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Graduated from the University of Plymouth in 1997, BSc (Hons) Environmental Science

Stage 1: Pre-Project

Childhood experiences / ambitions: background influences and traits

The idea that one can be successful in self-employment came to me after discussion with my father. Although he had never been self-employed at the time, his extensive experience of working with business (employed by Berkshire County Libraries as a Business Information Officer) allowed me to explore ideas for self-employment on paper before committing myself.

My career aspirations as a child were completely different! I had at one point wanted to become a Veterinary Surgeon but realised that the trend at the time was for universities to only offer such courses to “straight A” students, where-as I could be described as a “straight B” ;) Once I realised that this was not to be I decided on a career in the environmental sector and successfully completed a degree in Environmental Science. However upon graduating I realised that there is an unfortunate “catch 22” with environmental work – most companies want you to have experience before employing you but to get that experience you need employment (and voluntary work does not pay the bills unfortunately). I was lucky to find a 50:50 job with the Centre for Sustainable Energy in Bristol, working as an Environmental Project Officer (sustainable development) and the organisation’s IT System Administrator. It was from this basis that I was able to develop my IT skills to a point where I now have two jobs – by day I am a Software Test Engineer for Centennial Software in Swindon, and “by night” I am self-employed working on EWS.

Perceptions of self-employment / motivations

What really attracted me to self-employment was the “be your own boss” attitude of those people who are self-employed that I had met. However I realised that EWS would at best provide me with 1/3 of my income and that I would need a steady day job in addition. I realised that I was to leave all environmental work behind when I started on a career as a software tester and therefore EWS was motivated by my desire to remain involved with environmental organisations and the excellent work that they undertake.

Skills gathering: Part time jobs / school / university

Business skills came late in the day! In hindsight I should have paid much more attention to subjects such as project management, invoicing and accounting from day 1 – but these are boring subjects, with designing and writing web sites being much more interesting!

At school I had the typical “hotel kitchen staff” job that many teenagers do. Low pay, horrendous hours (for the pay) and not a smidgen of job satisfaction turned me completely off the service industry – but it gave me great respect for those on low pay and in part this was one of the reasons for the remit of Ethical WebSites: “high quality with low cost” – to provide web sites to organisations that just do not have the resources available to spend a fortune on their internet presence.

I was employed full-time (and still am) before setting up EWS and the two balance each other very well. On the one hand being a keen software tester means that I am very thorough when testing the web sites that I write; and on the other, being a “web developer” gives me more respect when I am working as a tester for the difficulties faced by Programmers, Developers and Software Engineers.

Idea generation

Interestingly EWS was formed in 2000, only a year or so into the “dot com boom” and I have been asked if there was a “get rich quick” formula behind my plans. If only this was the case! The truth is that the dot com’s showed me that individuals could create successful web based businesses. Coupled with my father’s excellent advice on working in business, and my mother’s extensive knowledge of the UK tax system I found that I had both lots of business-oriented inspiration. As mentioned earlier I also had a great desire to stay involved with environmental organisations even though I could see my career going into a purely IT-based one. EWS was therefore a combination of all of these factors – a desire to provide something that almost no-one else was providing at the time: web sites dedicated to providing success online for small environmental and social organisations.

Stage 2: Early Development

Information gathering. Problems / positives / actions

Once I had discussed the outline with my father and mother I realised that EWS would be a viable venture. You see, unlike a lot of people in self-employment I was lucky – EWS did not have to succeed as it would only ever account for a proportion of my annual income. As it turns out EWS has been hugely successful and has now worked with several local authorities, small charities and other organisations.

Firming the idea into reality did involve a large amount of market research online. I searched everywhere I could for web development agencies specialising in environmental and social organisations and came up with almost no hits in any of the search engines of the day (Lycos, Yahoo, Alta Vista being the main three at the time – Google had yet to grab market share).

The only problem I came against was that to develop web sites I needed up-to-date computer technology and all of my computers were starting to show their age. I opted for a £600 Windows PC as my base development machine, bought because of price rather than performance and bought (with the help of my father) a couple of domain names – ethicalwebsites.com and ethicalwebsites.co.uk . I also bought a cheap printer (good for printing out mock-ups of web pages to show clients) and a low capacity zip drive for backing up data. Total start-up cost was in the region of £800 – not bad for a new business! 

The reason I was able to get into business so cheaply is that working online brings huge advantages – a domain name and web space can set you back as little as £25 a year, or possibly £100 if you have a large web site. This provides you with a 24x7 365-day a year advertisement for your products, services, and possibly even an online shop if that is your cup of tea. As I was in the business of writing web sites I had no need to pay someone else to write mine, further reducing costs. Compare this with the activities for a “high-street business”: renting premises, paying for advertising in magazines etc. This can easily run into thousands of pounds before you have sold your first widget!

Ideas stage to the beginning of the project

I talked a lot about EWS as a possible secondary source of income with my wife. Julia has always had a much more practical head on her shoulders than I, and I am very grateful for this input! She helped me identify that we could not afford much to start the business – we agreed that the entire cost had to be below £1000, and I am pleased to say we stuck to this.

The only difficulties I had were getting EWS known. I tried lots of online marketing by registering the site on this and that search engine, web directory etc. In the end I realised that although my business was online, it would be through word of mouth that I would gain contracts. This has proved true with over 75% of new business resulting from a contract being generated as a spin off of either existing work, or because a client recommends me to someone that they know.

Things are starting to change though and EWS is now known online. You wouldn’t believe the amount of money I have been offered for the domain names alone! People recognise there is value in being able to state up front: “we can help you, we will be honest with you and ethical in the way we deal with you.” The EWS web site sells this theme both in its domain name and the web content there-in. As a result I am beginning to see contracts being generated by people who come across EWS purely by searching.
Running with the project / early stages

It was very stressful – hugely so! I had no idea how long a site would take to develop and would vastly underestimate. However I prided myself and EWS’ reputation on completing a contract by the specified deadline and would quite often be working from 6pm until 2am in the morning after getting home from my day-job, and then getting up to work again from 9-5!

However it was very enjoyable at the same time. I love the freedom and creativity that designing web sites gave me, as I had always been useless at “arts and crafts” at school. At last I could design, create and implement my own and other ideas in a very visual manner!

Expectations versus reality

“Yes and no”! My expectations were for an easy life, producing web sites and making money – isn’t that how everyone sees self-employment *lol* ! However my family helped earth me and make me realise that it takes a huge amount of effort to reap the rewards.

If I was to talk with someone about entering self-employment I would say: “You know the amount of effort you think it will take? – treble it. You know the amount of time you think it will take – treble it.”

Does that mean I don’t recommend self-employment? I think it is a fantastic opportunity as I would also say: “Yes you really really really get to be your own boss – and that is quite often worth suffering all of the problems you will undertake on its own!” You see, self-employment offers an individual the chance to dictate their own boundaries, work, direction for their creative output. Although I enjoy my day-job, I have to work to other peoples’ schedules, deadlines, and on tasks that they assign me. I love balancing this with the creative freedom of writing web sites.
Stage 3: Present Day

Lessons Learned. Challenges met

1) It takes a lot more time and effort than I thought!

2) I should have read number 1 and taken this into account from an earlier stage.

3) It is great fun and very rewarding.

4) I have met the challenge of starting with nothing to building up a nationally known web design and development agency.

What I wish I’d known / top tips

1) Prepare for the end of year tax return from the start of the year, and do not leave till the end! A well-documented set of receipts and invoices will halve the amount of time it takes to complete your tax return.

2) Spend time researching your business area – I bought lots of web design / development books early on and balanced this with several business-oriented ones.

3) Learn about creating effective invoices, terms and conditions and an applicable privacy policy that satisfies the Data Protection Act.

4) Register with the Data Protection Act; as a business this is pretty much compulsory (EWS is of course registered!)

5) Research and find clients – use directed marketing techniques if applicable, BUT do NOT send out bulk unsolicited email; this is SPAM and will get your business a black mark almost immediately. EWS has a policy of never dealing with any organisation that we consider to be sending out SPAM.

	EWS provides high quality internet solutions for UK companies and organisations, focussing on those involved in the environmental and social sectors. EWS brings together the talents of several individuals to offer effective high-quality web sites to organisations who are traditionally excluded from having such an internet presence due to prohibitive cost. 

http://www.ethicalwebsites.com / .co.uk
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