Q: I would like to raise my fees but am afraid that if I do business will drop off and I can't afford that. What am I to do? 

Lisa, New Mexico
A: Yours is not a unique issue, that's for sure. In fact, it is fairly common. Too many small businesses set their prices when they first open their doors and fail to raise them. Afraid they will drive away customers, these businesspeople get stuck in time, charging and getting paid amounts that are years out of date, yet all the while, inflation and the cost of doing business continue to rise. 

It reminds me of a quote I like: "If you really put a small value upon yourself, rest assured that the world will not raise your price." (Anonymous.)

So the question is not whether you should raise your fees, but how do you raise your fees? How do you earn what you are worth, and not lose customers in the process? There are several steps to take. 

Step One: Decide upon a reasonable amount: If it has been awhile since you have raised your rates, you may be a bit out of touch with what the market will bear. What do your competitors charge? That is a good place to start. Like Goldilocks, you do not want to be too hot or too cold. You want to be just right (unless what you offer is qualitatively different.) Decide upon an amount you think is fair and reasonable.

Step Two: Give clients reasonable notice. Whether you intend to raise your rates $10 an hour, or 25%, or whatever, you need to give your clients advance warning so that it is not a shock and is something for which they can plan. 

When you tell them, be business-like. Do not apologize, and you need not explain. Confidence is key. People raise their rates, that is a fact of business. You are good at what you do, and you deserve to raise your rates too. Be sure that you explain that your new rates are in line with the norm in the industry. If you do feel the urge to explain the rate hike, you can always say, for instance, "My fees are still reasonable, and I have not raised them in years. I have to keep up with my overhead," or, "I decided that I need to raise my rates 10% every other year."

Step Three: Test: This is an optional step. If raising your fees makes you nervous and concerned that you will lose clients, consider trying it out on a few clients for starters. Discover their reaction. If it works, then roll out fee increases across the board. If not, retreat!

Step Four: Handle resistance. Clients who voice their displeasure will need a little extra TLC. Explain how much you do for them and how much extra you do that is gratis. Make sure they understand that your new fees are not out of line, and that anyway, if they switched to someone new it would require time and training, and that would eat up any savings they might get. Reiterate all that you do. Explain that you dislike raising your rates but really have no choice and that based on your longstanding working relationship, you hope they will understand. If they still balk, consider giving them a perk – maybe another 60 days at the old price. That might work. 

The important thing is to put a high value on yourself so the world can do the same. 

Today's tip: If you are like me (and many other small business owners) you know that spam is an ever-increasing problem; a waste of time and a drain on resources. Sick of spending so much time every day deleting unwanted emails from my Outlook inbox, I decided that I had to find a better spam filter, and I did.

Called "Outlook Spam Filter," this affordable product reduced my spam in the course of two days by about 97%. It is a great product – check it out at http://www.outlook-spam-filter.com. 

