RESEARCH IS ESSENTIAL TO BUSINESS
Rhonda Abrams

You’ve get an idea for a new business. You make fabulous cupcakes—everyone raves about them. And cupcakes are in! In large cities and malls, cupcake stores are springing up fast. There’s a vacant place in a cute little neighborhood shopping area, and guess what? It’s already got an oven. You’re ready to sign that lease!
Stop!

Before you invest your life savings in rent, redecorating, advertising and purchasing dozens of cupcake pans and hundreds of cupcake liners, you’d better do a bit of research.
Will customers in your neighborhood really pay $3.50 for one of your special Red Velvet with cream cheese frosting cupcakes? How are other cupcake stores around the country doing? Do they sell mostly to kids, college students, or companies? And how many of those are in your neighborhood? Are there other cupcake companies or bakeries or even ice cream stores that are going to compete with you?
Research helps. On business, knowledge---of your customers, market competition, industry---means not wasting money on projects that are likely to fail. It means figuring out better products, locations, services to help you succeed. Even if you already have a business, a bit of investigation can help you find new markets; tweak your products, services or pricing; identify less expensive vendors. It helps you to know what’s going on in your industry and what’s up with your competitors.
As a small company, you don’t have the resources of big companies. But here’s the good news: you don’t need them. You don’t have to spend a fortune. In fact, many great business research sources are really cheap---some even free!
To help you get started, I’ve put together some research tip sheets you can download free. They’re part of my special six-week start up series I’m running with USA Today. You’ll find:
· A list of resource sources  for your industry market and competition.
· A worksheet to help you outline your research needs.

· A worksheet to develop your research questions.

· A list of free research sources.

Just go to www.usatoday.com/money/small business/startup/week5.htm.
For instance, from free government sources, you’d discover the type of people living in the ZIP code where you’re thinking of opening your cupcake store: income levels, education, race, age groups. If cupcakes are bought primarily by people ages 20-35 years of age, for example, you’d be able to see how many 20-35 year-olds there are in your target neighborhood. (You’d find that at American Factfinder www.factfinder.census.gov.
With a few more clicks, you’d find the kinds of businesses already in the ZIP code where you’re thinking of locating cupcake store. You’d go tot the US Census Bureau’s County Business Patterns, type in the ZIP code and voila!

Your own market research may not be very scientific, but even a little bit of extra info, especially as you’re getting started, can help
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