Q: We really enjoy watching The Apprentice. As a small business owner myself, I think there is plenty to be learned from the show. What do you think?
Andrea, Boston
A: I completely agree. My house enjoys watching the Apprentice as well, even my eight year old daughter, a mini Trump in the making if ever there was one. For those who don’t watch the show, The Apprentice pits about a dozen people from different business backgrounds against one another in a series business skills tests – revamping and renting an apartment, marketing a product, running a restaurant, that sort of thing. My kids love watching Donald Trump fire people, the inside politics of the players, and seeing how different people solve problems in different ways.
Personally, I got a great lesson in sales a few weeks ago from The Apprentice. In that episode, Trump told each team that their task was to sell his bottled water, called Trump Ice. The team that sold the most would win.

Team Protégé split up and members Bill and Ereka approached various restaurants. Ereka had very little success because basically, her pitch to the restaurant managers was that she needed their help to create a buzz for Trump Ice. Not surprisingly, she had little success (“That’s your sales pitch?!” one manager asked incredulously.) Finally, Bill stepped in, crunched some numbers, and showed the managers that they could make a substantial profit using Trump Ice. That worked.
The lesson was clear: If you want to sell someone something, what you are selling has to solve a problem the buyer is having. It can’t be about them helping you, it has to be about you helping them. If you do that, you have a sale. Elementary, my dear Watson? You bet, but a good reminder nonetheless.
The Apprentice has much more to teach the small business community. Since every task is, essentially, running a different small business for a day (operating a stall at a flea market, selling art in a gallery), the show offers plenty of practical lessons:
1. You Must Think Outside the Box. Is this a tired, hackneyed business phrase? You bet, even Trump said so last week. But he also said that it’s important nonetheless. 
For example, in a recent episode, the two teams were given the assignment of helping pedicab companies make more money. Team Protégé decided to create an incentive program and offer pre-paid ride cards. Seems reasonable. But the game was over as soon as Amy, in Team Versacorp’s brainstorming session, came up with the idea of selling advertising on the pedicabs.
The result? Versacorp made a profit of $3,680 while Protégé had a profit of $382. Trump said this was because Versacorp did indeed “think outside the box.”

2. Integrity and Friendliness Count. Sure, everyone likes to think that businesses have no integrity, that being “nice” is irrelevant, and that the bottom-line is all that matters. The truth though is quite different. Yes, profit matters, but especially in a small business, your word is your bond. Develop a reputation for being a bad guy or for bad business practices and watch your enterprise go south.
This truism has been proven time and again in the show. Players who work well with others thrive (Troy for example.) Players who don’t are gone (Omarosa.) Similarly, when given the task of selling art, it was the team that liked the art they were selling who beat the team that cynically chose to sell art that was priced higher.
3. Watch and Learn From the Master. Want to know how a world-class businessman thinks? Then watch Trump in the boardroom. Pearls are hidden behind the theatrics. And remember, Donald Trump started out as a small businessman. He grew up in Queens, where his father was a real estate developer. Donald learned the business from his father, but with a twist: He thought big, very BIG.
For instance, while in college, Trump and his father decided to buy an apartment complex in Ohio. The apartments were purchased at a foreclosure sale without any of their own money for $6 million. Team Trump then renovated and sold it  - for double the purchase price.
 If you ant to learn more tricks from the master, his books The Art of the Deal and The Art of the Comeback are good places to start.

Today’s tip: The Art of the Comeback contains plenty of business advice. Among the tips I thought were pretty interesting:

“Be Paranoid: I have noticed over the years that people who are guarded or, to put it more coldly, slightly paranoid, end up being the most successful. You’ve got to realize that you have something other people want. Don’t let them take it away. 
“Be Passionate: This is a key ingredient to success and to coming back. If you don’t have passion about who you are, about what you are trying to be, about where you are going, you might as well . . . go get a job and relax, because you have no chance of making it. 
“Go Against the Tide: When I decided to keep 40 Wall Street as an office building, everyone in lower Manhattan was converting their buildings to residential space. I decided to head in the exact opposite direction, and now I am signing up tenants at rents far higher than anything I expected.”
