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Who this book is for

This book is for people who run a small business and want the online side of it to make sense
without becoming full-time marketers.

You own or manage a local service business, professional service, online store, small B2B
company, consultancy or freelance business.

You already have a website or marketing activity, but you are not sure what is working, what is
broken or what to fix first.

You are thinking about spending money on SEO, advertising, social media, email, software,
automation or AI and want to make a better decision before you pay.

You hire freelancers, agencies or developers and want to understand what good work should
look like and what you should check before approving it.

You prefer practical checks, simple records and real numbers over marketing jargon, hacks and
promises.

You do not need to be technical.

You do need to be willing to look at what actually happens in your business: what customers
ask, what your website does, what your numbers show, who owns each task and where things
fail.

This book is not a promise of quick rankings, guaranteed sales or one perfect software stack.
It is a practical way to decide what matters next and avoid paying for complexity before the
basics work.
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How to use this book

Do not treat the book as a 28-item implementation checklist. Start with the chapter closest to
the constraint you can actually observe. If the problem is unclear, begin with Chapters 1
through 4 and establish the offer, economics, asset control and customer-data position before
buying more marketing.

Use the companion workbook for decisions that need records, calculations or repeated checks.
Keep unknowns marked as unknown. A blank field is better than a confident number with no
evidence behind it.

When a chapter refers to a platform feature, legal rule or other fast-changing fact, recheck the
current primary source before acting.
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Introduction

I started working professionally in digital marketing in 2010. Since then I have worked across
SEO, affiliate marketing, linkbuilding, websites, advertising, reporting, hosting and the less
glamorous infrastructure that keeps those things running. The most useful lessons did not
come from a perfect campaign or a clever tool. They usually came from something basic being
wrong.

I have worked on a project where we struggled to explain clearly what the business was
selling and could not find a useful search route for it. I have seen advertising continue while a
store had no usable payment option at the final checkout step. It took about a month to find
the problem, and no orders were reported during that period. I have also reviewed AI-
generated work that invented statistics and described client services that had never been
supplied. None of those examples proves a universal rule. They do show why online growth
work needs to begin with inspection rather than assumption.

Small businesses are routinely encouraged to buy more activity. A redesign. More content.
Another advertising channel. A CRM. Automation. Al. SEO. A new social account. Sometimes
those are the right purchases. Sometimes the business already has a more immediate
problem: an unclear offer, a broken enquiry route, poor follow-up, missing measurement,
weak delivery capacity, uncontrolled accounts, or a website that cannot complete the task
customers came to do.

This book is built around a simpler operating principle. Find the next constraint that matters,
define the evidence that would show it is fixed, and only then add more complexity. The
chapters move from foundations such as offer clarity, economics, account control and
customer data through websites, measurement, search, advertising, sales, email, ecommerce,
AI, automation, hiring and planning. The aim is not to turn a business owner into a specialist
in every field. It is to make the owner harder to confuse, harder to oversell and better able to
tell whether work is actually helping.

There is no universal software stack, advertising budget, conversion rate, SEO timeline or
content quota in this book. Where a decision depends on your margins, customers,
jurisdiction, capacity or evidence, the book asks you to use those facts instead of borrowing
someone else’s benchmark. Where a platform feature or rule changes quickly, treat the
current documentation as the authority and recheck it before acting.

The companion workbook is designed to keep the practical records used throughout the book.
You do not need to complete every sheet at once. Use the sheet connected to the problem you
are working on, keep the evidence beside the decision, and return to it when something
changes.
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Chapter 1: Choose the problem to solve first

Hypothetical example: An established cleaning company has website requests with no
recorded reply. Before the owner commissions a redesign or pays for more inquiries, the first
job is to inspect those requests, assign any that remain open and check whether the company
could deliver the work.

Define the customer, problem, and offer

Buyer, user, decision maker, and buying trigger

The buyer, user and decision maker are roles in a purchase. They may belong to different
people, or one person may hold several roles.'

In the cleaning example, an office manager might find and compare suppliers, the owner of
the customer business might approve the work, and staff use the cleaned premises. Knowing
the roles shows whose questions the offer must answer and who can authorize the purchase.

A buying trigger is what made the customer look now. Moving into new premises could
trigger a search for cleaning, even when the purchase is not urgent. Ask what changed, who
noticed the need and what must happen before work can begin.

What the customer buys and why they would choose it

“Businesses that value quality” does not identify which businesses to approach or why they
would look for cleaning. A more useful starting point is “businesses moving into premises
within the service area.” It is still a hypothesis, but it gives the owner something specific to
test. Choosing a priority group does not require rejecting every other suitable customer.

The cleaning company could offer scheduled cleaning with a written, site-specific scope that it
can perform. The scope states what work is included at that location. It does not prove that
customers care about written detail, so the owner still needs to test whether it helps buyers
evaluate the service.

Keep the work supplied separate from the result the customer hopes to achieve. The company
supplies the agreed cleaning work. The customer may want premises ready for normal use,
but the owner should confirm that need rather than turn it into an unsupported promise.
Research demand, service location and alternatives before treating the offer as settled.’

1 OpenStax, Principles of Marketing, “4.2 Buyers and Buying Situations in a B2B Market,”
section “Participants in the B2B Purchase Process.” OpenStax source. Accessed September 24,
2026.

2 Australian Government, business.gov.au, “Identify your target market,” sections 1 and 3.
Australian Government source. Accessed September 24, 2026.
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We once worked on a project that did not get results, and we struggled to understand what
the business was offering. We cannot say how much that confusion contributed. The
experience changed the work we accepted afterward: if we were not sure how customers
could be found for a client, we declined the project. That was a screening rule, not a guarantee
of success.

Identify the immediate constraint

Weak demand, unclear offer, weak conversion, or poor follow-up

“We need more customers” does not identify the first problem.

Weak demand means there may not be enough suitable people willing to buy the offer under
its current terms. Weak discovery means suitable people may want it but fail to find it. An
unclear offer means people reach the business but cannot tell whether it fits. Weak
conversion means they reach the offer but do not take the intended next step. Poor follow-up
begins after an inquiry arrives, when nobody clearly owns the reply or next action.

The cleaning company’s records do not yet show which problem exists. The owner should
choose a review period with actual start and end dates, then inspect website requests, inboxes
and call records for that period. For each request, record whether it was answered, remains
open or was closed, and who handled it. A request with no recorded reply is an observed gap.
It does not, by itself, prove a lost sale or explain why the gap occurred.

This review is one coherent task. It can reveal open requests that need assignment, missing
records that need repair or a follow-up process that nobody owns. If the records are
incomplete, the next action is to improve the evidence before making a larger claim about
demand or marketing.

Capacity and delivery problems marketing cannot solve

Before accepting more work, check the people, time, supplies and existing commitments
needed to deliver the proposed work during the promised period.

If capacity is inadequate or unknown, do not offer a start date as though delivery were settled.
Select an action that clarifies or repairs the constraint first. Customer interviews, offer
research and communication with existing customers may continue, provided they do not
create commitments the business cannot support.

3 U.S. Small Business Administration, “Market research and competitive analysis,” updated
March 24, 2026, sections “Use market research to find customers” and direct research
methods. SBA source. Accessed September 24, 2026.
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Choose the minimum useful online presence

Starting from zero

Hypothetical example: A new plumber plans to offer scheduled minor repairs to
homeowners within a defined service area. The plumber has no customer history yet.

The first task is not choosing a website platform. It is speaking with suitable customers about
how they last found and hired a plumber for a minor repair, what alternatives they
considered and what information they needed before making contact. Interviews are one
form of direct customer research, but a small set of conversations should not be presented as
proof of market demand.*

The plumber should keep dated notes, revise the offer and confirm what work can be
performed and when. A minimum online presence may then give a suitable customer enough
information to understand the service and request help.

Keeping the setup small limits setup and maintenance work. It cannot justify omitting a
function customers actually need. Receiving an inquiry does not, by itself, provide booking or
payment capability. Add those functions only when the customer task requires them and the
business can operate them properly.

Repairing an existing business

The cleaning company does not need to replace its website to inspect existing requests. Keep
the current route in use while checking what happened.

If a required function is missing, first ask whether it can be repaired or added. Consider
replacement when the existing arrangement cannot reasonably meet the requirement, not
merely because it is imperfect. Name the person responsible for keeping details current and
answering requests.

Account control belongs in Register the assets in the business’s control. Security checks
belong in Secure accounts, devices, and websites. Before collecting customer information,
follow Map what you collect and why and Identify the rules that apply.

Figure 1.1. Starting, repairing or expanding

STARTING
Can you describe the customer, trigger and offer?
No: Research the customer and clarify the offer.
Yes: Is enough delivery capacity known for the work and period?
No or unknown: Clarify or repair capacity.
Customer learning may continue without new commitments.
Yes: Specify the minimum customer task and build only what it needs.

4 U.S. Small Business Administration, “Market research and competitive analysis,” updated
March 24, 2026, sections “Use market research to find customers” and direct research
methods. SBA source. Accessed September 24, 2026.
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REPAIRING
Is there an observed problem in records from a defined period?
No: Inspect the records first.
Yes: Is enough delivery capacity known for the work and period?
No or unknown: Clarify or repair capacity.
Existing-customer communication may continue.
Yes: Repair the smallest useful gap before replacing the system.

EXPANDING
Is enough capacity known for the proposed work and period?

No or unknown: Resolve the capacity question before making commitments.

Noncommittal research may continue.

Yes: Define the new customer task and choose one bounded expansion.
Text equivalent: A new business first clarifies its customer, trigger and offer. An existing
business first confirms an observed problem. Expansion begins with a capacity check. When
capacity is inadequate or unknown, research may continue, but the business should not make
new delivery commitments. Once capacity is sufficient, choose the smallest online task that

serves the identified customer need.
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Write a one-page priority brief

Complete the brief on paper or in an ordinary document. Use actual dates, name one
responsible person and state what will exist when the task is finished.

Table 1.1. Priority brief with hypothetical worked example

Name buyer, user and decision Office manager compares; customer-business

Customer and roles .
maker owner approves; staff use the premises

What made the customer look

Buying trigger now?

Moving into premises
Scheduled cleaning with a written scope the

Offer Work, location and limits
company can perform

. . Contact records from a stated start date to a
Observation period Enter start and end dates

stated end date
Observed problem  State what the records show Website requests have no recorded reply
Separate evidence from suspected Whether replies occurred elsewhere, what
Unknowns
cause happened and why
. . Adequate, inadequate or .
Capacity finding q q . To be recorded before any start date is offered
unknown for the work and period
Review each request, assign open items and
Next action Choose one bounded task view q1_1 .1g pent
record the capacity finding
Owner Name one person Cleaning-company owner
Deadline Enter a calendar date and A stated calendar date, before approving
dependency redesign or advertising work
Completion . Request-status list, owners for open requests
. P State what can be inspected d . . . P q
evidence and written capacity finding
. . Redesign, advertising, CRM purchase and 90-
Deferred work Record what is not being done yet & & P

day schedule
Check the brief before acting:

The customer, buying roles, trigger and offer are specific.

The observation period has actual start and end dates.

The observed problem is separate from its suspected cause.

Capacity is sufficient, or an action to clarify or repair it is selected before new commitments.

The next action has one owner, a calendar deadline and inspectable completion evidence.

12
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Deferred work is recorded rather than quietly added to the task.

The next financial decision appears in Work out an affordable acquisition cost.

Notes
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