Q: Do you think either of the major candidates for president would be better for small businesses? I can see pros and cons in each.

Maggie, Emmaus, Pa.

A: Political considerations aside, I can see pros and cons for each candidate. Next week, I will discuss the small business policies proposed by both President Bush and Senator Kerry, but this week I want to discuss why I think the biography of each man contains important lessons for any entrepreneur.

Starting your own business is not easy. It takes guts and imagination and money and persistence — not unlike running for president. Similarly, you never know when you might catch fire, when what you are selling will suddenly become popular.

About eight months ago, John Kerry was in the political wilderness. He had staked his campaign on the nation's first primary, in neighboring New Hampshire, but was not putting much effort at all into the first caucus, Iowa. 

The problem was, Iowa was where the action was: Howard Dean was making news there, getting endorsements, and seemingly running away with the Democratic nomination, all before even a single vote had been cast. Not a few commentators came, not to praise John Kerry, but to bury him.

Then three things happened, and herein lies our lesson. First, Kerry took out a mortgage on his house to keep his campaign alive (I will leave aside the veracity of his need to do this. Politics is theatrics, after all.) Second, he used that money to change his strategy and head to the heartland. And finally, Jim Rassmann showed up.

The confluence of these events changed the campaign. Rassmann's unsolicited testimonial about how Kerry saved his life revived Kerry's sagging campaign. Had Kerry not had the money, or the commitment to be in Iowa, it never would have happened. And the Democrats seemed to wake up, realizing that they needed a war hero if they were to win back the White House.

The business lessons are clear: 

1. Don't give up. If you are going to live the dream, it may take a while for it to come to fruition; often longer than you would have hoped. 

2. Money talks. Not a few entrepreneurs have done just what Kerry did — finance the dream with a second mortgage. The essence of entrepreneurship is risk-taking, smart, calculated risk-taking. Sometimes that even means putting all your chips on the table. 

3. Be willing to be wrong. If your strategy isn't working, change it. 

4. Use testimonials. Having a satisfied customer tell others how great your business is can reap tremendous rewards.

There are business lessons in President Bush's biography as well. By his own admission, for the first part of his adult life, the President spent too much time drinking. But as he turned 40, he admirably turned his life around. 

He bought into the Texas Rangers, then sold out for a healthy profit, and ran for Governor of Texas. After only a few years in office, he felt a calling to run for President, and the results of the 2000 election seemed to confirm his personal belief that he was being called to that high office. Then, after September 11th, he rallied the country in a time of need.

Here too we can see lessons applicable to any small business owner:

1. It ain't over 'till it's over. Starting over at 40 is no easy task. To do so, and end up President a little more than a decade later, is remarkable, even if your name is George Bush. The lesson for the would-be entrepreneur is that it really is never too late to start that business. I was 29 when I was about to start law school, and asked an uncle if I he thought I was too old. "How old will you be in 3 years if you don't go?" he asked. I got it. I would be 32 either way, and would have a law degree, or not.

2. Relationships count: Business is built on relationships, and President Bush is proof of that. Getting to buy a piece of the Texas Rangers for $606,000, becoming the managing general partner, and then selling his share for about $15 million a few years later resulted from having good connections and relationships. Who can help your business rise to the next level? How can you foster those relationships?

3. Do what you love: Finally, one reason the President did so well in his baseball career (as opposed to his oil company) is because he truly loves baseball. That sort of passion is infectious. 

Bush or Kerry? While I know who I am voting for (no, I am not one of those coveted "undecideds"), I also know that from a business perspective, there is plenty that both men can teach us.

Today's tip: Consider the persistence of Abraham Lincoln:

1832 Lost job, defeated for state legislature 

1835 Sweetheart died 

1836 Had nervous breakdown 

1838 Defeated for Speaker 

1843 Defeated for nomination for Congress 

1846 Elected to Congress

1848 Lost renomination 

1854 Defeated for U.S. Senate 

1856 Defeated for nomination for Vice President 

1858 Defeated for U.S. Senate 

1860 Elected President 

