By Nancy Gacki

t'stough going it alone in the business

world. Once you’ ve left your employer
behind, the support you took for granted
for all of those day-to-day business prob-
lems is gone. Each question that arises
without a quick answer can derail you,
affecting your productivity and your bot-
tom line.

Where do you turn and what do you
do? You need to learn to become inde-
pendent and help yourself, but how?
Y ou will find that even though you are
out on your own, there are plenty of re-
sources. Here' sasampling.
Professional associations. Join apro-
fessional association. The monthly
meetings can provide valuable informa-
tion, networking, and support. Many
publish a newsletter or magazine with
industry information, event calendars,
new product reviews, and work tips.
Many associations a so publish online.

Tolocate an association that’ sright for
you, ask friends, co-workers, and associ-
ates. Many people who belong to one as-
sociation will know about others. Some
associations publish the meeting notices
of related organizations. Check your local
newspaper; many associations publish
their event information in the business or
community sections. Trade magazines of-
ten advertise professional organizations.

Many associations offer such mem-
bers-only benefits as health and disabili-
ty insurance; discounts at bookstores,
computer stores, trade shows, and con-
ferences; and access to valuable infor-
mation through members-only sections
of Websites. Some associations have
special-interest groups devoted to a spe-
cific product, discipline, or topic. Many
have directories in which you can adver-
tise your services and locate others.

To get the best value for your mem-
bership dollar, choose your professional
association wisely. Attend several meet-
ings to get to know the association, its
purpose, and the attendees. Then, deter-
mine whether it's a good fit with your
needs. Get a schedule of the upcoming
topicsfor meetings and ask yourself how
many you' d attend. Review the member-
ship benefits. If you think you'll attend a
lot of the meetings and use most of the
benefits, then it’s worthwhile to join. If
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not, it might be more cost-effectiveto at-
tend only the meetings that interest you
and pay the entry fee each time.

When attending such events, make an
effort to meet people, get to know them,
and find useful contacts. Stay in touch.
Y our contacts can serve asavauablere-
source to answer questions and help with
problems. They’re also good sources of
referrals for such things as computer re-
pairs and software purchases.

There are associations and other orga-
nizations for trainers in specific disci-
plines, independent consultants, alumni,
and so forth. If you can’t find a suitable
local group, you canjoin anational or in-
ternational association to receiveits pub-
lications; that can help keep you in touch
with other professionals and industry
news. Many have Websites and listservs,

Make an effort to meet peaple,
get to know them, and find useful
contacts. Stay in touch.

in which remote members can accessin-
formation and communicate. Many as-
sociations offer videos of their meetings,
even online, so you can see and hear the
proceedings asif you were there.
Associations are also a good source
of job leads; most have some sort of job-
search service for members. Many main-
tain resume databases to match potential
employees with open positions, though
there may be afee to participate. Typi-
cally, job openings are posted or an-
nounced at meetings. Leave your
business card with everyone you talk to
at such events. Y ou never know who
will call, so always be prepared to deliv-
er atwo-minute description of your qual-
ifications and desired work.
Computer groups. As an independent
consultant, you' Il find yourself having to
deal with inevitable PC problems. To
avoid paying big bucks and being at the
mercy of arepair person’s availability,
learn how to maintain, install, and debug
your own software and hardware. Keep up
with new product information. To make
contactsyou canrely oninacrunch, joina
group for computer users. There are
groups for general users, special-interest

users, and users of a specific hardware or
software. The membersrange from novice
to experienced. Many are independent
consultants helping each other.

Typicaly, such groups hold monthly
meetings. There' susually a Q& A period.
Have your questions ready. Learn who's
knowledgeable about what, and get con-
tact information for your resource file.
Many groupslistintheir news ettersmem-
bers willing to answer questionsin a spe-
cific subject area, such asWindowsNT or
QuarkX press. Many groups hold small lo-
cal conferences and inexpensive classes.
Conferences and trade shows. Ex-
hibit or speak at conferences and trade
shows to promote your business. Such
events are also agreat resource for infor-
mation, products, tutorials, and network-
ing. Local conferences are often free.
Talk to people, pick up free product sam-
ples, sign up for complimentary sub-
scriptions, get information on listservs,
and exchange business cards.

Once you attend one conference,
you're likely to receive notices about
others. Even if you can’t attend, register
regularly for shows just to stay on the
mailing lists. It's an easy way for alarge
number of exhibitors, vendors, and po-
tentia clientsto learn about you.

Try to attend shows on a press pass.
Each sponsoring organization has differ-
ent criteriato qualify. In many cases,
you must have had articles or reviews
published recently; bring copies when
you register. As a member of the press,
you'll beinvited to events, and you'll re-
ceive advance notices and product sam-
ples and information. Having to speak or
write about what you learned at a confer-
enceisn’t abad price to pay and will
help get you and your business known.
Printed material. There€’ ssomuch liter-
ature that it's hard to know which meets
your needs and is of good quality. You
have limited time to investigate, but you
can always settlein at a bookstore for an
afternoon and peruse the selections; many
bookstores now have reading areas and
don’'t mind peoplelingering. Teke dong a
notepad and alist of topics you want to
research.

To scan quickly, look at a book’s in-
troduction and conclusion. Check the
references to other books on the same
topic and URLs. See whether the author
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has an email address; he or she might be
able to give you the names of listservs,
professional groups, and other resources.

If you're tackling a new subject, see
whether your local college or university
has any courses, and check out the rec-
ommended reading at the school’ s book-
store. Some textbooks are a compilation
of recent articles.

Check online retrieval databases, in-
dexes, or archives at the university and
public libraries. Complement your ef-
forts with an Internet search. Most mag-
azines now have online versions, and
many more exist solely on the Web.
Resources via the Internet. Most pub-
lic libraries have computers and printers
for public use. Often, Internet accessis
free. Learn how to surf the Net like a pro.
Organizations such as the Society for
Technical Communication and the Na-
tional Writers' Union conduct workshops
on using the Internet for research. Private
businesses, such as copy centers and
computer cafes, will let you rent comput-
er time and instruction; many have excel-
lent desktop publishing capability.

To find almost any organization’s
Website, enter this URL address:
www.(nameoftheorganization).org. That
should work. Not-for-profit organization
Websites end in org; companies end in
com; educational institutions end in edu;
and government agencies end in gov. Or
you can try a search engine, such as Al-
taVista, Yahoo!, InfoSeek, or Excite.
Type the keywords, and the search en-
gine will list what it finds posted on the
Web containing those words.

Many professional organizations, in-
dustry groups, and user groups have list-
servs or discussion groups. All
subscribers (new contacts for you across
the globe) receive all email messages
posted to the listserv. Items about new
product features, enhancements, and
breakthroughs often appear first.

The Internet is also a good source of
job listings. Most major newspapers now
publish their employment sections on-
line; you can search by job title, city, and
so forth. Other sites |et you post your re-
sume, but use caution when divulging
personal information; investigate their
privacy policiesfirst.
Telecommunications. A lot of useful
information can be found in the telephone
directory, especidly the Y ellow Pages. To
check out your competition, search head-
ingsfor suppliers. Many phone companies
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now offer a'Yellow Pages Website and
will link your ad to your own Website.
Some will help you design and post anew
site. Many phone companies have asmall-
business services representative to advise
you on how to grow your business using
your phone. He or she can help you deter-
mine what type of equipment and services
your business needs and alert you to the
latest offerings.

Community and government re-
sources. Civic groups and community
organizations, such as the local Chamber
of Commerce, can help you devel op your
business. The Chamber of Commercepro-
motes member businesses and represents
their concerns to the community at large.
Thelocal chamber may have asmall-busi-
ness council focusing solely on develop-
ing small, entrepreneurial enterprises.
Look for networking meetings featuring
speakers on business issues. Many cham-
bers also have or can refer you to asmdll-
business development center run by the
Small Business Administration.

The federal government and many
state governments hold small-business
tax workshops. Business “incubators,”
sponsored by universities and local gov-
ernments, help new businesses gain a
foothold by enabling them to pool and
share such resources as office space and
services. They also provide guidance
and expertise to their members.
Training opportunities. To learn how
to use new software, look for training at
local high schools, junior colleges, or
community colleges. Many offer inexpen-
sive, seminar-type programs and free or
inexpensive computer lab time.

Returnto the public library; many offer
workshops and training materials, such as
videos or disks that you can check out just
like books. Seewhat local computer stores
offer; many have training divisions with
low-cost classes on popular software.

Remember: Y ou may be on your
own, but you’'re not alone.

Nancy Gacki isthe owner of Gacki
Technical Communication in Chicago, a
firm that specializes in information de-
sign and delivery in WM\, electronic,
and print media. Contact her at
773.927.3757; nhgacki @concentric.net.
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