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Introduction

here has never been a better time to work in

the promotional products industry. Sales are
at an all-time high. Technology has leveled the
playing field. Promotional products (products im-
printed with a company name or logo and placed
on a useful item) have gained a newfound status
with users that run the gamut from small start-up
businesses to Fortune 500 companies. To succeed
in this industry, you must be knowledgeable.

These tips are designed to increase your pro-
fessionalism and understanding of the promo-
tional products industry and increase your aware-
ness of sound business practices. My experience
as a promotional products distributor since 1983
and my husband Robert Winthrop’s background
as a CPA have given us the tools to understand the
unique challenges of this industry.

It is our hope that you will use the tips in this
booklet to further your career in the promotional
products industry and work smarter, not harder!

For further information about quantity pur-
chases of this booklet or speaking engagements
and consulting services, please contact us.

Rosalie Marcus
Robert Winthrop, CPA
Lasting Impressions
1039 Wellington Road
Jenkintown, PA 19046

Voice (215) 572-6766
Fax (215) 572-7335
info@bestbiztips.com
www.bestbiztips.com

Start-Up

Know yourself and your skills. Are you

motivated? Do you make decisions easily? Can
you organize yourself without outside direction?
Do you have the skills and interests required to
succeed in your chosen field? Are you prepared to
work long hours if necessary? Knowing the an-
swers to these questions will be vital to the suc-
cess of your business.

Investigate local zoning laws. Is your

community zoned for a home-based business?
If you live in an apartment, condominium or
single-family house, are you permitted to work
from your residence? Check with your local mu-
nicipal government.

Review your homeowner’s insurance.

Make sure that your business assets are ad-
equately covered (computers, fax machines, other
equipment, etc.). Most homeowner’s policies do
not cover business liability.

Determine what other insurance cov-
4 erage is needed. You may need to purchase
insurance such as business liability, malpractice,
health, disability and worker’s compensation.

Know your equipment and electrical
5 needs. Make a list of what you need and the
estimated cost. Consult an electrician to make sure
your home is properly wired for this equipment.

Be aware of space requirements. Do

you have an adequate and private space where
you can work comfortably? The ideal location is
far from the usual pattern of family traffic, so that
you will not be frequently interrupted.

Have a financial plan. You can save on
7 overhead by working at home, but you will
have to plan for other expenses, such as equipment,
letterhead, business cards and advertising. Also,
plan for taxes: local, state and federal.



Prepare awritten business and market-

ing plan. These need not be formal. The es-
sence of your plan is to describe your business and
its objectives, goals, financial needs, market and
competition. Update your plan accordingly, as your
business grows and changes.

Develop a networking plan. Plan a

monthly networking schedule and stick to it.
Join your local civic organizations and chamber
of commerce. Tell everyone you know about your
business.

1 Select the proper entity form to suit
your needs. Some forms of business
structure are more advantageous than other forms.
For example, incorporating may bring important
tax advantages and other benefits. Review your fi-
nancial picture with a qualified professional to de-
termine the best entity form for your situation.

1 Choose a business name. A rose by

any other name may not apply in the busi-
ness world. Be sure to select a name that relates to
you or your business, then verify the right to use
that name by checking city and state records. You
may wish to register the name to protect yourself
from another business using the same one.

1 2 Consider registering adomainname.

With the Internet and e-commerce grow-
ing at warp speed, you may need to have a Web
site sooner than later. Registering a name now can
save you time and money.

Organizing Your Day

1 Have a projected time to start and
3 Jinish your workday. This need not
be nine to five, but it must involve enough hours
to get your work done but not so many that you
neglect other important aspects of your life.

1 Keep a daily “To Do” list. Prioritize
4 this list from the most to the least impor-
tant. Tackling the hardest task first will make ev-
erything else seem easier.

6

1 Set aside time to return phone calls.
5 First thing in the morning or at the end of
the business day is usually the best time to reach
people. Most businesspeople are out of the office
or in meetings in the midday hours.

1 Have a separate phone line for

business calls. Let an answering ma-
chine pick up all personal calls. Tell family or
friends who may need to reach you for urgent rea-
sons to call you on your business line. Your sepa-
rate business line is 100% tax deductible.

1 Have a message that plays when
7 your line is busy. It’s important that
callers don’t get a busy signal (they sound unpro-
fessional), but call waiting can be offensive, often
making customers feel as if they are not a priority.

1 Break tasks that seem especially

hard into small segments. Tackle one
segment at a time. This makes difficult tasks be-
come easier and get done faster.

1 Let your family, friends and neigh-
9 bors know your work schedule. Ask

not to be interrupted. Explain ahead of time that
during working hours you are focusing on busi-
ness.

2 Estimate the amount of time each

project should take and try to stay
within that time frame. Most projects take
longer than you will estimate, so allow for extra
time.

2 Use an organizer to plan your day,
week and month. Purchase a calendar
book or do this with a computer program.

2 Have a single notebook for storing

important messages and details
Jrom your day’s work. Date every page, and
make sure you write down the names of the peo-
ple who provided you with information. Keep this
notebook next to your phone.



2 Plan some meetings away from
3 your home office. A change of environ-

ment is frequently helpful. If you don’t have a meet-
ing set, get out by going to the bank or post office.

2 Schedule meetings away fromyour
4 office during off-peak hours. This

usually means between ten a.m. and two p.m.,
when traffic is lighter in most areas.

2 Plan lunch meetings with your cus-
5 tomers. People are usually more relaxed
when they are away from the office. This is a great
way to develop a relationship with your customers
and get to know them in a more personal way.

2 6 Divide your office into worksta-
tions for maximum efficiency. Have

separate areas for mail sorting, for your computer
and related equipment, and for samples and cata-
logs. Keep the equipment you need for each area
within arm’s reach.

2 Review your “To Do’ list at the end
7 of the day, and prepare your list for
the next day. Transfer over anything you did not
finish. Don’t leave anything to memory.

Customer Relations

2 Take the time to understand your

customers’needs before you try to
sell them a product. Position yourself as their
marketing partner, not just another salesperson.

2 Ask your customers about their
9 marketing challenges. Then provide
solutions that incorporate the use of promotional
products.

Offer the convenience of value-
3 added services. Some examples would
be graphic design, special packaging or fulfillment.
You need not do all these yourself. The important
point is that you provide your customer with “one-
stop shopping.”

8

Explain your payment terms and
3 the industry standards for over-
and under-runs beforemaking asale toyour
customer. Clearly state your policies on your or-
der form. This helps eliminate potential problems
before they begin.

Check the creditworthiness of all
3 new accounts by asking for a mini-
mum of three credit references and current
banking information. Speak or write to all ref-
erences. Periodically check the references of estab-
lished accounts.

Get it in writing! This is really impor-
3 3 tant. Make sure you have an authorized
purchase order or letter stating their intent to pur-
chase goods from your company. Have pricing and
any other agreed upon terms written into your con-
tract.

Have your customer sign off on a
3 4 paper proof or pre-production prod-
uct proof before the order is produced. Al-
though this may cost slightly more money, in the
long run it will save you more.

Follow up with your customers af-
3 5 ter the sale. Make sure all shipments

arrived in good order and that your customer was
satisfied with the product.

Send out simple, 1-page customer
3 satisfaction surveys periodically
with your invoices. Use the answers to improve
your service.

3 7 Ask for referrals from satisfied cus-

tomers. This is the least expensive and
best way to grow your business.

Send a thank-you note (preferably
3 incorporating a promotional prod-
uct) after the sale. This employs three strate-
gies: it shows the creative use of promotional prod-
ucts, keeps your company name visible and thanks
your customers.



Supplier Relations

Attend industry trade shows. I can’t
3 9 emphasize this enough. Get to know your
suppliers and their key personnel. Ask sow they
can best help you sell their products.

Interview new suppliers before
4 sending them a purchase order. Ask
for distributor references, and verify them. If pos-
sible, check the supplier rating through sources
such as Advertising Specialty Institute® (ASI).

Become familiar with the advan-

4 tages and disadvantages of the dif-

ferent imprinting processes. In the long run,

this will save you time and money and position you
as a professional.

Submit purchase orders with de-
4 tailed information, according to
supplier requirements. These requirements
are usually found within the supplier catalog. Call
the supplier before sending the order and always
call any time you are not sure about something.

Establish creditworthiness with
4 3 the supplier before you submit
your order. Have ready a prepared credit refer-
ence sheet with at least three references and your
banking information to send to new suppliers.

Follow up on all orders on a regu-
4 4lar basis. Verify shipping addresses,

shipping methods, shipping dates, and pricing in-
formation.

This usually means within 30 days of the
invoice date. If you are having a problem paying
within the stated terms, discuss it with the sup-
plier as soon as possible. This goes a long way in
building goodwill with your suppliers.

4 Pay your supplier invoices on time.

10

Invoicing Procedures

6 Call your supplier the day the or-
4 der is scheduled to ship and ask

them to _fax you a copy of the invoice. Then
use this fax to invoice your customer as soon as
possible.

Invoice your customers promptly.
7 Set aside time slots in your week for do-

ing this. Timely invoices will improve your cash
flow.

Make sure your company invoice
4 is accurate and complete. It should
clearly show the terms of the sale, any early pay-
ment discounts and late payment charges. It
should also accurately describe the goods pur-
chased and the quantity shipped.

Send monthly statements to remind
customers about outstanding in-
voices. This is a proven way to increase cash flow.

Managing Samples
and Catalogs

Have a system for filing catalogs.
5 You can use an identification system such
as by ASI® number (Advertising Specialty Insti-
tute®), UPICSM (Universal Promotional Identifica-
tion Code™) or your own system. Another alter-
native is to use categories (computer accessories,
wearables, etc.). You may wish to use multiple sys-
tems to cross-reference your catalogs.

Keep all catalogs in a central loca-
5 tion stored in filing cabinets or on
shelves. The important point is that you can eas-
ily find what you need.

1



Have a separate, easily accessible

5 place for catalogs from your pre-

ferred suppliers. These are the suppliers you do

the most business with and who have proven track

records. Mark these catalogs with a special sticker

so they do not get filed with the rest of the cata-
logs.

File “special offer” fliers with the
5 3 main catalog, or in a separate
binder filed by an identification system or
category. Make a note of the specials and their
expiration dates in a separate book or on your com-
puter. Every quarter, purge your files to get rid of
specials that have expired.

5 4 Send special offer fliers to custom-

ers as a way to stay in contact with
them and keep your company name vis-
ible. Your customers will appreciate your think-
ing of them and you may just get a sale.

Getrid of last year’s catalog as soon
5 5 as you receive a new one. We regu-
larly discard dated catalogs into our recycling bin.

Investigate obtaining more expen-
5 sive samples through memo bill-
ing. This means you may return the sample (usu-
ally within 30 days) to the supplier as long as it is
returned in the same condition in which it was re-
ceived. You will be responsible for paying all ship-
ping costs.

Store smaller samples in bins or
5 7 shoe boxes. Make sure these samples
are marked in some way to identify their source.
Identify the bins by identification number or cat-
egory. The “dollar stores” are a great source for in-
expensive bins.

Store larger samples on shelves or
5 hang them on a pegboard. Label
them inside to easily identify their source.

Send samples regularly to custom-
5 ers. This is a great way to stay in contact,
minimize clutter and possibly make a sale.
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6 O Take advantage of spec sample of-
fers from your suppliers. Your cus-

tomers will appreciate seeing their logo on a pro-
motional product. Spec samples result in sales.

6 Make use of distributor self-promo-

tion offers from your suppliers.
Show that you believe in what you sell. Frequently,
offers are at a reduced cost, or free to qualified dis-
tributors.

6 Donate no longer useful samples at

year’s end to a local charity. Check
with your tax advisor about how this option can
be used as a tax deduction.

6 Sell no longer useful samples at an
3 on-line auction or host a garage

sale. This can be a profitable alternative to do-
nating samples.

Technology

6 Understand and embrace the latest
4 advances in technology. We are liv-
ing in the midst of a technological revolution. If
you're not tech savvy, you will be left behind. Regu-
larly read publications that cover technological ad-
vances.

6 Brush up on your tech skills. Learn
5 new software programs by taking advan-
tage of the many inexpensive classes now avail-
able from community organizations and chambers
of commerce.

6 Ask for a demo of any software

you are considering purchasing.
Also, if you are purchasing industry-specific soft-
ware, ask for a list of names of people in your
industry who are currently using the product.
They will often be your most reliable source of
information.

13



6 Investigate leasing options for
computers, copy machines, and

other large equipment purchases. Since ad-
vances in technology are so rapid, this may be a
better way to stay current. Be mindful of hidden
costs and long-term contracts. Always read the fine
print.

6 Save money by hiring a tech savvy

college or high school student on a
part-time basis. Technological glitches are
bound to happen; be prepared.

6 Use a reliable Internet Service Pro-
9 vider (ISP). Look into small, local com-
panies that may offer ease of access and a better
rate. Many ISPs will give you a one-month trial
period at no charge.

Use an ISP that allows you to ac-
7 cess your e-mail account from any-
where around the world. These are called
untversal e-mail accounts and are great for busi-
ness people who travel.

Use the Internet to find valuable
7 information about your customers.
This is an easy way to be better prepared before a
sales call.

Investigate having your own Web
7 site. There are many options to explore,
from using industry providers to doing it on your
own. Ask for references from any source that you
are considering using.

Understand your customers’needs
73 and target your Web site to them.
Give your customers a reason to come back, such
as contests, trivia questions or daily tips.

Search the Internet on aregular ba-
74 sis looking for resources to im-
prove your business’ bottom line. For ex-
ample, I recently found a better rate on credit card
charges from a quick Internet search.
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Back up your computer on a regu-
75 lar basis. This is really important, as

data that is lost may not be retrievable. Experts
recommend storing your backup disks in a sepa-
rate location away from your office.

Be Prepared

Have access to working capital,
such as a credit line. Be proactive, and
set up a line of credit before you need it.

Be wary of using your credit cards
77 Jor a line of credit. Although these

loans are easier to secure than those made through
traditional means, very often the interest rate you
will pay is far higher than what is charged by a bank
or other financial institution.

Get in touch with your local branch
7 of the Small Business Administra-
tion for help in securing a business loan.
The SBA will not loan you the money but rather
will work through banks and other institutions to
guarantee your loan. Information can be found at
www.sba.gov or call the Federal Government Infor-
mation Center toll-free number (800) 688-9889.

Check your credit history and clear
79 up any problems. Most credit check-
ing bureaus will give you one report at no charge.

80 Make sure bookkeeping and record-
keeping systems are in order for
preparation of accurate financial state-
ments and tax returns. This will save time and
money.

8 Review financial reports and busi-

ness operations regularly. Important
reports are accounts receivable and accounts pay-
able as well as profit and loss statements and
records of cash in your business account.

15



8 Be aware of your gross profit per-
centage. This may be a better measure-

ment of business strength than the gross volume
of sales.

8 3 Maintain an emergency fund of

three to six months’ current oper-
ating expenses. You never know what unex-
pected setbacks may occur.

Profit Boosters

8 Keep accurate records of income
4 and expenses. Good recordkeeping sys-

tems will help increase cash flow and will help you
find areas where you can save money.

8 Take advantage of early payment
5 discounts. Check your suppliers’ in-

voices for payment terms such as “2/10 net 30.”
This means that if you pay within 10 days there is
a 2% discount.

8 6 Find out if your business qualifies
Jor an interest-bearing checking

account. Some financial institutions will give
money market rates on a business account if mini-
mum balances are maintained.

8 Look for special discounts for busi-
ness owners _from service providers

like long distance phone carriers and
overnight shippers. The best rates may be of-
fered by joining with a group such as your trade
association.

8 Save on insurance costs by joining

with a group. Check with organizations
that you belong to like trade associations and your
local chamber of commerce.

8 9 Keep track of the flow of cash in

and out of your business and know
your cash position at all times. Remember,
cash flow is the lifeblood of a small business.
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Collect for your product or service
9 at the time of the sale whenever
possible. This will go a long way toward increas-
ing your yearly revenue.

Ask for a deposit that will cover your
9 costs when you cannot collect at the
time of the sale. This is your next best alterna-
tive to payment up front.

Offer your customers early pay-
ment discounts, such as a 1% dis-

count if they pay within 10 days. This should
encourage prompt payment of your invoice.

9 3 Assess a finance charge for pay-

ments received after the terms of
the sale. Normal finance charges are 1.5% per
month after 30 days. These terms should be clearly
stated on your invoice.

Investigate accepting credit cards,
9 4 which are beneficial to cash flow.
Fees can be competitive, so check with more than
one source. Credit card payments can be processed
through your office computer.

Call overdue accounts promptly.
9 5 Send monthly statements. Maintain a

good relationship with the people responsible
for paying invoices at each of your customer’s
offices.

Let your customers know your
9 business terms at the time of the
sale. Make sure they are clearly stated on the sales
contract or invoice.

Send a complimentary letter along
9 with a small promotional product
to customers with prompt paying habits.
People appreciate being recognized.

17



Tax Strategies

Be aware of your tax responsibili-
9 ties. Common taxes to make note of are
payroll, sales and estimated taxes. Consult your tax
advisor.

Contribute to your retirement plan
9 9 annually. There are many tax savings
advantages to qualified retirement plans. Consult
a qualified professional for your best option.

10 O Keep track of the miles you drive

Jor business purposes. Deductions
are based on the ratio of business miles driven to
total miles. Take an odometer reading on the first
and last day of the year (January 1 and December
31). Note business miles in a log or appointment
book.

1 O 1 Deduct the cost of education and

training if it improves the skills
that you use in your current trade or busi-
ness. This is a great way to increase knowledge
and save money.

10 2 Be familiar with the home office

deduction rules. See the back of this
booklet for a further explanation. When in doubt,
consult with a qualified tax professional.

10 3 File and pay taxes on time. Pen-
alties and interest costs are high; this
can be a real profit drain.
[
Promoting
o
Your Business
10 4 Volunteer to speak about what
you do at a local organization,
church or synagogue. Join a group such as

Toastmasters to brush up on your public speaking
skills.
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10 Teach a class that relates to your
5 business at a local adult school.

Show the value of promotional products by ex-
plaining their cost-effectiveness and high visibil-
ity. Provide case histories.

10 Attend local business network-

ing events. Think, “win-win.” Look
for ways to exchange business ideas that will be
mutually beneficial.

10 Become active in your local com-
7 munity organizations. This keeps
your company name visible, while helping to im-
prove your community.

10 Solicit local businesses to put

your business cards on the
counter in their stores. This is especially good
if your business relates to their business, such as
a graphic artist and a promotional products dis-
tributor.

10 Position yourself as an expertin
9 your field by becoming as knowl-

edgeable as possible. Regularly attend indus-
try trade shows and read industry and business
publications.

11 Send out press releases to the

media regularly that highlight
your latest achievement or expertise in
your field. Make sure your press release is news-
worthy and not just “fluff” to promote your busi-
ness.

1 1 Write an article that relates to
your business for a trade jour-
nal or magazine. Very often these articles will
allow you to print your contact information so that
potential customers may get in touch with you.

11 Use promotional products as a

way to keep your company
name visible. Many suppliers have rebate pro-
grams for distributor self-promotion.
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Dealing with Isolation

11 Join professional organizations
3 that relate to your business. This
is a great way to meet other like-minded people
and learn what’s new in your industry.

11 Plan regular breaks during the
4 day. Schedule meetings with custom-

ers away from your office. Interactions outside of
your office will make your workday more inter-
esting.

11 5 Join a fitness club. This is a great

place to network and stay in shape.

11 6 Join a business lead group, or
start your own group. Your local

chamber of commerce can steer you in the right
direction.

117 Look on the Internet for small

business chat sites. Most trade as-
sociations will sponsor their own chat rooms.

Staying Motivated

11 Establish a relationship with

someone who can act as a men-
tor to you. Look for someone who is established
in your field. If you don’t know of anyone, look for
The Service Core of Retired Executives (SCORE)
sponsored by the Small Business Administration
(SBA). SCORE’s volunteers provide free business
counseling and seminars.

11 Meet regularly with other people
9 in your industry to provide so-

lutions to common problems. If a trade asso-
ciation doesn’t currently exist, start your own.

12 Listen to motivational business
tapes and attend business devel-

opment seminars. Look in the business section

of your newspaper or industry publications.
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1 2 Join your local trade association.

This is a great way to make new friends.
Most associations regularly sponsor seminars to
keep you motivated.

12 Plan regular vacations. Time
away from the office can leave you re-
freshed and motivated to get back to work.

123 Let your family be part of your

business success. Family members
such as your children or your spouse can help you
when the going gets rough as well as celebrate your
triumphs. The key thing is to communicate how
they can best assist you.

1 2 4 Be proud of the fact that you are

a home-based or small busi-
nessperson. People are interested in the quality
of your work, not the location of your office.

125 Believe in yourself and your

abilities. You are providing a valuable
service and making an important contribution to
your community.

21
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The Home Office
Deduction

e Currently your home office will qualify as
your principal place of business if (1) 77 zs
used regularly and exclusively for admin-
istrative or management activities such as
recordkeeping and invoicing, and (2)
there is no other location where you con-
duct substantial administrative and man-
agement activities.

e You must also meet the other tests of ex-
clusive use and regular use of your home
office for business purposes. Exclusive use
means that you use the business part of
your home only for business purposes.

e If you store samples or inventory in a dif-
ferent part of your home, you may include
the storage area as part of the deduction.

e The home office deduction is based on the
percentage of square footage used for busi-
ness as a ratio of total square footage of
your residence. An example would be if the
total square feet of your home is 1,000 and
your business use is 150, then your deduc-
tion would be 15%.

Suggested Office
Equipment & Supplies

U Computer with Internet access
U Printer

U Fax machine

U Photocopier

U Scanner

Q Telephone with voice mail and a
speaker phone option

U Telephone headset
U File cabinets and rolling file carts.

U Storage bins or shoe boxes for smaller
samples

U Pegboard for large samples

U Pre-inked stamps with your company
name and address

U Magazine storage boxes for frequently
used catalogs

QU Spiral-bound notebook for storing
messages

U Letterhead and business cards
U Order forms and invoice forms
U Folders

U Stamps or postage meter

U Postage scale

U Small items such as paper clips, tape
and labels

23



Industry Discount Codes

Code Discount Net Cost

AorP 50% 50%
BorQ 45% 55%
CorR 40% 60%
DorS 35% 65%
EorT 30% 70%
ForU 25% 75%
GorV 20% 80%
HorW 15% 85%
X 0% 100%

If an item lists at $5 on a “C” discount, your
net cost would be $3. In this case, you multiply
the product cost times the net cost percentage.

$5.00 x 60% = $3.00

If you buy an item for $3 and you want to sell
it and make a 40% markup, drvide the net cost of
the item by 60% to get your selling price. You di-
vide the item by the difference between your
markup (40%) and the number 100.

100% - 40% = 60%
$3.00/ 60% = $5.00
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