Small Business Q&A


Staying Informed One Email At A Time
By Tim Knox

In business it’s extremely important that you not only keep up with what’s going on in your own backyard, but in the backyards of your neighbors, as well.  You can’t wear blinders and expect to stay in business long.  You have to be aware of what’s going on around you with the economy, with market trends, with customer tastes, with government regulations, and with competitors.
Thanks to the Internet, advances in technology, and the growing trend toward outsourcing, the marketplace is hypercompetitive.  There’s never been a better time to start a business, but there’s also never been a time when it’s harder to stay in business.   There are only so many consumers and so many government contracts and so many revenue dollars up for grabs, so you need every edge over the competition you can get.  
One local entrepreneur who is working to make sure that companies in Huntsville get that edge by staying informed is Hugh Stanley, Editor and Publisher of KickStart, which Stanley calls, “The daily electronic journal for business.”
Prior to becoming an entrepreneur Stanly spent time working in the fields of business intelligence and business development.  He also served as the Chief Intelligence Officer for Teledyne Brown Engineering and as a Director of Business Development for Boeing Huntsville. 

Given his background, starting a business that deals in competitive intelligence and information gathering was a no-brainer for Stanley.

“KickStart is the most recent incarnation of something that I've been doing for the past 15 years,” Stanley said when asked how he came up with the idea for KickStart.  “When I was doing business development on the corporate level I was often frustrated at the overwhelming amount of public information that was available on a daily basis.  For instance, Commerce Business Daily published over 300 pages of text every day. It was far too much information to go through on a timely basis, but it had some relevant nuggets every day if you just spent the time to look for them.  
“To help find the information that was relevant to my employer I set up a system that boiled down the 300 pages to just the items that were truly of interest.  I then applied the same process to the news and information sources that were out there and emailed the final product to executives and managers across the country.”  
Stanley says his condensed emails were a hit from the start.  “Busy executives could get a heads-up on key topics that were of interest to their organizations without spending an inordinate amount of time looking for them,” Stanley said.  “The email always included links to the original articles posted on the various news websites so the full stories could be explored.”
The latest version of Stanley’s system is a bit more sophisticated and much more widely read.  The service, formally called KickStart, is a subscription-based email newsletter service that goes out to some 3,000 readers in the Huntsville market twice a week.   The email subscribers receive contains a synopsis of the top headlines of interest and a link back to the full online version of KickStart.  Think of it as an electronic news clipping service aimed at the local high tech and defense industries.  Entrepreneurs and executives who are too busy to search the web for news about their industry and competitors can get it in a thumbnail with the KickStart service.

“KickStart levels the playing field for the small organizations that can not afford their own marketing and business development cadre to go and find out everything that is going on in the industry around them,” Stanley said. 

“For the mid-sized and large businesses it lets them keep up with what’s going on in their own backyard while they may have their focus set on the national or international level.”

Stanley says advances in internet technology have helped make the process of gathering and delivering information easier than the old days of just a few years ago.  
“KickStart uses a proprietary software program to scour the Web for the latest headlines and public-domain information on the areas of interest to its readership,” Stanley said.  “The harvested content is then condensed down to 75 items that are posted to the subscriber’s only area of the KickStart website.”
Stanley says the primary focus of KickStart is usually determined by the readership, who offers feedback via emails, polls and surveys.  As you would expect the focus of most issues correlates very closely to the Huntsville business community.   KickStart usually includes items pertaining to the national defense, aerospace, and high technology industries, as well as items of interest to local small businesses.

“Three weeks ago KickStart was heavy into BRAC because that’s what the readers said they wanted to know about,” Stanley said about his readership’s ever-changing interest.  “Right now there is a strong information arc towards NASA's future and the future of the Shuttle.  Another topic of recurring interest would have to include Homeland Defense, i.e. is Huntsville going to get its fair share of funding from Montgomery?”

Stanley seems to be enjoying his turn as an information entrepreneur.  I asked what he thought the appeal of KickStart was to his fellow entrepreneurs and executives in the Huntsville business community.  

“It is an intensive effort for a person to keep up with the items of interest to a business group, much less tracking new technology streams that deliver information, or even to qualify the news stories themselves,” Stanley answered.

“For example, a year and a half ago, when KickStart began, listservers and USENET were strong, viable methods for news and information. And no one was following RSS and BLOGS.  These days just about everyone BLOGS and interest in USENET has dropped off significantly. “

Huh?   Leave it to an old competitive intelligence guy to answer a simple question in code.   Maybe some day Hugh will learn to use little words like the rest of us old entrepreneurs.
To learn more about getting KickStart delivered to your email box just drop Hugh a line at hugh@mykickstart.com and he will set you up with a free 30 day trial.  Just tell him Tim sent you.
You can also visit the website at http://ww.mykickstart.com . 

Here’s to your success!

Tim Knox
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