Q: Steve, my problem is that I run a very cyclical business — we are quite busy in the spring, summer, and fall, but equally slow in the winter. I try budgeting, but every year around this time, money gets tight. What can I do?
Kwini, Honolulu, Hawaii

A: Your question reminded me of an article I read in the New York Times this week. According to the Times, Michael Jackson is facing a cash crunch. (Now of course, his sort of crunch has a few more zeros than our cash crunches, but the idea is the same.)

In any case, the Times stated that Jackson has a $70 million loan coming due soon to the Bank of America, that he may have a hard time repaying it, and that one term of the loan is that he is limited to spending no more than $1.5 million — a month.

The relevant part of the article for our purposes (aside from morbid curiosity, of course) stated that Jackson was not too worried about the loan coming due because:

"One adviser said that Mr. Jackson had about a half-dozen sources of income, including royalties. .. his most valuable asset by far is the Beatles catalog of about 250 songs, which Mr. Jackson and Sony Music Entertainment (own) jointly ... with an estimated value of $800 million to $900 million. The catalog of Mr. Jackson's own music. .. has an estimated value of $75 million to $90 million."

I wouldn't be too worried, either, if I owned the rights to Yesterday. 

But I don't, and neither do you. So what is my point? Namely this: Michael Jackson feels fairly safe financially because he does not rely on only one source of income. He has diversified his income sources (six, according to the article.)

So should you.

One of the first books I read when I was getting ready to start my first real business was entitled Making a Living Without a Job by Barbara Winter. In this great book, Ms. Winter states that one key to self-employment success is having what she calls "multiple profit centers." This is one of the most important concepts I learned when studying small business success.

The great small businesses know that all businesses have cycles, just as the economy has cycles. If you depend on but one main source of income, you can bet that there will be up times, and there will be down times — that's the nature of a cycle.

The key to withstanding, nay, trumping, these inevitable business cycles is by having multiple profit centers. That way, when one part of your business is down, other parts are up, and vice versa. When Billie Jean isn't selling because you have legal troubles, Hey Jude still is.

If you are a photographer specializing in weddings, maybe it's time to begin a portrait practice as well. If you manufacture a wholesale product, consider finding some retail outlets, or vice versa.

Personally, although I haven't had a new book deal in over a year (a drought that ended last Friday, thank you very much!) my other profit centers continued to hum along — this column, speaking, and practicing law. By diversifying my income sources, rather than it being a crisis, a slow time in one of my profit centers actually became an opportunity to grow the other ones.

It's like owning stock. We all know that investing in just one stock is a prescription for disaster. That stock could go up, and it could go down. Diversifying your portfolio is a hedge against the down times. Well, the same is true for you business. 

By creating multiple profit centers, you can make sure that, well, all of your troubles will seem so far away.

Today's tip: Want more business? Then try cross-promotions. When Blockbuster runs a promotion with Pizza Hut, that's cross promotion. If you know of another business that compliments yours, then cross-promoting each other's business can make a lot of sense. It allows you to advertise to a market that you otherwise may never reach, but that would be interested in what you have to offer. For example:

• A massage therapist and a chiropractor can cross-promote each other.

• A photographer can cross-promote with a local resort. 

• An architect can cross-promote with a construction company.

Zig Zigler is fond of saying, "The more you help others get what they want, the more you get of what you want." That's the idea.

