Q: Steve – I have a revolutionary, great idea for a business. My problem is that I can’t share the idea with you, or anyone for that matter. The idea is so good that someone will steal it (not you of course, but I have to be extra careful.) So how do I go about getting it off the ground in secret?
Jeremy

A: It may be surprising to hear that I get variations on this question fairly regularly. Entrepreneurs are nothing if not a confident bunch. We tend to really like our ideas, especially those ideas that won’t leave us alone.
But one thing I also know is that people generally have neither the time nor interest to steal your great idea. They are busy with their own lives, careers, and businesses. And the idea of nabbing someone else’s idea and putting the necessary time, effort, and money into it to make it ago, I find, usually makes really ripping it off a non-starter. I think most people are generally honest too.
Now, of course, “most people” is not “all people.” Are there thieves and bad guys out there? You bet, of course there are. That is where a good business lawyer comes in. You need to get non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) and other relevant documents in order. If you don’t, the chance of you losing your idea is real.
I should know. Back in the day when I was a kid growing up in Southern California, my dad had a truly revolutionary business idea. He wanted to invent a machine that would call phone numbers in sequential order and play a recorded message, advertising his carpet stores. So he hired an engineer and they secretly created a prototype.
Yes, my dad invented the robo-dialer. 
Almost. 
One day, dad came home from work totally rejected. The engineer skipped town with the prototype. So yes, bad things happen to good business people. To protect your idea then, you simply must obtain the necessary copyrights, patents, trademarks, contracts, NDAs, and/or other critical legal documents.
Beyond that, it is imperative too that you share your idea with other people. You really don’t know if it is that good of an idea until you get some feedback. You might be right, and you might be wrong.

Example:  Magic Johnson, as we all know, is one of the greatest basketball players of all time. You may also know that since retiring from the Lakers, Magic has gone on to be one of the best entrepreneurs in the country. He has teamed up with Starbucks, opened his own Magic Johnson-branded movie theatres in urban neighborhoods, and generally has created a multi-million dollar far-flung enterprise.
But it was not always that way. Have you ever been in one of his Magic 32 retail stores? No? Why not? Because Magic didn’t get enough feedback when he started that enterprise. As he said in his excellent business book, 32 Ways to be a Champion in Business: 

“We never made it past the first store. Looking back, I can give you a whole list of reasons why this start-up flopped. The major factor was our crazy main buyer, who ordered clothing he liked rather than stocking up on what our customers might buy. Did I mention that I was the main buyer? 

“Big mistake. I knew what I liked in sportswear, yet I didn’t have a clue what our customers would or could buy.” 

Magic learned the hard way a lesson every entrepreneur must learn: That super idea for a business or product is only super if other people think so too. 
So go get that NDA signed and see what other people think of your idea. Only then will you know for sure if it’s truly a winner.

Today’s tip: Is your business a little disorganized? Could you use some help getting a handle on projects, finances, and contacts? For many small businesses, the answer is an emphatic yes, but hiring an office manager to track all of that can be cost-prohibitive.
Here’s a great alternative: A Web-based application called Milton. A powerful, and easy to use program, Milton tracks projects, important contacts, key finances and more in one integrated, intuitive place. It’s your online virtual office manager. Steve says check it out. 
