Q: Steve, for personal reasons I would like to start a business out of my home, but I have two concerns. First, I would need to meet customers and do not see how I could do that at home. Second, I will be having inventory. What would I do with it? Can you help?
Theresa, Hoboken, NJ

A: One mistake many would-be home-based entrepreneurs make is what I call the “either-or” syndrome: Either you have to start a business at home or you have to start one out of the home. But it is not an actual dilemma. You can start a business at home and you can have offices and facilities outside the house as necessary.
For example, Barsahrin Trainor is a Yoga teacher. She used to hold sessions in the quiet living room of her big old house, but when her classes grew too popular, she decided to rent space at a nearby dance studio. She continues to manage her thriving business from home, but uses space outside the house to grow.

It may be that you need warehouse space, a place for inventory, a location for your workshops, space for employees – the reasons for needing room outside the home are varied. But that does not mean that your base should not be in the home. It is smart to start your business from home while renting the extra space you need outside the home to make things work.
Remember too that it is fairly easy these days to remotely access your computer; working in one place and logging on to another computer (back at home for example) is simple. The latest version of Windows offers this sort of remote interface, as do websites like www.GoToMyPC.com. Having a small business server also allows you to remotely access your office, which makes having two workplaces much easier.

As far as meeting clients goes, again, there are some great solutions that work very well, most notably, the executive suite. Executive suites are offices that you can rent by the hour, day, week, or month and share with other small businesses. They are fully furnished, have secretaries and receptionists on hand, and offer all the amenities (conference rooms, Internet access, copy machines, and so on) of your own full time, out-of-the-house office but at a fraction of the cost. Most usually are in beautiful, modern downtown offices, so you are assured of impressing clients.
Fees vary depending upon your needs. For example, you may want to be based at home and simply use the address of the suite on your stationary. That works. Most suites offer an affordable “virtual office” option (a couple hundred dollars a month, tops) that allows you to use their address, have them receive your mail, and have them answer your phone (transferring the calls to you at home)  and get a few hours of conference room time too for meeting clients. The more office time you need, the more you pay. 
Here is an example: I use Regus Business Centers for my executive suite needs. Regus offers executive suites at over 400 locations worldwide in incredible, state-of-the-art buildings. They provide fully furnished offices, the ability to pay only for the time you use, a professional staff, a prime business address, and high-tech, wired conference rooms. Maybe best off all, once you are part of the system, you can use any office in any of their other locations. I meet clients regularly in both out of one Regus office, and when I travel out of town, that office books space for me in other Regus offices in the city I go to.
By utilizing an executive suites, or renting other outside spaces, you can put a shiny external face on your home based business, and do so at a very affordable price.
