desk and will need good lighting) as
well as inviting to your clients. A vase with fresh flowers also signals to clients that
you take the care to think about details such as brightening your work space with
fresh flowers.

A colorful rug adds a homey touch to your work area. A rug also absorbs sound,
another plus. Even if your office is set up on a carpeted floor, consider layering a rug
over the wall-to-wall carpet. The rug needn’t be expensive. Many big-box retailers
sell handsome rugs at very reasonable prices. Just as the fresh flowers show your
attention to detail, so, too, will the rug.

You may want to display framed photographs of successful birthday parties
you've planned. Be sure to get the okay from your clients, however, before displaying
photos from their children’s birthday parties. Most of your clients will be pleased to
say “yes,” but you must check before using photos of parties you have planned in any
of your marketing efforts.

A bulletin board is also useful, both for pinning important messages and for

displaying photographs and news clippings about your business.

Buying Office Equipment

You will need to make an investment in office equipment. This initial investment
could be relatively modest if you take inventory of the equipment you already own.
For instance, you may already own a computer and printer that will suffice as you
first set up shop.
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Choosing a Computer

If you already own a computer, you may opt to use it for your new business. How-
ever, if it is a computer shared by six different family members, you may need to
invest in a second computer! Desktop computers use sophisticated software to
make all aspects of your business—from creating proposals to billing and market-
ing—a cinch. Computers are also affordable. A complete system, including hard
drive, monitor, mouse, modem, and printer, can be purchased for $1,500. With care-
ful shopping, this price can be even lower.

Many event planners spend a good deal of time in their cars, driving to different
sites and meeting with clients. For these planners, a laptop computer might be a
good choice since it is portable and offers greater flexibility. Laptop computers are
available beginning at about $500.

The Perfect Printer

Keep an eye out for sales at big-box retailers. Printers, complete with copying and
scanning functions, can be purchased for well under $100. Plan on purchasing a
printer with the copying and scanning options. If you are planning a bulk mailing, it
is worthwhile to have an outside print shop complete the copying for you. However,
for smaller jobs, it is essential to have a copier available at your home office. The
scanner function on your printer will also prove invaluable. You will use it to scan in

photos or logos for marketing pieces.

Fax Machines
You will find that a fax machine is also an invaluable piece of office equipment for
sending information to clients and to the vendors and suppliers with whom you will
be working.

Although some computers have a fax already installed, many event planners
find it beneficial to have a separate, dedicated fax line. By using a dedicated line,
your computer doesn’t have to be running for you to send or to receive a fax. Fax

machines begin at about $100.

Telephones and Answering Machines
Don’t skimp when it comes to purchasing a phone and setting up a home-office
answering machine. Buy a cordless phone that has the useful speaker function.

Likewise, automatic redial, memory dial, caller ID, and a mute button are useful
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tools. You may also choose to purchase a phone with a headset so your hands will
be free to type notes into your computer. Phones with all of these functions begin
at about $50.

Don’t be tempted to use your family answering machine for your business use.
Instead, use an answering machine dedicated solely to your business. You do not
want a client’s first impression of you and your business to be anything less than
top flight. A prospective client may not find your toddler’s voice on the answering
machine professional or cute.

When creating a message for your answering machine, be sure to include the
name of your business, your name, and when you will return incoming calls. Also,
be sure to ask the caller to leave contact information. For instance, is it better to call
back using the caller’s land line or her cell line? My answering machine message is,
“This is Amy Peters at Art Escapades Birthday Parties. | will call you back as soon as
possible, so please leave the best numbers at which to reach you. Thanks, and have
a great day.” Happily, answering machines are not a big expense. They are available
for $20 and up.

If you are a recent retiree or stay-at-home mom hoping to plan and hold only a
handful of birthday parties each year, perhaps six or fewer, you may choose to forgo
the expense of a separate phone line and answering machine, finding that your
business budget simply can’t accommodate the cost. If this is the case, then leave a
professional-sounding message on your home answering machine. Use the format
described above but omit your business name from the message.

Often, voice mail is better than an answering machine. Most telephone service
contract providers offer voice mail for a nominal fee. Advantages include the ability

to check messages while you are out as well as directing your clients’ calls directly to

Notes from the Field

Never put a client on hold. Your answering machine or voice mail will take care
of any incoming calls that might arrive while you are on the other line. Prospec-
tive clients will not appreciate being told to hold. Instead, focus and listen to
their requests and then check for messages on your answering machine or
voice mail.
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Internet Tip

Consider custom postage stamps for all of your mailings. At www.zazzle.com you
can design your own postage stamp. As you develop your brand, you will want
to emblazon all of your marketing materials, including stamps, with your custom-
designed logo. You want people to make the connection between your business
and your logo. Accomplish this by using your logo as frequently as possible.

the message center rather than to a busy signal. Frustrated clients, met with a busy
signal, may not bother to call back.

Finally, get rid of the annoying call-waiting feature. Your clients can hear the
bothersome clicks as other calls come in. And, these clicks may be distracting to you

as you ponder who is trying to reach you.

Cell Phones

Because you will be spending a lot of time outside your office, you will want a reli-
able cell phone and cell phone service provider. Compare prices with cell phone
service providers in your area. Make sure you buy a plan with adequate minutes, as
it is likely you will use your cell phone frequently. Cell phone providers love it when
their customers go over the allotted number of minutes—they charge big bucks for
these extra minutes.

Buying a cell phone can be expensive, but some service providers give a free
phone to customers who sign a one- or two-year commitment. Be sure that you are
willing to take on this commitment, though. There are penalties for early termina-
tion of cell phone contracts. Sometimes, it is more prudent to simply buy the phone
outright and not be beholden to one service provider.

Make sure that you have client, vendor, and supplier numbers in your cell
phone’s memory. When you are on-site and the caterer has not arrived with the
birthday cake, you need to have instant access to the caterer’'s number.

Some party planners opt to use their cell phones as their primary business
phones. In this way, they separate their family phone from their business. One
clear advantage is that your cell phone is portable and always available. This

same advantage can prove a liability. It is challenging to troubleshoot a catering
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problem on your cell phone while also trying to negotiate city traffic. Reception
can also be an issue. Although less of an issue in urban areas, there are still areas
in the country where cell phone service is patchy. If you live in a populous area
with reliable cell phone service and you feel comfortable using a headset while
using your phone, then you might consider a cell phone as your main business
line. Finally, in many states it is illegal to use a cell phone in a car unless the
user has a headset. It is wise to buy a headset. It leaves your hands free for safe

driving.

Postage Solutions
As you develop your business, you may choose to lease or buy a postage meter.
Another convenient option is to buy postage online from providers such as www
.stamps.com and www.usps.com. At sites like these you can download software that
allows you to print postage directly onto labels.

You will also need a postal scale. Basic postal scales begin at $10 and are available

at office supply stores.

The Paper Trail
Stationery is an important decision, as well. Because your stationery will represent
you in your absence, you want it to make a professional impression. For this reason,
buy the best stationery that you can afford. Rather than sending letters on inexpen-
sive copying paper, choose a better grade of paper. Office-supply stores can print
stationery for you with your letterhead. You will want to include your logo on abso-
lutely every piece of marketing material, from your business cards to your Web site,
so don’t have your stationery printed until your logo design is complete (Chapter 4
includes a discussion on logo design and importance).

While you are at the office supply store, stock up on pens, pencils, sticky notes,

paper clips, a stapler, a tape dispenser, and other miscellaneous goods.

Selecting and Purchasing Party Supplies
You will need to acquire a basic stock of party supplies. Don’t shoot the moon; buy
supplies sparingly at first while you determine the scope of your business.

As you schedule parties, you will buy the items needed. For instance, for your first
pirate-themed party, you will buy the appropriate items (such as hats, goody bags,

and pinatas). You don’t want to fill a closet with theme-related items. The party that
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Paper Trail Checklist

Don’t be caught short upon your return from the office-supply store. Starting a new
business means buying an assortment of office supplies including:

Pencils
Pens

Paper clips, assorted sizes

File folders

Ruler

Pencil sharpener

Sticky notes, assorted sizes, including lined pads

File boxes or filing cabinet

Bulletin board for news clippings, photographs, mission statement
Dry erase board, often helpful during client presentations
Stapler and staples

Plastic covers for client proposal packets

Lined paper and copier paper

Tape, both transparent and masking types

Mailing labels

Name tags

Envelopes, assorted sizes for mailing statements as well as for mailing
8Y5 x 11 client proposals

Large three-ring binder

Three-hole punch, important for preparing your portfolio
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Generic Birthday Party Supply Checklist

You should create a basic stock of non-themed, generic items, including:

m Transparent goody bags

Paper tablecloths

Paper napkins

Party hats

m Blowers

Plates and plastic cutlery
m Streamers in assorted colors
m Goody bag treats (more on this in Chapter 5)

At your fingertips, you will want everything necessary to put together a party in

a hurry. | have had parents call on a Thursday for a party on Sunday! For these
parents (although, happily, most parents plan ahead), you'll need to keep this basic
stock of generic supplies on hand.

is hot this year may not be so hot next year, and you don’t want to burden yourself
(and your budget) with excess inventory.

The appendix lists sources for buying children’s birthday party supplies. Many
online vendors provide good values and professional service. However, it may be
beneficial to your growing business to develop relationships with local party-supply
vendors. They are likely to offer volume discounts if your business requires that you
buy in bulk. Also, they could prove to be a tremendous marketing asset, displaying
your brochures in their shops and spreading the news to customers about your party

planning abilities.

Zoning Issues
Always check local zoning regulations before opening up shop in your home-office
site. Zoning regulations are established at the local rather than the state level so a

home-based business that passes zoning muster in one town may not pass in the
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Notes from the Field

Keep an emergency toolbox with you at all of your events. This toolbox has proved
invaluable to me. | use a real toolbox—purchased at my local hardware store. It
holds:

m Paper
m Pen
m Box of tissues

m Cell phone charger. (My cell phone ran out of juice at a critical moment.
From that day on, | have kept a spare charger at the ready.)

m Matches (for lighting birthday candles)

m First-aid kit

m Disposable camera (many parents, in their rush to get out the door, forget
their cameras at home. You'll be their hero when you pull one out of your
emergency toolbox.)

m Disposable cleaning wipes for tidying up spills

m Antibacterial hand cleanser

m Cake knife

m Plastic spoons and forks

m Business cards

m Aqglue gun (you'll be surprised at the many ways in which a glue gun can
save the day!)

next town over. Anticipate concerns of your neighbors. Conduct business in a quiet
and unobtrusive manner. Don’t plan to put out signs. Bear in mind that outdoor
signage and increased traffic volume are two issues that lead to zoning regulations
barring home-based offices. If you plan to hold parties at your house, be scrupulous
in checking the zoning regulations regarding parking. Some cities don’t allow on-

street parking during certain hours. Most likely, you'll be able to establish your office

Setting Up Shop at Home

35



36

Internet Tip

For more information about business licenses, contact the Small Business
Administration (SBA) at www.sba.gov.

at home, but before moving ahead be sure to check with local government officials
to confirm all zoning regulations.

To contact local zoning officials, call your town clerk’s offices or use a computer
search engine to see if zoning regulations are posted online.

Applying for Licenses

As your business grows, you may need to apply for and buy a business license. Check
with your town clerk’s office for the parameters of your town or city’s rules regard-
ing business licenses. Business licenses are usually available for a nominal fee and
are renewed annually.

It may be tempting to set up shop without checking zoning and license regula-
tions. Don’t give in to this temptation! It is always better to be on the safe side and
to educate yourself about your municipality’s ordinances regarding zoning and busi-
ness licensing. It would be frustrating to develop a thriving business only to then

have a legal tussle because of inadequate research or paperwork on your part.

Choosing Insurance

Be sure to check with your insurance agent regarding your insurance coverage. It is
imperative that you have adequate coverage, both to protect your office and office
supplies and equipment as well as to provide liability coverage for yourself, for any
people you might employ, and for party attendees.

Your current homeowner’s or renter’s policy may provide adequate coverage. If
not, inexpensive riders can be added to your policy to offer you and your business
full insurance coverage.

It is possible to buy inexpensive insurance through online sources, but | recom-
mend working with an agent you trust. You do not want to get caught short on your

coverage.
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Keeping It Professional
This chapter has covered some of the more technical nuts and bolts of developing a
children’s birthday party business. Covering all of these issues as you develop your
business is essential for your business’s success. View these fundamentals as the
foundation of your business. Take the time to complete all of these steps—from
meeting with an insurance agent to sourcing the best office supplies—in order to
avoid frustration or, worse, failure down the line.

There can be a temptation with a home-based business to be too casual. This
often leads to a business collapse. Keep your attitude and your home office profes-
sional. The children’s birthday party business is energizing, lively, and fun but it also

demands professionalism and organization.

Frequently Asked Questions

How can I convince my kids that my office is out of bounds?

You must draw a firm line in the sand on this issue: absolutely no children allowed
in your work area. If your office were off-site, kids would know that trampling
through with muddy feet and dropping cookie crumbs are no-no’s. Kids must learn
that the same is true of your home office. It is for your professional use only. Brook
no exceptions and you will find that your children come to accept and respect your

professional space.

I am planning to keep my party planning business small, perhaps only five events per
year. Do | really need to invest in insurance?

Yes, yes, and, again, yes. In particular, you must arrange for liability coverage. If you
have planned a party at which a child slips and injures herself, you must make sure
that you are financially protected. Without liability insurance, you risk your business

as well as your personal finances.
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Ready, Set, Start

The Nuts and Bolts of Establishing Your New Business

This is an exciting moment in the creation of your children’s birthday party
business. You've made important decisions about the design and scope of
your business and now you are ready to move on to the next steps. | call these
the “nuts and bolts” steps, as they are literally the steps needed to bolt and
hold your company together. Without this planning, your company’s chances
of success are diminished.

In this chapter, we'll focus on writing a business plan and on completing
all of the research and planning involved in creating this powerful business
plan. This research is exciting as you will discover trends, track growth, make
professional contacts, and learn about your competition as well as find and
target the audience for your new business.

According to the United States Small Business Association, a whopping 50
percent of small businesses fail within the first year. They fail, according to the
SBA, in large part due to poor planning. Many people developing home-based
businesses neglect to plan, create, and write a business plan. This is a critical
mistake. Don’t think that you can “wing it.” A comprehensive and thorough
business plan will help you to delineate your goals and your growth. This
chapter outlines the steps and research involved in creating this successful
business plan.

Research, Research, Research
There is no such thing as too much research. The more you know, the bet-
ter able you will be to create a thriving business. You're excited about the

possibilities of your new birthday party business but will you find the same



enthusiasm in your community? Who will use your services? Are there other party
planners already working in your area? Will your business duplicate their efforts?
How is the economy playing a role in the children’s birthday party business? What
are the current trends in the children’s birthday party business? How are these busi-
nesses financed? You get the idea! Before starting any business, there are many
questions to research and answer. | can’t overrate the importance of this research.
Interview any successful business owner, and she will tell you that research before
opening a business is absolutely key to success.

Another common mistake is being a bit careless about recording the informa-
tion you unearth. As you delve into your research, you will learn volumes about the
children’s birthday party business and business development in general. Don’t store
these volumes in your head! As you research, keep careful notes. This is too much

information to commit to memory.

Gumshoe Guru

Start your research by going back to basics: old-fashioned, gumshoe investigating!
Not only is this kind of research valuable, the gathering of it is energizing as you
meet folks involved in the children’s birthday party business.

Don'’t give in and use the phone for this sleuthing. Instead, visit your local party
supply stores in person and ask about the children’s birthday party market. Don’t
interrupt the manager while she is working with other customers. When she has
a spare moment, begin by explaining that you are developing a children’s birthday
party business. You'll want to establish that you are not setting up a competing busi-
ness. Once you've made this connection, ask if you could interview her about current
trends. If the answer is yes, then find out if this is a convenient time or should you
return at a better time? Once you've established an ideal time for this conversation,
ask about what party themes are popular, where parents opt to hold parties, and
what new trends she is seeing in the birthday party business.

Likewise, a trip to the local grocery-store bakery could prove useful. What types
of cakes are most often requested? What size cakes are ordered (an indicator of the
size of a child’s birthday party)?

Survey parents about their thoughts and needs with regard to their children’s
birthday party celebrations. This information will be helpful in formulating your
business plan, allowing you to craft a plan that matches the needs and expectations

of the parents.
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Sample Parent Survey

1. Do you have birthday parties for your children at home or outside of the
home?

. Do you or would you be willing to pay for a party planner?

. What do you think is a reasonable budget for a child’s birthday party?

. How many children do you invite to your children’s birthday parties?

. What types of parties do your kids like? For example, do they like parties
with a sporting theme, such as bowling or soccer?

6. How do you find out about party options?

7. What has been the most satisfying birthday party experience you and your

children have had?

Vi p W N

It will also be helpful to check in with children’s birthday party facilities, such as
ice-skating rinks, bowling alleys, art centers, and zoos. Again, explain that you are
not setting up a competing business. Rather, you are developing a business that will
bring revenue to their businesses. Once you have made this clear, you will likely find
that these venue owners and managers will be glad to share information with you
about their facilities and their usefulness.

Keeping an Eye on the Competition

Who else is on the birthday party planning playing field? You will need to gather
accurate information about your competitors. This will help you define your niche.
If, for instance, there is a party planner who has created a successful business plan-
ning music-based birthday parties, you will probably want to avoid competing
directly with her. In other words, if a specialization or niche is already filled, try to
find another area, especially if you live in a relatively small town or city. Two party
planners with the same specialization may be one too many for an area with a small

population base.

Let Your Fingers Do the Walking
You can find your competition by searching the local phone book. As you develop

your business, the phone book will prove invaluable. It is interesting that in this age
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of computers and ever-advancing technology, a simple tool, such as the phone book,
still remains vital. As you find your competition in the yellow pages, you may want to
interview some of these party planners as well. If you opt to develop an arts-based
birthday party planning business, then an owner of a sports-based birthday party
planning business will probably be willing to speak with you about the children’s
birthday party market. In fact, he may welcome your entry into the field since a syn-
ergy is often formed when a field grows. That's why car dealers often line up their
dealerships on the same road, one after another. The belief is that this clustering
create a buzz and means bigger sales for all of the car dealerships. The same can

hold true in other businesses, as well.

Surfing for Leads

You will also be able to track your competition using the Internet. Go to your favorite
search engine, such as Google or Yahoo!, and then type in keywords such as “chil-
dren’s birthday party planner,” and your state and town. A list of your local competi-

tors will appear on your computer screen.

More Detective Work
Next, you will need to resort to more old-fashioned gumshoeing as you search for
your competitors. Some party planners rely almost entirely on word-of-mouth pro-
motion and don’t even bother with a phone book listing. This is not recommended
for your business. Word-of-mouth promotion is free and fantastic, but a phone book
listing is also essential.

As you find your competitors by networking with local merchants involved with
children’s party planning (caterers, bakers, entertainers), plan on visiting your com-
petitors in person rather than over the phone. It is always useful to put a face with a

name. And an in-person visit will enable you to do this.

Creating a Niche

You've completed your research and it is time to solidify your business’s niche. Per-
haps you had planned on “mad scientist” parties but, through your research, have
discovered that another planner has very successfully taken this market. If this is the
case, choose another niche. Unless you live in an area with a rather large popula-
tion, you are taking a risk going head-to-head with a successfully established niche

planner.
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If you are planning to hold parties at varied venues with varied themes, you still
need to determine a niche. Will you be the party planner with the most competitive
prices? If, for instance, you found through your research, that parents felt over-
charged for planning services, this might be a fantastic way to develop a successful
company.

Some successful event planners develop a niche as budget-minded party plan-
ners. Just as a savvy contractor can save you money on a building project, a suc-
cessful children’s birthday party planner can create real savings for her clients by
buying party supplies in volume, negotiating with vendors, and developing a rap-
port with other suppliers. Although the niche for my business is art-based, many
clients tell me at the end of their children’s parties that | saved them money, as
well. “It would have cost me more to do this at home,” is a common refrain from
parents.

For your company to have an optimal chance at success, it needs to be unique in
some way. Using your research, find a way to differentiate your company from the
competition. You will need to have an answer to this question before writing your

business plan.

Naming Your Business

Don't underestimate the importance of this step or the power of your business
name. A business name should convey professionalism, creativity, clarity, and more.
Add to this the fact that an ideal business name is unique and is composed of only
a few words. Don’t be intimidated by these parameters, though. Instead, view your
business name as one of your most valuable marketing assets, one that will serve as

a first impression of your birthday party planning business.

Noting Your Niche
Perhaps most essential when choosing a business name is clearly stating your busi-
ness’s niche. Live Animal Adventure Birthday Parties clearly states that this birthday
party business will entertain the children with living creatures. Likewise, Priceless
Pony Parties tells your audience that you plan pony parties. By using the word “price-
less” in your name, you convey a feeling of uniqueness.

Some new business owners are tempted to give their business a name that will
ensure an early listing in the phone book—AAAA Parties!, for instance. Don't do it.

This name tells your audience nothing about the nature of your business. If you feel
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Notes from the Field

Many event planners begin their search for the perfect name with a brainstorm-
ing session. Gather a group of friends and, if possible, people associated with
children’s birthday parties—caterers, bakers, photographers. Create a non-
threatening environment and remember that every idea is a good idea. Don'’t
insist that participants take turns. Write down all of the ideas on large paper
taped to the walls so everyone can see their ideas as they flow. Serve refresh-
ments, encourage everyone to think of “blue sky” names, and enjoy this creative
process.

that you must land an early spot in the phone book, consider AAAA Priceless Pony

Parties. However, this gives a less professional finish to your business.

Keep It Short

You want your audience to remember your business name, so stay away from cum-
bersome names and tongue twisters. Consider the blockbuster retailer Target. One
simple word, as well as their brilliant bull’s-eye target logo, conveys mountains of
information about the retailer. You'll want to choose a business name consisting of
no more than half a dozen words. Remember, a name you may find clever—Susan’s
Savvy Celebration Solutions, for instance—really does not convey the nature of your

business or roll easily off of the tongue.

Keep Your Options Open
You may decide to hang out your birthday party shingle with a focus on princess
parties, leading you to consider a princess-themed business name. This is apt in that
the name clearly delineates your niche. However, the name may become limiting if
you choose to expand your business. Perhaps you will opt to take on pirate parties as
well, to increase the audience for your services. If so, a name like Happily Ever After
Princess Parties won't float.

This can be a conundrum for new business owners who aren’t sure how their
new businesses will develop and expand. If you think the scope of your business

might expand, choose a business name that won’t limit this expansion.
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Don’t be misled into thinking that changing your business name midstream
is an easy task. Your business will establish itself largely through word of mouth.
You don’t want to build up invaluable word-of-mouth marketing only to have it
disrupted by renaming your business. Also, as will be outlined below, there is paper-
work to be filed and trademark searches to complete when naming a business.
Simplify your life and choose a business name that you plan to keep throughout the
life of your business.

It is also advisable to avoid using your name when naming your business. Unless
you already have a reputation for party planning, your name will not add to the
value of the business name. And, if at some point down the road you decide to sell
your business, a new owner would probably not want your name attached. Like-
wise, a geographic moniker can be limiting to your business growth. As you use the
Internet to market your business, chaining yourself to an earthbound location—like

“Seattle’s Silly Science Sessions”—can be limiting.

Don’t Be Silly!

Yes, the children’s birthday party business is about having fun and celebrating fes-
tive occasions. However, don’t convey a sense of silliness in your business name. Par-
ents, who will be hiring you, are looking for a levelheaded and good-natured party

planner and a silly business name will not reflect these important qualities.

Avoid Over-the-Top Jargon

n o« » o«

Try to avoid words like “magnificent,” “amazing,” “remarkable,” and “out of this
world,” for instance. These types of words are too hyperbolic and don’t really reflect
anything about your business. Remember, you only have a few words and a few sec-
onds to make an initial impression on your potential audience. Use powerful words

that convey information about your business.

Internet Tip

For answers to frequently asked trademark questions, check out www.uspto.gov,
an amazingly useful site for understanding sometimes tricky trademark issues.
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Trademarking Your Name

You've done it. You've found the perfect name for your new business. But wait! There
is another essential step. You will need to ensure that the name you have chosen has
not already been trademarked by another business. Do this research at the United
States Government’s Patent and Trademark office Web site, www.uspto.gov.

Consider if your new business name is similar to an existing trademarked name.
A couple in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, decided to open a store named Victor’s Secret.
Needless to say, lawyers at Victoria’s Secret were not pleased and the couple had to
rename their business.

You should also consider trademarking your name and logo. Trademarks can
apply to business names and to logos, such as Nike’'s famous swoosh and Coke’s
uniquely shaped bottle. On the one hand, you may plan to keep your business
small and feel that obtaining a trademark is an unnecessary hurdle. If you have any
thoughts of expansion or of one day franchising your birthday party business, plan
on applying for and obtaining a trademark. As with obtaining the necessary licenses
and permits, it is best to build a solid business foundation from day one, and that
includes appropriate trademark appropriation.

You should budget at least $1,000 for this trademark process. This will include
attorney’s fees for a thorough trademark search as well as for the application
process. This also includes the $325 payable to the United States Government to
be included with your trademark application. Remember the old adage, it takes
money to make money? You may feel hesitant to spend this much money up front,
and if you are quite certain your business will stay small and very local, a trademark
is probably not critical. If, however, you have any thoughts of developing a larger
business, consider speaking with an attorney about the prudence of obtaining a
trademark.

Finally, many states require registration of your business name. This is often done

through the county and is known as filing a DBA (doing business as) statement.

Creating Your Unique Logo

Your logo carries as much weight as your name and, like your business name, it must
convey a sense of professionalism. Although there are inexpensive software design
programs available for home computer users, plan on hiring someone to create your
logo. A less-than-professionally produced logo is not the message you want to send

to prospective clients.
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Internet Tip

Some party planners opt to use an online source when designing a logo. One

of these sites, LogoWorks (www.logoworks.com) offers logo design packages
beginning at $299. This price includes ten custom designs for you to preview
and enables you to be an active participant in the design and revision process.
Another plus: it is possible to complete your LogoWorks logo in one week.
Another site, TheLogoLoft (www.thelogoloft.com), offers a package priced at
$239. While creating your logo with TheLogoLoft, you will be working with in-
house designers to create your custom logo. If you opt to design your logo using
an online site, choose a service that uses in-house rather than freelance design-
ers. In-house designers tend to produce higher-quality work. Also, use a site that
offers assistance via the phone. Sometimes, it is difficult to express via e-mail
your thoughts about the design of your logo. Make sure that the design company
you choose offers a phone help line.

Choose your designer carefully. Look at the logos she has created for other clients
before hiring her. Be sure to talk about the fees for her services up front. Another
word of caution: do not use clip art. The clip art birthday hat icon you think is per-
fect? Well, a lot of other party planners will think it is perfect, too, and might use it
for their logos. You want your logo to be unique and an expression of yourself and
your sensibilities. Like your business name, your logo will appear on every piece of
your marketing materials, from your business card to your Web site.

Consider some of the iconic logos that have been so successful: McDonald’s
arches, Nike's swoosh, Apple Computer’s apple, Target’s bull’'s-eye, and Shell Oil’s
shell. These logos act as mnemonic devices, helping us to remember the companies
these logos represent. Most likely, when you see yellow arches, your mind thinks of
McDonald’s. Likewise, Nike’s swoosh brings to mind sports and athleticism. Make

your logo contemporary and catchy.

Crafting a Compelling Mission Statement
Wait, there’s more! Don’t feel bogged down by these steps. Instead, view all of these
processes as exciting building blocks in the formation of your company. And, the
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Mission Statement Checklist

m Be concise. Try to limit your statement to one sentence. If you can't syn-
thesize your mission into one sentence, perhaps your vision is not yet clear
about exactly what type of birthday party business you are developing.
Look at it this way: If NASA can boil down its work into one sentence, the
rest of us can, too!

m Choose words carefully. Because you are limiting your mission Statement
to one sentence, careful and thoughtful word choice is key. Don't throw in
extraneous words like “amazing,” or “unique.” You have to explain, through
your statement, why your business is unique. In keeping it short, it is better
to jump right in with your statement rather than beginning with “Our mis-

sionis . .."

m Be specific. Don't write a general mission statement like this: “To give a fun-
filled birthday party to all ages.” This is too general and does not describe
your niche, your target audience, or how you execute your business.

m Consider what will be the most important aspect of your business. 1s it the
theme you've developed? The price point? The location? Make sure that
this is highlighted in your statement. Perhaps you have done your market

research and realize that there is a need in your area for parties planned \
with smaller budgets in mind. If so, you want to highlight this in your
statement.

m Use an appropriate tone. In other words, this statement should be profes-
sional but not too stiff and uptight. After all, as a children’s birthday party
planner, you are in the business of fun.

m Edit, edit, edit. When you think you've honed and refined all you can,
check once more. Don’t throw in extra adjectives or articles. Say more with
less.

m Say your mission Statement out loud. This is important. If your mission
statement sounds stilted or somehow unnatural, tweak it so it rolls more
easily off the tongue.

m Post your mission statement. Voila! When your statement is crafted, print
it out and post it in your work area. This statement should inspire you
every day.
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Internet Tip

Think about the businesses you admire and do business with. Use the Internet to
check their corporate Web sites to read their mission statements. It is likely that

you will find compelling and succinct mission statements. Successful companies
are almost always reflected in their apt mission statements.

more you think about the steps and questions posed in this chapter, the closer you
will be to opening the doors to a very successful business.

A mission statement succinctly outlines the goals and mission of your business.
Consider Web search-engine giant Google’s mission statement: “Google’s mission is
to organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.”
Or NASA’s statement: “To explore the universe and search for life; to inspire the next
generation of explorers ... as only NASA can.” Birthday party venue provider Chuck E.
Cheese sums up its mission in this way: “To bring families together in a wholesome
environment for fun, games, and kids.”

All of these mission statements are only one sentence long. Don't let your mis-
sion statement ramble on. It should be memorable and if it is too long-winded for
you to remember, it is likely that others won’t remember it, either.

Mission statements are often called vision statements because they reflect the
vision of the business, the business owner, and the business employees. It is helpful
to keep the idea of vision and looking forward to the growth of your business as you

craft your statement.

Selecting a Business Structure
You will need to determine the best business structure for your new venture. Be
sure to give this selection careful consideration. The type of business structure
you choose has ramifications for your growing company. Different business struc-
tures have different implications for protection of personal assets, tax issues, the
ease with which you would be able to sell your company or take on partners, and
more.

By choosing a business structure, you will help to define the vision for your

company. For instance, if you initially opt for a sole proprietorship, you will begin to
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develop a business based on the idea that you will be solely in charge. Likewise, if
you choose a partnership model, you will develop a company based on a model of

shared responsibility.

Sole Proprietorship
As the name suggests, this structure is straightforward and often appropriate for
new business owners. As the sole, or only, owner of your business you will assume
responsibility for all profits and all losses. It is relatively easy to set up a sole pro-
prietorship. You will need to file a DBA, as discussed above, and open a checking
account in your business’s name.

The downside to this model is that a significant business loss could wipe out
your business as well as your personal funds. For this reason, as your business grows,

you might consider other business structures.

Partnerships

There are two types of partnership structures: general and limited. General partners
share fully in the running of the business. In other words, if you and a friend choose
to develop the business together as equal partners, the two of you will form a gen-
eral partnership. Both partners will share in the profits as well as be responsible for
the business’s losses.

A limited partner plays a different role. A limited partner may contribute finan-
cially but not be part of the day-to-day operations. A limited partner would receive
a share of the profits based on her financial investment. This more complicated
business model is probably not the ideal model for a relatively small birthday party

business.

Limited Liability Company
This business structure is a relatively new option with the first limited liability company
(LLC) having been formed in Wyoming in 1977. LLCs combine the tax structure of a part-
nership while offering protection for the business owner from personal liability. This
structure also protects each partner’s personal interests. Limited liability companies are
managed by members or managers. A business owner can be a member or manager.
LLCs are authorized by state governments, so regulations vary from state to state.
LLCs are the most popular business structure for small business because they

combine the best benefits of partnerships and incorporation. If you opt for an LLC,
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you will need to obtain the necessary paperwork through your secretary of state’s
office. Cost of forming an LLC varies from state to state, with some states charging

as little as $40 and others charging $g9oo0.

Incorporation
Forming a corporation is more complicated, as it involves establishing a business as
a totally separate legal entity from the business owner. Few event planners, as they
first set out, choose to incorporate as it is expensive to establish and the company
must pay corporate taxes. An advantage to incorporation is the protection of your
personal assets. Most event planners find that an LLC is a better choice as it offers
the protections of incorporation without all of the cumbersome paperwork and
legal work needed to form a corporation.

You may find that, over time, you will change your structure. Many business
owners upon setting up shop choose to structure as sole proprietorships. If you have

any doubts about the best business structure, consult with a lawyer.

Writing a Business Plan

Don’t be intimidated by the prospect of writing a business plan. It is actually an excit-
ing and dynamic process allowing you to hone and refine your business ideas. When
writing your business plan, you will essentially be answering a series of straightfor-
ward questions. By breaking the writing process down into these incremental steps,
it becomes very manageable. When you finish writing your business plan, you may—
especially if writing is not your strength—want to have a professional editor look it
over and add polish. Since you will be using your business plan if you seek financing
from a bank, you won’t want spelling errors or grammatical jumbles. Don’t pay some-
one to write the plan for you, however. It is better to have your voice and personality

reflected throughout the plan since this voice is a representation of your company.

What Is the Overall Vision and Plan for Your Business?

This section is called the executive summary, and a summary is exactly what you
will aim for in this part of your business plan. In this first segment of your business
plan, you will sum up all that follows—your goals, your competition, your plans for
marketing and growth, for instance. In your finalized business report, this section
appears first. However, you may want to write the other sections of your business

plan first and then summarize what you have written.
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What Is Your Business Going to Offer?

This is, again, a straightforward question, asking you to describe your new com-
pany’s services. Be specific here. Don’t write, “My goal is to start a children’s birthday
party planning business.” This is too general. Explain what your product is, why it is
unique, and what are the opportunities for you to grow a business like this. In this
section you will also detail the business structure you've chosen (a sole proprietor-

ship, for instance).

Who Is Your Competition?
You've already done your research. Clearly delineate your competition and why your
business will succeed in the face of this competition. Explain how the niche you've

chosen will find success in your town or city and why.

Who Are Your Customers?

This question is as vital as defining your competition. It also affords you the opportu-
nity to consider if your area has the customer base you need to succeed. Whenever
possible, use numbers and statistics. Look at local census and economic information

to build a solid, fact-based business plan.

How Will You Market Your Business?

Do you plan to advertise in your local yellow pages, create business cards, or build a
Web site? A detailed discussion of marketing will follow in Chapter 10, telling how to
create powerful marketing tools. For your business plan, you need to outline a basic
structure for your marketing goals. Again, be as specific and offer as many details

as possible.

When Will All of These Things Happen?

This section of your business plan functions as a timeline for your developing busi-
ness. Discuss your target date for holding your first event, your target date for
launching a Web site (if you plan to launch one), your goals in terms of timing for
growth, and other time-specific goals. This is very helpful for you in terms of framing
your business, as well. By filling in this timeline, you will have a more transparent

map of the timeframe for your company’s projected growth.
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Notes from the Field

Successful event planners report that they took the time to reflect and to answer
these questions before writing their business plans. Answering these questions first
will help direct you as you write your plan:

1. What type of children’s birthday party services will you provide? Try to
clearly define your business. Think about what your specialization will be.

2. Who are your customers? Consider realistically the market for your birthday
party services.

3. How will you reach these customers? You may produce the best birthday-
party widget ever, but if you don’t market your business, it will not be
successful.

4. How will you finance your business? Perhaps you are planning to start rela-
tively small and already have most of the equipment you need on hand. If
you have larger goals in mind, how will you finance these objectives?

Who Will Manage Your Company?

As a small business owner, you will be the primary manager for your company. Small
business owners often rely on other professionals to help keep the ship right. These
include lawyers, accountants, and other consultants. If you plan to use any of these

professionals, outline their use in this section of your business plan.

How Will You Finance Your Company?

Again, be clear and specific. If you plan to finance using a line of credit you already
have (for instance, a line of credit on your home), describe the interest rate on the
line of credit, the amount you plan to borrow, and your plans for repayment. If you
plan to borrow from a friend or family member, outline the same basics—interest
rate, amount borrowed, and repayment schedule. Remember, keep it all official and
professional.

Appendices
You're almost finished. You've probably found that by treating your business plan as

a question and answer exercise, it has been a manageable and enjoyable process,
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creating excitement for your new venture. In this final section, you will attach any
spreadsheets or other numbers that are relevant as well as copies of any necessary

licenses and permits.

Financing Your Business

As I've already written, a children’s birthday party planning business can be launched
successfully with a small budget. However, all businesses take some funding to get
off the ground and, as the old saw tells us, “you have to spend money to make
money.” Now that you have a business plan in hand, it is time to make decisions
about how you will finance your company.

Structuring your finances is a critical step in the creation of your business. From
using your credit card to approaching a local bank for a small business loan, there
are multiple ways to finance a business. As you consider the possibilities, maintain
realistic expectations at the fore. Keep emotion out of your financial equation. Start-
ing a business is a thrilling and exhilarating time. Don’t get caught up in the excite-
ment and find yourself in financial straits due to over-borrowing or bad financial

planning.

Your Own Resources

If your plan is to start small—planning only one or two events per month—then it is
prudent to take stock of the equipment you already own. Most households already
have at least one computer. Perhaps, at least as you start out, you will decide to
use the computer you already own. Similarly, although a top-quality digital camera
ultimately will prove invaluable to your marketing efforts, you may choose to put off

buying a camera until your business is creating a profit.

Friends and Family

Friends and family may offer to help in financing your business. If you accept their
help, make it official and work out a plan for repaying their generosity. If your
mother-in-law tells you she doesn’t want to be reimbursed, plan on reimbursing her
anyway. Things can get sticky if loans between friends and family are not repaid.
Don't jeopardize your business or personal relationships by neglecting to keep

things professional when it comes to money, friends, and family.
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Credit Cards
Be very cautious if you choose to fund your business launch with credit cards. Inter-
est rates on these cards can top out at more than 25 percent, so if you are unable to
pay off your balances in full quite quickly, you should try to steer clear of this option.
When you factor in high interest payments, you may find that any profits you've
made are quickly wiped out.

There are many hungry credit card companies, hoping for your business, so these
companies are often willing to negotiate better terms than the ones offered in their
marketing materials. Call the companies’ toll-free numbers and speak directly to a

customer service representative to negotiate the best interest rate possible.

Home Equity Loans and Other Credit Lines

Sometimes we are too quick to consider home equity loans a source of “free” money
because interest rates tend to be low and the approval process is often quick and
quite lax. As with using credit cards, | advise caution. However, home equity loans
at a low interest rate are a better source of funding than credit cards. If you opt for
a line of credit, negotiate with the lender for the best rate and take out only the dol-
lars needed. Be prudent. If the bank offers a $10,000 line of credit, use it sparingly.

Perhaps you will only need to tap into the line for $1,000 to launch your business.

Bank Financing
If your dream business involves launching an event-planning business with the goal of
earning a full-time income, then the infrastructure costs of creating that business will
be higher as well. If this is your goal, bank financing may be the financial path for you.
When approaching bank loan officers, a thoughtful, well-researched business
plan is essential, so do not contact these officers until you have this business plan
firmly in hand. When considering a bank with which to do business, consider a
locally owned bank, as they are often more willing to work with small and local busi-
nesses than the big chain banks. And, shop around. | have found a wide variance in

the different packages that financial institutions create and offer.

A Timeline for Opening Your Birthday Party Business
Opening a business takes time and thought. Don’t plan on holding your first event
until you have covered all of the steps necessary to open your business. A realistic

timeframe is to allow three month’s time from the moment you conceive of your
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birthday party business to the exciting time when you and your client sign on the
dotted line of a contract. You won't hold your first event until this period is over. For
instance, if the first event you plan is a small party for twelve children at a local bowl-
ing alley, you could easily plan this party in a month’s time. However, if your first party
is an event for fifty guests with catered food, a clown, a face painter, and a strolling

musician, then you will need several months to plan and develop the event.

Month 1

m Begin envisioning the model for your business. Start thinking “outside the
box” about all the possibilities for your company

B Take these visions and begin research: What niche will work in your area?

Who will your clients be? Who is your competition?

Develop a name for your company

Develop a logo for your company

Start work on your business plan

Arrange to hire accountants and lawyers if you are planning to use their
services

m Create a powerful mission statement

Month 2

Complete work on your business plan
Arrange financing

Buy office supplies and set up your home office

Set up a birthday party site (not necessary if you plan to hold parties at

rented venues)

B Have stationery, letterhead, business cards, and any other printed materials
designed and printed

B Start spreading the word about your new business by telling friends and
colleagues, as well as posting your business card or brochure on community
bulletin boards. At this point, be wary of spending money on advertising

B Send a press release to local newspapers, regional magazines, or local tele-

vision affiliates, describing your new business. Remember to outline what

makes your birthday party business unique
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B Meet with colleagues who work in the children’s birthday party field,
including disc jockeys, magicians, company managers who rent inflata-
bles, caterers, and bakers. Let them know you are opening a birthday party

business

Month 3

B As prospective clients call, arrange a time to meet

m Using information gathered on the client questionnaire (see page 60), cre-
ate proposals, including event details as well as costs involved

m Have contracts prepared for you and your clients to sign, showing the

agreed-upon event details

The Finish Line

By completing all of the steps outlined in this chapter, you have built a strong and
durable foundation for your new business. It is sometimes tempting to gloss over or
to skip some of these steps, but for a business to succeed, it is important to follow

through on all of these nuts-and-bolts logistical issues.

New Business Checklist

Before you plan and hold your first event make sure you have:
0 Selected a name for your business and applied for a DBA
0 Crafted a compelling, memorable mission statement
0 Chosen the best business structure for your business, keeping in mind that
as your company grows, the business structure can change
0 Applied for any necessary licenses
0 Checked with your local authorities to confirm that your business is within
the town’s zoning code
2 Arranged financing for your business
0 Written a thoughtful, thorough business plan
All checks? Good for you. You are ready to plan your first event!
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Inventor Thomas Edison received almost 1,700 U.S. patents over the course of his
life for everything from the phonograph to the incandescent light bulb. His recipe
for success was straightforward and applies to any new business owner: “The three
great essentials to achieve anything worthwhile are, first, hard work; second, stick-
to-itiveness; third, common sense.” Stick to all of the steps in this chapter and your

business will be off with a flourish.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do | have to choose a business structure?

It is inviting to start a business without choosing a business structure. After all, you
might think, I am only planning an event a month, so | won’t have any problems
keeping all of my financial ducks in a row. These ducks won't line up as well if you
don’t choose a business structure at the onset of your business’s launch. The busi-
ness you launch now may grow ten- or twentyfold over the years and it is critical to
have a business structure in place. You might plan to simply fold the small amount
you anticipate earning initially into your personal accounts. Don’t do this. It is a fool’s
errand to think that you can avoid paying what is due to the IRS. Choose a business
structure, maintain separate bank accounts, and keep things on the up and up from

the word go.

I am still uncertain about choosing a business structure. Is there any source for free
professional advice?

One of the best resources for anyone launching a new business is SCORE (Service
Corps of Retired Executives). These self-described “counselors to America’s small
businesses,” offer free online and face-to-face advice to new business owners. These
retired professionals also offer mentoring services. From tax tips to financing and
managing your business, these experts provide an invaluable service at no charge.

See www.score.org for more information.
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Hanging Out Your Shingle

Preparing for Your First Party

Congratulations! Your birthday wish has come true and you have completed
all of the necessary steps to throw open the doors to your new business. And,
by completing all of the steps outlined in Chapter 4, from researching your
competition to creating a powerful mission statement and writing a thought-
ful business plan, you have proven that you have the organizational skills to
keep your new business buoyant. This is an incredibly exciting time for most
new business owners as they plan their first event.

Remember, you are only as good as your last event, a mantra that will be
echoed throughout this book, so take care when planning your first birthday
party. | was recently reminded of this when | spoke with Maura Cutler, a
mother of three, who chose to hire a children’s party planner to help with a
recent birthday celebration.

“I chose party planners who specialize in bringing animals to homes—like
Angora bunnies and guinea pigs. Well, the party was a success until the end,
when the people I'd hired packed up and left—but forgot their six-foot snake
in our house. My mother-in-law discovered it and she is deathly afraid of
snakes. It was a disaster, and | won’t use this company or recommend them to
anyone else,” explained Cutler.

Only as good as your last event? This company is out of luck, then.

Start Spreading the News

It is time to spread the good news about your developing business. Chapter 10
offers in-depth advice for marketing your business, from creating eye-catching
and powerful business cards to creating a yellow pages advertisement that

really works.



When you first throw open your doors (literal and figurative!), networking will
prove to be one of your most effective strategies. In other words, tell everyone you
meet that you are the proud new owner of a children’s birthday party planning busi-
ness. Tell your friends over coffee, mention it at your church or synagogue coffee
hour, let your friends know on a girls’ night out at the movies. You will be amazed—|
know | was—at the number of moms who will express interest in taking you up on
your services, ASAP!

Shannon Ludwin, a busy mother of two, describes why she and other moms are
so eager to take on extra help when it comes time to plan their children’s birthday
parties.

“Kids” parties are so challenging to plan these days, because it seems like the
parties | used to have when | was small—the trusty pin-the-tail-on-something
game, a cake shaped like Scooby-Doo and a little goody bag—don’t entertain kids
for very long. Also, having no plan or activity creates stress for me, too, because |
don’t want kids just running aimlessly through my home looking for things to do. |
want something that is enjoyable for them, and with small children, they like to run,
move, build, paint, color, or be involved in something that keeps their attention. So,
plans, activities, and art projects seem to work very well because they can be tailored
to the ages.”

Ludwin sums up the feelings of so many parents. It is challenging to create a
birthday party environment that will engage the children in a safe and creative way.
That is where you and your expertise come into play!

Remember, though, as you tell friends and acquaintances about your new busi-
ness that it is a business. Don’t offer to help a friend without being compensated.
This is a professional service you are offering and, often, new business owners must
remind themselves not to be underpaid for their services.

Likewise, as you plan your first event, be sure to keep everything “official.” In
other words, have your client—even a good friend—fill out all of the paperwork,
beginning with a client questionnaire. This ensures that you are all on the same
page regarding venue, theme, cost, and so on. This paper trail will prove invaluable
as your business grows. You may think, as you plan your first party, that you can
store all of the details in your brain. Think again. Write down absolutely everything

in an organized fashion.
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Client Questionnaire

What is the name of the birthday child?

How old will s/he be?

What day is the actual birthday?

What are the names of his/her siblings?

How many children will attend the event?

How many adults will attend?

What are the ages of the children?

Are there any special accommodations to be made?

For instance, are there allergy issues to be considered?

What is the theme for the event?

What is the venue for the event?

What date is the event?

What is the start time?

The end time?

Who is sending invitations—you or the client?

What is the entertainment?

What type of decorations will there be?

What type of food is to be served?

What is the budget?

This documentation will help to protect you if a client is dissatisfied for any rea-
son with the final event. Perhaps the client specifies only purple balloons and then
complains later that she wanted rainbow balloons. Simply pull out the original client
questionnaire showing that the client asked for purple balloons. This record system
is also useful for parents who use your services year after year—and, as successful
party planners know, clients return again and again to organized, resourceful party

planners.
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Avoiding Common Early Mistakes
New business owners can save themselves a lot of heartache by avoiding the most
common mistakes. Yes, the failure rate of small businesses—so percent within the
first year—is alarming. Still, according to the Small Business Administration, taking
straightforward actions to avoid early missteps will help to ensure the success of
your business.

According to experts, there are ten common mistakes that business owners
make. As the adage goes, know your enemy. Consider these common mistakes and

conquer them rather than letting them conquer your fledgling business.

1. Procrastination
We all fall prey to this at one time or another, putting off the task that is a
bit daunting. Don’t make this mistake with your small business. This is par-
ticularly important when creating your business foundation. For instance,
don’t procrastinate about arranging adequate insurance for your business
or applying for the appropriate licenses.

2. Lack of Professionalism
Always remember to be polished and professional in all of your business
dealings. This includes creating and distributing the highest-quality busi-
ness card you can afford, and crafting a professional message on your
answering machine. Every facet of your new business is a reflection of
yourself. Make that image professional. A prospective client who calls and
finds the phone answered by your two-year-old will probably not choose to
use your services, having encountered a lack of professionalism on this first
phone call.

3. Underestimating the Competition
Be truthful in your assessment of the competition in your area. If someone
else has already captured the market for princess parties, then you need
to develop another niche. Don’t trust that your services will succeed in a
market already successfully dominated by another planner. You need to dif-
ferentiate yourself from your competition.

4. Growing Too Rapidly
This is a challenging conundrum for new business owners. As the calls start
to roll in, some new business owners are too eager to say “yes” to every pro-

posed event. Don't stretch yourself too thin as you grow your business. If you
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take on too many parties and are unable to adequately plan and staff them,
your reputation could take a beating. Growing a business might require tak-

ing on additional employees, a process that takes time and careful thought.

. Not Enough Money

My mantra, as | developed my business, was that an event-planning busi-
ness can be launched on a combination of a shoestring budget and a passel
of imagination. “Shoestring” does not mean that you won’t need to invest
any money in your company. You will need to buy the basics, so don’t face
inevitable disappointment by launching your business without a financial
plan and financial backing.

. Poor Management

Poor management is the bane of many small businesses. Some new busi-
ness owners continue to treat their fledging operations as hobbies rather
than businesses and fail to oversee and manage all of the details involved in
running a business. | can’t overstate how vital it is to keep thorough records
of everything—from every dollar you spend, including the $1spent on a box
of paperclips, to the type of cake the birthday girl prefers. Optimal manage-
ment will result in more clients returning to you for your expertise as well

as bringing in new clients as the good word of mouth spreads.

. Disorganization

When a prospective client arrives at your office, you won’t want to fumble
through files looking for the appropriate forms. Likewise, on the day of the
party, a client won't appreciate misplaced juice boxes. Clients are paying
you to be organized. My clients often cite organization as a primary reason
for hiring me. They expect me to remember the cake knife, the party hats,
and the goody bags so they don’t have to worry.

. Wrong Location

Perhaps your office is in the wrong location. If you live in an off-the-
beaten-track location, you might need to consider renting an office space
elsewhere. Location could also refer to your small town or city. If you are
planning to launch a full-scale business, you need to have the population

base to support these plans.

. Opening for the Wrong Reasons

Unfortunately, some at-home business owners hang out their shingles for

the wrong reasons. Perhaps they view party planning as “easy money” and
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hope to earn money without earning the trust and respect of clients. Don’t
open an at-home business on a lark. To be successful you must be fully
committed to the idea and the work involved.

10. Undercharging
This was particularly challenging for me when | first began planning events.
I thought, mistakenly, that by charging less | would find more clients. Don’t
make this mistake. Yes, you are in this for the joy of party planning but,
ultimately, to make your business work you need to profit. There is the
adage, “you get what you pay for.” Remember this when you price your
events. Your client wants a quality event. Don’t set prices so low that you
need to cut corners or, at the end of the day, you find that you have earned
nothing—or even lost money—after spending many, many hours planning

a successful event.

Your First Event

Not only are you only as good as your last event, but also your reputation will be
bolstered—or brought down—Dby your first event, so it is imperative that you plan
your first event with attention to every last detail.

You will begin the process of planning by meeting with the parents of the birth-
day child. Schedule a time to sit down with the parents. Don’t conduct this initial
consultation via the telephone. It is important to develop relationships with your
clients. It will result in a better event because you will have a deeper understanding

of your clients’ desires.

Internet Tip

Consider offering a cup of tea or coffee or a glass of soda water. This shows a
sense of hospitality and grace. Serve the coffee and tea in mugs adorned with
your logo. At Web sites such as www.discountmugs.com, you can purchase cus-
tomized mugs for less than $1 each. Always, you need to be mindful of branding
your business—in other words, of creating your business’s personality. Part of
doing this includes using your logo often.
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Event Checklist

Week before the birthday party:

m Contact venue for final confirmation; double-check date and party start and
end times.

Contact any entertainers and confirm their arrival time.

Contact any caterers and confirm delivery or pickup times.

Contact any inflatable suppliers and confirm delivery and pickup times.

Confirm number of attendees.

Arrange and confirm any extra staffing needs.

Schedule for pickup and delivery of any rental items.
Make sure to check quantities of all party favors.

Make sure that you have all décor items.

Confirm you have adequate quantities of all paper goods
Create goody bags.

Day before the birthday party:

m Make sure your birthday party toolbox is stocked.
m Gather all of your supplies together (from décor items to paper goods and
\/ goody bags); if possible, pack them in your car a day early.
Make final confirmation with party venue.
Make final confirmation with parents of birthday child.
Pick up any necessary rental supplies.
Make sure to have small bills for tipping any delivery people.

Day of the birthday party:

m Double-check that you have loaded all necessary supplies—make sure
that your cell phone is charged!

m Arrive at the venue early. It is always better to be on the early side when
preparing for a child’s party.

m Set up for the party.



During the birthday party:

Greet all guests professionally. Make sure that your setup work is complete
S0 you can focus on the guests.

Tell the party attendees where to put the presents and their coats, and
then direct them to the first activity.

If you are providing the entertainment, make sure you are prepared and
organized. | do all of the prep work for my art-based birthday parties before
arriving at the party venue.

After all of the guests have arrived, begin official party activities. Make
sure that all of the children know one another. Often, party attendees go

to different schools or might even live in different towns. Have the children
introduce themselves. Perhaps, use an ice-breaker, asking the children to
tell their names and their favorite type of candy or favorite color. Kids love
this kind of list.

Create the flow of activities. Perhaps the parents want cake first and then
the entertainment. Make sure that the children transition from one step to
the next.

Maintain order. Yes, kids can get pretty revved up at a birthday party. How-
ever, | have found that as long as this energy is channeled and the kids are
made aware of the expectations regarding behavior, maintaining control is
not too challenging. As kids arrive and introduce themselves, | introduce
myself, too, and outline the rules of the party. | do it in a good-natured
way, acknowledging that everyone is at the party to have fun. However, as
| point out, everyone will have more fun if the rules are followed. Frankly, |
have found that 99.9 percent of the time, kids are delighted to comply.
Serve any food the parents have asked for. For larger parties, you will need
to hire help. For small parties, where the parents have asked for only cup-
cakes, it is easy enough for you to serve the kids.

If the parents have asked that presents be opened at the event, oversee
this. Do this in an orderly fashion—mno ripping open packages willy-nilly!
Note all gifts for thank-you cards to be sent later.
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m Make sure to have a final activity after the primary entertainment, cake,
food, and present opening are complete in case any time remains.

m Make sure that the kids leave in an orderly fashion.

m Help the birthday party parents take the presents to their car. | find that
large, sturdy garbage bags are useful for this.

m Thank them for using your business.

m Throughout the whole event, keep smiling. Your smile shows your enthusi-
asm and care. It's not always easy to smile, especially when the birthday-
party child is in tears because her best friend, at the eleventh hour,
couldn’t attend. It’s not easy but it is important!

After the birthday party:

m Follow up with the parents, making sure that they were satisfied with
everything. If not, listen to their concerns.

Bill your clients.

Contact the outside venue (if you used one) for their feedback.

Check with any outside caterers or other entertainers for their feedback.
Make notes of any concerns you might have—note both the best elements
of the day as well as any worrisome bits.

If your client is meeting you at your home office, make sure to schedule the
meeting when your kids are in school or you have other childcare arrangements.
Also, don’t answer your phone while meeting in person with a client. Your answer-
ing machine or voice mail will pick up calls for you. Remember, this is a business and
you want to convey a sense of professionalism.

Begin by filling out a client and party information questionnaire (a sample is
included in this chapter). You will use this information to complete a proposal, so
make sure that the information you include on the client information form is thor-

ough and accurate. You will need to find out:
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m Birthday child’s name and age. First and foremost, find out the name of
the child. Then, use the child’s name throughout the rest of this first meet-
ing. Small things like this—using the child’s name rather than using the
generic “your child"—help elevate your business to a more professional
level.

m Date for event. Consult your calendar when writing down the date and
time. | recently attended a dinner party on a Friday evening. The caterer,
when initially meeting with the host and hostess, dutifully wrote down
“February 8,” because that was the date given to her by the host and host-
ess. Unfortunately, the host and hostess were looking at the previous year’s
calendar—which indicated that the eighth fell on a Friday, the day preferred
by the couple giving the party. Unfortunately, when the caterer returned
to her office and wrote down the details of the job and entered the event
onto her calendar, she placed the event on Saturday the eighth because the
current year’s calendar indicated that the eighth would fall on a Saturday.
End result? The caterer did not arrive, thinking the party was occurring the
next evening. Our lovely hostess went scurrying off in her yellow Volkswa-
gen Beetle to buy prepared food at the local grocery store. This is a gentle
parable, reminding all of us to dot every “i” and to cross every “t.” Even the
smallest detail is significant.

m Venue for event. If you are a planner who holds events in only one space,
this will not vary from event to event. If however, you use a variety of ven-
ues, note the client’s preference here. If the client requests an event at a
busy venue, ask for alternate party dates and/or alternate venue sites.

® Number of attendees. Some birthday parties, particularly for tots, include
both adults and children on the guest list. Be sure to note the number of
adults and the number of children who will be attending. Don’t be the party
planner who brings only juice boxes, forgetting to bring a carafe of coffee or
other beverage appropriate for adults.

m Type of food and drink to be served. Children’s birthday parties run the
gamut in terms of refreshments. Some parents prefer to keep it simple,
opting to serve individual cupcakes and leave it at that. Other parents want
the whole nine yards: pizza, chips, fresh fruit, juice, and water, as well as

refreshments for the adults. Make sure that you get a clear sense of the par-

ents’ desires.
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m Type of preferred activities. What types of activities do the parents and the
birthday child want at the event? Really listen to your client. Kids often have
very specific ideas about their parties. If it's a pirate party, the birthday child
might want everyone to wear matching hats and eye patches. If it is a prin-
cess party, the party princess might not want anyone but her to wear a tiara.
Children frequently have a vision of what their perfect party will look like. Lis-
ten closely. Paying attention to these details will help you to rise above your
competition. Be realistic, too, about the viability of the activities. Owning an
arts-based birthday party business, I've had many creative requests. Some,
though, simply aren’t possible given the ages of the children. For instance, |
had a request for two- and three-year-olds to build hinged marionettes, com-
plete with complex dowel-and-string controls. | gently redirected the mom
to a more appropriate activity, sock puppets, and the party was a wonderful
success. This is a fine line, a sort of negotiating skill that you will continue to
develop as you meet with clients. You must listen to their ideas and consid-
erations and then carefully and diplomatically redirect them if necessary. I've
also had requests for three-hour birthday parties for three-year-olds. It is, of
course, possible to entertain this young brood for three hours, but it takes
very careful organization and extra expense.

B Budget. The all-important question of money. Parents sometimes have
grand visions without the understanding that grand visions often require
grand budgets for their execution. Although I've touched on this earlier, it
bears repeating: do not undercharge. Undercharging can result in business
failure. This is a business and your goal is to make money. It is tempting
when you first hang your shingle to cut the prices for your services. Don’t be
tempted. Charge a fair rate that will cover your expenses and pay what you
determine is a satisfactory wage (Chapter 6 offers guides for determining
this rate).

With this information, you will be able to create a proposal for your client. A
proposal is a clear plan outlining the purpose of the event, the venue, the age and
number of attendees, the event theme, event activities, food and drink, goody bag
stuffers, decorations, and the cost (broken down into categories).

I like to present a proposal in a colorful folder (found at office supply stores)

with my card affixed to the front. In this folder, | include a sheet with testimonials
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from past clients as well as a photograph from a recent event. | also include a com-
plete breakdown of the services | will provide for the client—from arriving early at
the venue to make sure that everything is ship-shape (I've arrived at many venues
only to find myself vacuuming a room that hadn’t been adequately cleaned fol-
lowing the previous event) to sending thank-you’s after the event. In my efforts to
maintain an open and honest line of communication with all of my clients, | break
down all costs. For instance, | show the amount to be spent on decorations, the
amount for food, and the amount for entertainment all on separate lines rather
than lumping them all together. In this way, a client is able to see where her dollars

are being spent.

From Cakes to Party Hats, Finding the Right Suppliers

According to party-supply giant Hallmark, $600 million is spent annually on items
for kids’ parties. These items include invitations, party hats, paper plates, and nap-
kins, for instance. This is an impressive figure and gives some sense of the size of
your market. When it comes to holding and planning children’s birthday parties,
many parents find that they have deep pockets. Given the market for these goods,
it is also no surprise that many vendors, hoping to take their share of the birthday

party pie, sell birthday party supplies.

Online and Chain Store Suppliers
The appendix for this book lists many online vendors. Online vendors offer some
advantages including, often, low prices because of their high-volume sales. Addi-
tionally, because these online vendors often have massive warehouses, the range
and variety of party supplies is frequently quite vast. If, as your business develops,
you find that you need large numbers of supplies—for instance, party hats by the
gross—then an online vendor may offer the best values.

If you live in a more populated area, you are probably within driving distance of

a store that is part of a chain of birthday party supply stores.

Keeping It Local

Conversely, a local vendor may charge marginally more but there are pros to spend-
ing the extra pennies. It can prove invaluable to forge a relationship with the owners
of these local “mom and pop” shops. Owners of party supply stores can help you to

promote your business by displaying your cards and brochures, and they are often
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able to keep you up to date on current party trends. If you see certain themed items
in the half-price bin at your local party store, it's a good indicator that a once-hot
party theme has grown lukewarm.

To find local party supply stores, whether part of a chain or locally owned, look in

your area’s yellow pages under “party supplies.”

Big Values at the Big-Box Stores

Big-box retailers are also useful for sourcing party supplies. When visiting these
chain stores you’ll find many aisles chock-a-block with useful products. Most big
retailers have a section devoted to party supplies and offer the typical fixings
for goody bags such as inexpensive plastic trinkets and cellophane bags. Often,
| find other areas of these stores more useful. | regularly check the toy section
at a big-box retailer near my home. | look for clearance toys that could be used
in goody bags. Likewise, | keep an eye on the houseware department for color-
ful, plastic cups and dishes as well as festive tablecloths. By buying supplies at
these big-box stores, | often save my clients money. A pinata that costs $15 at a
local party supply store is often only $8 at the big-box vendor. A big-box vendor
won't offer the variety that a party supply store will, but it can prove useful for
more generic party supplies as well as for maintaining budgets, both yours and

your client’s.

0dd Lot Opportunities

Odd lot stores are another good source for reasonably priced supplies. As the name
suggests, the merchandise at these centers is variable as the stores pick up odd lots
cast off from manufacturers and retailers. Most of the merchandise is closeouts
and overstocks, so what is in the store one day may not be there the next. Odd lot
stores offer tremendous values and often are good sources for paper goods as well
as goody bag treats. When shopping at an odd lot store, proceed with some cau-
tion. Often, paper goods sold at odd lots stores are overstocks and not simply tired
or out-of-fashion merchandise. Sometimes, though, when a hot trend goes flat, the
licensed goods end up at an odd lot store. To protect yourself from buying dud mer-
chandise, don’t stock up on paper goods with a tie-in to a movie, television program,
or other current trend unless you already have a party planned at which you will use
the merchandise.
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Creative Customizing
Customized birthday treats are growing in popularity for both children’s and adult’s
parties. From birthday banners to hats, candy, napkins, T-shirts, and CDs, the sky
is the limit when it comes to customized treats. Online retailers offer competitive
pricing. Key, if using customized items, is allowing time for the products to be made
and delivered. According to Birthdayz by Shindigz (www.birthdayzbyshindigz.com),
customized CDs require two weeks’ production time plus a time allowance for
shipping.

Customizing can add an extra layer of flair and fun to a child’s birthday party,
and customization doesn’t have to break the bank. Compare prices at the various

online customizers (listed in the Appendix) or use a local customizer.

Fantastic Food

As the event planner, you may or may not be responsible for the food. My event-
planning business, Art Escapades, offers food as an “add-on.” In other words, | mar-
ket my business focusing on developing a creative project to engage young hands
and minds. At a typical party, this project and all of the accompanying steps takes
about one and one half hours. | have found that about half of all parents prefer to
supply their own food. The other half asks for me to plan and serve the food. As you
develop your business, you likely will spot a similar trend. Unless the party is a féte
for a hundred at a local country club, food tends to be more casual at children’s
birthday parties. Casual does not mean sloppy or careless. Kids attending birthday

parties care about their cake and clamor for its arrival.

Notes from the Field

Food allergies are quite common, so it is important to ask if any of the children
attending the party have any allergies. At many of the parties | plan, a child has an
allergy and is unable to eat the main birthday cake. Allergies to peanuts are espe-
cially prevalent. Find out in advance if a child has an allergy, then make sure to
provide that child with a treat she can eat. It's no fun for a kid to miss out on eating
birthday cake, so be sure to take this extra step and provide an allergen-free treat.
The child will thank you as will your clients for taking this extra step.
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Don'’t plan on getting too fancy, though, according to advice from Manhattan-
based Herban Gourmet catering owner Leslie Bullock.

“As a caterer, I've come to realize that, from a food perspective, it’s best to keep
it simple and familiar. This is no time for the parent to bring out an extravagant or
unusual food theme. Kids are very honest, and if they don’t like the chocolate rasp-
berry ganache cake that mommy picked out instead of the Disney-themed white
cake from the store, they'll let you know! Same goes for gourmet grilled pizzas,
lamb kebabs, and smoked salmon on potato pancakes. Stick with chicken tenders,
hamburgers, and pizza.”

In fact, for some children’s parties, she prepares the gourmet pizza and lamb
kebabs for the parents, noting that she is seeing a trend of children’s birthday par-
ties morphing into simultaneous adult parties. While the parents nosh in one room
on high-end food, the kiddies are entertained in the next room by the magician or
other entertainer or activity.

Bullock emphasizes that the children’s food—chicken tenders, hamburgers, and
pizza—be top-notch, though, because the food is a reflection of the quality of your
business.

Take the Cake

Unless you want to get the permits required to set up a commercial kitchen, plan on
buying birthday cakes at local bakeries and grocery stores. In my business, | find that
many parents and children request themed cakes from our local branch of a large
chain grocery store. This is an easy and reliable solution. There is no surprise in the
taste, quality, or price of these cakes.

Cupcakes are another current craze, with kids and adults practically swooning
for them. They are an elegant birthday party option since they are, by their nature,
in an ideal, single-serving size. Grocery store bakeries will often create themed
cupcakes, as well. Birthday kids also like iced cookies, decorated with their initials or
their ages.

Local bakeries can also be a reliable and useful resource for your business. Like
the local party-supply vendor, a friendly baker can help spread the word about your
new business. And, it is good to think about spending locally, as well. As caterer Les-
lie Bullock cautioned, though, don’t focus on the bakery’s fanciest tarts and tortes.
Kids like their cakes in a classic form.
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Notes from the Field

Over the years, as part of my ongoing research for my event planning service, |
have surveyed hundreds of local children about their cake preference. Number one
choice? Marble cake from the local grocery store!

The Perfect Slice

It's a rock solid fact. Kids love cheese pizza. If you are looking for a sure-fire recipe for
hungry kids, add one slice cheese pizza, one juice box, and one cupcake. Ahhhh ...
kiddy perfection. Most grocery stores’ deli departments make fresh, made-to-order
pizzas at a reasonable price. If you choose this option, you will need to have a method
for keeping the pizzas warm while the party progresses (it is almost always best to
eat at the end of the party—eating first is messy and often distracts the children
from focusing on the business at hand: celebrating the birthday child). Although
grocery store pizzas may be more economical, an easier option may be delivery by a
local pizzeria. Of course, if you live in a more rural area, a pizzeria delivery van may
not be an option! However, even in many small towns, a local joint will deliver pizzas
at a specified time. Be sure to tip the pizza delivery person as you would a waiter: 15
to 20 percent with a minimum tip of $2. Build in a bit of wiggle room, too. If you plan
to have the children eating pizza by 4 p.m., have the pizzas delivered by 3:30 p.m.

This allows for time to call the pizzeria if the pizzas don’t arrive on schedule.

The Ubiquitous Juice Box

Juice boxes at today’s kids’ birthday parties are de rigueur. In fact, kids consume
billions of these sweet beverages every year. Save yourself time and money by
stocking up on lots of these colorful boxes at a big-box store that offers pricing near
wholesale. You may want to limit your purchasing to white juices—apple and white
grape—if you are concerned about staining carpets.

While you are buying juice boxes, also stock up on bottled water. Buy the small-
est bottles possible, since kids tend to drink only a bit. In many areas, it is possible to
buy small boxes of water, similar to juice boxes. You may choose to buy large bottles
and pour water into cups. | caution, though, that sometimes, in the heat of the party
moment, it is simply easier to have bottles or boxes to distribute.
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Fancy Feast

You will plan parties that involve more than cheese pizza and cupcakes, although
these parties will most likely be less common. For these events, you will need to have
networked and researched caterers who will work with you to ensure a successful
event.

Find these caterers by first thinking about successful events you've attended.
Who catered these events? Why were these caterers memorable? Likewise, if you
have been to an event with less than yummy food, take note of these caterers and
put them on your “don’t call” list. Just as you are building a business based in large
part on word-of-mouth marketing, caterers do the same. Which caterers in your area
have good word of mouth?

Of course, in every aspect of your business, you will want to compare prices.
This helps you to keep your prices competitive with other planners and your clients
will certainly appreciate your efforts to maintain a reasonable budget. In this case,
though, the lowest price is not always the best route. For instance, if you are serving
chicken fingers with an assortment of sauces, the caterer with the lower prices may
be serving pre-frozen fingers as opposed to fresh chicken fingers. Clients who ask for
more elaborate food will care about these distinctions. With this in mind, make sure
that when soliciting estimates from caterers you are comparing apples to apples.
In other words, let the caterer know that you are requesting fresh, all-white-meat
chicken fingers. Don’t assume that she will know.

You will also want to be very clear in determining who will supply the neces-
sary dishes. When it comes to chicken fingers—a finger food—paper plates would
suffice. For parties with more elaborate food, you will need dishes, cutlery, serving

utensils, and linens.

The All-Powerful Goody Bag
“Goody bags” are two words that can strike fear into the hearts of even the most
intrepid parents planning birthday parties for their children. As all moms and dads
know, the goody bag can make or break a party. You may have clowns, stilt walkers,
jugglers capable of keeping twelve balls of fire in the air—but, as the party winds
down, if you fail to produce a goody bag that suits the party goers, hue and cry can,
and probably will, break loose.

As Nancy Lavin, a mother of three puts it, “Goody bags? That's why kids go to
birthday parties.” Not to put too fine a point on this issue, children love birthday
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parties for many reasons, including their amazement at fire-juggling entertainers.
However, it is true that children have come to expect a goody bag at a party’s close.

Who can blame them? It seems that American culture has become obsessed
with goody bags. Adults like to receive them at parties as well. And, some of the
goody bags being bandied about at adult parties are so valuable that the Internal
Revenue Service had to put out a special statement addressing their rules regarding
goody bags and taxes.

“The Commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service today wished the Academy
Award nominees the best of luck at Sunday’s presentation, but he reminded celeb-
rity recipients of the six-figure goodie bags that they qualify as taxable income and
must be reported on tax returns.”

“As the world watches the glamour and glitz of the Academy Awards, it's impor-
tant to keep in mind that movie stars face the same tax obligations as ordinary
Americans,” said IRS Commissioner Mark W. Everson. “We want to make sure the
stars ‘walk the line’ when it comes to these goodie bags.”

Everson makes a good point—news reports about the “official” Oscar gifts that
will be given to stars place the value at more than $100,000. These amazing caches
of loot include handheld electronic devices, diamond jewelry, free stays at plush
resorts, and more.

Happily, kids haven’t set the bar quite this high for their goody bag treats. It is
important, as you plan a party, to work closely with the parents to determine their
vision of the goody bag. Be clear about budget and expectations when developing
goody bags. Ask parents for specifics. Do they want candy and toys? Do they want
the goody bag items to tie in with the party theme? How much are they planning to
spend per goody bag?

Afinal and important note: Don’t be too lavish when planning goody bags. In an
era of McMansions, parents might ask for McGoody bags as well. In my experience,
when parents have asked for absolutely over-the-top goody bags, some parents
of party attendees have been embarrassed by the excess. As one parent recently
whispered in my ear, “Oh no! This goody bag cost more than the present my child

brought for the birthday child.” Don’t put party guests in this awkward position.

Goody Bags Go Green
A happy turn in the world of party planning is the opportunity to make an event

“green” or environmentally friendly. This trend is becoming more and more evident
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when it comes to goody bags, as well. More and more, parents are asking me to steer
clear of landfill-clogging cellophane bags and, often, the cheap plastic toys that, in
the blink of an eye, go from a partygoer’s goody bag straight into the garbage.

If parents are eager to plan a green party, consider using cloth or paper bags
rather than plastic. Opt for wood toys rather than plastic. If choosing plastic toys,
opt for a higher quality toy that won'’t instantly make its way to the circular file. As
a general rule of thumb, cheaper is often not better when it comes to goody bags. |
had to learn this the hard way after stuffing goody bags with rainbow colored plastic
spring toys. They looked great and the kids loved them—until they tried to use them.
They didn’t work. | would have been better served to buy the real McCoy, a metal
Slinky. At about $2 apiece, a junior Slinky is fun and reliable. The rainbow spring toys,
at $1 each, were cheap—and worthless. Kids didn’t even bother taking them home

from the party.

The Feel-Good Goody Bag
Some kids are opting to give a goody bag that does good! One child, who was
interested in nature and animals, gave contributions in the name of each partygoer
to the World Wildlife Foundation. After an animal themed party, all partygoers
received certificates showing their contribution to the World Wildlife Fund as well
as a stuffed animal representing an endangered species. The stuffed animals were
purchased at a big-box chain store for $3 each. A $5 contribution was made in the
name of each child. In this way, each child had something to carry home (a stuffed
animal) and a reason to hold their head high (making a contribution to help save
endangered animals).

I'am seeing this trend slowly pick up speed. Just as some kids are asking that, in
lieu of gifts, a donation be made to a worthy organization, some children are doing

Internet Tip

For an array of interesting and inexpensive craft ideas suitable for goody bag
treats, check out Oriental Trading at www.orientaltrading.com. From make-your-
own paddle ball games to color-your-own Frisbees, this site offers reasonably
priced projects that engage children.
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the same when it comes to goody bags. Making a gift to a charity is an important
lesson for all, children and adults. Parties with a focus on giving rather than getting
result in tremendous positive energy and good feelings. Of course, everyone likes to
receive presents, and | am not suggesting complete abandonment of goody bags,

but it is interesting to consider a goody bag for a good cause.

The One-ltem Goody Bag

Another popular trend is the one-item goody bag. Many parents, tired of sorting
through all of the plastic tchotchkes that come home from other children’s birth-
day parties, ask me to provide one quality gift for each birthday party attendee. In
another twist, some clients have asked that each party recipient receive a book. This
is a popular choice because the book can tie in with the party’s theme and be reason-
ably priced (children’s paperbacks start at about $5).

After a soccer party, each party attendee might receive a soccer ball. After a kite-
flying party, each child might go home with his own colorful kite. Often, buying one
gift of a better quality is less expensive than filling a cellophane bag with items that
will be quickly discarded.

The Personalized Goody Bag

Personalized treats are all the rage when it comes to kids’ birthday parties, not only
in terms of the décor (personalized banners, for instance) but also for the goody bag
stuffers. For the tween set, | have ordered customized lip gloss. Younger kids enjoy
craft boxes personalized with their names. Customized candy is also a favored goody

bag treat. See the appendix for sources.

DIY Goody Bag
The do-it-yourself (DIY) phenomenon is everywhere—from checking yourself out

at the grocery store to knitting your own sweater. I've seen the same trend when it

I’s All in the Name

Note that in some areas of the United States, goody bags are referred to as “loot
bags.” The same idea, only with a different name.

Hanging Out Your Shingle

77



78

Smart Tip

Kids love taking photographs, so plan on having a few disposable cameras at

the ready. Encourage kids (and their parents) to take candid shots. Often, these
spontaneous photographs turn out to be family favorites because they capture the
happiness and energy of the event. Internet sites like www.camerasforall.com offer
personalized disposable cameras beginning at about $5 per camera.

comes to goody bag treats. Some of my clients are asking for me to plan an activity
during which party attendees will create their own take-home treat. Perhaps kids
will paint their own little treasure chest for storing diminutive odds and ends. Or,
kids might make their own sand art bottles. In this way, the goody bag treats add to
the life of the party.

Say Cheese, Please!

Some parents will ask that the event be photographed or videotaped. Photog-
raphy is a highly skilled art so you will want to do your research before hiring a
photographer or videographer. Word of mouth is a good place to start your search.
Just as you are building your business largely on word-of-mouth marketing, so do
good photographers. Ask at local bakeries for the names of the photographers
who are frequently asked to shoot wedding photos (bakers will know these names
since they are often at the church, synagogue, or other reception site setting up
the cake when the photographer is there taking shots). Ask friends who have
hired photographers. Search through your local yellow pages or check online at
www.ppa.com (Professional Photographers of America, Inc). If you make contact
through these venues, be sure to do a thorough reference check. Ask the photog-
rapher for names of clients to whom you can speak. Of course, look through her
portfolio, as well.

Make sure that your client’s photography preferences are clear, as well. Some
parents will prefer candid shots while others will want more posed images. Also, do
the parents have a preference for black and white versus color photography? Candid
shots, often done in black and white, are currently the trend. In a style called pho-

tojournalism, these photographers shoot only events as they unfold, never asking
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for contrived or posed photos. If your client is expecting posed shots of friends and
family, this is not the type of photographer to hire.

Afinal caveat: Just because a photographer is your area’s ace wedding photogra-
pher does not mean she will bring the same expertise to photographing a children’s
birthday party. Make certain that the photographer likes children and understands

how to work with children.

Keeping the Beat
Parties with disc jockeys (DJs) are popular for teens and tweens. It is particularly true
with DJs that you get what you pay for. You will find that some DJs offer to host an
event for a few hundred dollars while others will charge upwards of $1,000. As a rule
of thumb, plan on spending between $100 and $300 per hour.

A good DJ can absolutely make or break a party, so be sure to do a thorough
reference check. Again, finding a DJ through word of mouth is best although there
are several associations that will help guide you to DJs in your area. Before hiring a

DJ, ask to attend one of his events.

DJ Checklist

Before signing on the dotted line, make sure that your DJ:

m /s insured and has liability coverage. Ask to see proof.

m Will agree to a written contract. Don’t hire a DJ—or anyone for that
matter—based on a handshake. Always insist on a written contract. This
protects you as well as the DJ.

m Wil play requests. Amazingly, some DJs won’t. Also, be clear about the
type of music to be played, ensuring that music appropriate for kids is all
that he is spinning.

m Will dress appropriately. This is less important for informal children’s par-
ties but | have been to elegant weddings only to have the DJ show up in
scruffy jeans.

m Wil allow enough time for setup. Unfortunately, this has been an issue in
my business: DJs showing up late, not allowing time for setup. This makes
teens impatient and the paying parents grumpy.
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Working with Your Client

Congratulations. You are ready to hold your first event. You should pat yourself
on the back for completing all of the steps leading up to this moment. Laying the
groundwork for a new company is challenging. Kudos to you for building a solid
foundation.

Finding Your First Client

Getting that first client on the hook can be a bit challenging, but it will happen. |
found that posting fliers about my party planning business proved to be the most
effective way to find clients when | first opened up shop.

Many town libraries have bulletin boards on which you can post news about
your company. Plan on creating a flier with your phone number listed on tabs at
the bottom. Then, prospective clients can pull off one of the tabs and have your
phone number at the ready. Many towns also have community centers with bulletin
boards where you can post your news.

Along with posting fliers around town (always check with the library or com-
munity center before posting your flier), tell everyone you know about your new
business. As | wrote earlier, tell friends, neighbors, business associates—anyone and
everyone.

You can also consider an advertisement in your local newspaper (more on this
in Chapter 10). However, | find that for fledging businesses, the best bet is word of

mouth and posting fliers.

Connecting with Your Client

As outlined earlier in this chapter, when you first meet with your new client you will
fill out a worksheet, outlining the client’s needs and desires. From this information,
you will generate a proposal detailing all aspects of the birthday party—from the
type of activities planned to the cake flavor, the goody bag treats, any customized
decorations, and more. The proposal also breaks down the cost of the party for the
parents of the birthday child. Once you and your client have signed the proposal and

contract, get ready to plan!

Planning Your First Event
You've done your legwork and research, so planning and holding your first children’s
birthday party will be a veritable piece of birthday cake! As is echoed throughout this
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book, pulling off a successful party is primarily about organization and attention to
detail. To avoid any unhappy birthday surprises, do not leave anything to chance.
Using the birthday party planning checklist included in this chapter will help to
ensure a happy day. | rely on this checklist for all of my party planning.

Do not underestimate the time it will take you to set up for the party. The birth-
day child’s parents will not appreciate arriving at the party only to find that the
tablecloths aren’t on the tables, the balloons and streamers aren’t festooning the
room, and the goody bags are not made! Leave plenty of time to travel to the site (I
always allow extra time for a flat tire—you never know!) as well as ample time once
you arrive.

Once at the site, keep your cell phone and checklist handy as you calmly work,
either at your dedicated space or with the professionals at an outside venue. Prede-
termine with the parents what time they plan on arriving. | encourage parents to
arrive near the start of the party. If they arrive too early, while I am still setting up, it
can be a distraction and add stress.

Expect the first guests to arrive early. Unlike adult parties, where folks tend to
show up fashionably late, kids show up on time—or early. Greet everybody with a
smile and be prepared to direct children to where they should hang their coats and
place their presents. Make sure, too, that you dress appropriately for the big day. You
are a professional, so no sloppy jeans or sweatpants. It is okay to be casual at a casual
kids’ party (khakis and a crisp shirt) but not messy.

The timeline for each party will vary. If you are holding an event at an ice-skating
rink, for instance, you will want to have an activity to engage the children while they
are all arriving. Once all of the kids get to the rink, the professionals there will likely
instruct the children about selecting skates, ice safety, and other rules of the ice.
After the allotted skating time has passed, you will be responsible for ensuring that
the children return rented skates and make their way to the facility’s party room.
There you will oversee the activities you've arranged with parents. Perhaps parents

have asked for another activity or for pizza to be served.

Crowd Control

For many novice party planners, the chief concern is keeping control of the birthday
attendees. | know that when | began planning parties, | worried about this as well.
Happily, I have found that kids, though keyed up, tend to behave well at birthday

parties when the parameters for behavior are clearly outlined.

Hanging Out Your Shingle

81



m Set the tone. As children arrive, let them know what you expect. For
instance, | might greet the children by saying, “Place your birthday gift here,
hang your jacket on the hook in that corner, and then please sit while we
wait for everyone to arrive. There are markers and paper at each seat. Per-
haps you would like to make a birthday card for [birthday child’s name].” In
this way, the children are clearly directed. When the children aren’t guided,
they tend to become a bit wilder. Have a plan.

B Be prepared. The kiss of death for a birthday planner is lack of preparation.
Don’t plan on blowing up balloons while the children arrive. You will be
distracted and chaos is likely to ensue. When the children begin arriving, be
“on” for them. In other words, greet each child personally, asking his or her
name. Smile and look directly at them. These sound like small things but
they add up to big results: good behavior.

m Don't be afraid to discipline. You are in charge of this event, so dont be
afraid to discipline a child who is misbehaving. At the end of the day, the
parents will thank you for this. Conversely, if you let a child misbehave and
disrupt a party, the parents will be frustrated with you. Be gentle in your
discipline. I try to take a positive spin when trying to calm down a child.
“Megan, | know you are excited because it is Nancy’s birthday but it is time
to sit down and help the birthday child celebrate her day.” Usually, a gentle
intervention such as this will work well. If not, | (very) occasionally have to
ask a child to take a time out. In virtually every instance, after a time out,
the disruptive child will behave. After all, no one wants to spend the party
in time out. Again, parents expect you to take these actions. | have spoken
with planners who are afraid to discipline—and their events can spiral out
of control.

B Have a plan. | develop and plan more activities than | anticipate needing.
You have to be prepared for kids who sing “Happy Birthday,” eat cake, and
open presents in ten minutes flat! The events you thought would fill thirty
minutes have whizzed by in a third of the time. What do you do with the
remaining twenty minutes? Sometimes, | pull out face painting supplies. |
am not an expert face painter but have found that kids love even basic face
painting, such as whiskers and a triangular nose, turning them into a cat. |

have been to children’s birthday parties where, after the clown leaves and

the cake is eaten, there is nothing for the kids to do but get wound up and
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Notes from the Field

Always confirm with parents whether they want their child to open presents at the

party site. Parents often have strong opinions about this. Some feel it is important

to open gifts at the party site so the children giving the gifts will have the opportu-

nity to see the birthday child receive them. Other parents don’t want present giving
to become competitive—a who-gave-the-biggest-gift sort of competition—so they
opt to open presents at home with just family.

go crazy. Make sure you have enough activities to fill the party’s time span.

Again, your clients expect this. They are paying you to fill the time.

These basic guidelines have served me well. Kids, generally, are happy to be
asked to a party and want to please. Be amiable, firm, and prepared when it comes
to keeping kids happy, safe, and well behaved.

Developing References and Referrals

Make it your mantra: you are only as good as your last party. In this word-of-mouth
business, you must always keep this in the front of your mind. Another way to keep
your eye on the prize: Would you be satisfied if the party you just planned and held
was in honor of your child’s birthday? If the answer is anything other than “yes,” you

need to reflect and retool.

The All-Important Reference

Part of the word-of-mouth process is creating references. When you first develop a
new contact with a client, she will probably ask for references. A reference is a per-
son who can speak about your abilities and skills and help to differentiate you from
your competition. You will want to have a list of several references. Don’t ask your
sister-in-law to be your reference. Ask professional contacts as well as clients for
whom you have planned successful children’s birthday parties. Professional contacts
will include party supply store owners, caterers, bakers, photographers, videogra-
phers, disc jockeys, and others who have helped you to throw a great event. Don't

assume that your favorite caterer will act as a reference. Always ask first before
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Birthday Party Planning Checklist

This checklist covers everything you will need to consider for the party you are
planning. Some items won’t apply to every party. For instance, you may or may not
be arranging food or having custom decorations made. This checklist is a powerful
tool. If, as you plan, you are able to provide checkmarks for every applicable line,
your party will almost certainly prove successful. | rely on this checklist for every

party | plan. It ensures that | dot every “i” and cross every “t” and helps to reassure
me that on the day of the party there will be smooth sailing.

m Reserving a venue
= Do you have a signed contract with the venue?
= Did you call the venue to confirm the day before the party?

m Mailing invitations

m Arranging entertainment
= [f you arranged entertainment, did you check references and receive a
signed contract?
= Did you confirm with the entertainment the day before the party?

‘ m Arranging for a photographer or videographer
\J = |[f so, did you check references and receive a signed contract?
= Did you confirm with the photographer the day before the event?

m Arranging catering
= |f 50, did you check references and receive a signed contract?
= Did you confirm with the caterer the day before the event?

m Setting up pizza delivery
= |[f so, did you confirm the day before the event?

m Hiring a DJ
= |[f so, did you check references and receive a signed contract?
= Did you confirm with the DJ the day before the event?

m Arranging for a birthday cake
= Did you confirm the day before the party that the cake would be ready
for pickup or delivery?



Renting inflatables
= Did you confirm the inflatables the day before the event?

Buying and renting decorations

= Did you buy or rent any tablecloths?

= Did you arrange for any customized decorations?

= Did you arrange for any special displays, like cotton candy machines or
popcorn machines?

= Did you arrange for balloons?

Creating goody bags

= Did you purchase goody bag treats?

= Did you fill the goody bags and double-check your numbers, ensuring
that you have one for each child at the party?

Arranging for floral arrangements
= [f so, did you check references and receive a signed contract?
= Did you confirm with the florist the day before the event?

Arranging for any rentals, such as tables, chairs, or glassware
= [f so, did you confirm the rentals the day before the event?

Confirming the number of party attendees

Purchasing themed party supplies

= [f S0, have you checked quantities?

= Ordering custom items

= [f so, have you confirmed that spelling of the birthday child’s name and
quantities are correct?

Stocking your emergency toolbox

Readying your cell phone

= Did you charge your cell phone?

= Did you program your cell phone with all applicable names—ifrom the
caterer to the clown?

Arranging childcare
= Did you arrange for childcare for your children?



Timeline for a Children’s Birthday Party

This timeline is a guide for planning your first event. However, the lead time for
planning children’s birthday parties is highly variable. For instance, a party for

ten kids at the pool is a snap compared to a sweet sixteen for a hundred guests,
complete with a DJ, videographer, and catered food. As you plan more parties, you
will learn to adjust this timeline. As you begin, though, this timeline provides a good
rule of thumb for allowing enough time to complete all of your planning.

Three months before the birthday party:

m Meet with parents and complete parent questionnaire

m Using this information, complete proposal, including budget, activities,
number of guests, and venue

m Begin sourcing vendors (such as caters and photographers, if necessary)

Two months before the party:

m Confirm guest list and mail invitations
m Confirm all outside vendors and suppliers
m Order any custom or personalized items

\/ One month before the party:

m Purchase goody bag supplies
m Purchase paper goods

One week before the party:

m Confirm number of attendees

m Reconfirm all outside vendors, suppliers, and caterers

m Touch base with the parents, addressing any of their concerns and letting
them know that you are all set for their child’s party



having a new client check with a reference. Some business owners and individuals
prefer not to give references.

Along with creating a stable of persuasive professional references, you will
develop a group of clients who are willing to speak to your prospective clients about
your party planning abilities. Following a successful event, call the client and ask if
she will act as a reference. Don't ask at the party site. Wait until you make your post-
event phone call, something you will do after every event. Choose clients who will be

articulate and comfortable speaking to your prospective clients.

The Power of the Referral

Referrals are an invaluable way of creating a thriving birthday party planning busi-
ness. When a current client refers you to a new client, this is called a referral. In
other words, you plan a party for Susie, and then Susie’s parents, appreciating your
expertise, refer you to Jennifer and her parents.

There are various ways to gain referrals. You can be direct and ask your client
to refer you to one of her friends or acquaintances for a possible business con-
tact. If you choose this route, don’t ask every client you work with. Gauge your
clients. Some will be willing to pass your name along to friends while others will
not. Some experts suggest that you ask only 20 percent of your current clients
for referrals.

As with references, don’t ask at the party site. Wait until your follow-up phone
call to ask for any possible referrals. Be honest with yourself, as well, and ask for
referrals only from clients who received an absolutely top-rate party. Let’s face it:
you will plan parties with a few bumps in the road—a pizza delivery made too late
or a clown who turned out to be more scary than funny. As a party planner, you are a
problem solver and you will mend these bumpy patches, but these clients are prob-
ably not the ones to ask for referrals

When it comes to referrals, you get what you give. Go the extra mile for clients
from whom you are asking referrals. And, remember to thank your clients for refer-
rals with a thoughtful, personalized thank-you letter, as well as considering a small

discount on a future event.

Documenting Your Successes
As your business develops, it is essential that you create a portfolio of your party suc-

cess. This will be a valuable marketing tool when you meet with new clients.
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Athree-ring binder works well for your portfolio, since it enables you to take out
pages for photocopying if necessary. Choose a classy three-ring binder. Check at a
local stationery store or online for a suitable binder.

On the cover of your binder, place your logo and company name. Likewise, the
first page inside the binder should have your company name, logo, and mission
statement. Use good quality paper for this portfolio rather than plain copier paper.
Sheet protectors are also a good idea; they allow you to insert the pages and handle
them frequently without damaging or fraying them. Pages in sheet protectors are
also easily photocopied.

Inside the binder, include photographs from successful events. Remember to
receive permission from clients before using the photos. Most clients will be flattered
that you've asked and pleased to agree. Also include a brief, bulleted description of
the event, which includes the type of event (first birthday, for instance), the venue,
the number of attendees, and any details that made the event special and unique.

To make this presentation even more persuasive, ask clients for testimonials that
can be included with the photographs and bulleted description. This is a powerful
message, demonstrating visually and verbally that you created a successful event.

You will also want to include any newspaper or magazine clippings that have
featured your business. Chapter 10 will include a discussion describing how to write
press releases to help ensure coverage by local newspapers and magazines. Also
note any television coverage of your business.

Don’t be afraid to toot your own horn. As poet Walt Whitman so aptly put it,
“If you done it, it ain’t bragging.” View your portfolio as one of your most powerful
marketing tools. Keep it up to date and fresh, adding pictures from your most recent
events. Have fun with this tool and let it reflect the energy and personality of your

party planning business.

Internet Tip

In this age of scrapbooking, it is possible to create vivid, imaginative pages with
a minimum of effort. At www.addictedtoscrapbooking.com, more than three
hundred birthday-themed items are offered for sale—stickers, stamps, and other
embellishments that will add to the creative presentation of your portfolio.
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Frequently Asked Question

I've completed all of the steps you've described for developing my business. Now, | have
my first children’s party scheduled. Unfortunately, | am feeling a bit nervous about
“running the show.” Any advice?

This is a common feeling and one that should not alarm you. Holding your first
children’s birthday party is exciting but can also cause a case of the butterflies. Even
now, many years into my party planning business, | still feel that rush of adrenaline,
or nerves, right before an event. Experts say this rush of adrenaline is a good thing
as it brings a high level of energy and alertness, and prepares us for the busy pace
of a children’s party. If you have done all of your prep work—and it sounds as if you
have—then your party should go off without a hitch. As | have written throughout
this guide, organization is key. Make sure that you have checked every applicable
item on the birthday party checklist provided in this chapter. All checks? You are
good to go. And, as Dr. Seuss so eloquently put it, “Will you succeed? Yes you willl

(98 and 3/, percent guaranteed.)”

Hanging Out Your Shingle

89



Planning Your Finances

Managing Your Money

You've developed and held your first successful event, creating loads of posi-
tive energy and excitement about your new enterprise. You've also taken the
time and the care to build a rock-solid foundation for your business, focusing
on all of the building blocks, from creating a business plan to designing a
dynamite logo.

Once you've successfully completed all of these steps, now is the prime
moment to focus on finance, projecting a growth curve for your new busi-
ness as well as developing systems for monitoring and maintaining your
finances.

Don’t be afraid to manage your money. Too many small businesses,
according to the Small Business Association, fail because of financial misman-
agement. Mismanagement includes overspending on initial inventory (don’t
buy too many birthday hats until you know you will need them!); insufficient
capital to successfully launch your business; use of personal cash for business,
or vice-versa, using business monies for personal use; incomplete recordkeep-

ing; inaccurate billing; and more.

How Much Do You Hope to Earn?

Varied earnings potential is absolutely one of the benefits of this exciting
field. You can develop a business with the expectation of holding one event
per month, planning to earn a bit of “fun money.” Or, you can develop the
business into a full-time occupation with full-time earnings. According to
U.S. Department of Labor statistics, the average compensation for an event
planner is $50,000. Event planners in urban areas often make well beyond
this figure.



Smart Tip

Keep business and personal expenses separate. Have separate bank accounts and
credit cards for personal and business use. This will ensure tighter financial man-
agement as well as proving essential at tax time when you begin to sort out what
your business owes to Uncle Sam.

Be realistic about your goals and your ability to commit the time needed to
develop your business. And, be realistic about your financial needs. If it is imperative
that you contribute $25,000 to your household budget, know that it can take years
to build up volume for an event-planning business. You can’t plan on full-time earn-
ings during your business’s formative years.

Likewise, full-time salaries require full-time commitments. Unfortunately, some
folks developing home businesses think they can get away with working fewer
hours than they would at a typical nine-to-five office job. Think again. Developing an

at-home business requires dedication, time, and commitment.

Being Realistic about Creating a Budget

Although a children’s birthday party business can be launched on a relatively small
budget, there are some costs you will have to incur. As | discussed earlier in the book,
there are ways to keep costs down. Use a computer you already own, for instance.

Some costs, though, simply can’t be avoided.

Rent or Mortgage Payments

Since you have set up an office in your home, you won’t need to worry about adding
a new rent payment on top of the rent or mortgage payment you already make. In
fact, an in-home office space counts as a tax deduction (although don’t try to pull a
fast one on the IRS by pretending your home office is bigger than it is. The IRS consid-

ers the home-office tax deduction a red flag when choosing who to audit).

Phones
Although initially you may opt to use your home line, as your business grows
you will want a phone line dedicated to your business. This adds to the sense of
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Budget Checklist

B Monthly rent or mortgage payment
B Monthly land line phone expense

B Monthly cell phone expense

B Monthly utilities

B Monthly transportation costs

B Monthly postage costs

B Monthly wages

B Monthly insurance costs

®  Monthly online service fees

B Miscellaneous expenses

RV VA Vo Vo VA Vo S VA S Vo S Ve S VA

B Budgeted monthly total expenses

professionalism (teach your kids not to answer your business line!) and will also
help you keep your financial records square. Shop around for the most competitive
plan. Many phone company sales representatives will negotiate a better deal when
asked to do so. Also, if you bundle services—for instance using the same supplier for
both your phone line and your Internet connection—you might be able to negotiate
a better price.

You will want to conduct the same negotiations when choosing a cell phone
package. You absolutely do not want to use more than the number of minutes allot-
ted by your plan. Cell phone companies often charge a king’s ransom for these extra
minutes. Don’t skimp on the number of minutes in your plan, as it is likely you will
rely heavily on your cell phone for conducting business.

Utilities
With an at-home office space, you won't take on extra utility costs. However, as your
business grows, if you opt for an off-site office, factor in any utility costs—gas, elec-

tric, oil, water—that are not covered by the building’s owner (if you are a renter).
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Transportation

With high gas prices, you will need to factor in the price of fuel for your car. Or, if you
live in an urban area and plan on using mass transportation, factor in these costs. Be
sure to keep track of the miles you log in your car or the dollars spent on mass tran-
sit; these may be a deductible expense at tax time. Be honest—don’t write down
the miles spent driving the kids to art class or soccer. Keep a mileage log in your car.
Use a small notebook and jot down mileage and dates. Your accountant will thank

you at tax time.

Office Supplies

Be sure to include the money you spend buying paperclips, stationery, and other
office supplies in this category. New business owners often don’t factor in some of
these smaller expenses, not realizing that all of these small expenses can result in a

rather large final tally.

Postage

You will be mailing promotional materials as well as proposals and statements to
your clients, and postage will take a bite out of your budget. With the advent of the
Internet, some of your promotional efforts will take place via the Net, obviating the
need for postage. Nevertheless, sometimes good old snail mail is simply the best—

or only—way to go.

Wages

As you take on staff, you will need to figure employees’ wages into your budget cal-
culations. Many children’s birthday party planners choose not to hire any full-time
employees. Rather, they might rely on college kids, stay-at-home moms, and retirees

looking for a few extra hours of work in a lively environment.

Insurance

As discussed in Chapter 3, you will need to ensure that your new business is ade-
quately insured and work with an insurance agent to set premiums and to set up
any necessary riders. Include insurance costs when you calculate spending. If you
have an annual premium, simply divide by twelve and add that amount to each

month’s budgeted expenses.
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Online Service Fees

Include the cost of your online provider when you estimate your monthly spending.
You may choose to buy a package from your telephone service provider if it provides
incentives to customers bundling their services. You may receive a better deal on

both your phone and Internet packages if you buy both from the same provider.

More Expenses

The items listed above cover the basic expenses for which you will need to budget,
particularly those of a new business. As your business expands, other expenses may
crop up including fees for certified public accountants and attorneys; fees for Web
site hosting; costs to cover attending event-planning trade shows; advertising and
marketing costs; expenses for maintenance on your office site; and repayment on
a line of credit. Other miscellaneous expenses need to be considered as well. For
instance, | recommend that all children’s party planners read Martha Stewart’s Good
Things for Kids magazine. This is a wonderful resource, filled with creative ideas for
hosting children’s events and for entertaining children. The cost of this magazine

should be considered a professional expense.

Pricing Goods and Services

Now that you have budgeted for your expenses, you need to consider income and
how you will price your services. This is not as straightforward as it might sound, as
party planners in different regions make use of different models to negotiate their
fees. Striking the balance between charging enough, but not too much, for your
services can be a challenge. You will need to mark up for labor and materials costs

enough to earn a satisfactory profit.

Charging a Percentage
For large-scale parties, many party planners add 10 to 15 percent to their costs. For
example, if you buy balloons for a client’s party at a cost of $200, you would charge
$220 to your client (adding on 10 percent). Or, if the caterer charges $800, you will
charge your client $880. In other words, if the cost of the event totals $5,000 (and
kids birthday bashes do reach into this stratosphere), then you will charge your cli-
ent from $5,500 to $5,750.

At first glance, a profit of $500 to $750 looks satisfying. But, party planner
beware. How many hours did you spend planning the party? How many miles did

Planning Your Finances




Party Expense Form

Use this form to estimate your costs when planning a party. This will help to
ensure that you charge your client the right fee. Some of these fees may not
apply to the party you are planning. For instance, if you hold parties at clients’
homes, you will not be incurring a venue rental fee. Note, this list does not
include your daily overhead costs such as utilities and phone service. It is impor-
tant to note this because the total cost as reflected on this form does not include
your fixed costs. Once you total all of these costs, you will either need to add a
percentage to cover the fixed costs and your hourly fee, or determine a fixed

price per child as described in this chapter.

Venue rental fee

Food costs

Decoration costs
Entertainment costs
Photographer costs
Videographer costs
Inflatable costs

Paper goods costs
Customized favor costs
Transportation costs

Total
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you rack up on your car? How many hours of childcare did you pay for to enable you
to leave your kids at home while you ran the event? What about your other over-
head, including phone bills and utilities? After paying all of these costs, what is left
as profit? Do your math and make sure that you are charging a percentage that is

fair to your clients and enables you to make a profit.
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Projected Business Expense Worksheet

For each of these items, list a per-month cost in the first blank and a year-end
total in the second blank. This is an important projection to make because many
new small business owners underestimate their expenses, leading to a disap-
pointing start. By charting your expenses, you will be able to more appropriately
and accurately bill your clients to cover your fixed costs. Finally, don’t forget to
factor in miscellaneous expenses (for instance, the cost of buying fresh flowers

once a week for your at-home office). These expenses can add up, as well.

m  Online service fees ) )
B Insurance $ S
m  Wages $ S
m Postage $ S
m  Office Supplies ) )
B Transportation ) )
m Utilities $ $
®m Lland Line Phone S )
m Cell Phone $ S
®m  Miscellaneous S )
m Totals: $ S
The Flat Fee

For smaller parties, plan on charging a set fee per child. For instance, if you are the
owner of a teddy bear tea party business and conduct parties in your clients’ homes
or your designated space, you may choose to charge a flat rate of $25 per child. This
fee includes the cost of party goods—hats, goody bags, tea supplies, a teddy bear for
each child, cake—as well as covering your business overhead. If the parents ask for
add-ons—pizza and chicken tenders—for instance, you would adjust the per-child

rate. As with the percentage billing model outlined above, be sure to do the math.

Does the $25 per child cover your costs and still leave you with a reasonable profit?
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Another factor in pricing your services is to consider your geographic region.
Prices in the populous Northeast tend to be substantially higher than in the South,

for instance.

Frequently Asked Question

Do your clients prefer flat fee or percentage billing?

I have found that the majority of clients prefer flat fee billing. | think this is because
the parents | work with feel reassured that the price is set and that there will be no
nasty billing surprises at the end of their child’s birthday party. It is true, in fact, that
it is easy for planners and clients to do the math when a flat fee, say $40 per child, is

the agreed-upon charge. It leaves little wiggle room—which, often, is a good thing.

Planning Your Finances

97



Tracking Your Money

The Bottom Line

You've created a list of projected expenses, developed a budget, and deter-
mined your financial goals. Now, as you get your business up and running, you
need to make sure to keep track of your money. And, of course, keep an eye on
the bottom line. As a business owner, you must work to develop a budget and
track finances in a way that ensures your company’s profitability. As | wrote
in Chapter 6, too many of us are afraid of bookkeeping tasks, finding them
daunting. Think of financial recordkeeping as little more than basic addition
and subtraction because that, in fact, is the truth.

Careful recordkeeping is key to your business success. It is important for
you to understand how the money in your business is flowing—how much
is flowing out to pay expenses and how much is flowing in to cover these
expenses. Obviously, a company that doesn’t generate enough income to pay
all of its expenses won't survive long.

When commenting on the early days of Wal-Mart, the company he
founded, Sam Walton said, “If you can’t make your books balance, you take
however much they’re off by and enter it under the heading ESP, which
stands for Error Some Place.” Obviously, Wal-Mart would not be the giant
it is today if his accounting team continued this mysterious ESP system of
bookkeeping. You shouldn’t plan to rely on ESP as an effective recordkeeping
method!

Help Is on the Way

Don’t be afraid, though, to ask for financial help. As with all things in life, it is
wise to know when to ask for help. As businesses grow, most owners choose
to take on expert financial help. A certified public accountant (CPA) can help



you with your financial paperwork. CPAs can be found through the yellow pages
or at Web sites like www.cpadirectory.com. Ask friends and business associates for
recommendations as well. Make sure to choose a CPA who is familiar with and has
experience with home-based businesses. The guidance of a CPA will also be helpful
at tax time.

Make sure when choosing a CPA to sit down with her to make sure that your
working styles are compatible. This is a professional with whom you will be discuss-
ing sometimes sticky financial issues. Make sure that the CPA you choose is a good
listener and someone with whom you feel comfortable.

Confirm your payment arrangements when hiring a CPA. Will she charge a flat
fee (for instance, a set fee for preparing a basic tax form)? Or, will she charge by
the hour? What about telephone consultations? Between the two of you, lay out a
framework for payment.

Key Financial Statements

For those of you who plan on tucking your earnings into a piggy bank, think again.
There are three key financial documents with which you will want to become famil-
jar. For those of us who are not math whizzes, these statements can sound intimi-
dating but they shouldn’t be. In fact, they are simply charts showing how money is

earned and spent.

Profit and Loss Statement

Also know as a P and L, this is a very straightforward document. It outlines what you
are earning and what you are spending or losing. At the end of your business day,
the profits need to outweigh the losses. These documents can be generated on a
monthly or quarterly basis. Generally, it is better, as a new business owner, to gener-
ate the statements monthly.

These statements will help you to identify just how much money you are actu-
ally making. Often, these statements offer some surprises. Perhaps, for instance, you
didn’t realize that your phone bill was taking such a big bite out of your profits. If
this is the case, perhaps it is time to research and find a more competitively priced
phone plan.

Profit and loss statements also help to track trends. After generating a year's
worth of statements, you can start to chart the busiest times for your event-planning

business. You may find that your birthday party business is busiest at a certain time
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Profit and Loss Statement

Projected monthly income
Projected monthly expenses
Phone, land line

Phone, mobile

Utilities

Postage

Wages

Advertising

Insurance

Accounting services

Legal services

Office supplies
Transportation

Loan repayment

Internet service

Web hosting service

Party supplies
Miscellaneous

Total expenses

Anticipated monthly net income
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of the year—summer, for instance, when children are out of school and it is possible

to have parties at outdoor locations.

Balance Sheet

A balance sheet is a snapshot of your company’s financial condition at a given
moment. This document outlines your assets, your liabilities, and your capital. These
are generated monthly, quarterly, or annually. As your business grows, this docu-

ment will prove increasingly valuable.

Cash Flow Statement

As the name suggests, this statements tracks the flow of your business’s cash,
including the money spent on operating your business, investing in your business,
and financing activities of your business. In other words, any movement of cash is
documented on these statements. These statements can be generated monthly,
quarterly, or annually. | find that this statement gains more importance and rel-

evance as your business grows.

Financial Software

If all of this sounds overwhelming, take a deep breath and relax. With a bit of com-
mon sense and some basic computer software, it is not too challenging to create
and maintain financial statements.

QuickBooks by Intuit (www.quickbooks.intuit.com) is a popular software choice
for small business owners managing their finances. This user-friendly software
allows you to create invoices, write checks and pay bills, track inventory, and more.
It also interfaces with other frequently used software like Microsoft Word and Excel.
QuickBooks offers integration with many online banks, enabling users to quickly
download statements. Another plus: information from QuickBooks can be imported
directly into income tax preparation packages like Turbo Tax. It may seem easier to
simply use pen and paper and, in fact, in your business’s infancy, you may choose
this route. However, the chance for errors is greater if you are doing your financial

statements without the benefit of a computer checking your math!

Billing Your Clients
When a client signs an agreement with you, she is agreeing to the terms of payment

described in the contract. Perhaps you ask for a 5o percent deposit due at signing
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Invoice Checklist

Your business name

Your business logo

Your business phone number

Business e-mail

The word “Invoice” or “Bill” near the top

Date

Invoice number (no two of your invoices should have the same number)
Payment terms (e.g., due upon receipt of invoice or due within thirty days)
Customer name

Customer address

Description of goods and services provided and cost of these goods and
services

m Total amount due

m Payment types accepted (check, credit card, etc.)

m Consequences of overdue payments (you may choose to charge interest if
payments are not made with a certain timeframe)

with the balance due within thirty days of the birthday party finish. The agreement
should make clear the expectations for payment.

Do not hand your client a bill at the close of their child’s birthday party. Let them
relax, enjoy the moment, and not worry about pulling out a checkbook. Instead,
when you next return to your desk for bookkeeping, create an invoice for your client.
The invoice checklist here provides a framework for billing your clients.

Most likely, you will create your invoices with an online program, a good choice
since these programs will double-check your math. After you print out the invoice,
write a personal note. It can be simple—a brief thank you and your signature. Your
clients will appreciate even this small gesture. According to research done by an
associate professor at the School of Hotel Administration at Cornell University in
New York state, waiters and waitresses who write “thank you” as well as their names

on restaurant-goers’ bills, receive significantly higher tips. | am not suggesting that
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you are looking for tips. Rather, this study shows that people respond positively to a
personal touch, no matter how small.

Make sure that your invoice has the same terms of payment outlined in your
planner/client contract. For instance, if the agreement stipulates that you will

charge interest after ninety days, then echo this language in your invoice.

When a Client Doesn’t Pay

Happily, it is a one-in-a-blue-moon situation when | have had a client unwilling or
unable to pay a bill. I anticipate that you will find the same—parents plan and want
to pay for your services in a timely fashion.

If you discover yourself in a situation with a difficult client, take a deep breath.
Sometimes, clients simply misplace bills. Or, perhaps you receive a check that
bounces. Again, give your client the benefit of the doubt. Offer your client the
opportunity to write another check or to pay with cash. I think that it produces less
stress on all sides to be calm and cool when collecting payment from a recalcitrant
client. Be friendly, show respect, and in almost every case you will be paid for your
services.

If a client refuses to pay, find out why. Was she disappointed with one of the
services you provided? Does she feel that you reneged on one of your contractual
obligations? Is she financially unable to pay? If your client is short on cash, work out
a payment plan, perhaps allowing her to pay a monthly payment until her account is
paid in full. If, even with a full arsenal of negotiating skills, you are unable to resolve

a financial dispute, seek advice from your attorney.

Making Cents
Critical to your business success is tracking the flow of your money—what you are
earning and what you are spending. This shouldn’t be intimidating. Careful—and,
not necessarily complicated—recordkeeping will help you to keep airtight financial
reports. These records will help you to develop plans for growing your company as
well as proving invaluable at tax time.

Finally, you cannot sustain a company unless the income exceeds the outflow of
cash. As Thomas Jefferson, the third president of the United States and the primary
author of the Declaration of Independence, so aptly put it, “Never spend your money

before you have it.”
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Frequently Asked Questions

Should | itemize my bills?

Some event planners itemize, others do not. | choose to itemize all of my clients’
statements. | have found that clients appreciate the transparency of my billing sys-
tem. | outline each cost—the cost for the birthday cake, the caterer, the customized
goody bag treats. My clients tell me that they prefer an itemized bill and, in terms
of my recordkeeping, it is helpful for me to have itemized bills on file for all of my

clients.

I am really not confident about my computer skills. Is it okay to do my bookkeeping in
old-fashioned ledgers?

I was intimidated by computers when | first threw open my business’s doors but,
thanks to amazingly easy-to-operate software like QuickBooks, my fear of bookkeep-
ing disappeared faster than a New York minute. | do know of party planners who
keep records the old-fashioned way, but | really recommend learning a basic finan-
cial software program. It is too easy to make a basic addition or subtraction error

when using pencil and paper. A software program catches math snafus instantly.
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Tax Time

Managing Your Taxes

Oh, my. Even Albert Einstein had trouble with his taxes, opining that, “the
hardest thing in the world to understand is the income tax.” According to the
National Federation of Small Businesses, 47 percent of all small business own-
ers feel unable to understand the tax code. There is no question that tax time
can be tricky. Happily, though, there are straightforward steps you can take to
ease the crunch at tax time.

One of the first steps is to determine if you need an Employer Identifica-
tion Number (EIN) when paying your taxes. This is a number assigned to you
by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). You will need this number if you have
employees or if your business is incorporated. If not, you can use your social
security number when filing your business taxes. Log on to www.irs.gov to
obtain an EIN. There is no charge if you obtain your number through the IRS
Web site. Be cautioned that other Web sites offering to assign EINs will levy a

charge for their services.

Recordkeeping to Ease Tax Time Stress

The absolute best gift you can give yourself in terms of reducing tax-time
stress is to keep thorough and detailed records. Above all, always keep your
personal and business accounts separate. Don’t be tempted to use your
personal ATM card for a business purchase or vice versa. By keeping these
accounts separate, you will be able to use the statements generated by your
bank at tax time.
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Tax Time

Tax Deductions: A Baker’s Dozen

Home office

-

. Office supplies

. Office furniture

. Other equipment
Software

. Mileage

. Insurance

. Travel, meals, entertainment, gifts
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. Retirement contributions

-
o

. Social security

-
-

. Telephone expenses

-
N

. Child labor (Often, small business owners are allowed to deduct income
paid to their own children. If you are a small business owner with a teen
looking for work, then this might be a useful deduction.)

13. Subscriptions

Take a moment to look at the Small Business Tax Deduction Checklist included in
this chapter. This checklist makes clear the necessity of good recordkeeping. From
the cost of taking a client out for a cup of coffee to the miles you rack up on your car
traveling to appointments, all of these expenses may qualify as legal deductions, but
you must have documentation (receipts and records) in order to qualify for these
helpful deductions.

Tracking Deductions
As you track expenses, keep this straightforward framework in mind: If you bought
an item specifically for your business, then it is almost certainly a deduction. Follow-
ing this guide, a second phone line, installed in your home and dedicated to your
business, is a deduction. On the other hand, a phone line that is used primarily by
your kids to plan play dates is not a business expense. Stationery with your business
logo? Absolutely a legitimate business expense. Stationery emblazoned with your
name that you use for both business and pleasure? Not a legitimate deduction.
Your system for keeping receipts doesn’t need to be fancy. In fact, it can be
downright old-fashioned. File folders, or even shoeboxes, can fit the bill. The key is

organization and staying on top of the process. Don't let receipts pile up.




Small Business Tax Deduction Checklist

Although small business owners often dread paying their dues to Uncle Sam, there
are ways to reduce your tax bill. Many small business costs are deductible.

m Employee wages and most employee benefits. Obviously, this deduction
won'’t apply if you are running a one-woman show, but as your business
grows, you may choose to take on employees. If so, this deduction will be
a benefit to you.

m Interest on business loans. If you have taken out financing to fund your
growing company, the interest on these loans is an allowable deduction.
Note, though, that interest on a credit card is not an allowable deduction.

W Real estate taxes on business property. Just as real estate taxes on your
home are deductible, so, too, are taxes on an off-site business property. If
you have a home-based office, then a percentage of your real estate taxes
can legally be deducted.

m State, local, and foreign income taxes assessed to your business.

m Business insurance. Any additional policies you have taken out to cover
your business should be considered an allowable deduction.

m Advertising and promotion costs. These costs can prove to be sizable,
making this an important deduction.

m Employee education and training. Event planners often complete certifica-
tion programs, which are tax deductible.

m Education to maintain or improve your own required business SkKills.

m [egal and professional fees. The fees you pay to the lawyers and other
professionals who help with your business can be deducted.

m Ulilities. For an at-home office site, a percentage of the total utilities cost
can be deducted.

m Telephone costs. This includes any dedicated telephone lines, whether land
lines or cellular lines.

m Office repairs. Leaky roof needs to be replaced? Keep the receipts so you
can deduct this cost at tax time.

m Automobile expenses. If you use your car extensively for your business, a
portion of that expense is deductible.

m Meals, travel, and entertainment. These expenses may be deductible if
they relate specifically to your business.
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Tax Time

Notes from the Field

As you earn money, you must set some aside for your taxes. If you anticipate owing
more than $1,000 in taxes by the end of the year, you must make quarterly pay-
ments to Uncle Sam. These four payments are due the fifteenth of January, April,
June, and September. Use IRS form 1040-ES to help calculate the amount you
owe. You will also use this form to submit your payment to the government.

Instead, file receipts as soon as you have them in the appropriate box or file. |
keep a file for every month. Other party planners prefer quarterly files, which are
helpful for paying quarterly estimated taxes. Most receipts have the merchant’s
name already printed on them. If not, note the merchant’s name. If it is not immedi-
ately evident what the receipt is for, then make a note of that as well. I like to paper-
clip the receipts in date order by type. In other words, | clip all of my office supply
receipts together in date order; my utility bills are clipped together separately, again
in date order; any receipts for entertaining are clipped separately, in date order, and
soon.

By filing receipts as soon as they are in my hand, | am able to make this process

quick and easy. It’s a breeze to find documentation when tax time rolls around.

Hiring a Professional to Help with Your Finances

As your company grows, | recommend that you hire a professional to help you with
your finances. It is money well spent. A savvy financial expert can save your company
money. According to the National Federation of Small Business, a whopping 88
percent of small business owners hire a professional to help them file taxes and to
make determinations about allowable tax deductions.

When choosing a financial professional, consider your needs. Do you want some-
one to prepare monthly financial statements or are you looking for a professional to
take care of your finances only at tax time? If you are looking for year-round advice,
you will want to consider hiring a certified public accountant (CPA). If you are looking
for help at tax time, either a CPA or an enrolled agent (EA) will fill the bill.

Keep in mind, as you begin your search, that not all CPAs and EAs are cre-

ated equal. To find an accountant, ask other friends and colleagues for their




2008 Estimated Tax Worksheet

Keep for Your Records

1 Adjusted gross income you expect in 2008 (see instructions below) 1
2 e |f you plan to itemize deductions, enter the estimated total of your itemized deductlons
Caution: If line 1 above is over $159,950 ($79,975 if married filing separately), your deduction may be
reduced. See Pub. 505 for details. 2
e |f you do not plan to itemize deductions, enter your standard deduction from page 1.
3  Subtract line 2 from line 1 . 3
4  Exemptions. Multiply $3,500 by the number of personal exemptlons ‘Caution: See Pub. 505 to f/gure the
amount to enter if line 1 above is over: $239,950 if married filing jointly or quallfy/ng WIdOW(eI‘) $199 950 if head
of household; $159,950 if single; or $119,975 if married filing separately . 4
5  Subtract line 4 from line 3 . 5
6  Tax. Figure your tax on the amount on I|ne 5 by usung the 2008 Tax Rate Schedules on page 5. Cautlon I
you will have qualified dividends or a net capital gain, or expect to claim the foreign earned income exclusion
or housing exclusion, see Pub. 505 to figure the tax Coe e e 6
7  Alternative minimum tax from Form 6251 7
8 Add lines 6 and 7. Add to this amount any other taxes you expect to mclude in the total on Form 1040 I|ne 44 or
Form 1040A, line 28 . 8
9 Credits (see instructions below). Do not include any income tax withholding on this line 9
10  Subtract line 9 from line 8. If zero or less, enter -0- .. 10
11  Self-employment tax (see instructions below). Estimate of 2008 net earmngs from self employment
S ; if $102,000 or less, multiply the amount by 15.3%; if more than $102,000, multiply the
amount by 2.9%, add $12 648 to the result, and enter the total. Caution: If you also have wages sub/ect to
social security tax, see Pub. 505 to figure the amount to enter . . 1
12  Other taxes (see instructions below) 12
13a Add lines 10 through 12 13a
b Earned income credit, additional child tax credit, and credits from Forms 4136, 8801 (Ime 27), and 8885 13b
¢ Total 2008 estimated tax. Subtract line 13b from line 13a. If zero or less, enter-0- . . . . . . . B [13c
14a  Multiply line 13c by 90% (66% % for farmers and fishermen) . . . . . |14a
b Enter the tax shown on your 2007 tax return (110% of that amount if you are not
a farmer or fisherman and the adjusted gross income shown on that return is
more than $150,000 or, if married filing separately for 2008, more than $75,000) 14b
¢ Required annual payment to avoid a penalty. Enter the smaller of line 14aor 140 . . . . . . p |14c
Caution: Generally, if you do not prepay (through income tax withholding and estimated tax payments) at least the
amount on line 14c, you may owe a penalty for not paying enough estimated tax. To avoid a penalty, make sure your
estimate on line 13c is as accurate as possible. Even if you pay the required annual payment, you may still owe tax
when you file your return. If you prefer, you can pay the amount shown on line 13c. For details, see Pub. 505.
15 Income tax withheld and estimated to be withheld during 2008 (including income tax withholding on pensions,
annuities, certain deferred income, etc.) . 15
16a Subtractline 15fromline14c . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . |16a
Is the result zero or less?
[ Yes. Stop here. You are not required to make estimated tax payments.
[J No. Gotoline 16b.
b Subtract line 15 fromline13c . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16b
Is the result less than $1,000?
[ Yes. Stop here. You are not required to make estimated tax payments.
[J No. Gotoline 17 to figure your required payment.
17 If the first payment you are required to make is due April 15, 2008, enter ¥: of line 16a (minus any 2007
overpayment that you are applying to this installment) here, and on your estimated tax payment voucher(s) if
you are paying by check or money order. (Note: Household employers, see instructions below.) . . . . 17

Instructions for the 2008
Estimated Tax Worksheet

Line 1. Adjusted gross income. Use your 2007 tax
return and instructions as a guide to figuring the
adjusted gross income you expect in 2008 (but be
sure to consider the items listed under What’s New
that begins on page 1). For more details on figuring
your adjusted gross income, see Expected AGl—Line
1in chapter 2 of Pub. 505. If you are self-employed,
be sure to take into account the deduction for
one-half of your self-employment tax (2007 Form
1040, line 27).

Line 9. Credits. See the 2007 Form 1040, lines 47
through 55, or Form 1040A, lines 29 through 33, and
the related instructions.

Line 11. Self-employment tax. If you and your
spouse make joint estimated tax payments and you
both have self-employment income, figure the
self-employment tax for each of you separately. Enter
the total on line 11. When figuring your estimate

of 2008 net earnings from self-employment, be sure
to use only 92.35% (.9235) of your total net profit
from self-employment.
Line 12. Other taxes. Use the instructions for the
2007 Form 1040 to determine if you expect to owe,
for 2008, any of the taxes that would have been
entered on your 2007 Form 1040, lines 60 (additional
tax on early distributions only), 61, and 62, and any
write-ins on line 63, or any amount from Form
1040A, line 36. On line 12, enter the total of those
taxes, subject to the following two exceptions.
Exception 1. Include household employment
taxes Form 1040, line 62, on this line only if:
® You will have federal income tax withheld from
wages, pensions, annuities, gambling winnings, or
other income, or
® You would be required to make estimated tax
payments (to avoid a penalty) even if you did not
include household employment taxes when figuring
your estimated tax.

-4-

If you meet one or both of the above, include in
the amount on line 12 the total of your household
employment taxes before subtracting advance EIC
payments made to your employee(s).

Exception 2. Of the amounts for other taxes that
may be entered on Form 1040, line 63, do not include
on line 12: tax on recapture of a federal mortgage
subsidy, uncollected employee social security and
Medicare tax or RRTA tax on tips or group-term life
insurance, tax on golden parachute payments, or
excise tax on insider stock compensation from an
expatriated corporation. These taxes are not required
to be paid until the due date of your income tax
return (not including extensions).

Line 17. If you are a household employer and you
make advance EIC payments to your employee(s),
reduce your required estimated tax payment for
each period by the amount of advance EIC
payments paid during the period.
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Tax Time

Internet Tip

When you have a CPA or EA’s name in hand, you should check their organiza-
tion’s professional Web sites to ensure that they are licensed. For information on
CPAs, log onto the National Association of State Boards of Accounting at www
.nasba.org. For information on EAs, log onto National Association of Enrolled
Agents at www.naea.org.

recommendations—word of mouth is a good way to find any professional. Surf
the Web, as well, since many accountants have Web sites outlining their areas of
specialization.

When you arrange your first meeting with a CPA or EA, make sure that you have
organized paperwork in hand. Financial professionals are not paid to sift through
unsorted papers and receipts. It is your responsibility to hand organized files, paper-
work, and receipts (as described above) to your CPA.

At this first meeting, make sure that the CPA or EA has experience working with
small business owners. Be sure to confirm her fee. Is it a flat fee? A per-hour fee?
What about phone calls—how will they be billed? Finally, make sure that you feel
comfortable working with this person. It is imperative that you feel confident in this
person and comfortable working through sometimes prickly financial situations
with her.

Audit Advice
If the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) opts to audit your company, you will want to
have a paid professional, such as a CPA or an EA, to assist you.

The IRS has ramped up its efforts to audit small businesses, suggesting that
small businesses are often in non-compliance with the tax code. Don’t be one of
these businesses. Be scrupulous in your recordkeeping and honest in your account-
ing. Then, when the IRS requests an audit, you can provide all of the paperwork
necessary.

The IRS will be primarily interested in revenue. Make sure that all of your revenue

is deposited into a business account. Do not put business income into a private




account. The IRS also considers barter income. For instance, if you provide a service
to the caterer who then provides you with free cheese pizzas, the IRS considers this
as income.

The IRS will also be interested in reviewing your expenses. So, if you submit
expenses for taking clients to dinner, you must provide a receipt indicating that you
did, indeed, pay for that dinner.

Supply your accountant with all of the necessary paperwork and have her meet
with the IRS. It is generally better for you to stay away from the audit. If you do
choose to attend the audit, be respectful and polite. The IRS agents will not appreci-
ate any difficult attitudes.

Financial and Recordkeeping Software

There are literally hundreds of types of software available for managing your
finances. Some, of course, are head and shoulders above the others in terms of qual-
ity. To find the best software, ask other event planners as well as friends for their
recommendations.

I find that QuickBooks products work very well and are extremely user friendly.
These products allow you to track inventory, expenses, and sales; generate state-
ments and invoices; create financial statements; download credit card and bank
transactions; import tax forms; generate payroll; and more. QuickBooks products
start at about $100. Microsoft’s Excel software is another popular option.

When it comes time to select financial software, choose a product that fulfills
your needs. Perhaps you simply want a program that will produce basic financial
statements. Or maybe you are planning to hire employees and will need software
that can help to track and generate payroll. Assess your needs, and then find a user-
friendly software package. Many companies offer a free trial use of their software,
allowing you to discover first-hand if the product will work for you.

The bottom line when it comes to finances is careful recordkeeping. Unfortu-
nately, too many people neglect to keep these records. The process is not difficult
and, if done daily or weekly, not time consuming. Don’t be afraid to manage your

money. Your business depends upon your close eye.

Tax Time

m
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Tax Time

Frequently Asked Question

I am planning to use a paid tax preparer, rather than a CPA or EA, to prepare and file
my taxes. Is this a good idea?

Although paid tax preparers tend to charge less than CPAs or EAs (and therefore are
a tempting choice), | would recommend paying the few extra dollars to secure the
services of a tax professional other than a paid preparer. Although the majority of
paid tax preparers are on the up and up, there is no system for checking their back-
grounds. Also, keep in mind that a paid tax preparer—such as those employed dur-
ing tax season by large tax-preparation companies—is not legally able to represent

you during an IRS audit.
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Choosing a Legal Eagle

When your new business first takes flight, it may seem hard to envision the
day that you will need legal advice—but, as your business grows, that day will
dawn. A lawyer can give you advice about the ideal business structure for your
company, words of wisdom about creating contracts for clients and vendors,
suggestions for negotiating a solid lease, and information about complying
with local zoning laws, among other things. In a word, the advice of a good

lawyer is invaluable.

When to Hire a Lawyer

Although this is a decision that differs from company owner to company
owner, | recommend finding an attorney sooner rather than later. Once you
find yourself in legal hot water, it is too late to be looking for an attorney. Find-
ing an attorney takes time and care. Don’t wait for an emergency to find the
right lawyer to help your growing business.

Many small business owners tell me that not having an attorney actu-
ally costs them more than having an attorney. For instance, one children’s
party planner reports being strong-armed into a seven-year lease with
many restrictive stipulations—if she had had an attorney, she would have
consulted with her and realized there were alternatives to that unfortunate
position.

I recommend finding a lawyer as you launch your business. This is not to
say that you will need to shell out big bucks for your legal counsel. It is simply
better to get your legal ducks in a row so when the time comes that you need
legal advice, it will be at the ready.
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Why You Need an Attorney
Although you may think that you can navigate the legal channels on your own, there
are many instances when an attorney will prove invaluable. Attorneys will provide

important counsel when you are:

Negotiating rental agreements

Applying for a business structure, such as an LLC or incorporation
Creating vendor contracts

Creating client contracts

Dealing with any liability issues

Reviewing financial paperwork

Applying for business licenses and permits

Reviewing zoning ordinances

Reviewing trademark and copyright issues

Reviewing contracts provided to you by outside vendors and venues

Organizing the eventual sale of your company

Completing legal documents needed for franchising

Choosing the Lawyer Who Is Right for You

To find a lawyer, begin by asking other small business owners to make recom-
mendations. The legal field has become very specialized, so you will want to hire a
lawyer who deals with small businesses on a regular basis. When you have com-
piled a list of highly recommended attorneys who specialize in dealing with small
businesses, make initial contact with these attorneys over the phone. This will give
you a sense of their styles and whether these styles are a match with yours. After
you've made these initial phone contacts, choose one or two attorneys to meet
with in person.

Some attorneys charge an hourly fee. Make sure that, if this is the case, you know
who is doing the work. For instance, you may be quoted a $300 per hour fee, cover-
ing a senior lawyer’s fees. Ensure, then, that paraprofessionals or junior lawyers are
not doing the work. If they are, you should be charged a smaller per hour fee for their
hours. It is important to find out how you will be billed for phone calls, as well. A few
minutes on the phone with your lawyer can result in a rather large legal bill. Con-
sider the lawyer who charges $300 per hour. A thirteen-minute phone call, rounded

up for billing purposes to fifteen minutes, equals $75 of billable time!
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Client/Attorney Checklist

When meeting with these attorneys and making your choice consider the following

criteria:
]

Do you like the attorney? Yes or No

This may sound so straightforward as to be ridiculous but, in fact, too many
clients feel needlessly intimidated by their attorneys. Remember, you are

the person doing the hiring and choosing, and you should feel as you would
when you hire any other employee. You should feel comfortable and at ease
speaking with your attorney.

Is the attorney’s office conveniently located? Yes or No

Again, sounds straightforward, but you should choose an attorney with an
easy-to-access office site. Driving thirty miles each way to meet with an
attorney probably doesn’t make sense, especially if you have to arrange for
childcare to do so.

Do you know the attorney’s area of specialization? Yes or No

You will want to choose an attorney whose practice focuses on small busi-
nesses. Lawyers’ specializations can be rather narrow—ifrom estate law to
divorce law. Choose a lawyer whose expertise matches your needs.

Does the attorney work for a big firm? Yes or No

Big firms, with their larger overhead, tend to charge higher per hour rates.
However, big firms often have more lawyers in each area of the law. In other
words, more lawyers are available for your specific small-business needs.
Do you know who will be doing the work? Yes or No

Some large firms have paralegals and associate lawyers who do much of the
daily “grind” work. If this is the case, are you comfortable with that arrange-
ment? If not, you will probably want to consider a smaller firm where you will
consistently be dealing with the work of one attorney.

Do you know how you will be billed? Yes or No

This, of course, is key, as legal bills can skyrocket. Often, lawyers will charge
a flat one-time fee for straightforward legal situations, such as forming a lim-
ited liability corporation. If you are quoted a flat fee for a service such as this,
make sure that this fee includes disbursements (things like overnight mailing
of packages or filing fees due to the state).




Sample Vendor Agreement

This agreement is between Art Escapades Birthday Parties (hereafter referred to
as PLANNER) and Rabbit Hat Magic (hereafter referred to as VENDOR).

Event date: June 13, 200X
Event arrival time: 2:30 p.m.
Event start time: 3:00 p.m.

Event end time: 5:30 p.m.

1. VENDOR agrees to provide:
One hour of magic for ten children with all necessary props. The VENDOR
agrees to arrive punctually and to perform an act appropriate for children. The
VENDOR agrees to show proof of insurance.

2. PLANNER agrees to provide:
An individual on-site to act as a liaison for the VENDOR as well as convenient
parking.

3. Fees
The PLANNER agrees to provide $150 to the VENDOR for the one-hour magic
show.

4. Terms
PLANNER shall pay VENDOR a deposit of 50 percent at the signing of this
agreement. The balance will be due at the completion of the party on June 13,
200X.

5. Cancellation
If the VENDOR cancels for any reason, he or she will forfeit the 5o percent
deposit. If the PLANNER cancels for any reason, he or she will not ask that the
deposit be returned.

6. Force Majeure
This agreement is automatically canceled if the event is interrupted by an act
of God, by war, or by strikes.

7. Hold harmless and indemnification
The PLANNER and VENDOR agree to hold one another harmless from negli-

gence and to mutually indemnify.
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8. Acceptance of full agreement
This agreement, plus attachments, constitutes the full agreement. Any
changes to this agreement must be approved in writing by both PLANNER and
VENDOR. Those parties affixing signatures below agree to accept the terms
and conditions of this agreement.

VENDOR DATE

PLANNER DATE

Other attorneys will ask for a retainer. For instance, you pay the firm $1,000.
Then, as you need legal services, the attorney will draw from this escrow account. If
this is the arrangement made, then it should be clearly stipulated (in writing) that
if the relationship between you and the lawyer does not continue, the money still in

this escrow account will be returned to you.

Written Agreements and Contracts

You will need to become familiar with using written agreements and contracts,
both with your clients as well as with the vendors with whom you work. Even when
planning a small party for a friend, it is best to keep things legal and on paper. This
helps avoid any painful misunderstandings. It can be inviting to simply proceed on a
handshake, but to do so is to go ahead with some peril.

Some folks find the idea of legal contracts intimidating. You shouldn’t feel this
way. A contract is a wonderful tool and at its essence it outlines what services you
will provide at what price—simple as that! The sample contracts shown in this chap-
ter indicate just how straightforward a contract can be. The contracts shown are
quite bare-bones, and for more complicated events a more involved contract will be
required. However, even in a more complicated form, a contract states each party’s
responsibilities in fulfilling an agreement.

By clearly outlining your obligations in a contract, you help to ensure that your

client will not experience any nasty surprises or disappointments at the birthday

Keeping It Legal
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Notes from the Field

Many children’s party planners find Quicken’s contract software useful for creating
contracts. Quicken Legal Pro 2008 offers 140 form and contract templates and is
available for as little as $29.99. See www.quicken.com for more information.

party. These contracts are legally binding, as well, and could be used if your client
took any legal action. Don’t be alarmed by the thought of legal action. The majority
of party planners find clients reasonable and fair, but for those who aren’t, be sure
to have a signed contract in hand. Consider the case of Elana Glatt, a New York City
bride, who found instant fame (or, perhaps, infamy is more like it) by suing her florist
for $400,000. Why? Glatt’s wedding flowers (hydrangeas, which cost a whopping
$27,000) were the wrong color and caused her wedding day to be ruined. The court
will use the written agreement, signed by Glatt and the florist, to help resolve this
thorny legal tangle.

You may choose to create your own contract using legal contract software or
simply creating your own contracts from scratch. If the contract is complicated or
involves a large amount of money, you might want to have your attorney review it
upon completion.

Remember that contracts are confidential. You may feel like sharing some of the
details with a colleague, but don’t. The arrangements made are strictly between you

and your client or vendor. Do not share this information.

Legal Advice When Interviewing and Hiring Employees

As your birthday party planning business grows, you may need to hire additional
staff. There are a number of ways to accomplish this. First you need to assess your
needs. Do you need an extra pair of hands to help you pass out slices of cake and
to clean up after the party is over? Or, do you need someone to take on more com-
plicated tasks such as scouting locations and vetting vendors? For the former, you
might opt to hire a teenage neighbor. When | need an extra pair of hands, | some-
times turn to my teenage son to help out. He is reliable and enjoys assisting me. | do
pay him for his time, though. | urge you to pay everyone who helps with your event,

even if it is a nominal sum.
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Contract Checklist

When you create contracts, make sure that you are able to check “yes” for the fol-
lowing questions:
m Did you call it a contract at the top of the document? Yes or No
Make sure that you have the word “contract” front and center. This seems
basic (and it is) but a document without the word “contract” may not nec-
essarily be as watertight as one with the word used prominently.
m Did you spell all names correctly? Yes or No
Again, this may sound too basic to be believed, but you would be surprised
at the number of misspelled names | have seen in contracts. Check and
double-check the spelling of any names and businesses included in the
contract. If you are dealing with a vendor, be sure to include their business
structure (LLC, for instance).
m /s the writing Straightforward and free from jargon? Yes or No
| think this is why so many people are frightened when hearing the words
“legal contract.” They picture a dense document jammed with legalese.
Your contract should use everyday language and steer clear of long and
complicated sentences.

m /s the contract directed to the right person? Yes or No \
An event planner friend just found herself in a pickle because she had a

contract directed to—and signed by—the wrong person. The speaker she
had arranged for a conference was not aware of the contract and didn’t
show up! This provided a very stressful lesson for my event-planning
friend about the importance of directing the contract to the person
responsible.

m Did you spell out the details? Yes or No
Maybe the parents think you will be showing up with the birthday cake—
when you have no intentions of doing so. Spell out every detail in your con-
tract. Who will arrange the pizza delivery and payment? Who will arrange
for the clown? The face painting? The setup and clean-up? Put everything
in writing.
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m Did you specify payment amount and payment plan? Yes or No
Be sure to not only include the amount to be paid but the time at which
it should be paid. If you ask for a 50 percent deposit, make sure to note
this in the contract as well as noting the date that the deposit is due. Also,
outline when final payment is due.

m Have any modifications been made in writing? Yes or No
Be sure to make changes to the contracts in writing. Perhaps, at the sign-
ing, the parents decide to serve cupcakes instead of cake. Make sure to
make a hand-written note of this on the contract. Then, both parties should
initial this modification. It is best, when signing contracts, to have each
party initial every page, as well. That way no one can claim to have missed
a page when reading through the contract.

m Have you delineated how the contract can be terminated? Yes or No
Although the vast number of contractual obligations are fulfilled without a
hitch, occasionally a contract does need to be terminated. You need to out-
line a process for this termination. For instance, you might want to ask that
a letter be submitted if the contract is to be terminated. You will also need
to outline financial ramifications of a termination. Will you return all of a
client or vendor’s deposit? What is the timeframe for termination? You will
need to make these considerations to safeguard your business’s financial
health. If you are planning a large children’s birthday party, you will need
to provide a financial outlay well in advance. You must ensure, through the
contracts, that you are not left in a financial lurch.

Temporary Employees
Many party and event planners turn to temporary employees to help with big
events. This is particularly true if an event planner conducts only a handful of large-
scale events each year. These planners do not need to keep extra employees on staff.
Rather, they can turn to these temporary employees when the need arises.

To find temporary employees, agencies such as Kelly Services (www.kellyservices
.com) or Manpower (www.manpower.com) are dependable resources. These agencies

refer employees to you. You then pay the agency who, in turn, pays the temporary

employee. Using these services can also save you bookkeeping headaches since you
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will not be responsible for paying these employees’ benefits or for withholding tax or
social security monies. Rather, the temp agency is responsible for taking care of these
things, easing the paperwork on your end. You will pay a bit more per hour than you

would if you hired the employee directly, but, in this case, it is money well spent.

Hiring Friends and Family

As | wrote above, my teenage son is willing and cheerful about helping out at chil-
dren’s birthday parties, so he is a good choice for me when the party is small and |
need help doing small tasks—pouring water, passing out paintbrushes, helping the
children wash their hands. I always pay him and treat him with the same respect |

give to anyone who works for me.

Employee vs. Independent Contractor

An important consideration as you begin staffing your business is whether you will
be utilizing employees or independent contractors. Temporary employees, as out-
lined below, do not fall into the same category as employees since you will not be
responsible for their benefits or for paying into their tax and social security.

m When hiring an employee, you clearly delineate the hours to be worked;
independent contractors, who often work for many different organizations,
are sometimes not available for all of the hours needed.

m When hiring an employee, you have more leeway in terms of a perfect per-
sonality match since you will be drawing from a broad pool of candidates.
When using an independent contractor, you will have less control.

m When hiring an employee, you will be responsible for any employee ben-
efits, such as vacation pay or sick leave; an independent contractor will be
responsible for their own benefits.

m You can hire an independent contractor for a very specific task, such as
editing a newsletter. | know a children’s party planner who hires an inde-
pendent contractor to spend twenty hours per month writing and editing
her marketing materials. By opting for this independent contractor, she
can hire someone with a specific area of expertise for just a few hours per
month.

Keeping It Legal
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Reaching Out to Potential Employees

There are a number of ways in which to reach out to prospective employees.

m Start spreading the news. Once again, so many vital elements in the event-
planning business come down to word of mouth. Let folks know that you
are looking for employees. Let your colleagues at the party supply store,
the women in your weekly coffee group, and the members of your PTA
all know that you are looking for employees. Over and over again, | have
found this an effective way to find and hire good employees.

m The big power of the small classified. Consider a classified ad in your local
newspaper. These inexpensive ads can draw good applicants to your pool
of potential clients. Remember to include your logo in the ad, specifics
about the qualifications you are looking for in any employee, the hours
needed, and any benefits. If you need weekend help, then be sure to
include that in your ad. You want to convey as much information as pos-
sible to potential employees.

m The draw of the Internet. One of the major developments in terms of
finding employees is the advent of Craigslist (www.craigslist.org). This
online advertising site offers free ad placement (except in a handful of
major cities such as New York, Seattle, San Francisco, and San Diego,
for instance) and reaches an enormous, worldwide audience, tracking
more than 4 billion hits per month! Aimost 20 million new classifieds are
posted each month. Because of its broad scope (Craigslist targets more
than five hundred U.S. cities) it is important that you target your audience
when placing your free classified. This easy-to-use and accessible Web
site guides you through the straightforward process of posting your online
advertisement.

Keep this in mind if you turn to family and friends to help out. Although your
best friend may chime in and offer to help dish up ice cream at your next event,
make sure that you make a formal arrangement with the friend. Tell her when she
needs to arrive to help with setup and how long clean-up and post-party issues will
take. Make sure to negotiate her wage. Nothing can spoil a friendship faster than
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a business dealing gone sour. Don’t use friends or family without compensating
them. I really can’t say this too many times or in too many ways. Be good to your
buddies and family!

Having issued this caveat, friends and family can be a wonderful asset to your
business. | have enjoyed working with friends at events who have brought their posi-

tive energy and good cheer with them as they support me in my efforts.

Interviewing Potential Employees

You've put out feelers and received resumes and cover letters from a variety of pro-
spective employees. Now, it is time to start sorting through this pool of applicants.
This first sorting process will be the easiest. You will have three piles: “yes,” “no,”
and “maybe.” Into the “no” pile go all of the applicants who don’t have the appropri-
ate qualifications. You will be surprised at the number of folks who apply willy-nilly
to any employment advertisement—even when their qualifications are not even
remotely similar to those requested in the advertisement! Put these applicants
directly into the do-not-pass-go “no” pile.

Similarly, the “yes” pile will sort itself out quite easily. These are the applicants
with the qualifications you've outlined. As well, these people will have written a
thoughtful and succinct cover letter to accompany their resumes. Pay attention
to small details. If an applicant misspells your name in the cover letter, then she is
probably not a person who will pay attention to detail. In other words, not a good
children’s party planner.

More complicated is sifting through the “maybes.” These are applicants who
can’t quickly be relegated to the “no” stack or promoted to the “yes” pile. These
might be applicants who have most of the required experience or have some other
quality that draws you to them. Be careful not to let emotion cloud your vision.
For instance, just because the person grew up in your hometown or attended the
same grade school, that does not make this person an ideal candidate. It is easy to
let emotion (simply liking a candidate) blur our vision about that person’s actual
qualifications for the job.

Once you have sorted your applicants into three stacks, you will make initial con-
tact with those in the “yes” pile through a brief phone call. Make sure that you call
the applicants at the time and number they’ve outlined—you don’t want to catch a
future employee at an awkward time, such as during her regularly scheduled weekly

meeting with her current boss!
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Notes from the Field

It is illegal to ask any questions about an applicant’s age, race, gender, religion,
marital status, or parental status. Don’t be tempted to ask an applicant if he or she
is going to have childcare issues—this is an illegal question and could get you into
hot water.

Once you have a prospective employee on the phone, tell her that you have
enjoyed reading through her letter and resume and find out if she is still interested

in the job. If she is, set up a time for an interview.

The Interview

Interviews, whenever possible, should be face to face rather than over the phone.
Sometimes this simply isn’t possible, but for the best results, aim to meet in person.
Dress professionally for this interview. Just as you expect applicants to put their
best foot forward when meeting you, remember that the interview process is a
two-way street. Your prospective employees will want to see that you run a profes-
sional, tight ship.

When the applicant arrives, have her fill out a formal job application. Job applica-
tion forms are available at office supply stores, or you can use the sample provided
in this chapter. Don’t create your own form. Protect yourself and use a form that
complies with state and federal laws regarding discrimination.

Be sure that the applicant feels at home and comfortable before starting the
interview. Show her pages from your portfolio to help her get a sense of who you are
and how you run your business. Perhaps offer her a cup of tea or seltzer.

Ask all applicants the same roster of questions. In this way you will be ensuring
a level playing field. Take notes as the applicant responds (let her know you will be
taking notes so she is not surprised by this). You may think that you will remember
her responses even without taking notes, but it is likely that you won’t remember
everything accurately. You are likely to blur interviews among different candidates
if you don’t take adequate notes during each interview.

Itis important to ask what | call “situation” questions. For example, ask, “What

would you do if the pizza delivery person never arrived?” rather than asking, “Do
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you handle stress well?” I've found that most people think they handle stress well
(or, at least say they do during a job interview). By asking these situation questions,
you will find out not only if the applicant is prepared to deal with the stressful situ-
ations that can occur at kids’ parties but also if the applicant is a creative problem
solver.

Make sure the applicant truly likes working with kids. Even if an applicant has
had success working with event planners who conduct parties for adults, this same
applicant may be less at ease at children’s events. Again, instead of the straightfor-
ward, “Do you like working with kids?” (to which virtually 100 percent of your appli-
cants will say “yes”), ask “Tell me about your work with children.”

As you formulate interview questions, steer clear of “yes or no” questions. These
don’t offer the applicant an opportunity to easily describe her experiences. Likewise,
these questions don’t afford you the best tool for discovering if the applicant is a
good fit for your company. Consider some of these questions:

1. What are some of the challenges you've faced in past jobs and how have
you handled these challenges?

2. What is the work accomplishment of which you are proudest?

3. What is it like working for your current supervisor? What are her strengths
and weaknesses?

4. What are the most rewarding aspects of your current job? The least
rewarding?

5. Why are you leaving your current job?

6. What characteristics do you look for in a supervisor?

7. Describe any improvements you've made in your current job and give
specifics.

8. Describe a customer complaint and how you resolved it.

9. Why should I hire you?

10. Do you have any questions for me?

At the close of each interview, let each applicant know your projected timeframe
for hiring: when you will be letting interviewees know about your decision. Try to
follow this timeframe. We've probably all been in a position in which we’re waiting

to hear if we have been hired for a job. It can be a nervous wait!
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Sample Job Application Form

Please use black or blue ink and print when filling out this form. Answer all ques-

tions and sign and date the form at the bottom.
Personal Information:

First Name

Middle Name

Last Name

Street Address

City, State, Zip

Phone

Are you eligible to work in the United States? Yes or No
If under 18, do you have an employment/age certificate? Yes or No

Have you been convicted of, or entered a plea of guilty, no contest, or had a with-

held judgment to a felony in the past five years? Yes or No

If yes, explain:

Position Available:

Position Applied For

Days Available

Hours Available

What date are you available to start work?

Education:

Please list school name and address, the diploma or certificate received, and the

date of graduation:




Please list any skills, training, awards, or other qualifications:

Employment History:

Start with your most recent employer.

Employer

Address

Supervisor

Phone

E-mail

Title

Responsibilities

From

to

Salary

Reason for leaving

Employer

Address

Supervisor

Phone

E-mail

Title

Responsibilities

From

to

Salary

Reason for leaving




Employer

Address

Supervisor

Phone

E-mail

Title

Responsibilities

From to

Salary

Reason for leaving

May we contact your present employer? Yes or No

References:

Please list three references, providing name, address, and phone number.

| certify that the information contained in this application is true and complete.
| understand that false information may be grounds for not hiring me or for
immediate termination of employment at any point in the future if  am hired. |

authorize the verification of any or all of the information listed above.

Signature

Date




Making the Hire

After the interview process is complete, take the time to carefully review your notes.
Sleep on your decision, too, and be sure that you aren’t simply hiring the applicant

you like the most (of course, it is important to like the applicant) but also the appli-

cant who is most qualified.

Call the applicant to offer your congratulations and to offer her the position.
Your pick might ask to have time to consider your offer. You should always agree to

this, assuming the applicant is asking for a reasonable amount of time to think over

her decision.

When she accepts, you will need to put the offer in writing and ask her to sign
it. This is basically a contract ensuring that she is sincere about taking on this new
role. In the letter, outline the parameters of the job: start date, salary, benefits, and

so on. This will help to negate any future misunderstandings.

Top Ten Qualities in a Children’s Party Planning Employee

Of course, depending on the job you are filling, you will look for different qualifica-
tions. If you are looking for an editor to create your quarterly newsletter, you will
need to find an able writer and editor; if you are looking for a graphic designer,
you will want to search for a designer who creates images that suit the style and
message of your company. These specifics aside, any employee you hire should
possess as many as possible of the following qualities:

1.
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Detail-oriented

. Organized

. An effective time manager

. Creative

. Customer-service oriented

. Budget-minded

. Self-motivated

. Good listener

. Positive attitude

. Enjoys working with children
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Once you have a signed contract with your new employee, it is imperative that
you let the other applicants know that you have chosen someone else. This can be
done with a phone call or a letter. Many business owners neglect to contact these
other applicants. Don’t be one of these business owners. Put yourself in the appli-
cants’ shoes. It is not a good feeling to be left hanging. Let these folks know about
your choice so they can continue with their job hunts. As your business expands, you
may want to hire one of these other applicants. Make sure to keep the good karma

flowing by keeping them in the information loop.

Training New Employees

There is nothing more frustrating than being hired for a job and then being ignored!
I've been in this position, waiting for training that never arrives. Make sure that
you welcome your new employee and show her the ropes. If you have hired her as
a graphic designer, create a chart showing the design materials you will need and
when you will need them. If you have hired her to help at the actual events, show her

sample timeframes of parties and what your expectations are for her.

Be a Good Boss

Reflect on your own work experience. | would venture to go out on a limb and say
that we all prefer the boss who occasionally brings in coffee and donuts, offers us
the opportunity to leave early on a sunny summer Friday, or distributes movie passes
to the local theater. Be this kind of boss. Treat your employees well and they will do
the same for you. Remember, you get what you give in life!

Back in Chapter s, | wrote about word-of-mouth marketing and how important
it is to have employees who help with this positive word of mouth. Your employ-
ees can be wonderful advocates if you are a fair and honest leader. To paraphrase
Theodore Roosevelt, the best boss is the one who has enough sense to pick good
employees to do what she wants done and enough self-restraint to keep from med-
dling with them while they do it! Choose employees carefully, train with care, and

treat them with respect.

Frequently Asked Questions
I can’t afford to hire a lawyer but | need legal advice. What can | do?
Many states offer innovative approaches for providing low- or no-cost legal counsel.

In California, for instance, Tele-Lawyer offers advice, via the phone, from veteran
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lawyers for $3 per minute. Most issues are resolved in ten minutes or less. Use your
computer search engine and type in the name of your state and the words “inexpen-
sive legal help” or “low-cost lawyer” to see if your state offers any of these innovative
options. Web sites such as www.legalzoom.com are also helpful, providing low-cost,
straightforward legal advice about basic issues such as contracts, creating a busi-

ness structure, and hiring employees.

A friend has asked me to plan a party for her daughter. She is reluctant to sign a con-
tract, saying she wants to keep it “all between friends.” What should | do?

Planning parties for friends’ children can be a sticky business, made more so when
a friend is reluctant to sign a contract. Explain to your friend that the contract is as
much a protection for her as it is for you. The contract ensures that she gets what
she is paying for and provides her with solid event insurance—ensuring that you will

follow through on your obligations.

Even after all of my careful efforts to choose the right employee, it is not working out.
What can | do?

Unfortunately, even the best laid plans can go awry. If you are frustrated with an
employee, try to pinpoint the reasons why. Is she routinely late for work? Is she mak-
ing personal phone calls on company time? Is she making careless mistakes? Make
a written record of these infractions. Make sure that you are holding up your end
of the bargain by being a good communicator. Have you been clear in outlining her
job responsibilities? Has she received adequate training? Are you being a fair boss?
If you answer “yes” to all of these questions, it may simply be an untenable working
relationship. Before terminating an employee, you must give her verbal warnings
for unsatisfactory work performance. If you must terminate an employee, do so in
person—not via the phone or e-mail—and do so with respect and a calm manner.

Keep it all professional.

Keeping It Legal
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Start Spreading the Word

Letting Everyone Know about Your Business

As your business grows and you begin to plan more events, you will want to
focus on marketing your business. Marketing efforts cover a broad swath—
everything from word-of-mouth buzz to creating interactive Web sites. In fact,
in a nutshell, any outward face of your company—from the aromatic tea you
serve in a customized mug imprinted with your logo at the initial meeting to
the way you present yourself at the event to the writing of press releases—is
a part of your marketing and advertising plans.

Marketing is all about creating a brand. Think of some of your favorite
companies. There is one national food-store chain known for a quirky blend
of products and excellent service. Customers love the Hawaiian-shirt wearing
store staff, the fresh flowers artfully displayed inside the entrance to each
store, the focus on organic products, and the attention to detail. I know lots of
folks willing to drive more than a hundred miles round trip to buy their grocer-
ies at these stores. A willingness to travel so far, when most of us have grocery
stores much closer to home, is a testament to the power of branding.

Through your marketing efforts, you will need to differentiate yourself
from your competitors as well as develop customer loyalty. Don’t make the
mistake of thinking that your clients aren’t noting your efforts. At initial con-
sultations with prospective clients, | offer tea, coffee, and seltzer water. | offer
a variety of flavored coffees, tea sachets (rather than tea bags), and seltzer
water poured from a glass bottle rather than from a plastic liter bottle. Over
the years, I've had many clients tell me that this attention to detail drew them
to my company rather than to one of my competitors. By focusing on the small
details and spending a bit more (just pennies, really), | helped build a strong

business.



Creating a Marketing Plan

Justas you created a business plan to help you define the trajectory of your new busi-
ness, a marketing plan will enable you to position your new business and to market
it to a targeted audience. And, just as with your business plan, a marketing plan can
be easily produced if you focus on five key questions. Because you have done your
research, answering these questions thoughtfully should be a relative snap.

1. What is the purpose of your marketing plan? For new business owners, the purpose
is to let prospective clients know that you are the new kid on the block. As
your company grows, the purpose of your marketing plan will shift. No lon-
ger will you need to promote your new business; rather, your marketing plan
will focus on client satisfaction and reaching new customers.

2. What is the current situation for your new business? In other words, who are your
competitors and your target audience, and what is the state of your
finances? It is helpful to break this down into four parts (often called a
SWOT analysis): list your (S)trengths, your (W)eaknesses, your business’s
(O)pportunities, and (T)hreats to your business.

3. What are your objectives? If your sights are aimed at creating and planning five
events a year, you probably won’t need a fancy Web site or extensive adver-
tising. In fact, this would probably prove to be financial sabotage. Running
even a handful of ads could erode your entire income.

4. What are your tactics? This chapter will outline possible marketing tactics, from
placing ads in local newspapers to creating an effective business card and
creating radio advertising spots. You will need to determine which will work
for you. For instance, does advertising in your local newspaper make good
sense—are the rates affordable and the circulation broad enough to make
these ads worthwhile?

5. What is your budget? Money talks and, when it comes to marketing plans, it
talks loudly. Simply put, running ads, creating brochures, and creating direct
mail campaigns adds up to big bucks. Don’t sink your new business by over-

spending on marketing.

Advertising
Virtually every business uses some type of advertising. Simply stated, advertising is

a means by which to persuade consumers to use your services rather than those of
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one of your competitors. In this Internet era, options for advertising have become
more complex. Once, running an ad meant calling your local newspaper advertising
representative and having the staff there design and produce your ad. Now, with so
many easy-to-use design software packages available, many small business owners
opt to create their own ads—and to place these ads in media ranging from newspa-

pers and magazines to the sides of city buses.

Newspaper Advertising

Running ads in your local newspaper remains a viable option for many small busi-
ness owners. In particular, when you first open for business and are still in the pro-
cess of creating word-of-mouth buzz, running a few ads can provide a wonderful
springboard for the launch of your business.

Torunan ad, you will need to call your local newspaper or newspapers and ask to
speak with an advertising representative (or, as they are usually called, ad rep). This
person will work with you to plan a schedule for your ads as well as assist you in cre-
ating a budget for your advertising plans. Remember, your rep is a sales person and
probably receives a commission based on sales. Because of this commission-based
pay, she will be eager to schedule as many ads as possible. Be careful: advertising
costs can become overwhelming to new business owners. Be firm about your bud-
get and if the advertising costs seem prohibitive, let your rep know. Often, reps have
the leeway to negotiate a better rate. Package rates (for instance, running one ad per
week for four weeks) may result in a better column inch rate. Similarly, some papers
offer free color to clients buying advertising packages.

When it comes to advertising, bigger doesn’t always mean better. Instead,

it is important that your ad be positioned in a key spot. Ask for a right-hand

Notes from the Field

Consider placing an ad on the side of your car. That’s right—on your own four
wheels. Customized magnetic signs are available for under $50 and can be pro-
duced in less than a week. Make sure to include your logo when you have your
magnetic sign produced. These magnetic banners can easily be applied and
removed.
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page. Research shows that the readers’ eyes tend to fall to the right-hand pages
first when reading the paper. Make sure that your ad will not be buried in the
classified section and that, if it will be grouped, that it is placed with other like
businesses. In other words, you don’t want your advertisement promoting a chil-
dren’s birthday party business to be stuck in the middle of a group of automobile
dealers’ advertisements. These points are key because a two-column-wide by
four-inch-deep advertisement can be tremendously effective when placed prop-
erly. However, this same advertisement could be money thrown away if it is not
placed with care.

Along with placement, it is essential that your ad convey professionalism and
the specifics of your business. As | mentioned above, there are many accessible soft-
ware packages that enable laypeople to produce professional-looking ads. You will
have to gauge your own comfort level when using this software. If you don’t feel up
to creating your own ads, then don’t. A poorly produced and carelessly written ad
will damage your new business.

Choose the words for your ad carefully. Think of the advertisements that draw
your eye. Most likely, they are not cluttered with words and images but rather are
easy to read and clear in the information they present. Consider using bulleted
points to delineate the ways in which your company is unique and the features that
separate you from the competition.

Make sure to include contact information. | have seen too many ads in my own
local paper in which new business owners have forgotten to include their basic con-
tact information! Of course, you will need to include your logo in the ad. Make it your
mantra to include your logo on every piece of paper associated with your business,
from all of your advertisements to your business cards and your invoices.

Advertising on the Internet
Some home-based business owners find that Internet advertising helps bring poten-
tial clients to their Web sites, a valuable marketing aid. | caution new business own-
ers to use care when placing ads on the Internet (and in traditional media, as well),
as advertising costs can quickly skyrocket.

One inexpensive placement to consider is your local municipality. Many towns
and cities offer inexpensive space on their Web sites. Contact your town hall to look
into this option. This can be a very good source of promotion for your business, as

you are directly targeting the audience within your town or city.
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As your company grows, you might want to place an advertisement on a popu-
lar Web search site such as Yahoo or Google. GoogleAdWords (www.adwords.com)
offers a popular option, enabling your ad to pop up on the right-hand column of the
screen when certain keywords are typed into the search field. In other words, if you
run a pony party business in Missouri, then you might request that your ad pop up
when someone using the Google search engine types in “pony, birthday party, Mis-
souri.” When the searcher sees your ad, she can opt to click on it, leading her to your
Web site. You pay only for the number of clicks on your ad—not for the number of
times it appears on the Google Web page. This type of advertising is more appro-
priate for bigger party planning businesses and for businesses with updated and
engaging Web sites up and running.

Television Advertising
For new businesses, this option can be too expensive. However, as your party plan-
ning business grows, television advertising may prove to be a valuable avenue for
reaching new customers.

There are two costs incurred when placing advertisements on television: the cost
of producing the advertisement and the cost of placing the ad. Creating an advertise-
ment can be done on a relative shoestring. Some production agencies will create a
thirty-second spot for less than $1,000. Some local television stations will agree to pro-
duce the commercial for you, if you agree to buy advertising space on their channel.

We all hear the stories of sky-high per-minute costs for ad spots aired during big
events like the Super Bowl—where the placement of one sixty-second commercial
can cost millions of dollars. However, in local markets, you may be able to place an
advertisement for well under $100 as some local stations charge $5 or less per every
thousand viewers you reach.

Television advertising is not for the party planner with a small business model.
If your goal is to hold half a dozen parties a year, then, clearly, television advertising
is not necessary. However, if you are planning to grow your business into a full-time
endeavor or plan on franchising, television commercials could be an ace in the hole

for creating new markets for your business.

Movie Theater Advertisements
Advertising on movie theater screens before the film starts to roll has become big

business. In fact, as revenues from ticket sales have declined, movie theater owners

Start Spreading the Word




have become more and more dependent on the income they earn from running
commercials before the show. Many business owners find that this is a powerful use
of advertising money, since the commercials play to a captive audience—a captive
audience of almost 1.5 billion in 2007. Once moviegoers find their seats, they usually
stay put until the movie starts.

As with buying television spots, costs for placing an ad on a movie theater screen
vary broadly. Buying a national spot means big bucks, but if you are buying a spot at
your local cinema targeted at your town or city, you will find more affordable rates.

Remember to include your logo in any onscreen advertising, whether on televi-

sion or at your local cinema.

Radio Advertising
Some party planners find radio advertising a powerful tool for promoting their busi-
nesses. Depending on the time and length of your advertisement, you may receive
a rate of $5 or less per thousand listeners. These listeners are in their cars, on their
way to work, or running errands, and, like the folks in movie theaters, are a captive
audience.

Some local radio stations may be willing to produce the ad for you at low or no
cost. If you have a popular disc jockey on a local radio station, you may want her to

read the copy for your ad. This is an attractive option.

Advertising on Social Networking Web Sites

It is the dawn of a new age and, as a result, party planners who specialize in events
for teens—paintball and rock-climbing parties, for instance—find clients by open-
ing accounts on popular social networking Web sites like Facebook (www.facebook
.com) and MySpace (www.myspace.com). There is no charge to open these accounts.
Both MySpace and Facebook offer a classified advertising option at no charge to its
users. The audience on these Web sites is vast. Facebook alone has 60 million active

users and these users average 500 million searches per month!

Advertising in Direct Marketing Mailings and Publications

You're probably familiar with direct mail books; they arrive in my mailbox with
amazing regularity. These booklets offer businesses a chance to reach a wide range
of customers at a nominal price. For instance, you may be able to target 10,000

homes for $99.
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Checklist for Creating a Successful Advertisement

Creating a powerful advertisement takes time and attention. You will want to take
the care to make a persuasive advertisement, as this will be the first encounter
many of your prospective clients have with you. You will want to ensure that your
ad is an apt indicator of the quality and professionalism of your business.
W Have you written a powerful headline? Yes or No?
If you don’t hook a reader with your headline, it’s unlikely she’ll continue to
read the copy in the rest of your ad. You might opt for a newsy headline,
especially when your business first opens: “Introducing a Children’s Birthday
Party Planning Business” or “Available for the First Time: Fairy Princess Par-
ties.” Another option is an intriguing headline: “Celebrate Your Child” or “Cre-
ate Magic for Your Child.” This type of headline tends to make the reader
curious and to draw her in to read the rest of your ad. Don’t stint on taking
the time to write a crackerjack headline.
m /s it persuasive? Yes or No
Is your copy effective in persuading a prospective client to contact you? To
be persuasive, you need to offer specifics: what type of business it is, and
the details of your party planning business. This is your opportunity to dif-
\/ ferentiate yourself from your competitors. It is also effective to offer a testi-
monial from a client (obviously not possible if you haven't yet held your first
party). Just as most of us check to see who has given two thumbs up to a
recently released movie, readers of your ad will likely find a testimonial from
a past client very persuasive.
m /s your ad running in the appropriate place? Yes or No
Although | have already recommended running your ad in a local newspaper,
this is not always the best choice. Most regions have parenting and chil-
dren’s magazines, listing programs for children ranging from music and art
classes to summer camps and children’s birthday party planning providers.
Your advertising dollars might be better spent placing ads in these child-
focused publications. Do your research before placing an ad. Ask your ad
rep for a media kit. This kit will include copies of the newspaper or magazine
and details about the magazine or newspaper’s circulation, as well as rates




for running advertisements. Some parenting and children’s magazines are
placed free of charge in doctor’s offices, at the entrance to libraries, and
near the checkout lines at grocery stores. This could be very beneficial to
your business. Also, the shelf life of a weekly newspaper is limited—readers
tend to look through the paper and then put it into recycling. Magazines are
often given more attention and aren’t recycled quite as quickly.

m Did you ask for appropriate placement? Yes or No
All of the hard work you've spent creating your ad could be derailed if the
folks at the local newspaper or magazine don't place the ad in the correct
position. Make sure to have a discussion with your ad rep, ensuring, for
instance, that your ad won’t be buried at the bottom of the classified pages
amidst a group of ads touting tag sales.

m Do you have a method for tracking your ad’s efficacy? Yes or No
This tracking, also called keying, helps if you are running advertisements in
more than one publication. Keying enables you to find out which readers are
referring to your ad. To do this, you need to consider adding a promotion or
incentive, a different incentive in each ad. Perhaps, you will offer a free initial
consultation or a discount on the birthday cake. Make sure that the incentive
is meaningful enough that a client might be compelled to call for a consulta-
tion but not so big as to break the bank.

If you choose to place an advertisement in one of these books, such as AdBook
Direct or Valpak, you will want to be sure that you can measure your ad’s efficacy.
In other words, offer a distinct promotion or discount, only available through this
direct mail book advertisement.

News Features and Press Releases

Placing news stories in your local newspaper is a fantastic—and free—method
for promoting your business. Generate press releases whenever you have news
to report about your developing company. For instance, you will want to write
and submit a press release to your local newspaper when you first hang out your
shingle. As your company grows, you will have opportunities to generate other
releases. Let your local newspaper know if your business changes location, when
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Notes from the Field

One party planner | interviewed discovered—too late—that using a direct mail
book was too effective. Her business, specializing in creating stuffed animals,
was overwhelmed by the number of calls. She was not able to respond to all

of the calls and she agreed to plan too many parties. In the end, bad word of
mouth shut down her business. If you plan to advertise in a direct mail book, be
ready to take on the extra volume of business that might come as a result of this
promotion.

you celebrate a milestone (planning your hundredth event, for instance), or expand
your business.

One caveat: All press releases must have a news “hook.” In other words, don’t
expect a newspaper to run your press release if there is no news angle. Only submit
press releases when you have important information to share.

Submit your press releases to the editor’s e-mail address. Usually, newspapers
list e-mail addresses on their mastheads, but if your local paper doesn't list these
addresses, call the paper for the editor's name and e-mail. Submit your press
release directly to the editor as an attachment. In your e-mail cover letter, introduce
yourself, state the purpose of your e-mail, and indicate that you will follow up on
this initial correspondence. This e-mail note should be no more than a few lines in
length.

E-mail the editor again after a week or so if you have not had a response, con-
firming that she received your e-mail and attachment. Editors often appreciate a
gentle reminder like this—but don’t nag. It is now in the editor’s hands to make a
decision about running your press release.

Sometimes, editors are intrigued enough about a press release to run a feature-
length story. If this happens, congratulations! Feature pieces often include photos
and interesting background stories. If the editor decides to generate a feature-
length piece based on your press release, she will probably have a reporter contact
you for an interview. A photographer may accompany the reporter, as well. Don’t be
nervous about this opportunity to be interviewed. It is a fantastic chance to promote

your company and to get the word out. Have fun!
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Press Release Checklist

Press releases should follow a certain format, as shown below.

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Most press releases have the words “FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE” typed across the
top. If, for some reason, the release needs to be held, type the date of release, in
all capital letters, across the top of the release.

CONTACT:

Contact Person

Company Name

Phone Number

Fax Number

E-mail Address

Web Site

HEADLINE

Make sure to write a compelling headline. If you don’t hook the editor with

your headline, she may not bother reading the rest of your release. Don’t use
unnecessary words—be succinct and to the point. If this press release is
announcing the opening of your business, then an appropriate headline would

be “Introducing a New Children’s Birthday Party Planning Service Specializing in \./
." This informs the editor that you are launching a new
business and lets her know your niche and how this differentiates your business
from others.

CITY, STATE, DATE

The first paragraph of your release should open with something called a “dateline.
This is simply the city, state, and date of your release. These words should be in
capital letters at the beginning of the paragraph.

BODY TEXT

Follow the dateline with a powerful sentence, following up and augmenting the
information in the headline. A good press release answers who, what, why, when,
where, and how. Make this your rule of thumb. When you have completed your
press release announcing the opening of your business, are all of these questions
answered? For instance, have you explained who you are, what your business is
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(be specific—how are you different from your competition?), why you have opened
your business, when it opened, where it opened, and how you opened it?

When you are satisfied that these questions are answered, type “END” at the bot-
tom of your release, indicating to the news editor that the press release does not
continue to another page. Brevity is beauty when it comes to press releases, so
aim for five hundred words or fewer.

Finally, always write releases in the third person. In other words, “Cinderella Smith
is the owner of a new children’s birthday party planning business,” is correct. “My
name is Cinderella Smith and | just opened a children’s birthday party planning
business,” is not correct.

Newsletters

In this age of blogging, text-messaging, and interactive Web sites, newsletters may
sound a bit quaint and old-fashioned. | have found, however, that a well-crafted
newsletter produces wonderful results. Newsletters can be distributed via e-mail
(more on this in Chapter 11) but old-fashioned snail mail is effective as well. Making
them available at various points of purchase works well, too.

As with all of your marketing materials, make sure that your logo is displayed
prominently on every page. And, remember to keep the “news” in newsletter.
Your clients are busy and want to find engaging, useful information in your
newsletter.

Your newsletter should contain information pertinent to your business—a new
location, new hours, milestones reached, awards received. It could also offer more
generalized information about the children’s birthday party business—for instance,
trends that are on the rise as well as trends that are on their way out. You might try
offering a promotion in your newsletter. Just as offering a promotion can help you
to track the efficacy of your advertising, you will be able to track the effectiveness
of your newsletter by keeping a record of the number of clients who ask about the
newsletter promotion.

You will need to determine the frequency of your newsletters. | find that quar-
terly works well. A monthly newsletter can become burdensome—for you to pro-
duce and for your clients to read. Additionally, it may be difficult to create enough

news to fill a monthly newsletter.
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You will also need to make decisions about your newsletter’s circulation. Will
you send it only to existing clients or will you send to a broader base? If you choose
to send to a broader audience, you will have to keep in mind the added production
costs you will incur by creating more newsletters, increased postage costs, as well as
buying or creating an effective mailing list.

If you choose to buy a list (see Appendix for sources), you will need to determine
the demographics before purchasing the list. Mailing lists can be generated based
on myriad characteristics, ranging from income level and gender to the presence of
children, education level, hobbies, geography, and more.

List prices vary, depending on the supplier. Typically, though, plan on spending
about 10 cents per name on your list, so a list of 250 will cost $25. Some lists are avail-
able for one use only, while others will be available for a prescribed length of time—
one year, for example. When buying lists, consider a company’s reputation. Creating
mailing lists is a complex task and you want to choose a company that keeps its lists
up to date and free of spelling errors.

Direct Mail
As the name suggests, direct mail marketing involves mailing brochures or
other marketing materials to a targeted audience. The mailing piece could be as
simple as a single-color postcard or as elaborate as a full-color, glossy brochure.
The audience for your direct mail piece could be small—250 or so—or a cast of
thousands.

If you opt to create a direct mail piece, you will need to carefully consider the type

of mailing list you will purchase. As described above, you will want to tailor a mailing

Notes from the Field

Successful event planners report that they have the most success with direct
mail campaigns sent at quiet times. In other words, avoid direct mail campaigns
that land in potential clients’ mailboxes near holidays. Overwhelmed by mailboxes
stuffed with holiday catalogs and solicitations, a lot of this mail can be too easily
overlooked. Make sure that all of your direct mail pieces have a classy, uniform
look. And, of course, always include your logo.
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Direct Mail Cost Checklist

You will incur the following costs when you conduct a direct mail campaign:

m The cost of creating the mailing piece. Whether simple or elaborate, you
will incur a cost for creating this piece. Factor in not only the cost of print-
ing the piece but also the cost of designing it, especially if you are hiring
an outside graphic designer.

m The cost of buying a mailing list. Plan on spending several hundred dol-
lars on this list. If you plan to send to only 250 people, consider that a
response rate of 1 percent is considered a success. That means you will
have, as a result of your campaign, 2.5 potential clients contact you.

This does not necessarily mean that they will hire you to plan their child’s
birthday party. In other words, if you are going to invest energy in a
direct-mail campaign, consider a broader universe of names when buying
a list.

m The cost of postage. Postcards are your most economical mailing choice
but, at appromimately 39 cents per stamp, a direct mail campaign involving
1,000 postcards results in a whopping $390 in postage!

m The cost of doing business. If you offer a special promotion in your direct
mail piece (a 5 percent discount on your services, for instance) you will
need to factor this in as a cost. A party that would normally net $500 for
you will only net $475 when you factor in the 5 percent discount.

list to reach a very targeted audience. You might want to buy a list focusing on two-
income families with children present and limit the list to your geographic area. Or,
if you specialize in princess and tea parties, you might want to have a list compiled
that does not include parents who have only male children. It is critical that you
spend time developing your list in order to help ensure success for your direct mail
campaign. A direct mail response rate of 1 percent is often considered a resounding
success, so carefully weigh the costs of the campaign against the possible benefits.
Consider how many parties you will need to plan in order to recoup the cost of the

direct mail campaign.

Start Spreading the Word




A Walk through the Yellow Pages

An obvious choice for a small business owner is to place an ad in her local yellow
pages. This ad doesn’t need to be large, but it should include your name, logo, and
contact information. It should also include a line that specifically describes your
business’s niche. Unfortunately, since phone books are produced annually, you may
be out in the cold for the larger part of a year if you open your business just as a new
directory lands on your clients’ front steps.

Many areas have more than one business directory or yellow page offering. Two
such books are delivered to my doorstep, for instance. Having competing directories
can be good news for you, enabling you to negotiate a lower rate for your advertise-
ment. If you are able to afford listings in both, then do so. If not, compare prices and
circulation and select the best choice. Advertising contact information is listed inside
your phone book.

When creating your yellow pages advertisement, be sure to include your cell
phone number as well as your land line. If your cell phone is your business line, then
list only your cell number.

In the meantime, you will probably want to list your business on Internet yellow
pages. More than 8o percent of Internet yellow pages users contact a business they
find online, making it an easy point of entry. These listings offer flexibility, since they
can be changed frequently. You may start with a small line listing and as your busi-
ness grows, develop a larger ad presence. There are several Internet yellow pages
providers. This is helpful to new business owners since the competition among

these companies leads to lower advertising rates for you.

Notes from the Field

When creating and placing your first advertisement in the yellow pages, don't opt
for a color advertisement. These advertisements tend to be very expensive and,
research shows, ineffective. The color does not draw more eyes to your ad. In fact,
because the color is printed on yellow paper, the colors tend to be washed out and
faded and generally not appealing.
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The Power of Word of Mouth

After jumping through all of these advertising and marketing hoops, the circle
comes back to word of mouth or buzz advertising. Good buzz is the best advertising
that money can buy—but, of course, good buzz can’t be bought. It has to be culti-
vated and developed over time.

According to a recent Neilsen BuzzMetrics survey, the word American consumers
most closely tie to advertising is “false.” Americans, rightly so in many cases, have
grown cynical about advertising. In contrast, this same survey revealed that 78 per-
cent of respondents trust the recommendation of a friend. This is word-of-mouth
advertising at its best and most powerful.

Although it may seem that you cannot wield much influence when it comes to
creating good buzz, there are five important steps you can take to help ensure good

word of mouth:

1. First and foremost, offer good service. Not only are you only as good as your
last event, you are only as good as the level of detail you offer. Go the extra
mile. Remember the tea | serve at initial consultations? These gestures help
create good will, and your customers appreciate the extra TLC. | remind
myself before every event to follow the “rule of two As—be accommodat-
ing and adaptable.” | think this is what elevates a good party planner into a
great party planner: the ability to accommodate requests and adapt to sur-
prises or unexpected requests, often right on the spot.

2. Keep a positive attitude. Be positive about your company, even if a party
goes off with a bit of a hitch. Have an open conversation with the client
about any problems and arrange for compensation, such as a reduction in
the bill. Keep open lines of communication with your employees and treat
them fairly. You do not want them spreading any negative news about your
business. Explain the importance of this to your employees and encourage
them to approach you directly about any problems they perceive. Then,
when they do approach you, really listen to their thoughts and comments.
After all, they are “in the trenches” on party day and may have witnessed
something you didn’t see.

3. Let your customers know you care. Do this by mailing your quarterly news-
letter and by mailing a birthday card to the child in subsequent years—
even if the parents have not hired you to plan their child’s party. This
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shows your attention to detail and your level of care for your business and
your clients.

4. Mix and mingle. I'll talk more about this later in the chapter, but it is impor-
tant to network with other professionals in your field, including party
planners, caterers, bakers, DJs, florists, and entertainers. Let these other
professionals get to know and respect you. Then, when asked to make a
recommendation to one of their clients, your name will be front and center
in their minds.

5. You get what you give. Just as you are working to create this good buzz, so
are the other folks in your field. Make sure that you are spreading the good
word about your colleagues in the event-planning business and the good

word will come back to you, as well.

Making and Distributing Brochures and Business Cards

Don’t skimp when preparing these marketing materials. For some of your clients,
your brochure and business card will be the first contact they have with you and
your business. You will distribute your cards and brochures at party supply stores,
caterers, bakeries, and entertainment centers, so these materials will represent you

in your absence.

A Professional Business Card

I find my business card to be one of my most persuasive marketing tools—small
but mighty. | recommend a tri-fold business card. When folded, it has the same
dimensions as a typical business card so it can easily be tucked into a wallet or purse.
However, using a tri-fold card enables you to include lots of information about your
business, including:

B The name of your business

B Your name

B Your contact information, including phone number, fax, e-mail, and Web
address

B Your logo

m Abulleted list of your specialties

B The types of payment you accept—for instance, do you accept credit card

payments?

Start Spreading the Word
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Notes from the Field

When asking local merchants to display your business cards and brochures, be
sure to supply them with plastic racks for your cards. By providing these display
stands, you ensure that your materials will be displayed in a professional and tidy
manner.

m A photo of yourself
m Atestimonial from a client

Office supply stores offer design software at their sales counter for creating busi-
ness cards and other office stationery. You can design your business card yourself,
using a popular design software such as InDesign (www.adobe.com). Big-box office
supply stores print business cards for a reasonable fee. In fact, one of these chains
recently introduced a thirty-minute business card option. From design to printed
card—voilal—in just thirty minutes.

Make sure to use a clean, crisp typeface that is easy to read. It can be tempting to
choose a script typeface but these can be harder to read. Don’t try to cram too much
information onto your cards. Keep your bulleted points brief and limit each point to
a few words. Finally, don’t use a point size that is difficult to read. Aim to keep all of
the type at 10 point or larger.

Buy the best cardstock you can afford, and remember to keep all of your printed
materials—from your stationery to your invoices and business cards—in the same
style and tone. All of these materials help to create your brand or, in other words,

your professional image.

An Effective Brochure

Your brochure should include all of the elements of your business card. Don’t try to
cram too much information into your brochure. Less can be more, and open and airy
design is more appealing to the eye than an over-filled design. In your brochures, you
will have room for additional testimonials from clients as well as for photographs
from events you have planned. Be sure to get the okay from clients before using

photos from or testimonials about their children’s parties.
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Your brochure does not need to be on glossy stock and in full-color. Rather, an
effective brochure can be printed with black ink on high-quality 8'/: x 11-inch paper.
I recommend a tri-fold brochure. The 8'/; x 11 paper, once printed on both sides, can
be folded to measure 33/, x 8'/,, a common brochure size.

Use the same color and style stock that you used for your business card, as you
want all of your promotional pieces to be similar in style and tone. Big-box stores
offer competitive pricing for printing and folding your brochures. These office supply

chains also sell the plastic stands for displaying your cards.

Networking News

In real estate it’s all about location, location, location. In the event-planning busi-
ness, it's often about contacts, contacts, contacts. You will want to focus early in the
development of your business on creating a strong network of colleagues. Not only
will these colleagues prove invaluable in helping you to brainstorm through any
problems that might arise, but they will be essential in helping you to get the word
out about your business.

Although there are national organizations for event planners, small-scale chil-
dren’s birthday party planners will often be better served by attending local and
regional meetings. These meetings are held by groups like the chamber of com-
merce and local convention and visitors bureaus. You should plan on joining your
local chamber of commerce. For a modest annual fee, you will receive abundant
publicity, including, in many cases, exposure on the chamber’s Web site (www

.chamberofcommerce.com).

A Few More Ideas!

When it comes to advertising and marketing your company, try to keep your mind
open to any idea. The goal of all of your efforts is to promote your business and to
earn the trust of your clients.

Perhaps you've noticed that a billboard at the edge of your town has been vacant
for the past year. Odds are, then, that the billboard’s owner would cut a good deal in
order to fill that billboard space. It can’t hurt to ask.

Another children’s party planner has found success by offering a promotion
when she sends her invoices. By offering a future benefit—a discount on a party yet

to be held—she builds good will, even as she is billing her clients.
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Another successful planner wears an eye-catching custom T-shirt promoting her
business when she takes her kids to the beach or shops at the local grocery store.
This has generated new business for her.

Yet another planner tells me that placing an old-fashioned sandwich board
outside her downtown office has brought in many new customers. She purchased
an inexpensive sandwich board from an online source (www.displays2go.com), but
you could create your own with two pieces of plywood. It is interesting that in our
high-tech world, basic advertising techniques, such as a sandwich board, can still be
so effective in generating traffic.

I've generated new business by volunteering my services at fund-raising events
for local non-profits. | have also given seminars about the children’s birthday party
business and created new business in that manner.

Marketing your business takes time, energy, commitment, and cash. All of this
must be backed up by a grade-A product. As advertising guru Jerry Della Femina
so aptly puts it, “There is a great deal of advertising that is much better than the
product. When that happens, all that the good advertising will do is put you out of
business faster.”

Frequently Asked Question

I have a very limited budget. Where do you recommend | spend my advertising and
marketing budget?

Start by paying for a listing in the traditional paper yellow pages, delivered free
of charge to the ends of driveways and to front stoops of apartments across the
country, as well as for a listing on an online yellow pages site. To find your local
yellow pages, both online and traditional paper-bound options, type “yellow pages
advertising” and the name of your state in the search line of your preferred search
engine. This will allow you to research the various choices available to you as well
as to compare prices. You should be able to find rates beginning at just a few dol-
lars per month. Remember, too, that word-of-mouth advertising is free, so from the
moment you launch your business, begin creating good buzz. For example, visit your
local party supply store with festively decorated cupcakes for the staff. Tell them
about your new venture and about your plans for developing a business. Networking
and forming bonds with other folks involved in the children’s birthday party busi-
ness is free and makes excellent business sense.
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Strength of the Web

The Power of a Provocative Web Site

In the course of the past decade, computer use has soared with more and
more Americans plugging in to their computers. According to comScore, an
Internet marketing research company, there are 700 million Internet users
spanning the globe. There are more than 150 million Internet users in the
United States alone, an amazing number considering that the entire U.S.
population numbers about 300 million. This means that one out of every two
Americans has access to and uses the Internet! According to numbers pro-
vided by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 73 percent of all adults
use the Internet. Given these numbers, it is evident that creating a Web site to

market and develop your business makes good sense.

Creating a Persuasive Web Site

There are several steps involved in setting up and creating a Web site. If you
are a relative novice to the technological world, don’t be intimidated by this
process. It is exciting to launch a Web site and it can lift your business to a
new level.

Selecting a Domain Name
First things first: what will be your Web site name? Of course, in an ideal
world, you would simply use the name of your business, for example, www
.perfectponyparties.com. Unfortunately, if you typed this name onto the
search line of your Internet explorer, you would find that someone else has
already acquired this domain name.

Be prepared to try several different names or combinations of words and

letters in order to create a unique domain name. For instance, if the name of



Checklist for Creating a Useful Web Site

Make sure, when creating your Web site, that you are able to answer “yes” to all
of the items on this checklist. By doing so, you will help to ensure that you do not
unintentionally sabotage your Web site.
m /s the type on your Web site legible? Yes or No
Okay, this may sound too obvious to be believed but, unfortunately,
many novice Web site designers opt for a typeface that is too small,
too ornate (script typefaces often fall into this category), or set against
a dark background color, rendering it virtually impossible to read. Don't
get too fancy with your typefaces. Straightforward is the best road to

SUCCESS.

m /s there valuable content on every page? Yes or No
Don’t waste your viewers’ time. On average, according to industry num-
bers, folks spend less than one minute on a Web site. This means that
your Web site has to be immediately persuasive so your viewers stay lon-
ger than sixty seconds. Make sure that your home page is attractive and
engaging and features your logo.

m /s your menu immediately evident? Yes or No

\.J There is nothing more frustrating than trying to navigate a Web site that

doesn’t have a menu that can be easily accessed. Put your menu on either
the left- or right-hand side of the screen rather than at the bottom of the
page. Don’t make visitors to your Web site struggle to find your menu.

m Have you compressed image files? Yes or No
Make sure, when building your site, that you compress any image files.
If you do not compress these files, users will have to wait longer for your
screen to appear. Some users will be too impatient to wait and will simply
move on.

W /s your contact information easy to access? Yes or No
Again, seems straightforward, right? | am reminded again and again, as |
search through Web sites, that many web designers overlook this routine
matter. If finding contact information brings to mind that proverbial needle-
in-a-haystack search, then the Web site is sure to falil.



m /s your Web site well organized? Yes or No
Don’t make your readers jump through hoops to find the information they
are looking for. At the very top of your Web site, be sure to clearly state
your niche and any other information that makes your business unique.
Perhaps you have an exclusive agreement with a local caterer. If so, note
that near the top of your first Web screen page. Don’t make your Web site
too long. Remember that sixty-second window | wrote about? You don't
have long to convince the viewer that you are the ideal children’s party
planner. Keep the copy directed and focused on telling your viewers about
exactly the type of services you provide.

m /s your Web site navigable with a minimum of clicks? Yes or No
Nobody likes to be burdened by too many clicks. The typical browser
wants your screen to pop up on her computer with the information clearly
evident. Don’t use a lengthy introduction that requires the Internet user to
“click to skip.” Take your viewer right to the heart of the content of your
Web site. Along these lines, don’t use pop-up windows, blinking lights, or
scrolling type. These often come off as amateurish and cheesy.

m If you use external links, do you check regularly to make sure they are all
still active? Yes or No?
If you use external links (these are links to other Web sites, often featured
in blue type within the body of a Web site), make sure to see that these
links remain active. For instance, within your Web site, you might want to
place a link for your viewers to read about trends in the children’s birthday
party business, or you might want to direct them to a link with catering
ideas. Regularly check to be sure these links remain active.

m /s your Web site up to date? Yes or No
If you ignore every bit of advice above, don’t ignore this final point. The
kiss of death for any Web site is to be outdated. In fact, as | researched
this book, | revisited some Web sites | had used and enjoyed in the past
only to find them in need of being dusted off. Links were inactive, holidays
that had long since passed were still being promoted, and pricing was out
of date. These sites, ones that | had planned on including in the Appendix
of this book, a source of promotion for these sites, are no longer included.
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These businesses may still be viable, but the message sent to viewers by
an outdated Web site is that the company owners are overwhelmed or
uncaring—either way, these are negative messages. | always tell prospec-
tive business owners that, while a Web site can bring new customers to
your business, if you are unable or unwilling to keep your site up to date,
don’t bother to create a Web site in the first place. It's better to use more
traditional forms of promotion—such as newsletters and yellow pages
advertisements—than to have a creaky, out-of-date, unappealing site.

your company is Parties for Fun and that domain name is taken, you might try “Par-
ties 4 Fun.” However, be careful not to make your name too complicated or too long.
You want your domain name to be easily recognizable and memorable.

Once you have created a unique domain name, double-check this by accessing
a site such as VeriSign (www.verisign.com). Enter your domain name on this site to
ensure that no other business has already registered that domain name.

Once you have ascertained that your domain name is up for grabs, you will
need to register it. A comprehensive list of accredited registrars can be found at
www.ICANN.com. Do be sure to choose an accredited registrar when registering
your domain name. Unfortunately, there are a few less-than-honest companies out
there, perpetuating registry scams.

Domain registry is relatively inexpensive—around $10 per year. If you are ready and
willing to register your domain name for multiple years, you may be able to pay even
less. Some registries will offer you the option of a private or public registration. Private,
although a bit more expensive, is the better choice as it will help protect your personal
identity, as well as—usually—reducing the amount of spam you will receive.

If, upon the completion of your registration, your Web site is already made,
within four to eight hours the domain name and your Web site will be up and run-
ning. If your Web site is still under construction, park your new domain name with

the registry company.

Finding a Web Site Host
To make your Web site available twenty-four hours a day, you will need to find a

Web site host. There are well-known Web site hosts such as Microsoft Network
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Questions to Answer on Your Web Site

Visitors to your Web site will be looking for answers to specific questions. Remem-
ber, these browsers typically spend only seconds perusing a Web site before mov-
ing on, so make sure that your answers to the following questions are clear and
straightforward:
m How can | get in touch with you?
This is key. You must put your contact information front and center. There
is nothing more frustrating than being unable to quickly find telephone and
e-mail contact information.
m How much do you charge?
Although some party planners are hesitant to put prices on their Web sites,
| have found that some prospective customers won't contact a children’s
birthday party planner if no indication of price is included on the Web site.
You might want to use language rather than numbers to indicate your pric-
ing policies. In other words, you might write, “reasonably priced parties
from a top-notch planner.”
m Can you plan the whole party, from soup to nuts?
Note on your Web site if you offer complete children’s birthday party plan-
ning services, from finding a DJ to catering the all-white-meat chicken
fingers! If you don't offer all of these services, write that you “specialize in
[party theme here] parties,” describing your niche.
m Do you have references?
It is important to include references or testimonials on your Web site.
Include customers’ kind words about some of the children’s birthday par-
ties you have planned and developed in the past. Be sure to check with
your clients before quoting them.
m Do you prefer to meet in person, via the phone, or via e-mail?
Let your customers know your preferred method of corresponding. It is
usually better to plan a first consultation in person, but sometimes, due to
schedule or geography, it makes more sense to make the initial consulta-
tion via the telephone.
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Notes from the Field

Occasionally, a domain name is registered by two different parties. Make sure

to keep all documentation regarding your domain registration so if there are ever
questions about who was the first to register, you will have all of the necessary
paperwork at the ready. Important documentation includes the date of your regis-
tration (print out the registry’s confirmation) and any payments you make for your
domain registry.

and Yahoo! Web Hosting, but there are also scores of lesser known hosts who offer
competitive pricing. Be careful, though. Sometimes low price can mean low ser-
vice. Make sure that the host company can offer answers to basic questions such
as how often the site goes down and how long it takes to fix these glitches; how
many incoming lines the server has; what level of customer support the company
offers; and how many sites are hosted by the company. You won't want prospective
customers to be frustrated when they are unable to access your Web site due to a
less-than-reliable Web host. For this reason, some of the big players such as Yahoo!
might make sense for your growing business. In fact, Yahoo! boasts an admirable
99.9 percent server uptime.

There are other factors to consider when selecting a Web host. Key among these
is technical support. Choose a Web host with 24/7 technical support. And, make sure
that they truly offer this support by e-mailing the tech support center at 2a.m.on a
Saturday night. Do you receive an immediate response? Sometimes, companies that
advertise 24/7 service are less than honest.

Make sure that the Web host you choose offers secure server (SSL) feature. This
will be critical if you decide to take credit card payments via your Web site. The SSL fea-
ture ensures your customers that their credit card transactions are safe and secure.

Also, consider carefully the Web host’s reliability. Never choose a company with
less than 99 percent reliability. Consider that a Web host down even 1 percent of the
time is not ideal. Don't frustrate your clients with a less-than-reliable Web host.

Some Web hosts tempt customers with promises of huge memory banks of 200
MB or more. Most Web sites require 5 MB or less, so don’t pay for something you

don’t need.
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Internet Tip

Several Web sites offer reviews from customers, rating various Web site hosts.
These sites include cost comparisons as well as outlining the different features
each host company provides. Two to try are www.top-10-web-hosting.com and
www.hostingreviewsbyusers.com.

Of course, compare price, but as with so many things in life, when in comes to
Web hosts, you get what you pay for. A Web host offering a $5 per month plan is
probably going to prove less than ideal. Keep your customer in mind and choose a
Web host that offers reliability and easy and quick access.

Some Web hosts offer discounts for customers signing up for quarterly or year-
long packages. | would caution against these discount packages. Make monthly
payments until you are sure that the Web host you have selected works for you and

your business.

Constructing Your Web Site

Congratulations! You have a domain name and a Web site host. Now, you need to
build your Web site. Some children’s party planners leave the design of their Web site
to graphic design professionals. On the plus side, these folks are experts at graphic
design and will be able to construct a graphically appealing and eye-catching site.
The downside? Web design comes at a cost, and children’s party planners can expect
to pay well upwards of $1,000 to have their site designed by a professional.

Some Web site hosts, such as Yahoo! Web Hosting, offer templates for Web
site design. If you take this route, you could use Yahoo!’s template and plug in the
important information about your business—contact information, logo, specializa-
tion, and so on. There are also myriad books and Web sites offering templates and
advice for Web site building (see Appendix). If you feel comfortable working through
the kinks and creating your own Web site, certainly give it a try. However, remember
that your Web site may be the first impression prospective customers have of your
business, so make sure that your Web site—whether designed by you or a graphic

designer—is professional looking and always up to date.

Strength of the Web

157



158

Building a Blog Presence

Back in Chapter 1, | wrote about the vast number of blogs focused on children’s
birthday parties—a cool 850,000! Happily for those of us in the children’s birthday
party planning business, these blogs can afford a unique and free way to find new
customers and to brainstorm with other children’s party planners.

The word blog is a morpheme of web and log—weblog. The word blog is now
used as a noun and a verb (“I am going to blog about children’s birthday parties.”)
Evolved from online diaries, there are now more than 112 million blogs.

For some party planners I've interviewed, blogs offer a wonderful opportunity to
meet (via cyberspace) and to work through problems, discuss new ideas, and to join
up with others in the field. For event planners who sometimes feel isolated in their

home offices, blogs can be the perfect remedy.

Using Online Sources
Frankly, it is rather astounding to have so much right at our fingertips. Not sure
where to find clown noses? A quick Google search reveals 828,000 hits in 0.28 sec-
onds. Gone are the days of calling around, being put on hold, and generally spinning
one’s wheels.

| tend to make many of my birthday party supply purchases locally, in part
because of a “buy local” philosophy, but also to help keep connected with the buzz

and trends in the children’s birthday party planning business. However, there are

Internet Tip

eBay can be a fantastic source for birthday party supplies. A recent search
turned up more than 20,000 listings for party supplies, many of them with
the Buy It Now option (allowing eBay users to forgo the auction process and
to buy the desired items instantly). One advantage to using eBay is their inno-
vative feedback system. You can see, by clicking on the image you would like
to purchase, the seller’s feedback record. This record tallies positive, neutral,
and negative responses. If you are not comfortable with the percentage of
positive feedback, finding it too low, then choose another vendor. Simple as
that!
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times when it is simply more convenient or more economical to make purchases
online.

Remember when you shop online that, just as with brick-and-mortar establish-
ments, not all online stores are created equal. When I shop online, | look to see when
the store was established. | also read the online store’s “about us” section. This is
often chock-a-block full of information, describing who owns the company, any
newspaper coverage, the store’s niche, and more. Also, | am always on the lookout
for online sites with out-of-date graphics. These dated graphics send a signal that
the store personnel are either overwhelmed (and unable to update their site) or inat-

tentive to detail. Either way, it's best to avoid these sites.

E-mail Newsletters

E-mail newsletters can be a wonderful and inexpensive way to keep in touch with
your customers. As with all of your marketing materials, make sure that your logo is
displayed prominently on every page. And, remember to keep the “news” in news-
letter. Your clients are busy and want to find engaging, useful information in your
newsletter.

As with your snail mail newsletter, your e-mail newsletter should contain real
news about your business. Of course, this newsletter is a way of promoting or
advertising your business, but you want to give your readers a sense that you are
sharing important information. Let them know when you have moved to a new
location, changed your business hours, reached a notable milestone, or received a
special accolade.

You can also use your newsletter to offer more general information about the
children’s birthday party business. Readers love lists, so this is a good opportunity to
create trend lists. For instance, you might list the top ten children’s birthday party
themes or the top picks when it comes to selecting a cake for a child’s birthday.
People love lists of “ins and outs” as well, so consider including a list of what is hot
and what is not.

Think about offering a unique promotion in your newsletter. Just as offering a
promotion can help you to track the efficacy of your advertising, you will be able
to track the effectiveness of your e-newsletter by keeping track of the prospective
customers who ask for the e-newsletter promotion.

Ultimately, you are using e-newsletters to help maintain and deepen relation-

ships with your clients. Make your newsletter so interesting that your clients look
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Three Keys to e-Newsletter Success

1. No more than 15 percent promotion. Remember, this is a “news” letter,
not an “advertising” letter. Make it newsy, showing your knowledge of the
children’s birthday party business.

2. Keep it brief. | try to limit my e-newsletters to five hundred words. | don’t
want to be relegated to the “read it later” list or, even worse, be struck
down by the delete button.

3. Do not send unsolicited e-mails. Don’t be a spam offender. Send your
e-newsletter only to customers from whom you have received permission.
Your customers will not appreciate unsolicited e-newsletters—aka spam.
Most of my customers are pleased to receive quarterly newsletters. How-
ever, respect the wishes of your customers who prefer to be left off the list.

forward to receiving it. Think about the newsletters you receive (both in the regular
mail and via the Internet) and consider the ones that are most effective. For instance,
| receive an e-newsletter from an independent bookstore. | look forward to its
monthly arrival and read every word of it. This newsletter has little overt advertising
for the bookstore. Rather, the newsletter offers interesting lists of books, interviews
with authors, and news about publishing trends.

You will need to determine the frequency of your e-newsletters. | find that, as
with my snail mail newsletter, quarterly works best. None of us want to feel over-
whelmed by too much information. By sending news four times a year, you will stay

in the minds of your customers and potential customers.

Time to Boot Up and Log On

Although Thomas Watson, the chairman of IBM in 1943, famously said, “I think
there is a world market for maybe five computers,” we know now that to be a
small business owner requires owning and using a computer. As you develop
your business, you will determine the scope of its use. It is likely, as your company
develops, that you will grow to use your computer for more and more functions
and come to see your computer as a vital marketing ally. Use your Web site to offer

free information to the millions of Internet browsers who turn on their computers

Strength of the Web




to do research on everything from buying groceries to planning their children’s
birthday parties.

Frequently Asked Question

Why should | bother with a Web site when | am only interested in a local audience for
my business?

This is a common mistake new business owners make, thinking that a Web site is
directed at a global audience. In fact, whether you are marketing to a town of five
thousand residents or to an entire state or country, having a Web site will help to
promote your business. Many people now turn to the Internet rather than to the
phone book to do research before buying a product, so it is important to have a use-
ful, up-to-date, and information-filled Web site.
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Onward and Upward

Growth and Trends

The children’s birthday party business is a booming field and your business
launch is timed perfectly to capitalize on this dynamic moment. According
to the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment of
event planners is anticipated, in the decade spanning 2006 to 2016, to rise
significantly faster than average for the rate of other occupations. Although
this language is a bit jargon-laced, the point to take away is that the business
of planning children’s birthday parties—and other events—is on the up-tick,
good news for you and your blossoming business.

Growing Your Small Business

As your business grows, you will be faced with new choices and decisions. One
of the most remarkable attributes of a home-based business is the possibility
for tremendous growth. A children’s birthday party planner who opens her
business planning ten events per year may find herself, five years down the

road, planning a hundred events per year.

Expanding Your Range of Services
You may be completely satisfied with your current level of business, and that
is a fantastic position to attain. Many children’s party planners opt to keep
their businesses part-time. However, if you are ready to expand, you will have
to make some choices about how to grow.

You may want to branch out into other areas of event planning. Many
children’s party planners eventually plan parties for adults, as well. As you plan
children’s parties, you will develop the skill set for developing adult parties, so it

is a natural transition to move into the field of event planning for adult parties.



Children’s Top Five Birthday Party Trends

Part of the thrill of this fast-paced field is the rate at which it changes. When it
comes to planning children’s birthday parties, what's hot can just as quickly be not.
As this book rolls off to press, these are some of the hot trends. Have fun, as your
business grows, keeping your eye on the “ins and outs” of your children’s birthday
party planning business.

1. Green birthdays. For many event planners, the buzzword is green, as more and
more clients ask for environment-friendly birthday parties. From organic apple
juice and all-natural cheese pizza to goody bag treats sent home in a reusable
bag, the emphasis on environmentally savvy parties is likely to stay strong.

2. Saying, “No, thank you” to gifts. Complementing the green, environ-
mentally friendly trend, more and more | am seeing children ask that, in
lieu of gifts, donations be made to a favorite organization. Kids often like
organizations that help animals—such as the World Wildlife Foundation.
Also, post-Hurricane Katrina, | planned several events at which the birthday
children asked that donations be made to the Red Cross in order to help
New Orleans’s Katrina victims.

3. Make it custom, please. Kids (and their parents) are requesting more cus-
tom decorations and giveaway goodies. From birthday banners with the \/
child’s name emblazoned on them, to customized tubs of lip gloss (for the
teen and tween set), personalizing is a hit. Customizing has a surprisingly
competitive price point and can take an “A” party to “AAA.”

4. Smile and say, “Cupcake!” Kids love cupcakes, and these kid-sized mini
cakes have become the sweet of choice at many kids’ parties. Another
popular sweet, in lieu of cake, are customized cookies such as those avail-
able at Beautiful Sweets (www.beautifulsweets.com). Children like these
customized goodies. Some are iced with the child’s name and age, while
others are made to complement the theme of the party (for instance, in the
shape of a bowling ball and pin for a bowling-themed party).

5. A unified theme. From the invitation to the cake decorations to the goody
bag design, parents are asking for a unified design and theme. For
instance, if the invitation has the child’s name written in cartoon-type bal-
loon letters, then the parents ask for this look to spill over into all of the
other aspects of the design and décor.
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Top Ten Birthday Party Themes

At the time | wrote this book, these party themes held the honor of top ten ranking,
according to www.birthdaypartyideas.com, a Web site claiming to hold the “world’s
largest selection of birthday party ideas.”
1. Princess parties
. Pirate parties
. Sweet sixteens
. Tropical luaus
. Scavenger hunts
. Sleepovers
. Tea parties
. Fear Factor parties (based on the television show)

O 0O~N OV1 p W N

. Dora the Explorer parties (based on the television show)
. Beach parties

-
(o]

You may also choose to broaden your business by expanding your niche. If you
have been the “Queen of the Princess Parties” for the life of your business, maybe
it is time to take on another theme, which is particularly important if you want to
grow your business.

You may also want to consider adding additional staff. One children’s birthday
party planner dressed herself as Cinderella and created a substantial business in a
large urban area. Soon, demand outpaced her ability to arrive at every event in her
magical coach. To continue growing her business, she hired and trained other per-
formers to dress as Cinderella. Of course, great care must be taken to hire reliable,

competent employees who will keep the reputation of your company untarnished.

Franchising Your Business

If you have created a unique and dynamic children’s birthday party model, you may
want to consider offering franchises of your business. Consider the amazing rise of
the Build-A-Bear Workshop. Founded in 1997 by Maxine Clark, there are now almost
four hundred Build-A-Bear stores in twenty countries. Although the stores in the

United States, Puerto Rico, Canada, Ireland, and the United Kingdom are company
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Growing Your Business Worksheet

As you consider raising your birthday party planning business to the next level,
carefully consider and answer these questions. By doing so, you will help bring
clarity to your desires and goals regarding expansion.

U Are you ready for new challenges? At a certain point, some small business
owners get the feeling of “been there, done that,” and want to stimulate
and challenge themselves with new goals.

0 Are you ready and able financially to grow your business? Expanding your
business can involve big bucks. Consider the cost of hiring more employees
or renting an off-site office space. Renting an off-site space involves more
than paying your rent. You must factor in office supplies, office furniture,
utilities, cleaning services, and more.

0 Do you need more employees? Some small business owners find that at a
certain point, it makes financial sense to take on a permanent employee
rather than farming out a variety of odd jobs to independent contractors.
Take time to do the math—are you paying more for your freelancers than
you would for a permanent employee? If so, it might be time to hire.

0 Have you reached a revenue plateau? Some party planners, like the
Cinderella planner | described above, reach a revenue plateau. In other \/
words, this planner simply couldn’t be two places at once so her rev-
enue or income stayed at a certain level. To overcome this, she took on
employees to grow her revenue stream.

U Can a larger version of your business do as well as the version you currently
own? This may be the single most important question to answer when con-
sidering growth. Some businesses do not thrive when they develop to the
next level. If your business relies on your presence at every event, then, at a
certain point, you won't be able to expand your business.
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owned, the Build-A-Bear stores in fifteen other countries are franchise-owned. In
other words, an investor paid Build-A-Bear Workshop for their business model, plan,
and vision.

Chuck E. Cheese provides a similar model with more than five hundred locations
in forty-eight states and five countries. As with Build-A-Bear Workshop, some of
these locations are company-owned and some are franchises. Chuck E. Cheese pro-
vides franchise buyers with the opportunity to use their business expertise to open
a successful business.

Before franchising your business, you will have to develop a proven track record
at multiple locations. In other words, you will need to show that your business
model works in more than one geographic region. This is important because many
businesses are geographically or niche specific. Chuck E. Cheese and Build-A-Bear
Workshop are two good examples of businesses that are not geographically specific.
Folks just about everywhere love stuffed animals and pizza.

Another common mistake is hoping to franchise when business is not booming.
Some small business owners look at franchising as a way to turn around a flounder-
ing business. But to draw franchisees to your business, you need to offer franchises
when your business is doing well—and you must be able to document this success
at multiple locations.

Also consider (honestly) if there is a concept like yours already in the market-
place. Build-A-Bear Workshop offered something unique to the marketplace when
they launched their business in the late 1990s. To be a successful franchiser, you
must have a unique product and be able to differentiate yourself from any possible
competitors in the marketplace.

If you feel that you are ready to consider franchising your business, arrange to

meet with your lawyer and begin discussions of the paperwork and costs involved.

Selling Your Birthday Party Business
Perhaps you have grown your business over the course of a decade or more and are
ready for a change—a new opportunity or even retirement. At this point, some small
business owners choose to sell their businesses.

To sell your business you have to be realistic about the business prospects. If
profits are flat or nonexistent, you won't be able to sell your business. Work with
your accountant to examine your profit and loss statements, cash flow statements,

and other financial paperwork to track the trajectory of your business growth.
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Perhaps your company’s profits have grown at a steady rate of 5 percent every year
since you hung out your shingle. This is powerful information to share with a pro-

spective buyer.

A Blueprint for Building a Saleable Business

As you develop your business, you will likely have a projected arc of growth. You may
hope to plan six parties during your first year of business, twelve the next, twenty-
four the next, and so on. You may envision that at the end of this projected arc, you
will sell your company for a profit. If this is your intent, then you will need to do cer-

tain things while developing and running your company to help ensure that sale.

B Maintain accurate records from day one. This point is critical. You must be
able to show the continued and strong growth of your company. To do so,
keep a complete paper trail, from your initial business plan to profit and loss
statements and client referrals. All of this will be useful when it comes time
to sell.

m Develop a distinct niche. This is a point returned to again and again through-
out the book and, in terms of a successful sale, it is essential. To lure a pro-
spective buyer, you need to clearly demonstrate your unique position in the
children’s birthday party business.

B Maintain positive word of mouth. This is another topic that is important
at all times during the growth of your business—from bringing in your
first client to finding a new pool of clients from which to draw. When you
decide to sell your company, it will be imperative that the word of mouth
surrounding your business is glowing. A prospective buyer will ask for refer-
ences as well as do research of her own. For instance, she might check in at
the local bakery. Make sure that you have developed a collegial and respect-
ful relationship with the baker over the course of your business’s life.

m Show growth. Your buyer will want to see the possibility for continuing
growth in sales. People don’t buy companies with the hope of staying even.
Rather, these folks are looking for real growth. Create a graph showing your
company’s growth. This can be a powerful and persuasive visual when the
graph shows a line going ever upward in terms of income and earnings.

B Demonstrate that your business model can be moved to other regions. A

prospective buyer will appreciate a business model that is flexible and

Onward and Upward
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A Checklist for Selling Your Birthday Party Business

If you decide to sell your children’s birthday party business, you will need to cover

all of the following bases for a successful sale:

m Clean up your financial paperwork. Make sure that you have all of your
financial ducks in a row. By organizing your paperwork, you will be able to
clearly illustrate your company’s growth.

m Create a business plan. This doesn’t need to be as involved or elaborate as
your initial business plan but it should tell your company’s story: when and
where you began and how the company has grown. Show possible growth
trajectories based on past growth of your birthday party business.

m Work with your accountant to determine the fair value for your company.
Many small businesses fail to sell because they are incorrectly priced.
Interestingly, sometimes the price is actually too low rather than too high.

m Determine if you need to keep the fact that you are selling your company
confidential. It can—and often does—take months to sell a business.
Some customers will be wary of using your planning services if they know
you are in the process of selling.

m Consider whether you would be willing to stay on as a consultant. Some-

\.J times, new business owners ask the previous owner to stay on as an
advisor. You may or may not be comfortable with this role, so consider it
carefully.

m Be your own best promoter. Even if you enlist a broker to sell your com-
pany, remember that nobody knows your business like you do. You are
your company’s best salesperson since you have built your party business
through hard work and commitment. Don’t be afraid to tell your story to
sell your business.

m Make sure to sell your company at the right time. Just as it is not wise—or
even possible—to sell a company that is barely limping along financially,
be cognizant of economic conditions. If the economy has taken a down-
turn, then selling a business could be tricky.




can accommodate regional change. Does the model you have created in
Dubuque, lowa, have the same potential for growth in an urban area like

Los Angeles? If so, this is a strong inducement to a buyer.

Your Wish Has Come True

Congratulations on creating a children’s birthday party planning business. This is a
lively, engaging, always growing field. A survey by Family Corner, an online source
of parenting advice, puts the average cost of a children’s birthday party at more
than $200. When you consider that this is just the average, it is quite an astonish-
ing number, putting the average cost in more populated urban areas closer to the
$500 mark.

Michelle Kaufman, a New York City mother of one, considers $500 a bargain for
the ease it provides on the day of her son’s party.

“We used to do Jacob’s birthday parties in Central Park ourselves and it was a
huge pain because we would need to round up people to bring tables, chairs, deco-
rations, and food—the whole works—to the park. So, we decided to start hiring and
it has been so much easier. For the past several years, we've hired a children’s party
planner who specializes in soccer parties. She sends a group of people to coach and
run the party. And, it all works like a top! I'll never plan my own parties again.”

This is a common sentiment. Even in economic down times, folks tend to spend
money on their kids and it provides a wonderful opportunity for all of us who enjoy
working with children and planning their birthday parties. Birthdays are about
celebrations and celebrating and it is a privilege and joy to be able to help children

celebrate their all-important birthdays.

Frequently Asked Questions

I have more and more clients asking for me to create environmentally friendly—or
green—events. Are there resources for planning these events?

The trend towards green continues to grow and suppliers are responding. For
instance, Greener Printer (www.greenerprinter.com) is a certified green company
offering custom printing on all recycled materials. Greener Printer also relies on
wind-power to run its presses. Little Cherry (www.littlecherry.com) offers hundreds
of tips for planning green: from using reusable, drawstring cotton bags for goody

treats to filling the bags with toys made from sustainable wood sources to choosing
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party plates made from recycled stock. Finally, Eco Speakers, (www.ecospeakers
.com) offers links to myriad Web sites offering tips to party planners for an eco-

smart and eco-chic event.

I am thinking of expanding, beyond planning children’s birthday parties. What are
some of the other areas of event planning?

Having built a strong foundation planning children’s events, you are positioned to
successfully develop events in a wide range of areas, including—but not limited
tol—planning award ceremonies, bar and bat mitzvahs, charity events for non-
profits, conferences for businesses or colleges, fashion events, fairs, farmer’s mar-
ket events (events which are becoming increasingly popular), holiday or seasonal
events, new product launches, seminars, sporting events, political fund-raisers, and
store openings. Whew! It truly is an interesting array and one of the key reasons so
many are drawn to event planning. There is enough variety to suit almost anyone.

Onward and Upward




Appendix

Birthday Party Supplies
From moon bounces to pinatas and everything in between, these online party

supply stores offer a vast array of wares.

Anderson’s Giant Party Store, www.giantpartystore.com
Balloon Time, www.balloontime.com

Birthday Direct, www.birthdaydirect.com

Birthday in a Box, www.birthdayinabox.com

BirthdayZ by ShindigZ, www.birthdayzbyshindigz.com
Celebrate Express, www.celebrateexpress.com

Oriental Trading, www.orientaltrading.com

Party Pro, www.partypro.com

Party Supplies Hut, www.partysupplieshut.com

Party Supplies World, www.partysuppliesworld.com

Pinatas.com, www.pinatas.com

Customized Party Supplies
From customized banners to disposable cameras emblazoned with the birth-
day child’s photo, customized supplies add extra flair to a child’s birthday

Balloon City U.S.A.,, www.ballooncity.com

Cameras for All, www.camerasforall.com

[

[ ]

m Custom Camera Collection, www.customcameracollection.com

B Marco Marketing Solutions, www.marcopromotionalproducts.com
[

My M&Ms for Promotions, www.mymms.com



172

Appendix

B Party 411, www.party411.com
B Personalized Party Favor, www.personalizedpartyfavor.com

m Personalized Party Favors, www.personalizedpartyfavors.com

Direct Mail and Mailing Lists

Goldsmith, Richard. Direct Mail for Dummies. New Jersey, IDG Books, 2002.

Mailing List Buying Guide, www.mailinglistbuyingguide.com; this useful Web site
offers information about direct mail campaigns as well as guidance about com-
panies offering mailing lists for sale.

Meisner, Chet. The Complete Guide to Direct Marketing. New York, Kaplan Business,
2006.

Good Reading

Itisvital in any event-planning business to keep abreast of current trends. Make sure
to track current books and magazines that will influence your work as a children’s
birthday party planner. Check your library or bookstore often for the most up-to-date
books.

Developing a Niche

These books are useful as you choose and develop a niche for your birthday party
planning business. | especially enjoy the Penny Whistle party guides. They are
charming and inspiring.

Baltrus, Susan. The Ultimate Birthday Party Book: 50 Complete and Creative Themes to
Make Your Kid’s Special Day Fantastic! Colorado, Cook Communications, 2002.
Brokaw, Meredith and Gilbar, Annie. The Penny Whistle Birthday Party Book. New
York, Fireside, 1992.

Brokaw, Meredith and Gilbar, Annie. The Penny Whistle Party Planner. New York,
Fireside, 1991.

Hetzer, Linda. Fifty Fabulous Parties for Kids. New York, Three Rivers Press, 1994.

Krull, Sharron. That Was the Best Birthday Party Ever: How to Give Birthday Parties
Kids Will Never Forget. California, Play Power, 1995.

Smith, Anita M. Theme Birthday Parties for Children: A Complete Planning Guide.
North Carolina, McFarland & Company, 2000.




Vansgarg, Amy. Hit of the Party: The Complete Planner for Children’s Theme Birthday
Parties. Pennsylvania, Diane Books Publishing Company, 2000.

Warner, Penny. Birthday Parties for Kids: Creative Party Ideas Your Kids and Their
Friends Will Love. California, Prima Lifestyles, 1998.

Warner, Penny. Kids Party Games and Activities: Hundreds of Entertaining Things to
Do at Parties for Kids from 2—12. California, Meadowbrook, 1993.

General Event Planning Guides

Although none of these titles specifically addresses children’s party planning, they
do offer general and helpful advice for developing an event-planning business.
When looking for useful guides, always check the book’s copyright. Event planning
is a fast paced and always changing field. Books that are more than five years old

will probably be of little use.

Kilkenny, Shannon. The Complete Guide to Successful Event Planning. Florida, Atlantic
Publishing Company, 2007.

Moran, Jill S., CSEP. How to Start a Home-Based Event Planning Business. Connecticut,
The Globe Pequot Press, 2007.

Peters, Amy. Start Your Own Event Planning Business: Your Step-by-Step Guide to Suc-

cess. California, Entrepreneur Press, 2007.

Inspiring Magazines
Although these magazines are not specifically directed at the children’s party plan-
ners, | find they offer creative and interesting ideas that are useful for planning kids’

events.

Family Fun Magazine: This publication offers advice on everything from creating the
ultimate cupcake to designing games and activities for tots to teens. Subscrip-
tions are $10 for ten issues and are available at www.familyfun.com.

Martha Stewart’s Good Things for Kids: Crafts: This charming magazine offers ideas
for creative craft and art projects. For more information, go to www.martha

stewart.com.
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Hiring Professionals

These are good resources when choosing to hire other professionals to help with
your business. Check these Web sites to find lawyers and accountants in your area
and to check their references.

B American Bar Association, www.aba.net
B American Institute of Certified Public Accountants, www.aicpa.org

m National Association of States Board of Accountancy, www.nasba.org

Training

For better or worse, there is no official certification for children’s birthday party plan-
ners. For the better, because you don’t need to acquire any specific certification to
open your business. For worse, because if you are looking for training or certification,
it can be a bit frustrating.

A good place to find informal training is at your local community colleges, which
often offer classes in catering, food and floral design, web design, marketing, and
other areas of interest to event planners. Community College School Guide (www
.collegebound.net) offers information about community colleges throughout the
country and the types of classes offered.

The two organizations below offer certification for event planners. This certifica-
tion, while not specifically targeted to children’s party planners, is still useful. Some
clients look for a professional certification when hiring party planners. | have found,

though, that typically, my clients do not look for or feel the need for certification.

Convention Industry Council, www.conventionindustry.org; this group offers the
training to become a Certified Meeting Professional (CMP).
International Special Events Society, www.ises.com; this group offers certification as

a Certified Special Events Professional (CSEP).

Small Business Development Help
Often you can find free, professional help in your community or at your fingertips

when you access these Web sites:

B America’s Small Business Development Center Network, www.asbdc-us.org

| Service Corps of Retired Executives, www.score.org




®m Small Business Administration, www.sba.gov

B Small Business Development Center Network, sbdcnet.org

Trade Associations

I've found that networking locally has been the best way to grow and promote my
business. Your local chamber of commerce will likely prove invaluable in helping
you to network and to make important business connections (www.chamberof
commerce.com). However, as your business grows you may want to attend the

meetings of national organizations to learn more about event planning.

Event Planners Association, www.eventplannersassociation.com; the Event Planners
Association offers legal and business advice as well as vendor resources and an

online chat room for brainstorming with other event planners.

Useful Web Sites
www.birthdaypartyideas.com: This site claims title to listing “the world’s largest col-
lection of birthday party ideas.” This Web site breaks the ideas into categories—

” o«

“kids party ideas,” “teen party ideas,” and “adult party ideas,” for instance. | find
this site useful in helping to track party trends, as it typically keeps a list of the
current top ten themes.

www.marthastewart.com: This Web site is simply loaded with inspiration. From
how to set a festive table to designing child-friendly centerpieces and everything
in between, this is a terrific source.

www.pbs.org/parents/birthdays/. This Web site, created by the crew at Public
Broadcasting Systems, offers solid advice for children’s party planners, including
how to ensure that activities are age appropriate, how to determine the appro-

priate number of guests, how to develop child-friendly menus, and more.

Web Site Design

Lopuck, Lisa. Web Design for Dummies. New Jersey, For Dummies, 2006.

McFedries, Paul. The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Creating a Web Page. Florida, Alpha
Publishing, 2008.
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A
accountants, 94, 98-99, 108-10, 111
AdBook Direct, 139
advertising and marketing
for beginners, 59-60
billboards, 149
brochures, 148—-49
bulk mailing, 29
checklist, 134
classified ads, 122
community centers, 8o
convention and visitors bureaus, 149
costs, 94,107
deductions on income taxes, 107
direct marketing mailings, publications and
costs, 137-39, 140, 143-44
fliers, 80
magnetic signs and banners, customized, 134
mailing lists, 143-44
marketing plans, 133
movie theater advertising, 136—37
networking, 41, 59, 147, 149, 150
newsletters and newsletter promotions,
14243, 146-47,159-60
newspapers, 80, 13435, 139—42
press releases, 88, 139—42
radio advertising, 137
sandwich boards, 150

seminars, 150
telephone books/yellow pages, 4041, 42-43,
145, 150

television coverage, 88,136

town libraries, 80

trade shows, 94

word of mouth, 9, 41, 44, 80, 83, 146—47, 150
answering machines, 30-31, 61
attorneys. See lawyers

B
balance sheets, 101
Beautiful Sweets, 163
birthday parties
crowd control, 81—-83
customized birthday treats and decorations,
71,77,163
donation parties, 163
event checklist, 64-66
first party, 58-60, 80-83
global party traditions, 3-6
goddy bags, 13, 7478
green birthdays (environmentally friendly),
75-76, 163, 169-70
invitations, 13
photography and videography, 9, 13, 78-79
planning checklist, 84-85
presents, 83



specialization, 18, 19-21, 40

supplies, 32-34, 158-59

for teens, 1

top themes and trends, 21-24, 39, 163-64

traditions from around the world, 3-6
birthday party business

business cards, 46, 61,107, 147-48

business plans, 10, 38, 50-53

business structure, 48-50, 57

challenges, 8-10

client pool, 8

common mistakes, 61-63

Employer Identification Number (EIN), 105

expanding options, 162-64, 1770

finding niche, 1213, 4142

franchising, 164-66

full-time vs part-time, 11,1819

growth and trends, 61-62, 162-66

licenses and permits, 36, 53

mission statements, 46-48

naming, 42—45

new business checklist, 56

opportunities, 10

research, 38—41

selling, 166-69

services provided, 13

social security numbers, 105

targeting audience, 18

website, 94, 151-61

zoning regulations, 34-36

birthday party planners, characteristics and self-

assessment, 4-5, 10
Birthdayz by Shindigz, 71
blogs, 1,158
Build-A-Bear Workshop, 164-66
Bullock, Leslie, 72

C

cameras, 53, 78

cash flow statements, 101

caterers, 13, 74

cell phones, 31-32, 81, 92

chamber of commerce, 149

checking accounts, 49, 57, 91

Chuck E. Cheese, 166

Clark, Maxine, 164

clients
meeting with, 63-66, 80-81
questionnaire, 59-60
reasons for hiring party planners, 1—2
sample parent survey, 40

competitors and competition, 40-41, 61

computers, 29, 53

comScore, 151

contractors, 9, 121

contracts and written agreements, 11718, 119—20,

129-30
copiers, 29
Craigslist, 122
credit cards, 54, 107
Cutler, Maura, 58

D

DBA (doing business as) statement, 45, 49
degrees and certifications, 11,107

disc jockeys (DJs), 13, 79

domain name, web site, 151-54, 156

E
eBay, 158
emergency toolbox, 35
employees
contracts, 129
education and training expenses, 107
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employees vs independent contractors, 121
hiring, 121-23, 129-30
interviewing and illegal questions, 123-25
job application form, 126-28
reaching out to potential employees, 122
temporary employees, 120-21
terminating, 131
top ten qualities in children’s party planning
employees, 129
training, 130
wages, 93, 107
enrolled agents (EAs), 10810
Everson, Mark W., 75

F
Facebook, 137
Family Corner, 169
FAO Schwartz, 3
fax machines, 29
fees, pricing and billing
billing, 68, 101-3, 104
collecting payment, 103
expense forms, 95
flat fees, 96, 97
by geographic region, 97
invoices, 102-3, 104, 149
itemized bills, 104
percentage billing, 9495, 97
pricing goods and services, 94-97
projected business expense worksheets, 96
undercharging, 59, 63, 68
finances
bank financing, 54
budgets, 91-94
business loans, 107
earnings potential/goals, 90—91
financial goals, 19

178 | Index

financial software, 101, 104, 111
financial statements, gg—101
financing business, 8, 10, 53-54
home equity loans and line of credit, 54
income taxes, 108
monitoring and maintaining, 9o, 98-104
tracking money, 98-104
Foggle, Lili, 20
food and food allergies, 71-74
freebies, 25
friends and family, 25, 53, 121-23, 131

G

Good Things for Kidz (magazine), 94
GoogleAdWords, 136

Greener Printer, 169

H

Hallmark, 3, 69

home offices, 26-28, 34—37, 91-92, 94, 107
Howard, Heather, 20

1

income taxes
audits, 110-11, 112
automobile expenses, 107
barter income, 111
deductions, 106—8
Estimated Tax Worksheet, 109
meals, travel and entertainment costs, 107
mileage logs, 93
paid tax preparers, 112
quarterly payments, 108
real estate taxes, 107
receipts, 106, 108
transportation costs, 93
travel and mileage, 16



utilities, 92,107
insurance, 36, 37, 93, 107
internet and web sites
advertising, 13536, 137, 145, 150
chambers of commerce, 149
CPAs and EAs, 99, 110
craft ideas/goody bag treats, 76
Craigslist, 122
creating and using, 154
customized gifts, 63, 71
e-mail newsletters, 159—60
financial software, 101
legal software, 118
logos, 46
low-cost lawyers, 131
mission statements, 48
online service fees, 94
photographers, 78-79
postage stamps, 31, 32
research, 41
sandwich boards, 150
scrapbooking, 88
trademark questions, 44—45
web site hosts, 63, 71, 154-57
yellow pages, 145, 150
inventory, 9o
IRS (Internal Revenue Services), 57, 75, 105,
11011, 112

K
Kaufman, Michelle, 169
Kelly Services, 12021

L
Lavin, Nancy, 74
lawyers
client/attorney checklist, 115

fees, 94, 114, 115, 117, 130
legal issues, 52, 94, 103, 107, 113-31
low-or no-cost legal counsel, 13031
limited liability companies (LLC), 49-50
Little Cherry, 169-70
The Logoloft, 46
logos, 31, 4546, 63
LogoWorks, 46
Ludwin, Shannon, 59

M

Manpower, 120—21

marketing. See advertising and marketing
Microsoft Network, 154-56, 157
Microsoft’s Excel software, 111

MySpace, 137

N

National Association of Enrolled Agents, 110

National Association of State Boards of
Accounting, 110

National Federation of Small Businesses, 105, 108

Neilsen BuzzMetrics survey, 146

o

office equipment, 28-32
office furniture, 26—28
office repairs, 107

office supplies, 32,33, 93
organization, 27, 62
Oriental Trading, 76

P

parents. See clients

partnerships, 49

Pew Internet and American Life Project, 151
population pools, 8
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portfolio of successes, 87-88

postage, 31, 32, 93, 144

postage meters and scales, 32

postcards, 144

post-event phone calls, 87

printers, 29

Professional Photographers of America, Inc., 78
Profit and Loss statements (P and Ls), 99—101
proposals, 66, 68-69, 80

0
QuickBooks, 101, 104, 111, 118

R
recordkeeping, 62,103, 104, 1056, 111
references and referrals, 83—87, 155

S

scanners, 29

SCORE (Service Corps of Retired Executives), 57

Small Business Administration (SBA), 36, 38,
61, 90

Small Business Tax Deduction Checklist,
106, 107

sole proprietorships, 49

stationery, 32,106

suppliers. See vendors

SWOT analysis, 133

180 | Index

T

telephones, 29-31, 91-92, 107. See also cell phones
testimonials, 68-69, 88, 155

thank-you notes, 13

timelines and schedules, 9, 51, 5456, 81, 86
trademark names, 15, 22, 44—45

Turbo Tax, 101

U

U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 9o

U.S. Patent and Trademark office, 45

Vv

Valpak, 139

vendors, 34, 69—70
venues, 12, 14—18, 24—25
VeriSign, 154

voice mail, 30

volume discounts, 34
volunteering, 150

W
work space, 26—28

Y
Yahoo! Web Hosting, 136, 156, 157



Make a kid’s big day your business!

From modest festivities that parents typically shell out 3200400 for,
to S100,000 first-birthday bashes as reported in the New York Times, the
twenty-first century is rapidly becoming the gilded age of children’s
birthday parties. Planning these events has become a profession in itself,
The children’s birthday party business is booming—and it offers an ideal
entrée for those hoping to start a home-based business with low financial
risk. This book shows you how.

Combining straightforward language with a host of essential organizing
tips, useful checklists, and easy-to-follow worksheets, Amy Jean Peters
takes youthrougheveryaspectofsettingupand runninga thriving horme-
based children’s birthday party business. Whether you're just starting to
explore your options for a home-based business or are used to being your
own boss, this guide helps youchannel your creativity and shows you how
to get your business off the ground. You'll be the one parents turn to!

Part-Time and Full-Time Options

Howr to Create a Work Space at Home

The Nuts and Bolts of Establishing a New Business
Preparations for Your First Party

The Basics of Record-keeping

Legal Matters

* %k ok %

Amy Jean Peters is the codeveloper of a home-based children’s birthday
party business based in Madison, Connecticut. Developed on a shoestring
budget in 2004, Art Escapades was almost immediately profitable. Peters
is also the author of several business books, including How to Sell Jewelry
on eBay.
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