Q: Do you think any of the presidential candidates would be better for small business?

Seymour, NY, NY

A: I ran across some very interesting statistics while researching my latest book yesterday. According to the SBA and the Census Bureau, it turns out that 
· There are roughly 21 million businesses in this country
· Of that number, only 6 million have any payroll (i.e., 15 million are solo/self employed)
· Small businesses represent more than 99.7 percent of all employers
· Small businesses employ more than 50 percent of all employees 
· Small businesses create up to 80 percent of all new jobs 
So the vast majority of all business in this country is small business, and every candidate knows this. They all have programs designed to stimulate small business growth. Whether you like tax-and-spend liberals or borrow-and-spend conservatives, all offer plenty of goodies to foster small business growth.

What I find far more interesting from this political season therefore is the fate of Howard Dean, and what it means to us entrepreneurs.

As we all know, Dr. Dean was the early favorite for the Democrats. When his rivals were timid and unable or unwilling to stand up to a popular president, Dean was the opposite. He was firey. He was passionate (maybe a little too passionate!) He was vocally and forcefully against the war. He wanted all of the president’s tax cuts repealed. In the process, Dean came to personify an antipathy towards the president felt by many Democrats.
The question here is not whether you agree or disagree with Dean and his tactics, or whether I do. What is far more interesting, and useful entrepreneurially, is that Dean showed his rivals what worked. Senator John Kerry didn’t begin to catch fire until he co-opted some of Dean’s fire and positions. Ditto John Edwards. As Dean’s erstwhile campaign manager Joe Trippi said, when asked what went wrong: “We lost control of our message.”
So that is my advice today. What is it your competitors do that you can do too, and maybe better? Do they have a better ad campaign, message, a strategy that works, a product that moves, or some other thing that you can usurp? If so, let the usurpation begin!
Don’t be afraid that this is illegal. Of course you can’t borrow slogans or processes that are protected by intellectual property law, but know this: Ideas are generally not legally protected. If your competitor has a good idea, borrow it, tweak it, make it your own, and see if it just might work for you too.

Indeed, co-opting your competition’s best ideas is a time-tested political and business strategy:

· Bill Clinton did it for 8 years. 
· Netscape invented one of the most important business tools of the 20th Century – the Internet browser. Microsoft, seeing the power and popularity of Netscape’s browser in the mid 90s, decided to launch its own browser – the Internet Explorer - a tool you are probably using right now to read this column.
· The idea behind McDonald’s Happy Meal – a quick, fun, inexpensive meal for kids – has seemingly been stolen by every fast food outfit out there.
Borrowing ideas that work, works. Capitalism is designed to foster such competition. All I am suggesting is that you compete using what works too. John Kerry did, and look at the results.
Today’s tip: When tracking a shipment via FedEx, try typing the tracking number into your Google toolbar. Google will take you directing to your FedEx tracking page.
