Q: My sister and I run a design business. We use QuickBooks for most of our business needs, but the thing is, we are not sure what else we should be using. We don't know what we don't know. 

Leslie, New Jersey
(Part 2 of 2)
A: This question has required two weeks to answer since I wanted to give a broad overview of what software most small business really need and the basic options available. Last week, we looked at office suites, contact management, and accounting software. This week, we round out the list.

BUSINESS PLANNING SOFTWARE. Business plans are not just for startups in need of capital. They are an essential tool for anyone running a small business that wants to think strategically, plot a course of action, and then follow up to see how well the plan is being followed. A good business planning program will walk you through the steps necessary to create a usable, powerful business plan.

•Business Plan Pro. The best-selling business planning software for a reason, Business Plan Pro is useful to the novice and experienced businessperson alike. It easily helps you work through each category in the plan (e.g., Executive Summary, Sales Forecasts, etc.), and contains over 400 sample plans. With excellent templates, charts and graphs, the program is also easy to use. It is produced by Palo Alto Software.

•Business Plan Writer. This program "interviews" you and then helps shape your answers cogently. It offers examples for each stage along the way, has hundreds of sample plans, and helps you through the process.

COMPUTER SECURITY SOFTWARE: The technological plagues of the modern era — computer viruses, spam, and spyware — must be controlled if you are to be at all productive at work. While spam control is being built into many office suites nowadays, you still may need extra help.

•McAfee: McAfee makes a very good anti-virus program, and they also have an effective anti-spam program called SpamKiller. Using filters, lists, and reports, SpamKiller blocks much unwanted spam, monitors your email, and quarantines that which does get through.

•Mailwasher: Another excellent program, and what is even better is that it is free. Go to mailwasher.net. The makers of this product, PanicWare Software, also offer a very good pop-up blocker, also free.

•Norton AntiSpam and Antivirus: The makers of Norton Anti-Virus have a similarly effective tool for the spam menace. 

•Adaware and Spybot: Spyware seems to be the latest downloadable problem slowing computer systems these days. Both of these programs are very good, and again, both are free. Type the program names into Google and download the latest version.

•Zone Alarm: Zonealarm.com has a great, free, firewall you can download. 

E-COMMERCE SOLUTIONS: These programs will help you design and publish a fine site, if you don't have one (and if you don't shame on you!).

•Macromedia Dreamweaver: A very popular program, Dreamweaver has a powerful array of layout tools, applications, and other services to create and implement Web sites. Yet it is so easy to use that even my 11 year old daughter uses it to create Web sites. 

•Microsoft FrontPage: FrontPage is an easy to use product that allows you to intuitively create Web sites. This is even more true if you are used to the Microsoft Office environment as FrontPage uses the same sort of interface as, say, Word. 

•NetObjects Fusion: This easy to use design program helps you build a site with WYSIWYG technology (what you see is what you get).

The categories presented these past two weeks should give you a basic understanding of the types of software most small businesses use, and your options within each category. It may be that you will need additional software, but as a general rule, the programs above can give you a solid foundation.

Today's tip: This past year, I have written very enthusiastically about a program created by the SBA and sponsored by HP called Business Matchmaking. Well, the schedule for Business Matchmaking this upcoming year was just announced, and if you have a desire to grow your small business by nabbing a contract with the government or a major corporation (and literally, billions of dollars in contracts are available), then you should definitely plan on attending one of these events: 

• March 23-24: Nashville
• April 26-28: Washington, D.C.
• June 7-8: Los Angeles
• September 14-16: Milwaukee

In addition, Business Matchmaking is going online with a 24/7 virtual pilot program being offered initially in Phoenix, Albuquerque, Kansas City, Tampa, and Denver.

To learn more about this great program and it can help your business, visit www.BusinessMatchmaking.com. 

