Book Insights:
New Year’s Resolution: Read, Listen, Learn
By Curt Clinkinbeard

Each month I write a column for the Kaw Valley Small Business Monthly that reviews business books and the insights small business owners and managers can glean from them. Recently, I was interacting with a small business owner who questioned the value to reading in the area of small business management. As I had this conversation with this person, I realized I had not ever highlighted in this article series the value of learning and some of the resources I have developed for this process. So to start off 2005, I will do just that.
If you are serious about small business success, why not throw in with your weight loss and personal goals some challenge to yourself to learn more about the approaches of small business management? Sure you have been doing it yourself, but doesn’t it make sense to learn from others as well?

Here are some of the main reasons I think reading small business management books is a worthwhile approach:

Creativity – We tend to get a rut when we only look at business within the confines of our own businesses. It’s a big world out there! There are 25 million small businesses in the U.S. and hearing about the challenges, approaches, and best practices of other companies typically will spark a great deal of creativity. Read about others to identify ideas for yourself!
Experience of others – There are two ways to learn from experience. First is to experience the ups and downs yourself. This can take time and can be costly, but is ultimately the most significant teacher. The second is to learn from the experience of others. While not as meaningful as direct experience, this approach costs less and can be condensed time wise. Much of what is written in business books shares perspectives over decades of experience. And with the price tag of the average business book at about 20 bucks, the risk couldn’t be much lower.  
Exposure to other industries – Some of the most successful innovations in small business happen when a company observes something in a different industry and brings it to their own. Reading helps us learn about what other people are doing in industries different than our own. 
Shore up weaknesses – Sometimes when we feel uncomfortable with our own level of knowledge in a topic area, we try to dismiss it as unimportant. This defense mechanism can block us from opening our minds to learning in an area. You don’t have to be an expert at everything, but if you identify areas where you are uncomfortable, a small investment in reading up on the topic can at least familiarize you with terminology and make interacting in this area less daunting. 
Motivate yourself – I don’t know about you, but when I read about the success of others, it fires me up! Reading about the accomplishments of others often points out the great potential that exists in our own business. Reading about greatness in others can prompt a stronger desire to be better ourselves. 
In addition to these great benefits, I have found there are some awesome resources for providing important learning opportunities, many of which deviate from the standard books you purchase at a bookstore. Understanding some of these resources may improve your ability to read, listen, and learn!  Here are some great resources:

Ask your mentors – Many times when I am in a client’s office, I will notice their bookshelves. It is always interesting to see what people have read. When you interact with other businesspeople, particularly those you hold in high regard, ask them if they read business literature, which publications or books have influenced them the most. You will find out about some interesting titles and will have additional motivation knowing people you respect found value in them.
Magazines in print – A typical business book takes approximately ten hours for the average person to read, and while this is manageable if spread out over some period, it still is time, our most valuable resource. Magazines condense similar knowledge into small articles providing very digestible nuggets. You can read an article in less than ten minutes. My favorite magazines are Inc, Entrepreneur, and Fast Company. Others I often see entrepreneurs reading include Success, Business 2.0, and Fortune Small Business.
Magazines online – Most of these magazines have their articles archived online. If you are interested in a specific topic, hop onto their website and do a search. You will be amazed at the number of quality articles that are available at your desktop.
Audios – This is especially valuable for those small business professionals who spend a fair amount of time in planes or autos. Most business books are published in audio form, either in abridged or unabridged versions. In addition, many seminars and information programs are available in audio form. Why waste all your drive time listening to talk radio or music? Make that time very productive by mixing in some business audio programs on CD or cassette. Start with your local bookstore for traditional titles. But also consider eBay or half.com for some very specific, less commercially available titles.
Online databases – This is a tool we have started using more extensively in the SBDC recently. In addition to general internet searches on business topics, there are a variety of pay for access databases. Many public libraries can provide you with access to these tools as well. These databases work much like search engines like Google, but provide a more direct link to business articles. We are using the ABI / Inform and Custom Newspapers databases to find some outstanding articles for our clients. With a little research, you should find access to these databases and will be amazed at the pertinent information available at your fingertips. 
Learning is a huge part of business and focusing only on your individual business may limit the possibilities for your growth as a business manager. Set a goal to improve your knowledge this year. I will try to do my part by writing a book summary each month and sharing the insights I pick up. So go read, listen, and learn!!!
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