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Success looks different for every business. But after years of working alongside small business owners —
and running a business of my own — | keep coming back to four areas that separate the companies that
thrive from the ones that struggle. We call them the four C's: Communication, Compliance, Cash Flow,
and Continuous Improvement. Use this guide to take an honest look at your own business and find the
places where a small improvement would make the biggest difference.

Communication. Poor communication can cause major pain for business owners. Businesses must
communicate with customers, employees, suppliers, and the communities they are part of. Good
communication looks different for each of these stakeholder groups. Here are some examples of best
practice for the major ones:

e Employees

e Clear, consistent, and easily understood employment policies, e.g., a code of conduct.

e Robust employee training so they have the tools and expertise they need.

e Alignment with the company's goals. Employees need to know why they're coming to work and
what success looks like.

e A clear picture of how their specific job supports that success.

e Customers

e A clear understanding of why they should do business with you. This will vary widely based on
the type of business you're in. From your first advertisement all the way through to the
completed job, your message about whatever service or product you provide should be
consistent and clear. Avoid jargon. Use plain language and set realistic expectations. If it takes
two weeks to provide your customers with excellent service, make sure they know that from
the very start.

e Transparent pricing. No one likes surprises on their bill. Be clear about the costs. Make sure
customers know what circumstances may require additional charges.

e Promptly address shortcomings and failures. You'll strive to be excellent 100% of the time. That
is an admirable goal, but every business falls short sometimes. It may not be your fault —
maybe a supplier didn't come through as expected, or a snowstorm left you without key
people. When problems happen, take ownership and take steps to make it right. Making it
right will look different in every situation. Offering discounts or refunds might be appropriate.
Often an apology and a commitment to do better in the future are sufficient.

Ask yourself: Could every one of my employees explain what our business is trying to accomplish this
year?
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Compliance. This will look different in every industry and for every business, but a few things apply

to everyone:

e Good record-keeping. Software programs like QuickBooks Online can help you organize critical
financial information. The right payroll software can make sure that all your tax payments and
required filings are submitted on time and correctly.

¢ Legal compliance. Whether the subject is employment law or industry-specific laws like HIPAA for
healthcare or food safety rules for restaurants, it is critically important that you build and maintain
systems that allow you and your team to follow all applicable federal, state, and local laws. There
are lots of tools business owners can choose from to stay compliant. Finding the right tool and
designing the right policies and procedures is a critical step toward operating within the rules
without losing your competitive edge to administrative burden.

e Commitment to workplace safety. Safety procedures are not only required by law — they are also
essential to employee morale and retention. Workplace safety means both procedures that help
prevent accidents and procedures that make sure employees know what to do when one happens.
Usually your workers' compensation insurance company can connect you with experts to help you
develop the tools and procedures that keep your employees safe.

Ask yourself: If a regulator or auditor walked in tomorrow, could | produce the records they'd ask for?

Cash Flow. cash flow is the lifeblood of a business. If you have cash, you have options. Many

components can affect it. Here are just a few:

e Accounts payable and accounts receivable. Who do you owe money to, and who can you expect
money from? Understanding this is critical to keeping your cash flow positive.

e Debt levels and assets. Debt can be a tool to smooth out your cash flow. If it isn't managed well, it
can quickly become a burden that sinks even a successful business. Assets are critical to generating
revenue, and the physical things you use will eventually wear out or need maintenance.
Understanding the costs of maintaining or replacing these assets is just as important as having the
right tools in the first place.

e Seasonality and other industry-specific considerations. Whatever business you're in, you are
probably aware of the specific opportunities and challenges in your industry. Say you sell snow
shovels. Maybe you take the month of July off. Maybe you could get the biggest discount on your
supplier order on June 1. And maybe it isn't practical to store an entire year's worth of snow
shovels beginning in June. Knowing that pattern in advance is what lets you plan for it.

Ask yourself: Do | know today what | will owe and what | will collect thirty days from now?

Continuous Improvement. It's a competition out there and your customers have options. To
keep winning, you need to keep getting better at what you do. A few examples:

e Training for you and your staff.

e Having clear processes for how work gets done, and continuously examining them to make sure they
are efficient, safe, and effective.

* Trying new things, responding quickly to either success or failure, and adjusting the way things are
done as appropriate.
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e Don't be afraid of new technology, but do approach it with healthy skepticism. Generative Al tools
reached the mainstream with the launch of ChatGPT in late 2022, though artificial intelligence has
been the subject of sci-fi novels and movies for decades. New tools can be incredibly helpful, but
implement them carefully and in a way that minimizes disruption. Smart leaders know when they
don't have enough information to make a good decision. Ask questions. Experts should be willing
and able to teach.

Improvement rarely happens in one corner of a business. A change in how you communicate reaches
your customers; a change in your processes reaches compliance, cash flow, and your people. That is why
it helps to have someone who looks at the whole operation with you — a partner to think through
decisions, pressure-test a plan, and connect what you are seeing in one area to what it means
everywhere else.

Ask yourself: What is one process in my business that has not been reviewed in the last year?

Where to start

Pick the C where you felt the least confident answering the question, and start there. By examining your
business and adopting these principles, you may find you're more efficient and more profitable.

You don't have to do it alone. AT Your Books LLC is more than a bookkeeping service. We work with
owners across all four C's — helping you clarify how you communicate with your team and customers,
build practical systems that keep you compliant, plan and protect your cash flow, and put the right
processes and technology in place as you grow. Accurate books are where we start, because good
decisions need good information. They are not where we stop.

Whether you need someone to handle the day-to-day recordkeeping, a sounding board for a big
decision, or an experienced set of eyes on how your business actually runs, we would like to help. Reach
out to AT Your Books LLC today and let us help you build on your success.

Consultations for new clients are always free.

Andy Thain, General Manager
AT Your Books LLC

(715) 644-8749 — cell & main office
athain@getatyourbooks.com
www.getatyourbooks.com
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