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Who Says Grime Doesn't Pay?

Contract cleaning may not be the most exciting business, but it's one almost any aspiring entrepreneur can start with a minimum investment Q: I'd like to start a small cleaning service, and I'm wondering what a good target figure for startup costs would be. Can you help? -- C.S., Greenwood, Neb.

A: A cleaning service is one of the cheapest and easiest, businesses to start from home, according to Paul Edwards, co-author of Best Home Businesses for the 21st Century. If you start small, do the labor yourself or put family members to work, and use your clients' equipment, the outlay of cash up front will be small, Edwards says.

If you're a good housekeeper and willing to earn your income by the sweat of your brow, there's no formal training required to do a good job. You'll pick up the tricks of the trade -- which products give the best results, and what cleaning methods work the best -- as you go along. Look for free tips on products and cleaning methods from manufacturers, trade groups, and janitorial supply houses.

BY THE BOOK.  You will need transportation, so your biggest expense will be a car or van to transport your equipment, supplies, and workers. You can use your personal vehicle to start if it's large enough and you don't mind carting your business around town when not on the job. If you invest in professional equipment, rather than using your clients' vacuums, mops, and cleaning solutions, figure on putting out around $2,000, Edwards says. If you want to perform commercial cleaning, you'll need to go beyond the typical home equipment and add floor buffers, upholstery cleaners, and other specialized supplies.

Marketing your service and liability insurance, are your other big expenses. If you start very small and do the work yourself, you may rely on word-of-mouth at first. A trustworthy, reliable housekeeper is not easy to find and even in economic downturns, you should be able to find working mothers who are happy to pay someone else to do the weekly or monthly cleaning. If you want to expand and service both residential and commercial customers, you'll need to budget for advertising, listings in commercial directories, flyers, and a Web site. Figure somewhere around $2,500 to start, Edwards advises.

Large commercial customers will want to see proof of insurance before they sign a contract. And remember, if you aim to take on employees, you'll need to insure against breakage and theft. Talk to your insurance carrier about general liability insurance and plan on spending around $1,000 on a business policy.

BUCKETS OF GUIDANCE.  Don't forget that there are myriad opportunities to find a specialized cleaning niche, and you might decide to choose one, depending on your market area. Pool cleaners, carpet cleaning, auto detailing, air-duct cleaning, and chimney sweeping have all become profitable small businesses, many of them operated out of home offices. For more information and advice on cleaning services, pick up books like, How to Start a Cleaning Service and Cleaning Up for a Living, by Don Aslett and Mark Brown.

Have a question about running your business? Ask our small-business experts. Send us an e-mail at smartanswers@businessweek.com, or write to Smart Answers, BW Online, 46th Floor, 1221 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020. Please include your real name and phone number in case we need more information; only your initials and city will be printed. Because of the volume of mail, we won't be able to respond to all questions personally.

For more go to http://www.businessweek.com
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