Q: Hey Steve! I own a deli near where the Ottawa Senators played hockey. Business was already bad, but I figured I would be able to recoup some of my losses when the NHL season finally started. Now that they are shut down until next year, I am at a loss. I don't want to close my doors, but I may have no choice.

Mark in Canada
A: I would rather not take sides in the hockey dispute, but I can say that I don't know of any business that can remain viable when 75% of all revenues go to labor costs, as they apparently did in the NHL. 

That said, my personal sympathies lay with the thousands of small business and individuals that are wholly or partially dependant on the hockey season to drive sales – restaurants, bars, parking lots, cabbies, and so on. Losing a full season really affects them in a bad way.

And yet they are not alone. Small businesses lose big opportunities fairly regularly. It may be that the anchor tenant in your mall is moving to a new location or a big client has decided to move on to a new vendor. So what does the small business do when the engine that drives its business backfires?

There are several steps to take:

First, take a deep breath and don't do anything sudden. Evaluate the situation with as little emotion as possible. The first thing you may be tempted to do when you lose a major client is to cut costs to the bone, but that is probably shortsighted. 

Such a decision, while helping immediately, may hurt in the long run. Not only will it install fear in your employees, but it will likely be noticed by your remaining customers. And when they smell failure, you can bet that they too may decide to move on. Moreover, you must remember your vision and your brand. You have worked too hard developing your business reputation. The decisions you make now, however difficult, should, to the extent possible, remain in line with that vision.

This is not to say that a major change for the worse necessitates no change, because it must. Look at your remaining income and expenses and see where you can cut back – but without going to the heart of your operation.

Next, you have to re-group, get creative, and try new things. Remember how energetic and innovative you were when you first started your business? That is the mode you have to get back to. In your case, without hockey clients, you have time (too much, I know) to try new ventures. It may be increased catering. It may be lunch deliveries to nearby offices. I don't know what exactly, but I do know that you have to get your thinking-cap on and start to try new ideas out.

Also, remember what worked. You have certainly been through down business cycles before. What worked in the past? Go back to your roots.

Third, consider advertising more, even going into debt a bit if you must. Richard Branson, the founder and CEO of the Virgin Group, says that whenever he faced a cash crunch, he endeavored to grow his way out of it. That is, instead of shrinking, he used that time as an opportunity to grow in a new direction. 

So now is the time to advertise more, not less. Remember, not advertising is like being alone in a room with the light out. You know you are there, but no one else does. Advertising turns on the light. You must get new people to know you are out there.

Next, tap the wisdom of your employees. They may have cost-cutting ideas that you haven't thought of. They might have ideas or connections, if only you ask. So ask.

Finally, if all of this does not work, you will have to consider closing down. Yes, I hate giving this advice, but no, it is not always smart to keep the ship afloat. Henry Ford had two failing car companies before he started Ford Motor Company. So sometimes it is best to close the doors and know that the experience and knowledge you gained on this venture will be invaluable the next time around.

Today's tip: Want to increase revenue? Aside from attracting new customers, consider what else your present customers might buy from you. Starbucks used to sell only coffee, now it sells sandwiches, Wi-Fi, shakes (a.k.a. Frappucinos), and so on. You can do the same. Simply decide what else you could offer customers that compliment what you already do, and then make it easy for them to purchase those additional goods or services.

