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All right, well maybe it wasn’t so bad as that, but when we look back on it, and some days even when we look ahead, or just to all the paper covering our desks, it can seem overwhelming. Are we a successful business? Probably. It is like Steven King said about being a successful writer. If you write something, someone sends you a check, you put the check in the bank, it didn’t bounce and you bought groceries, you are a successful writer. By that standard, we are a successful business. We both quit our jobs to work in this business and all of our children ate this week. We have homes to live in and cars in front of the homes that are not behind on payments. So, by that standard, we are a successful business. Did we make mistakes? Did we have no idea what we were getting into? Oh, yeah! 


This article will tell you what worked for us in the order we did it. This is not exactly the order we read in some business books, and we have read a lot of them by now! We cannot guarantee it will work for you, but we certainly wish we’d had this laid out better for us at the beginning. Most of the articles we read suggested you start with a business plan. Some gave hugely elaborate business plans that, if we had followed their advice, we would still be writing. Here are the steps we followed. 

1. Write by-laws and articles of incorporation. You are going to need these. It is sort of a business plan. It tells why you are in business, who you are in business with, who will be doing what work. Ours are very short. First piece of advice. Don’t pay for anything you can easily do yourself. In North Dakota, the form is about a page long and costs $10 to file. Do it yourself. Here is the link http://www.nd.gov/eforms/Doc/sfn16812.pdf#search=%22articles%20incorporation%20north%20dakota%22
Just paste it into a browser like Netscape or Internet explorer. At this point you need to decide what kind of company you want to be. Since we were going into business together we could not be a sole proprietorship (where one person owns the whole business). We could have been a partnership or some type of corporation. Being a partnership and selecting partners is a whole different article.  Even at this point, one thing we did correctly was to seek out all kinds of free advice. There are many programs out there to help small businesses. Some are completely worthless and some are very helpful. Two places that helped us a lot were the Center for Innovation at the University of North Dakota and the Small Business Administration website ( http://www.sba.gov/ ) . We checked out a number of other places as well, including the Tribal Business Incubator Center (TBIC) and two of the Small Business Administration offices in the region. Keep checking until you find some place where you ‘click’ and you think they can help you and your business. For us, it was the Center for Innovation. For you, it might be the local SBA office. As we look back, having that kind of mentor was an important factor in our success. Based on the advice we received, we decided to incorporate as a corporation. At this point, we also picked a name. Some business magazines and books we read went on and on about this. We are on the Spirit Lake reservation and we are a consulting company so we called ourselves Spirit Lake Consulting, Inc. Our advice is to pick a name that doesn’t make your potential customers say, “Huh?” Miniwakan Waonspekiye (which is Dakota for the “Spirit Lake Teacher”) is a good name for the bi-weekly newsletter we send out to educators. It wouldn’t have been such a good name for our business.

2. Get a business license. On the Spirit Lake Reservation you can apply for one in the Blue Building (Tribal administration for you off-reservation people). See Noreen Cavanaugh and she will help you out a lot. That was the first of many, many people we met who helped us out. We hope you have someone on your reservation who is as helpful. We filled out the forms, gave her a check for $150 and we were in business. Later, we got a North Dakota state business license. 

3. Get a business account. They will usually ask for a copy of your articles of incorporation and your business license. If you are in business just by yourself, you could possibly run your business account out of your personal bank account. At first, that may work for you, but the larger your business gets, the more difficult it will be.

4. Get a Tax ID number, an Employer Identification Number and a DUNS number. Because we do business with the federal government, we needed all of these almost immediately. We were very fortunate that one of our partners was the controller for the tribe, understood this and took care of all of it for us. Many, many forms will ask for these numbers. Only the DUNS number costs money to get and it is not much. The other two are free. We get asked for these numbers all the time for taxes, on invoices from some of our clients, on grant applications, on applications for insurance. We are like most small businesses; we are much more interested in doing the work for which we get paid than these business details, so we can’t tell you why everyone wants these numbers but we can tell you that you need them. Sometimes clients won’t pay unless these numbers are on the invoice and some grant applications require them. Get them now. We got the Employer Identification number at the same time as the Tax ID number, even though we didn’t have any employees yet. We had great expectations.

5. Get an accountant. We cannot say this enough. Unless you are an accountant, you probably don’t know all the things you need to know about taxes, especially once you start with a payroll. The first person we hired was an accountant, recommended by the Center for Innovation. She was another person who helped us out immensely. We recommend you do not go the local H. & R. Block or some other place that just does income taxes. Find someone who works with small businesses. They will save you so many headaches. Pay your taxes on time. Better advice was never given. Your accountant will help you keep money in your account so that you have it when you need to pay your taxes. Our accountant takes care of our taxes, payroll and required business reports. This is a great deal since that is not what our business is about and it leaves us free to do the work for which clients are paying us money. If you run a bait shop or a gift store or a day care, you probably are not great at accounting. Even if your accountant seems to charge a lot by the hour, it would probably take you six times longer to do it yourself.

6. Get signed contracts from everyone you do business with, including partners. We have known each other a long time and we are not too concerned about one of us stealing from the other. However, it does happen quite often that one or both of us cannot remember what was said. In the case of people you don’t know – the printer, the person who sells you office supplies or vegetables for your restaurant – it is even more important that you have a signed contract. 

7. Write job descriptions. Unless you are the only one working for the business, we think it is very important to put in writing each person’s responsibilities.

8. Write a business plan. We know that many websites and books on starting a business have this first. Our first one was about 500 words. Our second was about 1,200 words. We do look at our business plan every now and then. About once a year, one of us works on re-writing it to fit the changes in our business.  We find it to be useful to think about what our business is about every now and then, but we don’t find it the guiding document that some people seem to think. Most of those people are consultants who write business plans for a living, is my guess.

A few parting thoughts….


Most of the reasons we see given that you need a business plan are to convince banks or investors to loan you money. We have yet to have borrowed any money (well, other than running up our credit cards when we were first getting started). We worked other jobs to pay our bills until the business could afford to pay us full-time salaries. We added personnel to the business when we could afford their salaries. There may be exceptions to this practice, for example, a gift store might need to borrow money to have stock for the Christmas season. Overall, though, we believe businesses grow best organically, that is, you provide your own seed money and your own money for growth. Later on, as your business has some great opportunities, you may need to borrow money, but it seems a very bad way to start out.  Funny thing, though, we did read some books on how venture capitalists decide whether a company is a good risk, not because we intended to ask any for money, but because we were investing our own money, we wanted to know what real ‘experts’ looked for in a good company and try to imitate that.


Don’t pay for anything you can get for free. Operate on a shoestring. We checked dozens of books out of the public library and university libraries. We downloaded the templates for our business plan and articles of incorporation off the Internet. We got great advice from people from the Center for Innovation, USDA and Small Business Administration. 


What about the other 1,942,604 steps? We’ll discuss some of those in our next business brief.

About the authors:

Dr. Erich Longie and Dr. AnnMaria De Mars are the President and Vice-president of Spirit Lake Consulting, Inc. Within 22 months of incorporating their business on the Spirit Lake Reservation, they had over one million dollars in signed contracts for evaluations, training workshops, statistical consulting and grant writing. It was far harder than it sounds. They can be reached at INFO@spiritlakeconsulting.com ,

Phone  (701) 351-2175  or Fax (800) 905-2571

Website : http://www.spiritlakeconsulting.com/

