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Program Summary

Boots on Main Street is Bank of the West's proactive community service initiative to
strengthen financial access and lending opportunities for small businesses and
entrepreneurs with gross annual revenues of $1 million or less. As a locally owned
community bank, Bank of the West has always believed that the health of its communities
is inseparable from the health of the small businesses that anchor them. Boots on Main
Street puts that belief into action by placing dedicated Small Business Loan Specialists,
known as Loan Rangers, in every bank region to serve as hands-on advocates for local
entrepreneurs. Paired with the bank's own Small Business Smart Start financial literacy
handbook, customized loan products, SBA lending expertise, and partnerships with
community organizations, the initiative delivers real, tangible support to the small business
owners who are the lifeblood of the neighborhoods Bank of the West calls home.

Statement of Goal

Small businesses with revenues of $1 million or less are among the most vital contributors
to local economic health, yet they are frequently underserved by traditional financial
institutions. Bank of the West launched Boots on Main Street to change that reality in its
own backyard. The initiative was built around a clear community service mission: to show
up for the small businesses and entrepreneurs in the bank's assessment area by making
capital more accessible, lending more approachable, and financial education more
available.

The program was designed to achieve the following community-focused goals:

o Provide small business owners with a dedicated, relationship-driven banking
advocate in every community the bank serves.

¢ Remove barriers to credit access for small and micro-businesses by offering
flexible, tailored financing solutions.

e Equip entrepreneurs with the financial literacy skills they need to successfully
grow and sustain their businesses, including through the bank's own Small
Business Smart Start handbook.

e Strengthen the economic vitality of local communities, including low- and
moderate-income areas, through responsible small business lending aligned with
the bank's CRA obligations.

o Build lasting community partnerships with organizations that support small
business development and economic opportunity.

These goals reflect Bank of the West's conviction that a community bank's greatest service
is not just holding deposits or making loans. It is investing in the people and businesses
that make a community worth belonging to.
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Steps in the Process

Step 1: Deploying the Loan Rangers

Bank of the West designated a Small Business Loan Specialist, or Loan Ranger, in every
bank region, ensuring that every community within the bank's footprint had a dedicated
advocate for small business borrowers. Loan Rangers are not call center representatives
or generalists. They are experienced local bankers who live and work in the communities
they serve, with the authority and expertise to work directly with entrepreneurs from first
conversation to loan closing. Branch Managers serve as Deposit Wranglers alongside the
Loan Rangers, creating a unified team approach to small business service across Tarrant,
Dallas, and Denton counties, as well as Marble Falls and Vernon.

Step 2: Making Lending Accessible

Loan Rangers were trained to educate borrowers on the lending process, demystify
underwriting requirements, and identify the right financing solution for each business. The
bank developed a suite of lending tools specifically for small businesses:

e SBA 7(a) and 504 loan programs, available through Bank of the West's status as
an SBA preferred lender.

e Federal Home Loan Bank of Dallas Small Business Boost Program.

e Small Business Rolling Stock and Vehicle Loans for businesses with equipment
and fleet needs.

e Flexible underwriting criteria designed to reflect the realities of small business
operations rather than requiring borrowers to conform to large-bank standards.

Step 3: The Small Business Smart Start Handbook

One of the most distinctive elements of Boots on Main Street is the Small Business Smart
Start: A Financial Literacy Handbook Designed to Help Entrepreneurs Build, Grow, and
Sustain Their Businesses. This 86-page resource was developed in-house by Bank of the
West's Compliance and Executive Management team and serves as both a financial
education tool and a practical operating guide for small business owners and
entrepreneurs. It is one of the primary tools Loan Rangers use when working with small
business clients, and it is distributed directly to customers throughout the bank's branch
network and community outreach activities.

The handbook covers ten comprehensive chapters, including:

¢ Understanding Business Structure: selecting the right business entity and
maintaining good standing.

e Managing Business Finances: setting up accounts, tracking expenses, and
reconciling records.
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e Budgeting and Cash Flow Management: building annual budgets and managing
the day-to-day flow of money.

e Business Credit and Personal Credit Basics: understanding how credit works and
how to strengthen it.

e Preparing for a Business Loan: what lenders look for and how to put your best
foot forward.

e Reading and Understanding Financial Statements: making sense of the numbers
that drive business decisions.

o Tax Readiness and Best Practices: staying organized and prepared throughout
the year.

¢ Digital Banking Tools for Small Businesses: leveraging online banking, mobile
apps, bill pay, and treasury management.

e Protecting Your Business from Fraud: recognizing risks and safeguarding your
business.

o Long-Term Planning and Growth Readiness: charting a sustainable path forward.

The handbook also includes a glossary of common financial terms and blank working
templates for monthly budgets, profit and loss statements, and cash flow statements,
giving business owners the tools to put what they learn into immediate practice. For many
small business owners in the bank's communities, this handbook is the most
comprehensive financial resource they have ever had access to.

Step 4: Engaging the Community Through Partnerships and
Outreach

Bank of the West built a network of community partnerships to extend the reach of Boots
on Main Street beyond the bank's own walls:

o North Texas Small Business Development Center (SBDC) and Tarrant County
SBDC, providing small business owners with access to expert counseling and
technical assistance.

o SCORE (Service Corps of Retired Executives), connecting entrepreneurs with
experienced business mentors.

¢ Community Development Corporations (CDCs) and Community Development
Financial Institutions (CDFIs), expanding access to financing for underserved
business owners.

e Leveraged the bank's longstanding sponsorship of Main Street programs and
Grapevine's GrapeFest, as well as the Grapevine Business Expo, to engage
directly with small business owners in community settings where trust is built
naturally.

Loan Rangers participated in workshops, economic development forums, and local events
throughout the bank's assessment area, distributing the Smart Start handbook and
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ensuring that small business owners knew Bank of the West was present, engaged, and
ready to help.

Step 5: Measuring and Refining Performance

The bank established a performance tracking framework to monitor the program's
effectiveness and ensure continuous improvement. Key metrics tracked include small
business loan volume to businesses under $1 million in revenue, approval rates, and
delinquency rates. Results are reviewed regularly by bank leadership, with the strategy
refined based on performance data, community feedback, and evolving market conditions.
This commitment to accountability ensures the program remains genuinely responsive to
the needs of the communities it serves.

Community Impact and Outcomes

Boots on Main Street has delivered meaningful, measurable community impact across the
bank's North Texas footprint. In Q1 2026 alone, the results reflect the program's growing
momentum:

¢ 11 small business loans originated to businesses with gross annual revenues of
$1 million or less within the bank's assessment area in Q1 2026, representing
50% of all small business loans originated in the assessment area during the
quarter and $3.329 million in total capital deployed to small businesses.

o 76.2% of all small business lending in Q1 2026 was concentrated within the
bank's defined assessment area, reflecting a disciplined focus on the
communities the bank is committed to serving.

e Every community within the bank's assessment area now has a dedicated small
business lending advocate, ensuring no entrepreneur is left without a
knowledgeable local resource.

o The Small Business Smart Start handbook, an 86-page financial literacy
resource developed entirely in-house, has been distributed to small business
customers throughout the branch network and at community events, giving
entrepreneurs a comprehensive guide they can return to at every stage of their
business journey.

o Active partnerships with SBDC, SCORE, CDCs, and CDFIs have created a
broader safety net of support for small business owners who need more than just
access to credit.

e CRA-aligned small business lending in low- and moderate-income areas,
reinforcing the bank's obligation and commitment to serve all segments of its
community.

o Strengthened community presence and trust through sponsorships, local event
participation including the Grapevine Business Expo, and grassroots outreach
that puts Bank of the West bankers face-to-face with the entrepreneurs they
serve.
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Main Street is not just a metaphor for Bank of the West. It is where the bank's customers
open their doors every morning, serve their neighbors, and build something worth being
proud of. Boots on Main Street is the bank's way of standing beside them.

Created and Managed by Bank of the West

Boots on Main Street was conceived, developed, and is fully managed by Bank of the
West. The program reflects a deliberate, institution-wide commitment to the small
business community and is not a one-time campaign or external partnership. It is
embedded in how the bank operates, how it trains its staff, and how it measures its own
success. The Loan Ranger structure places clear regional accountability for small
business service, while bank leadership monitors performance and refines the strategy on
an ongoing basis. The Small Business Smart Start handbook was researched, written,
and produced entirely by the bank's own Compliance and Executive Management team,
making it a genuine expression of the bank's commitment to empowering its small
business community. Every component of the program, from the Smart Start handbook to
the SBDC partnerships to the SBA lending capabilities, was built and managed internally
by Bank of the West's own people.

Looking Ahead

Bank of the West is committed to growing Boots on Main Street alongside the communities
it serves. Next steps include:

e Expanding outreach to minority-owned and women-owned small businesses,
ensuring the program reaches entrepreneurs who face the greatest barriers to
capital access.

e Deepening partnerships with SBDC, SCORE, and CDFls to create a more robust
and connected support network for small business owners across the
assessment area.

e Continuing to refine loan product offerings and update the Smart Start handbook
based on borrower feedback and market conditions to keep the bank's tools and
solutions relevant and accessible.

e Sustaining the bank's presence at community events and Main Street programs
to reinforce the relationships that are at the heart of everything Boots on Main
Street stands for.

Bank of the West has been serving the communities of North Texas since 1986. Boots on
Main Street is a natural extension of that four-decade commitment: showing up, rolling up
your sleeves, and doing the work of a true community bank.
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Appendix A: Community Engagement

The Bank of the West team at the Grapevine Business Expo, where the bank's Loan
Rangers engaged directly with local small business owners, distributed the Small
Business Smart Start handbook, and showcased the financing resources available
through the Boots on Main Street initiative.
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Appendix B: Marketing Materials

Financing Dreams. Building Communities.

Celebrating 40 Years of Community and Excellence

For four decades, Bank of the West has proudly served our communities with a commitment to
personalized service, trusted relationships, and financial strength. Since 1986, we have remained
dedicated to helping individuals, families, and businesses achieve their goals while contributing to

the growth and success of the communities we call home.

As we celebrate 40 years, we remain focused on the future—continuing to invest in innovation,
community partnerships, and the people who make our success possible.

Boots on Main

A proactive Bank of the West initiative dedicated to expanding lending opportunities for small
businesses with annual revenues of $1 million or less. Boots on Main is designed to better serve the
evolving needs of local entrepreneurs by providing increased access to capital, customized financial
solutions, and hands-on, relationship-driven support.

By investing in small businesses, we are strengthening the backbone
build a lasting impact on Main Street.

Because when small businesses thrive, our communities do too.

228 BANKE () GSB (v @y
& ‘ x II :S Mortgage, Inc. O]
= T W % a wholly owned subsidiary of BANKEWEST m{nie =S

The Boots on Main Street program flyer, distributed through Bank of the West's branch
network and community events to connect small business owners and entrepreneurs
with tailored financing solutions, financial literacy resources, and dedicated Loan Ranger
support.
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Appendix C: Financial Literacy Materials

Attached: Bank of the West's Small Business Smart Start, a Financial Literacy Handbook
Designed to Help Entrepreneurs Build, Grow, and Sustain Their Businesses. This 86-
page resource, developed in-house by the bank's Compliance and Executive
Management team, is one of the primary tools used by Loan Rangers in support of the
Boots on Main Street initiative. Please see next page for attachment.
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Smart Start

A Financial Literacy Handbook Designed to Help Entrepreneurs
Build, Grow, and Sustain Their Businesses.

Prepared by: Bank of the West Compliance and
Executive Management Team
Rev. May 2025
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Introduction

Welcome to Bank of the West’'s Small Business Financial Literacy Program. This program is
designed to give small business owners, especially those starting out or operating micro-
businesses, the tools and knowledge to confidently manage their business finances and prepare
for sustainable growth. Whether you’re a sole proprietor or have an LLC, understanding your
business’s financial side is essential to long-term success.

Each chapter of this guide corresponds to a workshop topic and includes:

o Key concepts explained clearly

o Worksheets and examples

o Step-by-step guides

o Actionable tips to apply immediately

Let's get started...

Chapter 1 — Understanding Your Business Structure

Goal: To help you understand the types of business structures available, how to choose the right
one for your needs, and how to get legally set up in the state of Texas.

Why This Matters

Your business structure is one of the most important decisions you’ll make as a small business
owner. It determines how your business is taxed, who’s liable if something goes wrong, and how
much paperwork and compliance you'll deal with. The structure you choose can affect wide
range of factors. It influences how you bring on partners, your eligibility for certain loans and
grants, and whether your personal assets — like your home or savings — are protected from
business risks.

It's more than just a legal formality; it's the foundation for how your business will operate, grow,
and interact with banks, customers, and the government. Choosing the right structure from the
beginning can save you time, money, and stress later on. It also sets the tone for how seriously
others (like lenders, vendors, and potential investors) view your business. Taking the time to
understand your options now gives you more control over your future and positions your
business for sustainable success.

NEXT PAGE >>>
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1.1 — Common Business Structures (With Pros and Cons)

Here’s a breakdown of the most common business structures used by small businesses in

Texas:

Structure

What It Is

Pros

Cons

Sole Proprietorship

One individual owns
the business with no
legal distinction
between the owner
and the business.

Easy to set up, low
cost, full control, all
profits to owner.

No liability protection,
harder to get funding,
business ends if the
owner dies.

General Partnership

Two or more people
share ownership.
Profits and losses are
shared.

Shared
responsibilities,
relatively easy to set
up.

No liability protection,
disagreements can
cause issues.

LLC (Limited
Liability Company)

Legally separates
business from
owner(s), offering
liability protection
while maintaining
flexibility.

Liability protection,
tax flexibility, easier
to manage than a
corporation.

Requires filing
paperwork, annual
fees, separate
records.

Corporation (C or S
Corp)

A separate legal
entity. Owners are
shareholders. Good
for growth and
investment.

Strong liability
protection, can raise
capital via shares.

Complex setup, strict
formalities, separate
taxation (for C
Corps).

1.2 — Choosing the Right One for You

Ask yourself:

e Do I need protection from personal liability?

e Dol plan to have employees or partners?

e How much administrative work am | willing to do?
e Am | seeking outside investment?
e What are my long-term plans?

Quick Tips:

o If you're testing the waters with a side hustle or consulting gig, a sole proprietorship
might work temporarily.

o |If you're starting a business with one or more partners, and you’re operating informally, a
general partnership might make sense — but be aware of the risks.

¢ If you want protection for your personal assets and a cleaner image to banks, consider

an LLC.

o If you're building something large with investors, a corporation might be required.
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1.3 — Registering Your Business in Texas

To legally operate your business in Texas, you’ll need to complete certain steps. These vary
depending on your chosen structure.

If you’re a Sole Proprietor:

1. Choose a Business Name.

2. File an Assumed Name (DBA) with your County Clerk’s Office if your business name
is anything other than your legal name.

3. Apply for an EIN through the IRS (optional but highly recommended — especially if you
hire employees).

4. Obtain licenses/permits relevant to your industry.

If you’re in a General Partnership:

-_—

Choose a Business Name.

2. File an Assumed Name (DBA) with the County Clerk’s Office in each county where
you operate.

3. Create a Written Partnership Agreement (highly recommended but not legally required
— it outlines responsibilities, profit/loss distribution, and what happens if someone
leaves).

4. Apply for an EIN through the IRS (required if you have employees or if the partnership
has multiple partners).

5. Obtain any required local or industry-specific licenses.

Note on Limited Partnerships (LPs):

If you have silent or passive partners and want to limit their liability, you may consider an LP.
LPs must register with the Texas Secretary of State, file a Certificate of Formation, and follow
formal procedures. This structure is not common for new small businesses without legal
counsel.

If you’re forming an LLC or Corporation:

Choose a Business Name (must be unique in the state).
Register with the Texas Secretary of State via SOSDirect.
Designate a Registered Agent (can be you or a service).
Create and file a Certificate of Formation.

Apply for an EIN through the IRS.

Register for any required state or local taxes/licenses.

o0k wbN-~
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1.4 — Employer Identification Number (EIN)

An EIN is like a Social Security number for your business. It’s issued by the IRS and is required
for:

e Hiring employees

¢ Opening a business bank account (most banks require it)
¢ Filing certain tax forms

e Any partnership with two or more owners

Where to apply: the IRS Website - EIN Individual Request - Online Application

Note: It’s free to apply. Be cautious of third-party websites charging for this.

1.5 — Business Licenses and Permits

In Texas, there is no general business license at the state level. However, most cities and
counties have their own requirements.

You may need:

o Sales Tax Permit (if you are selling taxable goods/services) — Apply through the Texas
Comptroller.

o Health Permits (food businesses, salons, etc.)

e Zoning or Home Occupation Permits (if operating from home)

Check your city and county websites.

1.6 — Maintaining Good Standing

Once registered, you need to stay compliant. Here’s how:

Requirement Applies To Frequency
Annual Franchise Tax Report | LLCs, Corporations Yearly to the Texas
Comptroller
'ére]glé?tl Public Information LLCs, Corporations Yearly to Texas SOS
Federal Tax Filing All structures Yearly or quarterly
DBA Renewal Sole Prop_rletorshlps, General | Varies by county (often every
Partnerships 10 years)

Missing deadlines can lead to fines or even administrative dissolution.

1.7 — Example Scenario

Carla and Dave are childhood friends who are opening a food truck in Tarrant County. To start
small, they form a general partnership, file a DBA under “Tarrant Eats,” and agree to split
profits equally. They each contribute money and time.
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Steps Carla and Dave take:

Draft a partnership agreement detailing roles and profit splits.
File a DBA with Tarrant County for “Tarrant Eats.”

Get an EIN.

Apply for a Sales Tax Permit.

Obtain a food vendor permit from the city.

Open a joint business bank account.

o0k ownN=

They understand the liability risks of a general partnership and plan to form an LLC after their
first year.

1.8 — Chapter Recap & Checklist
Key Takeaways:

o Choose the right business structure for your current and future needs.
e General partnerships are easy to form but come with shared liability.
e Register with the proper state/county agencies.

e Maintain good standing by staying on top of filings and taxes.

o Keep your business finances separate from your personal finances.

Your Setup Checklist:

[ I've chosen the business structure that fits my needs
L1 I've registered my business name (and DBA if needed)
U I've applied for an EIN

I I've completed all required formation documents (e.g., Partnership Agreement, Certificate of
Formation, or Corporation Bylaws)

[ I've checked for local licenses and permits

[ I've opened a business bank account

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 2 — MANAGING BUSINESS FINANCES >>>
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Chapter 2 — Managing Business Finances

2.1 — Separating Business and Personal Finances

One of the first and most important financial habits to establish as a business owner is keeping
your business finances completely separate from your personal finances.

Why it matters:

¢ Organization: It is much easier to track income, expenses, and profitability when they
are not mixed with personal transactions.

o Simplifies Tax Preparation: Keeping business and personal finances separate makes
preparing your business tax returns easier.

e Protecting Personal Assets: If you formed an LLC or Corporation, you must separate
finances to maintain your limited liability protection.

o Professionalism: Customers and vendors will see your business as legitimate and
established if payments, checks, and invoices are made in your business name.

How to keep finances separate:

e Open a dedicated business bank account.

o Use only your business debit card or checks for business expenses.

e Pay yourself by transferring money from the business account to your personal account,
rather than paying personal expenses directly from business funds.

o Keep all receipts and invoices related to the business separate and organized.

Even if you are operating as a sole proprietor in Texas and not legally required to have a
separate account, it is strongly recommended.

2.2 — Opening a Business Bank Account

Having a business bank account is critical to building a strong financial foundation for your
business.

Why you need a business account:

o Keeps business income and expenses separate.

¢ Allows customers to make payments directly to your business name.

o Makes it easier to apply for loans, lines of credit, or grants in the future.
¢ Helps with audit protection and verifying deductions.

How to open a business bank account:
Step 1: Choose a Bank

e Look for low monthly fees, convenient locations, good online banking, and services like
mobile check deposit and ACH transfers.
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Step 2: Prepare the Required Documents

Depending on your business structure:

Business Type Documents Needed
Driver’s License, Social Security Number (or
Sole Proprietor Proof of EIN, if obtained), DBA certificate if

operating under a business name.

Driver’s License of partners, Partnership

General Partnership Agreement, EIN, DBA certificate

Certificate of Formation (filed with Secretary
LLC — Limited Liability Company of State), Operating Agreement
(recommended), Proof of EIN

Certificate of Incorporation, Corporate Bylaws

Corporation or Resolution, Proof of EIN

Step 3: Fund Your Account
e Many banks require an initial deposit.
Step 4: Use Only for Business

e Deposit all business income into this account.
o Pay all business expenses from this account.
¢ Do not pay personal bills from your business account.

2.3 — Tracking Income and Expenses

Good recordkeeping is critical to understanding the financial health of your business.
What you should track:

¢ Income: All money earned through sales, services, or other revenue streams.
o Expenses: All costs related to running your business, such as rent, supplies, marketing,
payroll, and utilities.

Ways to track:
Method Pros Cons
Manual Prone to human error, time-

Low costs, easy to start

(Notebook/Spreadsheet) consuming as you grow.

Automates tracking,

. Monthly fees, learning curve.
generates reports easily.

Accounting Software

Best Practice: Start simple. If you're comfortable with spreadsheets, use them at first. As your
business grows, consider moving to accounting software.
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2.4 — Chart of Accounts and Categorizing Transactions

To keep track of income and expenses in an organized way, businesses use a Chart of
Accounts — a list of all financial categories.

Basic Chart of Accounts:

Account Type Examples

Assets: Business Checking Account, Equipment, Accounts Receivable
Liabilities: Business Credit Card, Loans

Equity: Owner’s Capital, Retained Earnings

Revenue: Sales Income, Service Fees

Expenses: Rent, Utilities, Office Supplies, Marketing

Tips for Categorizing Transactions:

e Assign every transaction to a category.
¢ Be consistent: if office supplies go under “Office Expenses,” always put them there.
¢ Review your categories monthly to make sure nothing was miscategorized.

Proper categorization will make it much easier to prepare reports like a Profit and Loss
Statement (P&L) and will simplify your taxes.

2.5 — Reconciling Your Accounts

Reconciliation means comparing your recorded transactions against your monthly bank
statement to ensure they match.

Why reconciliation matters:

¢ Identifies errors, double entries, or missing transactions.

e Helps prevent overdrafts or bounced payments.

e Ensures you spot fraud or unauthorized transactions quickly.
e Ensures your financial reports are accurate.

How to reconcile your account:

Get your monthly bank statement.

Compare deposits and withdrawals to your accounting records.

Check off each item that matches.

Investigate and correct any discrepancies.

5. Adjust your records if necessary for bank fees, interest earned, or outstanding checks.

b=

Best Practice:

Reconcile your bank account at least once a month after you receive your bank statement.
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2.6 — Putting It All Together: Good Habits for Financial

Management
To stay on track, adopt these daily, weekly, and monthly habits.
Frequency Good Habit
Use your business account exclusively for
. business expenses and income. Save
Daily : ) .
receipts. Review your business account
activity through your online banking.
Enter all income and expenses into your
Weekly :
bookkeeping system.
Monthl Reconcile your accounts, review your
y categorized expenses, and check cash flow.
Review financial goals and update your
Quarterly budget if needed.
Prepare financial reports and meet with a tax
Annually ; :
professional (if needed).
Final Tips:

e Set aside time each week for financial maintenance (“Money Monday” or whatever

works for you).

o Keep your bookkeeping simple but do it consistently.
¢ Know when it’s time to upgrade from a spreadsheet to accounting software.
e Always back up your financial records (digital or physical).

By following these best practices, you are setting yourself and your business up for long-term

SucCcCess.

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 3 — BUDGETING & CASH FLOW MANAGEMENT >>>
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Chapter 3 — Budgeting and Cash Flow Management
3.1 — Why Budgeting and Cash Flow Matter

Budgeting and cash flow management are critical skills for any small business owner. They form
the foundation of financial stability for your company. A budget is essentially a financial plan — it
outlines how much money you expect to come in and how much will go out over a given period.
Cash flow management means monitoring and controlling the actual movement of money in
and out of your business. Together, budgeting and cash flow management help ensure you can
pay your bills on time, fund your operations, and ultimately stay in business. Without these tools,
even a business with strong sales can struggle or fail if it runs out of cash to cover daily
expenses.

Why do these matter so much? A budget gives you control and visibility over your finances,
while cash flow management keeps your business liquid (i.e., having cash available). If you've
ever worried about making rent or paying employees, you know how important cash can be day-
to-day. Budgeting helps you plan ahead so that you’re not caught off guard by expenses, and it
lets you set profit targets (for example, figuring out the sales needed to break even or make a
profit). Good budgeting also highlights potential cash shortfalls in advance — so you can take
action to avoid them. In short, budgeting is the roadmap for where you want your money to go,
and cash flow management is the practice of steering the vehicle and checking the fuel gauge
as you go.

Budgeting and cash flow management are especially important for new and early-stage
businesses, where resources are tight. Yet, surprisingly, many small businesses skip formal
budgeting. Operating without a budget is like driving with your eyes closed — nearly half of
businesses are essentially “flying blind” with their finances. It's no wonder that cash flow
problems are common. By learning to budget and manage cash flow, you are stacking the odds
of success in your favor. You'll be able to make informed decisions, avoid overspending, ensure
you have enough cash for critical needs, and sleep easier at night knowing there’s a financial
plan in place.

In this chapter, we’ll start with the fundamentals of budgeting — what a budget is, why it's
important, and how to create one (both monthly and annually). Then we’ll dive into cash flow:
what it means, how it differs from profit, and why managing cash flow is vital for the day-to-day
survival of your business. We'll walk through how to track your cash flow, forecast future cash
needs, and implement strategies to improve cash flow. Along the way, we’ll include simple
examples, tables, and checklists to make these concepts easy to apply to your own business.
By the end of this chapter, even if you're starting from zero knowledge, you should feel confident
about creating a budget and managing your cash flow effectively.

3.2 — Budgeting Basics for Small Businesses

What is a budget? In business, a budget is a plan for your money. It estimates your income
(money coming in) and expenses (money going out) over a certain period, usually per month
and per year. For a small business, budgeting might sound intimidating, but it's essentially
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making a list of expected revenues and costs and making sure you can cover your costs with
your revenues. Think of it as a financial blueprint for how to operate and achieve your goals.

Creating a budget starts with understanding the key components that should be included. Here
are the fundamental elements of a small business budget:

Revenue (Income) Projections: This is the money you expect to earn from sales of
your product or service, and any other income (like investment income, grants, or other
business activities). If you have multiple revenue streams, you might project each
separately. Be realistic — it's often wiser to underestimate income a little, especially when
starting out, to avoid overextending yourself.

Fixed Expenses: These are expenses that stay relatively constant every month.
Examples include rent or lease payments, salaries for full-time employees, insurance
premiums, regular loan or mortgage payments, and certain utilities or internet bills. Fixed
costs don’t usually fluctuate much with your level of business activity. List all the fixed
bills you must pay regardless of how your sales go.

Variable Expenses: These costs can go up or down each month depending on your
business activity. Examples are raw materials or inventory (the more you sell, the more
you may need to buy), shipping costs, hourly wages or contractor fees, utilities that vary
with usage, and sales commissions. Marketing and advertising expenses can also be
variable if you adjust them periodically. It's important to estimate an average or typical
amount for each variable expense and note that in high-sales months, these might be
higher.

Occasional or One-time Expenses: Don’t forget about expenses that don’t occur every
month. This might include equipment purchases, maintenance or repairs, furniture,
software licenses or subscriptions that are renewed annually, professional fees, or
permits and licenses. For example, if you need to buy a new laptop for $1,200 every few
years, you should include some portion of that in your annual budget (or plan for it in the
month it will happen).

Taxes and Regulatory Costs: Businesses need to account for taxes in their budget.
This includes federal taxes on business income, self-employment taxes (for sole
proprietors/partners), payroll taxes if you have employees, and any state or local taxes
or fees. For instance, you may need to set aside money for sales tax that you collect
from customers (since that money will be paid to the state). In Texas, while there is no
state personal income tax, businesses above a certain size are subject to a state
franchise tax (margin tax) — if your revenues exceed a threshold (approximately $2.47
million as of 2024), you'll owe a percentage of revenue to the state. Most new small
businesses won't hit that threshold initially, but you should still be aware of it. Always
plan for tax obligations so you’re not caught by surprise when payments are due.
Contingency / Emergency Fund: It's wise to budget for the unexpected. Setting aside
a small portion of funds as a contingency or emergency buffer can be a lifesaver. This
could be a percentage of your expenses or a fixed amount each month that you “pay”
into a business savings account. For example, you might decide to set aside $200 per
month for emergencies. This will build a reserve that can cover surprise costs (like a

Page 11 of 86

Property of Bank of the West. Disclosure or distribution outside the organization is strictly prohibited without Executive

Management’s authorization.



sudden repair or a gap in sales) without derailing your operations. Treat your
contingency fund contribution like an essential expense in your budget.

By including all these elements, your budget becomes a comprehensive picture of your
business finances. The goal is to estimate net profit: Net profit (or net income) is what’s left after
you subtract all expenses from your total income. A positive net profit means your business is
expected to make money in that period, whereas a negative net profit (also called a net loss)
means expenses exceed income — a warning sign that you’ll need to adjust (by cutting costs,
increasing revenue, or using savings or financing to cover the shortfall).

Why is budgeting so useful? First, it forces you to think through your business’s financial future
in detail. Rather than guessing if you’ll have enough money, you’ll know by the numbers. This
helps in decision-making: for example, if the budget shows a slim profit, you might postpone a
non-essential purchase. If it shows a loss, you can plan beforehand how to either boost income
or cut expenses to balance things. Second, a budget is a communication tool — if you have a
business partner, investors, or even just yourself, a written budget clarifies goals and
expectations. It's also often required if you seek a loan or investment; lenders will want to see
your budget projections to ensure you’ve planned for repayment. Lastly, a budget is how you
measure performance. By comparing your budget (what you planned) to actual results, you
can see if the business is on track. Did you spend more on utilities than expected? Did sales
come in higher than planned? This feedback helps you adjust either your operations or your
next budget to be more accurate.

In summary, budgeting might take some time and effort, but it pays off by giving you control over
your finances. It answers critical questions like: Can I afford to hire another employee? How
much should | set aside for taxes? What sales volume do | need to cover all my costs? With the
basics in mind, let’'s walk through how to create a budget step by step.

3.3 — Creating a Monthly Business Budget

A monthly budget is the best place to start for detailed financial planning. Most bills and
recurring revenues are tracked on a monthly basis, so planning month-to-month gives you a
clear short-term picture. Here we’ll go through the steps to create a simple monthly budget for
your business. Don’t worry if you’re new to this — it’s all about breaking it down into manageable
steps:

1. Estimate Your Income for the Month:
Begin by forecasting how much money will come into your business this month. If you’ve been
operating for a while, use your recent sales figure as a guide (e.g., look at last month’s sales, or
the same month last year if your business is seasonal). If you're a new business with no history,
you may have to make an educated guess based on your business plan and any market
research. List all sources of income. For most businesses, the primary income is sales of
products or services. If you have multiple product lines or services, you can estimate each
separately or just aggregate them for now. Also include any other income — for example, maybe
you have rental income from subletting space, or you do some freelance work on the side, or
expect interest income. It's usually best to be conservative: don’t assume sky-high sales right
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away. It's better to underestimate and end up pleasantly surprised than to overestimate and fall
short of cash. For instance, if you think you could sell between 90-100 units, budgeting for, say,
90 units’ worth of sales income is safer than assuming 100.

2. List Your Fixed Expenses:
Write down all the expenses that you know you will have to pay for the month, regardless of
how well the business does. These are your fixed expenses. Common fixed expenses include
things like: rent for your office/store, salaries or your own owner’s draw (if you take a fixed
amount out for yourself), insurance premiums (health, liability, property insurance, etc.), and
any loan payments (the portion that is the same every month). Include utilities if they are
roughly the same each month or have a minimum charge. Don’t forget things like phone and
internet bills, or subscription services your business uses (software, web hosting, etc.). If you're
in Texas or another location where certain fees are regular (like garbage collection fees or
permits), include those as well. Sum up all these fixed costs — this portion of your expenses is
usually easier to predict.

3. List Your Variable Expenses:
Next, make a list of expenses that can fluctuate with your level of business activity or other
factors. This might include cost of goods sold (COGS) — for example, the wholesale cost of
inventory or raw materials for the products you sell. If you're a manufacturer or retailer, this is a
significant variable cost (the more you sell, the more inventory you need to buy). If you're a
consultant or a service provider, your variable cost might include things like travel expenses or
fees paid to subcontractors. Also consider hourly wages for staff if their hours vary with
workload, utilities if usage swings ( for example, higher electricity use in a hot Texas summer
for air conditioning), and marketing/advertising if you adjust it periodically. You might also
categorize things like office supplies as variable (you don't buy them regularly like rent, but as
needed). Estimate a reasonable amount for each variable expense for the month. Look at past
months if available. If new, research typical percentages or costs in your industry (for example, if
you run a cafe, food and beverage costs might be, say, 30% of your sales — you can use that as
a starting point). It's often helpful to err on the higher side for expenses — assume things might
cost a bit more. This creates a cushion in your budget.

4. Include Occasional Expenses (if any):
Think about whether this particular month will have any out-of-the-ordinary cost. Is an annual
insurance premium due this month? Do you need to renew a license or pay a yearly
professional fee? Are you planning to buy or repair equipment? If such items are on the horizon,
include them in this month's budget. If not, you can skip this step for this month. (In an annual
budget, you'll definitely plan for these in the months they occur -- we'll cover that soon). It's easy
to forget these infrequent costs, so double-check your calendar and records. For example,
maybe your LLC's state franchise tax report is due this month (Texas has a small report fee
even if no tax is due for some businesses). Failing to budget for it could leave you short. Always
ask: “Is there anything special happening this month that involves spending money?”
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5. Set Aside a Contingency Fund:
As mentioned in the basics, it's smart to build an emergency fund into your budget. If you can
afford it this month, designate an amount (even $100 or whatever fits) to put into savings for
future unforeseen needs. This might feel like an extra expense, but it builds financial resilience.
You can include a line in your budget for “Contingency” or “Emergency Reserve”. If money is
extremely tight, you might skip this in a lean month, but try to contribute in any month where you
have a bit of surplus. Over time, this fund will give you a cushion that can cover cash flow gaps
and sudden expenses (like replacing a broken piece of equipment or covering a slow sales
month). It's far better to have savings to dip into than to rely solely on credit when surprises hit.

6. Calculate Your Net Profit:
Now, add up all your projected income for the month, and add up all your projected expenses
(fixed + variable + occasional + contingency). Subtract the total expenses from total income.

Net Profit (or Loss) = Total Income — Total Expenses

If the result is positive, congrats — you are budgeting a profit for the month. This tells you that,
on paper at least, the month is financially viable. If the result is negative (a loss), this is a red
flag. It means as planned, you’d spend more than you earn that month, which would reduce
your cash (you'd have to dip into savings or financing to cover the difference) or leave bills
unpaid. Don’t panic — budgeting is about finding this out beforehand so you can fix it. You have
options: you could look for expenses to cut or defer, try to increase revenue (maybe a sale or
extra marketing to boost income), or ensure you have funds to cover the shortfall (like using
some of that contingency reserve or a line of credit if absolutely necessary). The goal is to get
your budget to at least break even or have a small profit most months, so your business
remains sustainable.

7. Review and Refine Your Budget
A budget is a living plan, not set in stone. Once you lay out the numbers, take a step back and
review them. Does everything make sense? Did you include all categories of expenses? Are
your income assumptions reasonable? It can help to double-check against prior months’ actual
figures (if available) to see if any estimate is way off. If you have a team or a mentor, consider
getting a second opinion. You might discover you forgot a category (say, “office supplies” or
“credit card fees”) and need to add it. Or you may decide to adjust an amount (perhaps you
realize your sales projection was too optimistic and dial it back, or you decide to trim a
discretionary expense like subscriptions or travel to improve the bottom line). Remember, the
budget is for you — its accuracy will help you run the business, so it's worth tweaking until it feels
realistic and complete.
After following these steps, you will have a month's budget that details expected income,
expenses, and profit. Let's look at a simple example of a monthly budget to see how this
comes together in practice.
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Sample monthly budget example: Imagine a small retail business called ABC Retail Shop.
We’ll create a budget for one month (let's say April 2025). The business sells products, so it has
sales income and also needs to buy inventory (goods) to sell. We'll list the income and
expenses and then see the net profit.

CATEGORY: | AMOUNT:
Income:

Sales Revenue $12,000
Total Income: $12,000
Expenses:

Rent (store lease) $2,000
Employee Wages $3,000
Inventory Purchases (COGS) $5,000
Utilities (electricity, water) $300
Marketing & Advertising $200
Miscellaneous (supplies, fees) $100
Total Expenses: $10,600
Net Profit: $1,400

In this example, ABC Retail Shop expects to earn $12,000 in sales for the month. The fixed
costs include rent and employee salaries (wages), which are relatively stable. Variable costs
include inventory purchases (since the more you sell, the more product stock you must buy) and
utilities (which might rise with longer store hours or summer cooling needs). Marketing is a
somewhat discretionary expense that the owner can adjust. After tallying expenses, the budget
projects a net profit of $1,400 for the month. This $1,400 would likely be partly retained for
future growth or cash reserves and partly used by the owner for things like taxes or
reinvestment. Notably, if the owner wanted to set aside a contingency fund, they might, for
example, allocate $400 of that profit to savings — which effectively would reduce the “Net Profit”
for immediate use to $1,000, but builds more safety for the future.

A few things to observe in the sample budget:

o The budget is balanced in the sense that all expected expenses are covered by
expected income with some leftover. If the expenses had summed to more than
$12,000, we'd have seen a net loss and need to revise the plan.

o We listed categories of expenses to see where the money is going. This helps later
when reviewing actual spending — you might find, say, utilities were higher than expected
and adjust either your usage or next budget.

¢ The Total Income and Total Expenses lines show the totals, then Net Profit (before
taxes) would be calculated later on the actual profit the business makes. Owners often
need to take that into account outside the operating budget — for instance, by setting
aside a portion of profit for tax payments.

o If the business is in Texas and collecting sales tax on those sales, the sales revenue of
$12,000 would include some amount of tax collected which isn’t really the business’s
money to keep. In budgeting, you might record sales net of sales tax (since the tax
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belongs to the state) or include a line in expenses for “Sales tax payable” to set aside.
It's an important detail: never mix sales tax collected with your spendable income —
set it aside because it will be paid out to the government. Many new owners make the
mistake of spending all the cash, then come up short when tax time arrives. A budget will
help you prevent that by explicitly accounting for taxes.

Now that you’ve seen how to craft a monthly budget, the next step is to extend this thinking to
the whole year. Monthly budgets are like individual puzzle pieces; an annual budget will show
you the big picture of your business’s finances over a longer term.

3.4 — Planning an Annual Budget

An annual budget is simply a budget that covers an entire year, typically broken down by

month or quarter. While your monthly budget zooms in on the details, the annual budget lets you
zoom out and see the broader financial roadmap. It helps you plan for seasonality and long-term
goals, and it ensures that the sum of all of your monthly plans leads to a healthy year-end result.

Why create an annual budget? For one, it forces you to think about the seasonal or cyclical
nature of your business. Many businesses have ups and downs. A retail store might do much
higher sales in November and December (holiday season) than in January; an ice cream shop
in Texas might see huge sales in summer and slower in winters; a consulting firm might have
heavy contracts in Q1 and Q4 but lighter in the middle of the year. An annual budget allows you
to anticipate these fluctuations. You can plan that, say, “We expect $50,000 sales in Q4 and
only $30,000 in Q1,” etc., and also plan the expenses accordingly (perhaps more inventory and
staffing cost in the busy season, etc.). It also brings to light any months where you expect a
shortfall so you can prepare in advance (for example, you might see that April is projected to be
a cash-negative month due to a big tax payment, but the rest of the year is positive — knowing
that, you can save extra cash in March or arrange a short-term loan to get through April).

How to create an annual budget: Essentially, you take the process you did for one month and
extend it across 12 months. There are a couple of approaches:

¢ Bottoms-up (month-by-month): Create a budget for each month (or each quarter) based
on what you expect in that period, then combine them. For example, start with your
January budget, then February, and so on, taking into account known seasonal changes.
This is detailed but gives you very precise control.

o Top-down (yearly goal split by month): Decide on the total annual figures you aim for
(like total revenue for the year, total expense for the year) perhaps based on last year's
numbers plus growth, then distribute those numbers across months. For instance, if you
want $120,000 sales in the year, you might spread $10,000 each month or adjust certain
amounts higher/lower, This approach is often used when you have a target in mind (like
a 10% growth over last year’s $110k sales = $121k, and then you break it out).

In practice, you might use these approaches. It's often easiest to start with your monthly
budgets (especially if you did one for the first month already) and then project forward adjusting
each month as needed.
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Key things to include in an annual budget (in addition to what’s in a monthly budget):

o Seasonal Revenue Changes: Mark which months you expect higher or lower sales. For
example, if you know summer is peak, budget more revenue (and maybe more
expenses for extra staff or stock) in those months. If you run a tutoring business, you
might expect a lull in summer and a spike in back-to-school season.

o One-Time Expenses by Month: Identify when larger, infrequent expenses will occur.
Property taxes might be due in a certain month, annual insurance premiums perhaps in
another. Plug those into specific months in your annual plan. This ensures those big hits
are not forgotten. For example, plan for a new $5,000 equipment purchase in July, and a
$2,000 tax payment in April, etc., in that year’s budget.

o Growth or Changes Over the Year: If you anticipate growing your business, your later
months might have higher revenues (and possibly higher expenses) than the early
months. Or if you plan to hire a new employee mid-year, your salary expenses from that
month forward will increase. Incorporate these changes. An annual view helps you see
that, for instance, adding a $3,000/month salary in July will increase your expense run
rate for the second half of the year by $18,000 (6 months x $3k) — can your sales
support that?

¢ Year-End Profitability: Look at what your total income and total expenses for the year
would be with the plan. Are you ending the year with an overall profit? Many businesses
aim to be profitable for the year even if a couple of months might be losses. If your
annual budget shows a loss, you’ll need to reconsider your plans (or have a very good
reason, like it's a planned investment year with expectations of future payoff). If it shows
profit, ensure it's sufficient to meet your goals (like paying the owners a livable income,
or reinvesting in growth, etc.).

Using the annual budget: Once you have it, an annual budget becomes your financial target
and guide. You can compare actual monthly results to your budget as the year unfolds to see if
you’re on track for the year. For example, by mid-year, you can check if your total sales June
year-to-date are roughly half of the annual goal (or whatever is appropriate seasonally). If not,
you might need to adjust strategies (like boost marketing if sales are behind). The annual view
also helps with cash flow planning, which we’ll get into soon — because seeing a full year
allows you to anticipate cash surpluses or crunches.

Let’s consider a simple extension of our earlier example (ABC Retail Shop) to an annual
context:

Suppose ABC Retail Shop’s budget for the whole year is as follows: they expect total sales of
$144,000 for the year (which averages $12,000 a month, like in our example, but let’s say they
anticipate lower sales in winter, higher in summer — it still totals $144k). They budget total
expenses of $130,000 for the year, which would leave an annual profit of $14,000. However,
looking closer, they see that in December they plan extra inventory and a temporary staff hire
for holiday rush, making that month’s expenses higher and profit lower; and in January (post-
holidays) they expect a sales dip that might actually cause a small monthly loss. But other
months have higher profits to offset this. By mapping it out, they confirm that even with the ups
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and downs, by year-end they should be net +$14k. This informs them that the business is viable
for the year and helps them plan what to do with that profit (maybe save some, maybe invest in

store improvements). It also flags the low cash point: perhaps in January they might come close
to running out of cash due to the holiday inventory bills due — knowing that, they decide to keep

a larger cash reserve from the December profits to carry through January. This is the power of
an annual budget — it ties everything together and lets you strategize well in advance.

Creating an annual budget is very similar to monthly budgeting; it just requires looking at the
bigger picture and thinking further ahead. If you've done the work on your monthly budgets,
building the annual budget is mainly compiling those and adjusting for known differences. Many
small business owners update their annual budget at least once a year (often before the new
year begins) and then do monthly budgets and reviews to stay on track. It's also common to do
a mid-year budget review — around the middle of the year, update the budget for the remaining
months based on how the first half went (this is something called a “reforecast”). Don’t hesitate
to adjust your budget if conditions change; a budget is a plan, and plans can be updated to
remain useful.

3.5 — Budgeting Best Practices and Tips

Now that we've covered how to build budgets, let’s highlight some best practices to help you get
the most out of your budgeting process. These tips will make your budget more accurate and
useful, and help you avoid common pitfalls. Think of this as a budgeting checklist for your small
business:

o Keep it realistic: It's important to use realistic assumptions in your budget. Avoid
overly optimistic revenue projections (“Everything will go perfectly, and I'll enjoy double
my sales!”) and similarly avoid underestimating expenses. Be honest with yourself about
challenges — if you know a certain expense tends to creep up, account for it. A good rule
of thumb is to slightly pad your expenses (for example, budget 5-10% higher than the
bare minimum you think you’ll spend) and be slightly conservative on income (maybe
assume 5-10% less than your best guess). This way, if things go a bit off-track, your
budget can absorb it. And if things go well, you end up with a surplus — a good problem
to have.

o Separate Business and Personal Finances: Always keep your business budget
focused on business income and expenses only. Don’t mix personal bills or personal
income in there. As discussed in Chapter 2, maintain separate business bank accounts
and records. Pay yourself a salary or owner’s draw that shows up as an expense in the
business budget (if applicable), rather than commingling funds. This clarity is crucial: it
not only help you see the true performance of the business, but it’s also important for
legal and tax reasons. Mingling personal expenses with business can complicate taxes
and even risk liability protections if you have an LLC or corporation.

e Account for Taxes and Owner’s Draw: Make sure your budget includes what needs to
be set aside for taxes (sales tax, income tax, etc.) as well as any money you, as the
owner, plan to take out for yourself. Sometimes owners forget to “pay themselves" in the
budget. Even if you're not drawing a formal salary yet, include a line for what you must
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pull for personal living needs (if the business is supposed to support you) or at least for
income tax on the business profit. This ensures the profit shown in the budget isn’t
mistakenly seen as fully available to spend on expansion or expenses — part of it will
have to go to Uncle Sam and potentially to you for your work.

Review and Update Regularly: A budget is not a “set and forget” document. Make it a
habit to compare your budget to actual results frequently. Many business owners do this
monthly — after each month ends, look at what you actually earned and spent versus
what you budgeted. Identify any big differences (called “variances”). For example,
maybe you budgeted $300 for utilities but the bill was for $400, or you expected $10,000
in sales but only made $8,000. Investigate why — was there an unexpected price hike?
Was there an unforeseen slow week in sales? This analysis helps you adjust your next
budget. Also, update the budget if needed. If you find your assumptions were off for the
first few months, it's perfectly fine to revise the budget for the remaining months to be
more accurate. The main point is to keep the budget as a useful tool, not a static
document. Businesses are dynamic, and your budget can be adjusted accordingly.

Use Simple Tools: You don’t need fancy software to budget (though you can use it if
you prefer). A spreadsheet (Excel, Google Sheets) or even pen-and-paper ledger can
work, especially for a small business with not too many line items. What matters is that
you understand and engage with the numbers. There are budgeting templates available
if you want a head-start. Just ensure whatever tool you use; you update it regularly. If
you do use accounting software, many have budgeting features built-in that can
automate some comparison for you — just be cautious about relying blindly on software;
always review the outputs for sense.

Involve Your Team (if Applicable): If you have employees or partners who handle parts
of the business, involve them in the budgeting for those areas. For instance, your sales
manager might have insight into upcoming sales opportunities and can help forecast
revenue; your operations manager might know that utilities costs are likely to rise in
summer due to cooling. Getting input can make the budget more accurate and also get
buy-in from your team, since they’ll understand the targets and constraints.

Expect the Unexpected: Build some flexibility into your budget. We've mentioned
contingency funds — that’'s one way. Also, mentally prepare that even with a budget,
surprises will happen. The budget might get thrown off by an unexpected event (like a
sudden price increase from supplier, or an economic change). That’s okay — the budget
will help you gauge the impact. For example, if a surprise expense comes up, you can
plug it into your budget model to see how it affects your cash and profit and then decide
how to mitigate it. Always ask “What if?” questions: What if my sales are 20% lower than
expected? What if that new contract | hoped for doesn’t come through until next quarter?
You might even make a worst-case scenario budget (with lower sales, higher expenses)
and see if the business can still survive. If yes, you’re in a good position. If not, you know
how critical it is to stay close to the plan or have a backup plan.

Aim for Lean Operations: Especially in the early stage, it's wise to keep your expenses
as lean as reasonably possible. This doesn’t mean cutting necessary quality or skimping
where it will hurt business, but it does mean avoiding unnecessary expenditures. For
example, do you need a fancy office right now, or can you work from a smaller space to
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save rent? Can you use open-source software instead of expensive licenses initially?
Every dollar saved is a dollar that stays in your cash flow. A famous piece of advice is to
adopt a “lean and mean” mindset in startups — focus spending on what directly
contributes to the business and be frugal with nice-to-haves. This way, your budget
naturally has fewer expenses and more buffer if income is lower than expected. Many
businesses that fail in the first year cite overspending or running out of cash as a reason
— a lean budget helps prevent that.

¢ Use Budgeting to Think Ahead: The process of budgeting itself can alert you to
upcoming needs. For example, your budget might reveal that by August you'll have
enough saved to buy that new equipment or expand to a larger space, or it might show
that you’re going to need additional financing in October to cover inventory for the
holiday season. Use it as a planning tool to schedule when you might approach a bank
for a line of credit, or when you should start ramping up marketing to meet a year-end
sales goal. Essentially, let the budget drive your strategy: it’s not just a static report; it's a
guide to what you need to do financially to hit your targets.

By following these best practices, you’ll make your budgeting process smoother and more
effective. The key is to make budgeting a regular part of your business routine — not just
something you do once and shove in a drawer. When done right, a budget is empowering: it
gives you confidence that you're in control of your business’s direction. Many successful
entrepreneurs say that understanding their numbers was a huge factor in their success. You
don’t have to be an accountant to do this — as you can see, it's about logical planning and a
bit of discipline in tracking. And remember, if you ever feel overwhelmed, you can seek help
(from a bookkeeper or advisor) to get set up. But by starting now while your business is
young, you’re building great financial habits that will pay off in the long run.

(Now that we have a solid grasp on budgeting, it’s time to focus on cash flow — the other
side of the coin. Budgeting and cash flow management go hand in hand. Next, we’ll explore
exactly what cash flow is and how to keep your business’s cash flow healthy.)

3.6 — Understanding Cash Flow and Why it Matters

You've created a budget that projects profit or loss — but there’s another vital question: will you
actually have cash on hand when you need it? This is where understanding cash flow
becomes crucial. Cash flow refers to the actual movement of money into and out of your
business. It's not about accounting profit on paper; it's about real dollars in your bank account.

Cash In vs. Cash Out: At its simplest, managing cash flow is like managing a checking account
balance. Cash inflows are money coming into the business (when customers pay you, when
you get a loan disbursement, when an investor injects capital, or even tax refunds). Cash
outflows are money going out (when you pay rent, pay suppliers, payroll, taxes, loan
repayments, buy equipment, etc.). If in a given month you have more cash outflows than
inflows, you have negative cash flow for that period (you're effectively burning cash from your
reserves, or you need to cover the gap somehow).
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It's possible (and actually common) for a business to show profit on the income statement but
have a negative cash flow, and vice versa. How can that happen? The difference often comes
down to timing and how certain transactions are treated:

Timing of Payments: Imagine you made a sale of $1,000 in April. On your books, that's
$1,000 revenue in April (and maybe $700 profit after expenses). But if the customer
actually pays you in May (maybe you invoiced them with 30-day terms), in April you don’t
actually get that cash. So, April’s cash inflow is $0 from that sale (it will come in May)
even though April’s profit includes that $1,000. Conversely, say you buy $500 of
inventory in April and pay for it immediately. That $500 is cash-out now. But if you're
doing accrual accounting, that $500 might not fully hit your profit calculation until you sell
the inventory. These differences mean profit (net income) and cash flow can diverge.
Profit is a concept that records income when earned and expenses when incurred,
regardless of cash; cash flow only cares when money moves.

Capital Expenditures vs. Expenses: Another example: If you buy a $5,000 piece of
equipment in cash, your cash outflow is $5,000 immediately. But in profit terms, you
wouldn’t count it as a $5,000 expense all at once — you’d likely depreciate it overall
several years (according to accounting rules). So, your profit for the month might only
include a small depreciation expense (say $100), making profit look good, but your bank
account still dropped by $5,000 that day. Similarly, if you repay the principal on a loan,
that’s cash out, but not an expense on the profit & loss statement (only interest is an
expense). These kinds of transactions affect cash flow without affecting profit directly.
Accounts Receivable and Payable: When you sell on credit (accounts receivable) or
buy on credit (account payable), profit and cash timing differ. A quick summary:
receivables (customer owing you money) add to profit now but will add to cash only
when collected later. Payables (bills you owe) might have been recorded as expense
(reducing profit) but cash hasn’t left yet until you actually pay.

Why does this matter? Because you can’t use “profit” to pay your bills — you can only
use cash. A business can be “profitable” on paper and still run out of cash if too much of its
money is tied up in inventory or unpaid invoices from customers. This is why cash flow is
often called the lifeblood of a business. It needs to be circulated freely, or else the business
can starve for cash despite being profitable.

Let’s illustrate a simple scenario: Suppose in January your business had $0 in the bank.

During the month, you make $5,000 in sales, but your customers don’t pay you right
away — they have 30 days to pay. That means you'll receive the money in February,
not in January.

At the same time, you have to pay $4,000 in expenses this month — like rent, supplies,
and other bills — and you pay those bills right away in January.
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So, what does this look like?

e On your Profit & Loss Statement, it shows that you made $5,000 in income and spent
$4,000 on expenses. That means your business earned a $1,000 profit for January.

e Butin terms of cash, you didn’t actually receive the $5,000 yet. It’s still unpaid.
Meanwhile, you already spent $4,000.

So, your cash flow for January is -$4,000, and you still have $0 in the bank, or even worse,
you might be negative if you have to borrow to pay those expenses.

This example shows how cash flow and profit can move in different directions. On your books, it
looks like you made money. But in reality, your cash is still tied up. That's why understanding
and managing cash flow is critical. It's not enough to be profitable on paper — you need actual
dollars in your bank account when bills are due.

Even if your business shows a profit on your financial reports, that doesn’t mean you’ll have
enough money to cover your immediate needs. Profit is important in the long run, but cash flow
is what keeps the lights on, the rent paid, and your employees working.

You may face situations where customer payments are delayed or large expenses hit all at once
— rent, payroll, inventory, or tax bills. If you haven’t planned for these timing gaps, you could find
yourself in trouble even while your business is technically profitable.

Cash flow management also helps you prepare for growth. As your business gets bigger, you'll
need to spend more up front — hiring help, stocking more inventory, or taking on new equipment.
Without a solid handle on cash flow, fast growth can create cash shortages instead of
success.

3.7 — Tracking and Analyzing Cash Flow

Once you understand what cash flow is and why it matters, the next step is learning how to
track it. Tracking cash flow mean keeping a regular, clear record of how much cash is coming
into your business and how much is going out. This process doesn’t require accounting
expertise or fancy software. A basic spreadsheet or any consistent system will do.

Start with your opening cash balance — the amount of money you have at the beginning of the
month in your business checking account. Then record every cash inflow, such as payments
from customers, refunds, loans received, or capital you put into the business. Next, record all
cash outflows, including rent, payroll, utilities, inventory purchases, loan payments, and any
other expenses.

At the end of the month, calculate:
Ending Cash Balance = Starting Cash + Total Inflows — Total Outflows

If your ending balance is lower than you expected, review your inflows and outflows to find out
why. Did a customer pay late? Did you overspend in a particular category? Were there any
surprise expenses?
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This process allows you to understand not just your current cash position, but also your cash
habits. Do you tend to spend more than you earn during certain times of the month or year? Are
your biggest outflows clustered close together? Can you stagger payments more effectively?
Regular tracking helps you answer these questions and improves your control over your
business finances.

For added clarity, many business owners also track accounts receivable (money owed to you)
and accounts payable (money you owe). This helps you anticipate upcoming inflows and
outflows that haven’t occurred yet, and it gives you time to act — either by following up on unpaid
invoices or by preparing for large upcoming bills.

If your cash flow is tight, consider tracking it weekly instead of monthly. More frequent tracking
provides earlier warnings and lets you make timely adjustments.

3.8 — Forecasting Future Cash Flows

Cash flow tracking tells you what has already happened. Forecasting, on the other hand, is
about looking ahead and predicting your cash position in the future. A cash flow forecast helps
you avoid surprises and prepare for both opportunities and shortfalls.

To forecast your cash flow, begin with your current cash balance. Then, for each upcoming
month, list the cash inflows you expect to receive — customer payments, loan disbursements,
grants or owner contributions. Next, list the cash outflows you anticipate — rent, payroll, bills,
inventory, tax payments, and anything else that requires money to leave your account.

After that, calculate the net cash flow for each month (inflows minus outflows), and carry
forward your updated cash balance to the next month. This process gives you a clear picture of
whether your cash reserves are growing or shrinking over time.

For example, if your forecast shows that your balance will drop below zero in three months,
you’ve now bought yourself time to do something about it — reduce expenses, speed up
collections, postpone a purchase, or arrange a short-term loan. On the other hand, if your
forecast shows a steady increase in cash, you can consider investing in new equipment,
expanding operations, or saving for future needs.

You don’t need to forecast a full year right away. A rolling three-month forecast is a great
starting point and offers plenty of insight. As you grow more comfortable with forecasting you
can extend the timeline and refine your estimates with more accuracy.

The real value of forecasting is that it gives you the ability to act before a problem arises. With
just a little planning, you can avoid last-minute decisions and maintain greater financial control.
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3.9 — Strategies to Improve Cash Flow

If your forecast or monthly tracking shows that cash is running tight, don’t panic. There are
several simple, actionable ways to improve cash flow, both on the revenue side and the
expense side.

On the revenue side, start by invoicing promptly. The sooner you bill your customers, the
sooner the payment clock starts ticking. Also, consider offering early payment incentives — such
as a small discount for paying within 10 days. Be sure to follow up on late payments consistently
and professionally.

Accepting a variety of payment methods can also help. Make it easy for customers to pay you —
whether that’s by check, card, ACH, or another method. If possible, ask for partial payment up
front for large jobs or custom work, which helps cover your upfront costs.

On the expense side, look for ways to reduce or delay outgoing cash. Can you negotiate longer
payment terms with your suppliers? Can you scale back non-essential purchases or services?
Even small changes, like reviewing subscription fees or switching to a more cost-effective
vendor can make a difference.

Managing inventory is another key area. Don’t over-order products that sit unsold — that’s
money tied up in stock. Instead, aim to keep lean inventory levels, especially for items that are
not top sellers.

As you build stronger cash habits, work toward creating a cash cushion — a reserve of savings
that you can tap into during slow periods or emergencies. This gives you breathing room and
helps you avoid relying on credit in a crisis.

And when needed, consider a line of credit or short-term loan strategically to bridge temporary
gaps. These tools can be helpful, but they should be used with a clear plan for repayment and
not as a long-term crutch.

The goal is to create a smoother flow of cash into your business, while slowing down or better
managing the outflow — giving you more flexibility and stability.

3.10 — Putting it All Together: Building Financial Strength

By now, you’ve learned how to budget, how to track and forecast cash flow, and how to respond
if things get tight. Together, these tools give you a solid foundation for building financial strength
in your business.

Start by committing to a monthly financial routine. Create a budget for each new month. Track
your actual inflows and outflows. Update your forecast with the latest numbers. Use this
information to spot trends, catch issues early, and plan ahead with confidence.

Don’t worry if your first few budgets or forecasts aren’t perfect — they’re not supposed to be.
With each cycle, your understanding will deepen, your estimates will become more accurate,
and your decisions will become more strategic.
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Remember: profit alone doesn’t keep a business alive — cash does. A profitable business
that runs out of money can still fail. But a well-managed business with steady, positive cash flow
can weather storms, seize opportunities, and grow at a healthy pace.

Strong budgeting and cash management give you the ability to focus on your mission, serve
your customers, and build something sustainable. These aren'’t just financial tools — they’re
confidence tools. When you know your numbers, you control your future.

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 4 — BUSINESS CREDIT & PERSONAL CREDIT >>>
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Chapter 4 — Business Credit and Personal Credit
Basics

4.1 — What Is Credit and Why it Matters

Credit is the ability to borrow money now with the agreement that you’ll repay it later — usually
with interest. It's a tool used in both personal and business finance to purchase goods or
services, access capital, and manage cash flow. But more than just a financial resource, credit
is also a measure of trust. When lenders, landlords, suppliers, or insurers extend credit to you,
they’re essentially evaluating how trustworthy and financially responsible you are.

For small business owners, credit carries even more weight. In the early stages of a business —
especially if your company has under $1 million in gross annual revenue — credit is often your
most critical asset. You may need credit to:

e Finance startup costs or equipment
o Cover short-term cash flow gaps

e Secure trade line with suppliers

o Qualify for insurance or lease space

The two main types of credit that matter for business owners are personal credit and business
credit. While they serve different purposes, they are often evaluated together — particularly
when your business is getting started. Understanding how both types work, how they are built,
and how to manage them effectively is a foundational skill for any entrepreneur. A strong credit
foundation helps unlock funding, build partnerships, and ensure your business can grow with
confidence.

4.2 — Understanding Personal Credit

Your personal credit is a record of how you’'ve managed debt in your individual name. It's
based on your borrowing history and current financial behaviors, and it is summarized in a
personal credit report maintained by one or more of the three major credit bureaus: Equifax,
Experian, and TransUnion.

At the heart of your personal credit profile is your credit score — most commonly a FICO®
Score — which ranges from 300 to 850. The higher your score, the more creditworthy you
appear to lenders. Here’s how that score is typically calculated:

o 35% — Payment History: Have you paid your bills on time?

¢ 30% — Credit Utilization: How much of your available credit are you using?

o 15% — Length of Credit History: How long have your accounts been open?

¢ 10% - Credit Mix: Do you have a variety of accounts (credit cards, loans, etc.)?
o 10% — New Credit Inquiries: Have you recently applied for new credit?

A personal credit score of 700 or above is considered good. Scores over 750 are excellent, and
anything below 650 can begin to create difficulties when applying for financing.
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Why personal credit matters for your business: When you apply for a small business loan —
especially if your business is new — lenders almost always look at your personal credit score. If
your business is hew and hasn’t built its own credit profile yet, your personal credit is often the
only measure of trust they have. Even for small business credit cards or trade accounts, your
personal credit may be used to approve your application and determine your interest rate or
terms.

Example: Let’s say you're applying for a $50,000 loan to expand your business. If your personal
credit score is 780, the lender is more likely to approve you and may offer you a lower interest
rate. If your score is 600, you may be denied or required to secure the loan with personal
assets.

Personal credit doesn’t just affect loan approvals — it can influence insurance premiums, leasing
agreements, vendor relationships, and even partnership opportunities. That's why it's essential
to maintain a healthy personal credit profile, even if your business seems financially stable on its
own.

4.3 — Building and Managing Personal Credit

Whether you're starting from scratch or rebuilding from past mistakes, establishing strong
personal credit is a step-by-step process. Here’s how to build and manage it effectively:

1. Pay all Bills on Time, Every Time: Your payment history is the most heavily weighted
factor in your credit score. A single late payment can stay on your credit score for up to
seven years. Set up automatic payments or calendar reminders to ensure you never
miss a due date.

2. Keep Credit Utilization Low: Your credit utilization ratio is the amount of credit you're
using compared to your total available credit. Experts recommend keeping this ratio
under 30%, and ideally under 10%, if you’re trying to maximize your score. For example,
if you have a credit card, aim to carry no more than $1,000 - $3,000 in charges at any
time.

3. Limit New Credit Applications: Each time you apply for a loan or credit card, a “hard
inquiry” appears in your credit report. Too many inquiries in a short time can lower your
score. Space out credit applications and only apply when you truly need credit.

4. Maintain Long-Term Accounts: The length of your credit history matters. Don’t close
old credit card accounts, even if you no longer use them. Older accounts help improve
your average account age, which boosts your score.

5. Diversify Your Credit Mix: A combination of revolving credit (like credit cards) and
installment credit (like auto or personal loans) can have a small positive effect on your
score. Don’t take out unnecessary loans but do aim for a healthy balance over time.

6. Check your Credit Reports Annually: You're entitled to a free credit report every year
from each major bureau. Review each report carefully. Look for errors, unfamiliar
accounts or incorrect payment statuses. Dispute any inaccuracies immediately.

7. Monitor Your Credit Score Regularly: Many banks and credit cards now offer free
credit score monitoring. Use these tools to track your progress and stay alert to sudden
changes that could indicate identity theft or reporting errors.

Page 27 of 86
Property of Bank of the West. Disclosure or distribution outside the organization is strictly prohibited without Executive
Management’s authorization.



Real-World Tip: If you're starting with no credit history, consider applying for a secured
credit card — one that requires a refundable deposit as collateral. Use the card for small
purchases and pay it off in full each month. Within a few months, you’ll begin building a
positive credit history.

By treating your personal credit as a long-term investment, you'll be in a stronger position to
fund your business, qualify for better rates, and weather financial setbacks with more
options at your disposal.

4.4 — Understanding Business Credit

Business credit refers to a separate credit profile maintained in your business’s name. Just like
individuals have personal credit reports, businesses can develop their own credit reports and
scores based on how they manage debt and financial obligations.

Business credit is tracked by commercial credit bureaus, such as Dun & Bradstreet, Experian
Business, and Equifax Business. These bureaus collect information about your business’s:

e Payment history with vendors and suppliers

¢ Outstanding loans or lines of credit

e Time in business and business structure

e Public records (liens, judgments, bankruptcies)
¢ Industry classification and revenue estimates

Business credit scores often range from 0 to 100, with higher scores indicating stronger
creditworthiness. For example, Dun & Bradstreet's PAYDEX® score reflects how promptly a
business pays its bills. APAYDEX score of 80 or above generally indicates payments are made
on time or early.

Why business credit matters:

¢ It helps you qualify for business loans and credit lines without requiring a personal
guarantee.

e |t allows you to access trade credit with suppliers — giving you flexibility to purchase
now and pay later.

e |t may impact your business insurance premiums and lease agreements.

o It protects your personal credit by reducing the need to use personal funds or
guarantees for business obligations.

In short, establishing business credit gives your company more autonomy and access to
financing options as it grows. However, business credit isn’t built automatically. The next section
explains how to intentionally create and strengthen it.
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4.5 — Building and Managing Business Credit

Creating a business credit profile is a deliberate process. Here’s how to do it:

1.

Establish a Legal Business Entity: Form a corporation or limited liability company
(LLC). Operating a sole proprietorship makes it difficult to separate business and
personal credit.

Obtain an EIN and Open a Business Bank Account: An Employer |dentification
Number (EIN) functions like a Social Security number for your business. You'll need it to
open a business checking account, file taxes, and apply for credit in your business’s
name.

Apply for a D-U-N-S Number: Register your business with Dun & Bradstreet to receive
a D-U-N-S number, which is used to create your PAYDEX score.

Work with Vendors that Report to Business Credit Bureaus: Establish relationships
with suppliers who offer payment terms and report your payment history. Ask if they
report to credit bureaus before doing business.

Apply for a Business Credit Card or Secured Loan: Use credit responsibly and pay
off balances on time or early. These actions will strengthen your business credit profile.
Separate Finances Completely: Never use personal accounts for business expenses.
Keep business credit cards, bank accounts, and accounting records entirely separate.
Monitor Your Business Credit Reports: Check your business credit regularly through
commercial bureaus. Look for errors, inconsistencies, or signs of fraud.

Pro Tip: Even small tradelines and early vendor relationships can make a difference; paying bills
early may result in higher business credit scores and better future terms.

Business credit is built over time. The sooner you start establishing positive payment history and
responsible borrowing behavior, the faster your business will gain access to better financing
options.

4.6 — How Lenders Use Credit in Decision-Making

Lenders evaluate both personal and business credit profiles when reviewing a loan application.
Here’s how they use that information:

Personal credit reflects the owner’s financial reliability. This is critical when the
business is new or lacks its own credit history.

Business credit reflects how the company manages debt and fulfills financial
obligations.

Most lenders look at personal credit scores first. If the business has an established credit file,
lenders will review:

Credit Scores (FICO or PAYDEX)

Length of credit history

Outstanding debts and payment patterns
Recent Delinquencies or public records
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A higher credit score — personal or business — usually means:

e Lower interest rates

e Higher loan amounts

e Better repayment terms

o Fewer collateral requirements

In contrast, lower scores can result in higher rates, reduced approval odds, or loan denials. This
is why maintaining strong credit on both fronts is essential.

4.7 — Improving Credit to Access Capital

If your credit is less than ideal, don’t panic — credit can be improved. Here are focused
strategies to strengthen your creditworthiness:

e Catch up on past-due accounts: Make payment arrangements if needed.

o Pay current bills on time: Positive payment activity helps offset older delinquencies.

o Pay down outstanding debt: Reducing balance improves utilization ratios

o Limit new credit applications: Each hard inquiry can temporarily reduce your score.

¢ Dispute inaccurate or outdated information: Regularly review your reports and fix
errors.

o Use small credit products strategically: Responsible use of secured cards or trade
lines can help rebuild credit.

Credit improvement takes time, but consistent effort can lead to better terms, access to funding,
and increased financial flexibility.

4.8 — Common Credit Misconceptions

Let’s clear up a few myths that often confuse new business owners:

e “My business automatically has a credit once | get an EIN.” False. Business credit must
be built through usage and reporting.

o “If | form an LLC, my personal credit no longer matters.” False. Most lenders still
evaluate personal credit and require personal guarantees.

e “Checking my credit hurts my score.” False. Only hard inquiries from lenders lower your
score; personal checks are soft inquiries.

o “Once | pay off a collection, it disappears from my report.” False. Paid collections still
remain for up to seven years, though they’re less damaging.

Knowing the facts allows you to manage your credit effectively and avoid costly assumptions.
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4.9 — Monitoring and Maintaining Credit Health

Ongoing credit maintenance is just as important as building it. Here are best practices for
staying credit-healthy:

o Review your personal credit reports yearly.

¢ Sign up for alerts through credit monitoring tools to detect changes or fraud.

o Check your business credit at least quarterly through Dun & Bradstreet, Experian
Business, or Equifax Business.

o Dispute errors promptly. Inaccurate accounts or outdated data can hurt your score.

¢ Use credit conservatively. Keep balances manageable and maintain a buffer.

Consider scheduling a quarterly “credit health check” to stay proactive. Treat your credit as a
key business asset.

4.10 — Conclusion

Credit is not just a financing tool — it's a signal of trust and a pathway to opportunity. For small
business owners, a strong personal credit profile opens doors to early funding, while a growing
business credit file expands your company’s options and financial independence.

By learning how credit works, building it intentionally, maintaining it carefully, you can ensure
that your business is prepared to secure capital, negotiate better terms, and thrive in any
market. Strong credit doesn’t happen by accident, it is built through consistent, responsible
financial behavior. The time to start is now.

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 5 — PREPARING FOR A BUSINESS LOAN >>>
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Chapter 5 — Preparing for a Business Loan
5.1 — Understanding What Lenders Look For

Before you apply for a business loan, it's essential to understand the criteria lenders use to
evaluate your application. While each lender may have its own specific process, most rely on a
combination of financial indicators, business characteristics, and your personal financial history.

The main factors include:

o Creditworthiness: This includes both your personal and business credit scores.
Lenders want to see a track record of responsible borrowing and timely payments.

o Capacity to Repay: Lenders assess whether your business generates enough revenue
and cash flow to cover loan payments. They will often examine your debt-to-income ratio
and financial statements.

e Collateral: Some loans require collateral, such as equipment, property, or other assets,
to secure the loan.

o Business History: Lenders prefer to work with businesses that have been in operation
for at least 1-2 years. A Longer track record can increase your credibility.

¢ Industry Risk: Certain industries are seen as higher risk, which can affect your approval
odds or loan terms.

Understanding these criteria can help you prepare your application in a way that highlights your
strengths and addresses any weaknesses.

5.2 — Gathering the Right Documentation

When preparing for a business loan, having your documentation ready in advance can speed up
the process and demonstrate your professionalism. Here are the most common documents
lenders request:

e Business Plan: A written document outlining your business model, market analysis,
goals, and financial projections. This helps lenders understand how you plan to use the
funds and how your business generates income.

¢ Financial Statements: Profit and loss statements, balance sheets, and cash flow
statements from the past 1-3 years (or projections if you're a startup).

o Tax Returns: Both business and personal tax returns (typically for the last two years).

¢ Bank Statements: Business bank account statements for the past 3 — 6 months to
assess cash flow and account activity.

o Debt Schedule: Alist of your existing business debts, including balances, payment
terms, and lenders.

¢ Legal Documents: Articles of incorporation, business licenses, leases, or any other
formal documents that support the legitimacy and structure of your business.

o Ownership and Identification: A list of business owners and their percentages of
ownership, along with valid photo identification.
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Having these documents prepared, organized, and up to date shows lenders that you are ready
to move forward and capable of managing funds responsibly.

5.3 — Assessing Your Readiness Before Applying

Applying for a business loan is a major financial step, and it's important to assess your
readiness honestly before submitting an application. Here’s a checklist to help you determine
whether you're in a strong position to apply:

(0 Do you know how much funding you need and why? Have a clear loan amount in mind
and a plan for how the funds are used.

1 Can your business afford to repay the loan? Look at your cash flow and existing debt.
Will you realistically be able to make monthly payments on top of your current expenses?

L1 Is your credit in good shape? Review both personal and business credit reports. Address
any errors or outstanding issues.

1 Do you have financial statements and tax returns prepared? If not, work with your
bookkeeper or accountant to bring everything up to date.

[0 Have you researched loan types and lender options? Understanding what'’s available
and what fits your needs helps you choose wisely.

If you're not ready, take the time to strengthen your position before applying. Applying too soon
with incomplete records or weak credit can lead to a denial that may affect your future
applications.

5.4 — Improving Your Chances of Approval

Once you've assessed your readiness, there are steps you can take to improve your chances of
being approved for a loan.

o Build your credit scores: Strengthen both personal and business credit by paying bills
on time, reducing outstanding debt, and keeping utilization ratios low.

o Establish cash flow consistency: Lenders prefer businesses with predictable income.
Avoid large swings in deposits and maintain stable monthly earnings.

o Reduce existing debt: Paying down current business or personal loans shows lenders
that you’re not overextended.

e Save for a down payment: For certain loan types, having equity or a cash contribution
shows commitment and lowers lender risk.

o Get professional support: A CPA or financial advisor can help present your financials in
a way that’s organized and lender-friendly.

Small improvements can make a big difference in the lenders confidence. The more clearly you
demonstrate that you are a reliable borrower, the better your odds of approval.
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5.5 — Understanding the Loan Application Process

When you’re ready to apply, knowing what to expect in the process can help reduce uncertainty.
Although every lender may vary slightly, most follow these general steps:

1.

Pre-qualification or inquiry: You provide basic business information and loan needs.
The lender gives a general idea of your eligibility.

Application submission: You formally apply and submit supporting documents,
including tax returns, financials, and a business plan if requested.

Review and underwriting: The lender evaluates your credit history, business
performance, industry risk, and capacity to repay.

Follow-up questions: You may be asked for clarifications, updates to your
documentation, or explanations of specific financial trends.

Approval and loan offer: If approved, you’ll receive a loan offer outlining the amount,
interest rate, repayment schedule, and any collateral requirements.

Closing and funding: Once you accept the offer, you'll sign closing documents and
receive the loan funds — either as a lump sum or a line of credit.

This process can take anywhere from a few days to several weeks depending on the lender and
the complexity of your application. Being well-prepared and responsive will help move things
along smoothly.

5.6 — Red Flags that Lead to Loan Denials

Lenders look for signs of risk. Understanding these red flags can help you avoid common pitfalls
that cause loan applications to be denied:

Low credit scores: A poor personal or business credit score is one of the most common
reasons for denial.

Inconsistent or negative cash flow: If your business doesn’t show stable income or is
operating at a loss, lenders may hesitate.

Incomplete or disorganized documentation: Missing tax returns, sloppy financials, or
outdated statements can raise red flags.

High debt levels: If you already owe more than your business can reasonably manage,
lenders may see you as overextended.

Industry concerns: If your business is in a high-risk industry or experiencing significant
volatility, lenders may decline your application even with strong credit.

Unclear loan purpose: Lenders expect you to explain how the funds will be used and
how it will benefit your business.

Being aware of these warning signs gives you an opportunity to address them before applying.
If you're denied, ask the lender for specific feedback and use it to strengthen your next
application.
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5.7 — Common Types of Small Business Loans

Different loans serve different business needs. Understanding the most common loan types will
help you choose the right one:

Term Loans: A lump sum of money repaid over a fixed period with regular payments.
Good for equipment purchases, expansions, or major investments.

Lines of Credit: Flexible borrowing up to a set limit. Ideal for covering working capital
needs or seasonal cash flow gaps.

SBA Loans: Loan partially guaranteed by the U.S. Small Business Administration.
These offer favorable terms but require strong credit and documentation.

Equipment Financing: Loan specifically for purchasing business equipment. The
equipment typically serves as collateral.

Invoice Financing: Advances based on outstanding customer invoices. Helps with cash
flow if you have slow-paying clients.

Merchant Cash Advances: An advance on future sales, typically repaid daily. Easy to
qualify for but often carries very high costs.

Each loan type has its own pros, cons, and eligibility requirements. Choose based on your
specific needs, repayment ability, and long-term business goals.

5.8 — Practical Tips for Applying with Confidence

When it's time to apply, follow these practical tips to put your best foot forward:

Be clear and specific about your needs. Know exactly how much you want to borrow
and why

Tailor your application to the lender. Each lender has different expectations.
Research their process and requirements ahead of time.

Highlight strengths and address weaknesses. If your credit score is lower, offset it by
showcasing strong cash flow or collateral.

Be honest. Don't try to hide financial issues. Transparency builds trust and gives the
lender a chance to work with you.

Respond quickly to follow-ups. Prompt responses show that you're organized and
committed.

Confidence comes from preparation. The more ready you are, the smoother the process will be.
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5.9 — Loan Readiness Checklist

Clear explanation of how much you need and why
Business Plan with projections

Up-to-date financial statements and tax returns
Bank statements from the past 3-6 months
Business licenses and legal documents

Credit reports reviewed and errors addressed

o o o o o o o

Debt schedule prepared
O Loan Type and lender researched

If you can confidently check all these boxes, you’re in a strong position to move forward.

5.10 —Conclusion

Preparing for a business loan requires more than just filling out an application. It involves
understanding lender expectations, organizing your documents, improving your financial profile,
and choosing the right type of loan.

Whether you're seeking your first loan or preparing for future growth, a thoughtful, strategic
approach will help you secure the funding your business needs. By following the steps in this
chapter, you’ll not only increase your chances of approval, but you'll also lay a foundation of
financial discipline that benefits your business for years to come.

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 6 — READING & UNDERSTANDING FINANCIAL STATEMENTS >>>
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Chapter 6 — Reading & Understanding Financial
Statements

6.1 — What Are Financial Statements?

Financial statements are reports that summarize the financial activity of your business. They are
essential tools for understanding how your business is performing and are also critical when
applying for loans, seeking investors, or making long-term decisions. Even if you're not a
numbers person, learning to read and interpret these documents can help you manage your
business with confidence.

These are the three primary financial statements every business owner should understand:
1. Balance Sheet — Shows what your business owns (assets), owes (liabilities), and what’s
left over (equity) at a specific point in time.
2. Income Statement — Also called the Profit and Loss Statement, this shows how much
money came in and how much went out over a period of time.
3. Cash Flow Statement — Tracks the actual flow of cash into and out of your business
over a given period.
These statements work together to provide a complete picture of your financial health. The
following sections will break each one down, explain how to read them, and show how to use
them in real-world situations.

6.2 — The Balance Sheet: What You Own and What You Owe

The Balance Sheet gives you a snapshot of your business’s financial standing at a specific date.
It lists your assets, your liabilities, and your equity. It's called a balance sheet because it follows
a formula:

Assets = Liabilities + Owner’s Equity

Let’s look at each part:

e Assets — These are things your business owns. Examples include cash, inventory,
equipment, and accounts receivable (money owed to you by customers).

o Liabilities — These are debts or obligations. This could be a loan, unpaid bills, or taxes
owed.

e Owner’s Equity — This is the value of the business after all liabilities are subtracted from
assets. It includes any initial investments you made, plus any profits retained in the
business.

Sample Balance Sheet (as of March 315!

Assets Liabilities & Owner’s Equity

Cash $10,000 Accounts Payable $4,000

Accounts Receivable $5,000 Business Loan $6,000

Equipment $15,000 Total Liabilities $10,000

Total Assets $30,000 Owner’s Capital $20,000
Total Equity $20,000
Total Liabilities + Equity $30,000
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When reviewing a balance sheet, check:

o Whether your assets exceed your liabilities (a good sign of financial health)
¢ How much of your assets are in cash versus inventory or equipment
o Whether you can cover short-term obligations with current assets

A commonly used measure is the current ratio, calculated as:
Current Ratio = Current Assets / Current Liabilities
A ratio above 1 means you should be able to cover your short-term debts. If it’s below 1, you
might struggle to pay upcoming bills.
6.3 — The Income Statement: Revenue, Expenses, and Profit

The Income Statement, also known as the Profit and Loss Statement, shows how much money
your business made or lost over a period of time. It helps answer one key question: Is my
business profitable?

It typically includes:

¢ Revenue (Sales) — Total income from selling your goods or services.

o Costs of Goods Sold (COGS) — Direct costs of producing those goods or services

o Gross Profit — Revenue minus COGS

o Operating Expenses — Costs to run your business, such as rent, salaries, and
marketing

o Net Profit (or Net Loss) — What's left after all expenses

Sample Income Statement (January — March)

Revenue & Expenses Amount
Revenue (Sales) $25,000
Cost of Goods Sold (COGS) $10,000
Gross Profit $15,000
Operating Expenses:

Rent $2,000
Utilities $500
Wages $6,000
Marketing $1,000
Total Operating Expenses $9,500
Net Profit $5,500

NEXT PAGE >>>
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Profit margins can be helpful here. For example:

Net Profit / Revenue = Net Profit Margin
$5,500/ $25,000 = 22% Net Profit Margin

In this case, $5,500 / $25,000 = 22%. This tells you that for every dollar you earned, $0.22 was
kept as profit.

Review this statement regularly to monitor:

¢ Changes in revenue and expenses
e Profit trends over time
¢ Any specific cost areas growing too quickly

Understanding your income statement helps you track profitability, identify areas where you
might reduce costs, and evaluate the effectiveness of your business strategy. Whether you’re
preparing for a loan, setting future goals, or simply making sure your operations are sustainable,
this statement gives you a clear view of your business’s performance over time. Make it a habit
to review it regularly and use the insights to guide your financial decisions.

6.4 — The Cash Flow Statement: Tracking Real Money

The Cash Flow Statement shows how cash moves through your business. It's divided into three
parts:

e Operating Activities — Cash from your core business operations
¢ Investing Activities — Cash used to buy or sell equipment or assets
¢ Financing Activities — Cash from loans, repayments, or owner investment

Sample Cash Flow Statement (January — March)

Cash Inflows Amount
From Sales $20,000
Owner Investment $5,000
Total Inflows $25,000
Cash Outflows Amount
Rent $2,000
Equipment Purchase $3,000
Loan Repayment $1,000
Payroll $8,000
Total Outflows $14,000

Net Cash Flow: $11,000

This means your bank account grew by $11,000 during that period.
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Why does this matter? Because you can be profitable on paper (Income Statement) but still run
out of cash. Always make sure your operating cash flow is positive, as this is the cash you rely
on to pay employees, suppliers, and bills.

6.5 — Using Financial Statements to Make Decisions

Once you know how to read financial statements, you can use them to:

¢ Plan ahead - Identify when you might need to cut expenses or seek funding.

e Spot problems early — Like rising debt or falling profit margins

o Track progress — Compare current performance to previous months or years

o Prepare for loans — Lenders will want to see these statements to understand your
financial health

Financial statements are more than just documents for your accountant. They’re tools to help
you steer your business in the right direction. Check them monthly and use them to support
smarter decisions.

6.6 — Key Ratios and Trends to Monitor

You don’t need to be a CPA to understand the basics. A few simple ratios can tell you a lot:

e Current Ratio = Current Assets / Current Liabilities
o Measures your ability to pay short-term bills
o Debt-to-Equity Ratio = Total Liabilities / Owner’s Equity
o Shows how much of your business is financed by debt
¢ Net Profit Margin = Net Profit / Revenue
o Reveals how much profit you keep from every dollar earned

Also pay attention to trends:

e Are sales growing or shrinking?
e Are expenses rising faster than revenue?
e Are you regularly running low on cash?

Watching your financial trends over time is just as important as the numbers themselves.

6.7 — Conclusion

Financial statements can seem intimidating at first, but they’re just tools to help you understand
what’s happening in your business. By learning how to read them, you can make better
decisions, plan for growth, and build a stronger foundation for long-term success.

In the next chapter, we'll talk about business taxes and what every small business owner should
know.
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Chapter 7 — Tax Readiness and Best Practices

7.1 — The Importance of Staying Tax-Compliant as a Small
Business

Running a small business means wearing many hats, and one of those hats, whether we like it
or not, involves dealing with taxes. Understanding the tax responsibilities that come with
business ownership helps you stay compliant, avoid penalties, and keep your operations
running smoothly. This chapter will walk you through what to be aware of, how to get organized,
and when it's appropriate to seek help from a qualified tax professional. We’re not providing tax
advice — just guidance to help you become tax-ready and informed.

7.2 — Types of Business Taxes You Might Encounter

Depending on your business activities, location, and structure, you may be responsible for one
or more of the following taxes:

¢ Income Tax: Businesses generally pay income tax on their profits. If you're a sole
proprietor or in a partnership, that income usually “passes through” to your personal
return.

¢ Self-Employment Tax: This covers Social Security and Medicare taxes for self-employed
individuals, and it's often a surprise to first-time business owners.

e Sales Tax: If you sell goods or certain services, you may be required to collect and remit
sales tax to the state.

o Payroll Tax: If you have employees, you'll withhold and pay payroll taxes, including
Social Security, Medicare, and federal income tax.

e Franchise or Privilege Tax: In some states, businesses pay a tax just for the privilege of
operating there, even if they didn’t earn a profit.

These are just some of the common tax types. Always check your state and local requirements,
as they vary widely.

7.3 — How Business Structure Affects Tax Responsibilities

The way your business is set up can greatly affect how you’re taxed. Here’s a general overview:

Structure How It’s Taxed

Sole Proprietorship: Income is reported on your personal tax return. You pay self-employment tax.

Partnership: Income passes through partners. Each partner reports their share individually.

LLC (Single/Multiple): Can be taxed as a sole proprietorship, or corporation depending on setup.

Corporation (C Corp): Pays corporate income tax separately from owners. Dividends may be taxed again
personally.

S Corporation: Pass-through taxation to shareholders. Must meet specific IRS requirements.

Choosing the right structure depends on your goals, liability concerns, and how you plan to
grow. A tax or legal professional can help guide this decision.
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7.4 — Preparing for Tax Season: What You Can Do

Tax time doesn’t need to be overwhelming, if you plan ahead. Here are some of the best
practices that will make your life easier:

o Keep your records organized year-round. This includes income, expenses, receipts,
bank statements, payroll reports, and mileage logs.

e Use accounting software to track your finances or work with a bookkeeper if things
become too complex.

¢ Understand common deductions like office expenses, vehicle mileage, business travel,
marketing costs, and startup expenses. Documentation is key.

e Set calendar reminders for key deadlines — quarterly estimated taxes, annual returns,
state filing, and any local reports.

¢ Avoid last-minute stress by setting aside time each month to review your records and
keep everything up to date.

We recommend consulting a licensed tax preparer or accountant if you're unsure about what
applies to you.

7.5 — Recordkeeping for Tax Compliance

Keeping accurate, well-organized records isn’t just about avoiding penalties — it also helps you
better understand your business performance. Here’s what to keep and how:

Document Type How Long to Keep

Tax returns & supporting docs At least 7 years

Receipts & invoices 3 —7 years

Bank & credit card statements 3 —7 years

Payroll records At least 4 years

Asset purchase records Life of the asset +3 years

Keep both digital and physical copies when possible. Cloud-based platforms can make storage
and retrieval easy and secure.

7.6 — Estimated Taxes and Avoiding Penalties

Many small business owners are responsible for paying estimated taxes quarterly — especially if
they expect to owe at least $1,000 in federal taxes for the year. Here’s what to know:

o When to pay: Typically, due in April, June, September, and January

o What to pay: Based on your expected income, deductions, and credits. If you underpay,
you could face penalties.

o How to pay: Through the IRS EFTPS system (Electronic Federal Tax Payment System)
or by mail using Form 1040-ES.

Even if you’re new and not profitable yet, it's still important to check whether you need to file.
Your tax preparer can help calculate how much you owe.
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7.7 — Preparing for Year-End and Future Tax Planning

As the calendar year winds down, it’s time to tie up your financial records and get ready to file:

e Review your profit and loss statement for accuracy

o Reconcile all accounts, including bank and credit card statements

e Issue 1099s and W-2s if applicable

¢ Meet with your accountant or tax professional to look at potential deductions or
changes before December.

Thinking long-term, consider setting up systems now that make next year’s tax season
smoother — monthly financial reviews, quarterly check-ins with a professional, or automating
recordkeeping.

7.8 — Final Thoughts on Tax Readiness

While taxes are unavoidable, being unprepared is not. By staying organized, understanding
what generally applies to your business, and knowing when to consult a licensed professional,
you can avoid common mistakes and keep your business running smoothly.

This chapter is about awareness and preparation — not professional tax advice. Every business
is different. When in doubt, work with someone who’s qualified to provide personalized tax
guidance.

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 8 — DIGITAL BANKING TOOLS FOR SMALL BUSINESSES >>>
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Chapter 8 — Digital Banking Tools for Small
Businesses

Running a small business is challenging, but managing your finances has become easier thanks
to a robust set of digital banking tools. In today’s banking landscape, nearly every financial task
— from depositing checks to paying vendors — can be handled online or through a mobile app.
This chapter explores the essential digital banking tools available to small businesses. We’'ll
cover how online and mobile platforms work, examine services like remote deposit and
electronic payments, and discuss advanced treasury and fraud-prevention tools. By
understanding and embracing these digital tools, you can save time, reduce paperwork,
enhance security, and create a smoother banking experience for your business.

8.1 — Online Banking Platforms

Online banking platforms are secure websites provided by banks that let you manage business
accounts through an internet browser. Once you log in to your business banking portal, you gain
24/7 access to your financial information and a suite of self-service features. This is essentially
the digital hub of your business banking, replacing many tasks you’d otherwise have to do in
person or by mail.

Key Features: A business online banking platform typically offers a wide range of tools to help
you run your finances efficiently. Common features include:

e Account Overview: View account balances and recent transactions in real-time for
checking, savings, credit cards, or loans all in one place. You can usually see images of
cleared checks and deposit slips, and access up to a year or more of transaction history
and past statements.

¢ Transfers and Payments: Move money between your business accounts or even to
accounts at other banks. You can set up one-time or recurring transfers (for example,
moving funds weekly into a savings account or making monthly loan payments). Many
platforms also allow you to initiate wire transfers or ACH payments directly online, so
large or electronic payments can be done without visiting a branch.

¢ Online Bill Pay: Pay your business’s bills through the platform. You can add payees and
send payments electronically, eliminating the need to write physical checks.

¢ User Management: Business online banking often supports multiple users. This means
you, your business partner, accountants, or employees can each have a separate login
with appropriate access levels. For example, you could allow an employee to view
accounts and initiate a payment but require that you (as the owner) approve it before it
goes through. This multi-user access with custom permissions lets you delegate
financial tasks safely without sharing your password.

e Multiple Accounts in One Login: If you have more than one business or multiple
accounts, online banking lets you link them under one login. You might manage a
checking account, a savings account, and perhaps even personal accounts all from the

Page 44 of 86
Property of Bank of the West. Disclosure or distribution outside the organization is strictly prohibited without Executive
Management’s authorization.



same dashboard (with proper authorization). This consolidated view makes it easier to
oversee all your finances without logging into separate systems.

o E-Statements and Documents: Online platforms allow you to go paperless. You can
receive bank statements, tax documents, and notices electronically. These e-statements
are accessible anytime in PDF format, helping you reduce clutter and easily share
records with your bookkeeper or CPA. Digital record-keeping is also safer from loss or
damage compared to paper files.

Benefits for Small Businesses: Online banking platforms put a full bank branch’s worth of
services at your fingertips. For a busy small business owner, this saves invaluable time. The
efficiency gained means you can respond faster to financial needs (like covering an unexpected
expense by quickly moving money from savings). The platform’s ability to centralize everything
(balances, payments, records) helps you stay organized and informed about your financial
position in real time. Additionally, banks design these systems with strong security measures
(such as encryption and login authentication) to protect your data, so you can be confident that
managing your business online is safe. In short, an online banking platform is the control center
for your company’s finances, giving you greater control and visibility with minimal hassle.

8.2 — Mobile Banking Apps

Mobile banking apps bring nearly all the capabilities of your online banking platform to your
smartphone or tablet. Offered by virtually every bank, these apps are downloadable to your
device and provide a user-friendly interface optimized for small screens. For a small business
owner who is often on the move, a mobile banking app is like having your bank in your pocket at
all times.

With a mobile banking app, you can perform most daily banking tasks from anywhere. Key
features include:

¢ Quick Balance Checks: Open the app to instantly see how much money is in your
accounts. This is great for making sure you have sufficient funds before making a
purchase or just keeping tabs on cash flow throughout the day.

¢ Real-Time Alerts: Mobile apps often include push notifications. For example, you can
get an alert on your phone if your account balance drops below a certain amount or if a
large transaction occurs. These notifications help you stay immediately informed of
important account activity.

o Transfers and Payments: Just like on the web platform, you can transfer funds
between accounts or send payments through the app. If you get an urgent call that a
payment to a supplier is needed, you can log in to the app and send a transfer or bill pay
on the spot, without needing a computer.

e Mobile Check Deposit: One of the most popular features for small businesses is the
ability to deposit checks using your phone’s camera. With just a couple of photos (front
and back of the check) taken in the app, you can deposit a customer’s check from your
office, home, or even while out at a job site. This convenience is a game-changer for
saving time.

Page 45 of 86
Property of Bank of the West. Disclosure or distribution outside the organization is strictly prohibited without Executive
Management’s authorization.



o Expense Management on the Spot: If you use your business debit card for a purchase,
many banking apps will immediately show the pending transaction. Some apps also
have basic budgeting or categorization tools, allowing you to tag transactions (like
marking something as “Office Supplies” or “Travel”). This can help you keep track of
expenses in real time.

Mobile apps provide unmatched convenience and speed. You could be traveling to meet a
client, and during a cab ride you might use the app to approve an employee reimbursement
or check if yesterday’s sales have been credited to your account. There’s no need to wait
until you’re back at a computer. This on-the-go access means you’re always connected to
your financial information, which can reduce anxiety and help in quick decision-making.
Mobile banking also tends to be very user-friendly — banks design these apps for simplicity,
often including features like fingerprint or facial recognition login for quick yet secure access.
That way, even if you're not very tech savvy, you can comfortably navigate your accounts on
a phone screen. Lastly, like online platforms, mobile apps use strong security (encryption,
login passcodes, etc.) to keep your data safe. Using the official banking app is typically more
secure than using a mobile web browser, and you can log in confidently even from your
phone. In essence, a mobile banking app lets you manage your business’s money from
anywhere at any time, ensuring that banking tasks never slow down your busy schedule.

8.3 — Remote Deposit Capture (Mobile and Desktop Deposits)

Small businesses often receive payments by check, and depositing those checks used to
require a trip to the local branch or night drop. Remote Deposit Capture (RDC) changes that by
allowing you to deposit checks electronically from your office or on the go. There are two main
forms of RDC: mobile deposit (using your phone’s camera via the banking app) and desktop
remote deposit (using a check scanner connected to your computer). Both eliminate the need to
physically deliver paper checks to the bank.

Mobile Remote Deposit: With mobile deposit, you use your bank’s mobile app to photograph
the front and back of a check. The app uses those images to transmit the check information
securely to the bank for processing. It usually takes just a minute or two — you enter the check
amount, take the photos as prompted, and submit. You'll get confirmation in the app that the
deposit was received. This tool is ideal for businesses that receive the occasional check or have
low-volume check activity. For example, if you're a consultant who gets a few client checks a
month or a contractor paid by check for jobs, you can deposit each check as soon as you
receive it, from wherever you are. Mobile deposit is typically available to any business banking
customer at no extra cost, though banks may impose daily or monthly limits on the amounts you
can deposit via mobile to manage risk.

Desktop Remote Deposit Capture: For businesses that handle a larger volume of checks,
many banks offer a more advanced remote deposit service often simply called “Remote Deposit
Capture” or “Business Remote Deposit.” This usually involves a dedicated check scanner
device at your office. You scan each check, and the images are sent to the bank through the
bank’s online deposit portal. This method is efficient if you have dozens of checks to deposit at
once — for instance, a medical office, retail shop, or property management company receiving

Page 46 of 86
Property of Bank of the West. Disclosure or distribution outside the organization is strictly prohibited without Executive
Management’s authorization.



multiple checks daily would benefit from a desktop RDC setup. Banks might charge a monthly
fee for this service or for the equipment, but it can be well worth it when you consider the time
saved not driving back and forth to the bank with stacks of checks.

Benefits of Using Remote Deposit: Embracing remote deposit capture provides several clear
advantages for small business:

Time Savings: You no longer spend time traveling to the bank to make deposits. With
mobile or desktop deposit, you can deposit checks in minutes from your desk or even
from home. This frees up your schedule to focus on running your business rather than
running to the bank.

After-Hours and Remote Convenience: Remote deposit is available 24/7. If you
conclude business late in the evening and have checks in hand, you can still deposit
them at night — just keep in mind business day cut-off times for processing. If your
business operates in multiple locations or you're traveling, each authorized user can
deposit their checks remotely without mailing them to a central office. A field sales rep
could, for instance, deposit a customer’s check using their phone immediately upon
receipt.

Reduced Risk of Loss or Theft: Fewer physical transfers of checks means less chance
of checks getting lost, stolen, or misplaced. When you deposit electronically, the check
images are securely stored and logged. This digital trail makes record-keeping easier —
you can always retrieve an image of a deposited check if needed. It also reduces the risk
of fraud; once a check is deposited via RDC, it typically cannot be deposited again, and
you’re not carrying around negotiable paper that could be stolen.

Employee and Account Control: Remote deposit tools often come with user
permissions settings. For example, you might allow a trusted employee to use the
desktop scanner to deposit checks, but that doesn’t mean they have full access to your
bank account. They can be restricted to deposit-only rights. This way, you can delegate
the deposit tasks without compromising security. It also introduces accountability, as the
system can log which user made each deposit, adding an internal control against errors
or misbehavior.

Practical Tips:

Endorse checks properly: Before depositing a check remotely, endorse it by signing
the back and writing “For mobile deposit only” below your business name or stamp.
Some banks may reject mobile deposits that don’t include this specific language, so be
sure to follow your bank’s endorsement requirements closely.

Check image quality: Use a well-lit, flat surface and ensure the entire check is visible in
the photo. Avoid shadows or blurry images, and make sure all four corners of the check
are inside the frame.

Know your deposit limits: Many banks set daily or per-check limits for mobile deposits,
especially for newer accounts. If you plan to deposit large checks or frequent batches,
ask your banker about desktop scanner options or limit increases.
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o Store checks securely after deposit: Keep the physical check in a secure location for
your bank’s recommended period in case it's needed for verification. After that, shred it
to protect account information.

o Track your deposits: Confirm the check was accepted and posted to your account.
Most mobile deposit tools provide confirmation within the app or via email. Reconcile
these deposits with your accounting system regularly.

¢ Be mindful of your bank’s Funds Availability Policy: Small checks might be available
next day, whereas larger checks could have a brief hold.

8.4 — ACH Payments (Electronic Transfers)

Understanding ACH: ACH stands for Automated Clearing House, which is an electronic network
for bank-to-bank payments in the United States. When you hear about “ACH payments,” think of
them as electronic versions of the paper check — money moves directly from one bank account
to another through this system. For small businesses, ACH is a cornerstone of digital finance
because it enables convenient electronic transactions like direct deposit payroll, vendor
payments, and customer billing without the hassle of writing checks or handling cash.

There are two sides to ACH transactions: ACH credits (sending money out) and ACH debits
(pulling money in). Small businesses can leverage both for different needs:

e Payroll Direct Deposit: Instead of writing paychecks, you can use ACH credit
transactions to pay your employees. Your bank’s online system will let you enter
employees’ banking info and the amount to pay each person. On payday, funds are
transferred directly into their personal accounts. This ensures employees are paid on
time, every time, with no lost checks. It also saves them a trip to the bank and is
generally more secure. Payroll via ACH is usually processed as a batch — you can pay
all employees at once — and it’s a huge time-saver for both you and your staff.

¢ Vendor and Supplier Payments: ACH can be used to pay companies or independent
contractors for their invoices. If your supplier provides their bank routing and account
number on an invoice, you can set them up as an ACH payee. Then, with a few clicks,
you send the payment directly from your account to theirs. This method is faster than
mailing a check and provides a clear electronic record of payment. You can also
schedule recurring ACH payments for regular expenses (like monthly rent to your
landlord or a service provider you pay the same amount each month). Vendors
appreciate the speed and reliability of ACH — it improves your relationship by showing
you pay on time and helps your own cash management by knowing exactly when funds
will leave your account.

e Collecting Customer Payments: ACH debits allow you to pull funds from a customer’s
account (with their permission). This is useful for businesses that charge client on a
regular basis — for example, a gym or subscription service can have members fill out an
ACH authorization form, then automatically withdraw monthly fees from clients’ bank
accounts. Another scenario is collecting rent from tenants or payments from clients who
prefer an automatic bank draft. Using ACH to receive money means no more waiting for
customers to mail checks or initiate payments themselves. It puts you in control of the
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timing (again, with the customer’s prior approval). The predictability of ACH collections
can greatly improve your cash flow, since you’ll know exactly when payments hit your
account.

ACH transfers are the backbone of digital banking because they are efficient, cost-effective, and
reliable. Unlike wire transfers (which are immediate but often expensive per transaction), ACH
payments typically cost very little or are even free for small businesses, depending on the bank
and account type. They usually take one to two business days to clear, which is a reasonable
trade-off given the convenience. By using ACH, you reduce paperwork (no checks to write and
mail), save on postage, and avoid the delays and issues of postal delivery. This also improves
accuracy — typing in payment amounts and using saved payee information is less error-prone
than writing checks each time. ACH payments are also secure; the transactions go through the
banking system’s encrypted networks. While ACH isn’t instant, planning your payments with the
slight processing time in mind is usually easy (for example, initiating payroll ACH two days
before payday to ensure timely deposit). Many banks will allow you to set up ACH transfers in
advance or on a recurring schedule, so you can “set it and forget it” for routine payments. From
a financial control perspective, using ACH gives you clear records in your bank statements for
every transaction, which simplifies bookkeeping. In summary, ACH is an electronic payment tool
that helps small businesses pay and get paid with minimal fuss, all while keeping costs down
and maintaining trust with employees and partners through timely, automated transactions.

8.5 — Online Bill Pay

Online Bill Pay is a feature offered by banks that allows you to pay virtually any bill or anyone
through your online banking account. Instead of writing physical checks to pay your vendors,
utility bills, or service providers, you can use your bank’s Bill Pay system to send those
payments electronically (or have the bank mail a check on your behalf). For a small business
owner juggling many bills, this tool simplifies and centralizes the payable process.

How Online Bill Pay Works: Within your online banking platform (or mobile app), you'll find a
section for Bill Pay. The first step is to set up your payees — the companies or people you need
to pay. This could be the phone company, your landlord, your internet service provider, a
freelance contractor, or any entity that you'd normally send a check. You enter their name and
address (and sometimes account numbers for bills) once, and the bank saves this information.
When it’s time to pay a bill, you simply choose the payee from your list, enter the amount and
date for the payment, and submit. If the payee is in the bank’s electronic payments network, the
bank will transfer the funds electronically to them. If not, (for example, maybe a small landlord
who isn’t set up for electronic payments), the bank will actually print a check and mail it to the
address you provided. The beauty is you don’t have to worry about the method — you just click
“Pay,” and the bank ensures the payment is delivered in the most appropriate way.

Features and Benefits: Online Bill Pay offers several convenient features that help small
businesses manage outgoing payments efficiently.

o Scheduling and Recurring Payments: You can schedule payments ahead of their due
date. If you know a vendor invoice is due on the 15", you can instruct the bank to send
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the payment on the 12, for example, ensuring it arrives on time. For bills that are the
same each period (like a fixed office rent or a loan payment), you can set up automatic
recurring payments. This way, you won’t accidentally miss a due date because the
system will handle it for you.

e Centralized Tracking: Every bill paid through the system is logged. You can easily see
which payments have been scheduled, which have been sent, and when they cleared.
No more guessing if a check got lost in the mail or wondering when the payment was
delivered or if it’s still pending. Many banks even provide confirmation numbers or status
updates. This level of tracking help avoid late fees and disputes — you have proof of
payment execution.

¢ Faster than Mail: Electronic payments made through Bill Pay often reach the recipient
faster than a check you send yourself. Even if the bank has to mail a check for you, they
often have centralized mailing facilities that are quite speedy. At the very least, you save
the day or two it takes you to write a check, find an envelope and stamp, and drop it in
the mailbox. Over time, those days saved can improve your bill payment timeliness and
your relationship with vendors.

o Cost Savings: While writing a single check might seem cheap, the costs add up —
checkbook supplies, stamps, envelopes, and the value of your time. Online Bill Pay often
comes at no additional charge with a business checking account, and it covers the
postage if a paper check is needed. You also reduce the likelihood of incurring late
payment fees since the system can be set up to ensure on-time delivery.

e Security and Peace of Mind: Paying bills through your bank’s secure online system is
generally safer than mailing checks. Mailed checks carry your account number and
routing number and can be stolen or altered; an electronic payment avoids those risks.
Additionally, you don’t have to give every vendor direct access to your bank account (as
you would with some automatic ACH debits). Instead, you remain in control of initiating
each payment through your own bank.

Using online bill Pay means consolidating all your outgoing payments in one place. You can log
into your banking account and handle all your monthly bills in one sitting, rather than visiting
multiple vendor websites or writing numerous checks. For a small business owner, that kind of
efficiency can save hours each month and simplify your financial management. It's one more
way that digital banking tools streamline your operations.

8.6 — Treasury Management Tools

As your business grows or your financial needs become more complex, you may find that basic
online banking isn’t enough. This is where treasury management tools come into play. “Treasury
management” refers to advanced banking services designed to help businesses manage their
cash flow, payments, and financial risk more effectively. While the term might sound like it's only
for big corporations, many banks offer scaled-down treasury management service appropriate
for small and mid-sized businesses. These tools build upon the digital services we've already
discussed, often adding more automation, higher transaction limits, and specialized features for
sophisticated money management.
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Key Tools and Services: Here are some of the treasury management tools that can enhance a
small business’s banking experience:

¢ Wire Transfers (Domestic and International): If your business needs to send money
urgently or globally, wire transfer capability is typically part of treasury services. Through
your online banking (with treasury features enabled), you can initiate same-day domestic
wires or international wires right from your computer. Wires are faster than ACH — often
completing within minutes or hours — which is crucial for time-sensitive payments like
closing on a property purchase or paying an overseas supplier. Treasury management
portals will often allow you to save frequent wire recipients and even initiate multiple
wires in one session, with robust security to verify each one.

¢ Dual Control and Approval Workflow: Treasury management emphasizes security for
high-value transactions. One important feature is dual control, meaning certain
transactions (like a wire above a threshold or adding a new payee) might require two
different users to approve. For example, your bookkeeper initiates a $50,000 transfer,
and you as the owner must log in to approve it before it goes out. This reduces the risk
of errors or fraud by ensuring no single person can move large sums unchecked. Your
online banking platform for treasury will have functionality to set these approval rules
and notify the approver when something is pending their okay.

e Balance and Sweep Services: Managing cash flow efficiently sometimes means
automating where your money goes at the end of the day. Treasury tools can include
sweep accounts — automatic transfers that “sweep” funds between accounts to optimize
balances. For instance, you could have a rule that if your checking account exceeds
$100,000 at close of business, the excess moves into an interest-earning savings or
investment account. Conversely, if the checking account falls below a minimum, funds
can sweep in from a linked savings or line of credit to cover it. This ensures your money
is always working in the best way (earning interest or minimizing interest expense and
preventing overdrafts). Such automation is especially helpful for businesses managing
tight liquidity or trying to maximize earnings on idle cash.

Even if your business doesn’t need a full corporate treasury department, accessing select
treasury tools can give you better control over your finances as you grow. Services like wire
transfers provide a fast reliable way to send funds securely — ideal for time-sensitive payments
to vendors, title companies, or partners. Dual control and approval workflows add a layer of
internal security by requiring two separate users to initiate and approve transactions, reducing
the risk of fraud or errors. And a well-balanced suite of treasury services allows you to
customize what your business actually needs, without paying for unnecessary features. These
tools scale with your business and support stronger financial oversight without overwhelming
your operations.
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8.7 — Account Alerts and Notifications

Account alerts and notifications are a simple but powerful digital tool to help you monitor your
business accounts. Essentially, these are automated messages (via email, text message, or
push notification from your banking app) that inform you when certain events or thresholds
occur on your accounts. Instead of logging in constantly to check if everything is okay, you can
rely on customized alerts to keep you updated in real time.

Types of Alerts: Most banks let you tailor the alerts to suit your needs. You can typically choose
from a variety of alert types, such as:

¢ Balance Alerts: Get notified if your account balance drops below or rises above a
specified amount. For example, you might set an alert if your checking account falls
under $1,000, which could help you avoid overdrafts or signal that it's time to transfer
funds in. Conversely, a high-balance alert might remind you to invest or sweep excess
funds if your balance goes above a certain level.

o Large Transaction Alerts: Receive an alert when a transaction over a certain size hits
your account. You might set this to be informed of any withdrawal or deposit above, say,
$5,000. This is useful for both awareness and security.

¢ Incoming Payment Notification: Know when important credits arrive. For instance, you
can get an alert when an incoming wire or ACH deposit posts to your account. Small
businesses often wait on critical payments; an instant notification lets you know the
money is in, which can be reassuring and help you decide your next financial moves.

¢ Payment and Transfer Alerts: Confirmations that a bill payment or transfer was
executed. If you schedule an online bill pay or send an ACH, you can have the system
notify you when the payment is sent or when it clears. This is a good double-check for
your accounts payable — you’ll have a message proving the transaction went out.
Additionally, some banks send alerts if a recurring payment is coming up, acting as a
reminder.

o Security Alerts: These alerts relate to account access and potential fraud. For example,
you should enable alerts for when a new user is added or password is changed, or if
there is a login from an unrecognized device. Many systems also send one-time alerts
with verification codes when you log in (as part of two-factor authentication). Another
useful alert is for any failed login attempts — if someone is trying to guess your password,
you’ll know.

The primary advantage is peace of mind. As a business owner, you can’t watch your bank
account every minute, but alerts act as your watchdog. If something unusual happens, you'll
know right away, and that speed of awareness can be crucial in resolving issues. For instance, if
a fraudulent charge occurs at 10 p.m., an alert can prompt you to take action (like freezing your
card) before more damage is done. Alerts can also help you manage day-to-day operations: a
low-balance alert might prompt you to deposit funds or draw from a line of credit to cover
upcoming expenses, thereby avoiding bounced payments. In essence, alerts turn your passive
bank account into an active messaging system that keeps you proactively informed.
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It's usually straightforward to set up alerts through your online banking settings or mobile app.
You can choose which alerts you want and how you want them delivered. A good practice is to
review your alerts periodically. As your business evolves, you might need to adjust thresholds or
add new alerts. For example, if your typical balance warning level has grown, you may raise
your low-balance warning level accordingly. Also, be mindful of alert fatigue — don’t sign up for
so many trivial notifications that you start ignoring them. Pick the ones that really matter to you,
so that when an alert comes through, you pay attention. Many business owners find that after
setting up a smart set of account alerts, they feel much more in control and aware of their
finances without having to actively check accounts throughout the day. It’s like having a
personal assistant who only calls you when something important needs your attention.

8.8 — Fraud Protection Tools

Fraud is an ever-present risk in banking, and small businesses are not immune. In fact, a
fraudulent transaction or security breach can be devastating for a business with limited funds.
To help guard against these threats, banks offer a range of fraud protection tools as part of their
digital banking services. These tools, combined with vigilant practices on your part, form a
strong defense for your accounts.

Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA): One fundamental tool is a multi-factor authentication for
online banking access. This means that in addition to your password, the bank requires a
second verification step — often a one-time code sent to your phone or generated by an
authenticator app. This second factor ensures that even if someone somehow learns your
password, they still can’t log in without that code. As a user, you typically experience this as a
text message with a login code or a prompt on your phone to approve the login. It’s an extra
step, but it significantly boosts security. Be sure to keep your contact information up to date so
you receive these codes and never share them with anyone. Remember, your bank will never
call or email asking for your one-time login code — if someone does, it's a scam.

Encryption and Secure Platforms: While not a tool you “use” directly, it's worth noting that
banks employ strong encryption on their websites and apps. This means any data you send or
receive (like your account information or payment instructions) is scrambled and protected from
eavesdropping. Always ensure you're using the official banking site or app (look for “https” and
the padlock icon in browsers) to benefit from this protection. Additionally, many banks have
automatic logout features — if you’re inactive for a short time, the system logs you out to prevent
unauthorized access if you step away from your computer. These behind-the-scenes features
are all part of the fraud prevention architecture keeping your money safe.

Positive Pay (Check and ACH Monitoring): Positive Pay is a popular and very effective fraud
prevention service for businesses, especially to combat check fraud and unauthorized ACH
debits. Here’s how it works: For check Positive Pay, your business provides the bank with a list
of checks you've issued typically check number, amount, and payee. When someone tries to
cash or deposit a check from your account, the bank’s system compares it to your list. If
everything matches, the check is paid as normal. If there’s a mismatch (say a check number
that wasn’t on your list, or an amount discrepancy), the check is flagged and not paid until you
review it. This stops criminals from forging checks or altering amounts because the fake or
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changed check won’'t match the data on file. You'll be alerted to decide whether the check is
legitimate or should be returned. A similar concept exists for ACH transactions (often called ACH
Positive Pay). You can set up authorized rules for ACH debits — for example, you allow your
insurance company to pull monthly payments, but no one else. If any other company tries to
debit your account, the system blocks it or alerts you for approval. These services might require
enroliment (sometimes under treasury management, as mentioned) and possibly a fee, but they
are extremely valuable for fraud protection. They essentially automate the monitoring of your
account against unauthorized transactions and give you the opportunity to catch fraud before
any money actually leaves your account.

Account Alerts for Fraud Detection: (As covered in section 8.7, alerts double as a fraud tool).
Setting up alerts specifically geared toward security — such as notifications of large withdrawals,
any ATM or debit card usage, or overseas transactions — can give you immediate insight into
potentially fraudulent activity. For example, if you get a text that your debit card was just used
for a purchase in another state when you haven't left town, you can quickly respond by
contacting the bank or turning your card off. Time is critical in stopping fraud, so these real-time
alerts act as an early warning system.

Debit and Credit Card Controls: Many banks now include card control features in their digital
tools. Though your mobile app or online account, you might have the ability to turn off or freeze
your debit card temporarily. If you misplace your business debit card or suspect it's been
compromised, you can disable it with a tap, preventing any new transactions. If you find the card
later or the issue is resolved, you can re-enable it just as easily. Some systems also allow
setting spending limits or geographic limits on cards (for example, decline any transaction
outside your country if your business doesn’t operate internationally). These controls give you
hands-on ability to protect against card fraud without needing to call the bank to issue a new
card every time there’s a concern.

Employee Controls and Permissions: Internal fraud or mistakes can be just as harmful as
external threats. By using the user management features of your online banking, you mitigate
risk. Only give employees the access they truly need. For instance, an employee responsible for
bookkeeping might be allowed to initiate payments but not approve them or not to send wires.
Regularly review who has access to your accounts and remove any logins you no longer need
(such as former employees or third-party accountants who no longer work with you). The
principle of “least privilege” ensures fewer opportunities for internal misuse. It's not a single tool,
but a practice aided by the digital platform’s ability to set roles and permissions.

Fraud Monitoring and Support: Banks themselves utilize sophisticated fraud monitoring
algorithms. If a transaction fits the pattern of known behavior, the bank might reach out to you or
temporarily halt the transaction. While this is mostly automatic on their end, be aware that if you
get a call or email from the bank’s fraud department, it could be a legitimate check on
suspicious activity (always verify by calling the bank’s official number if you're unsure). Also,
make sure you know the procedure to report fraud for reimbursement in fraud cases. Many
banks have a feature to report suspicious charge right in the app or website.
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Staying Vigilant: The tools above significantly lower your risk, but your own vigilance is a
crucial layer of defense. Always reconcile your account statements or review transactions
regularly, even with alerts in place. Educate yourself and your staff on common scams (like
phishing emails or phone scams that target businesses). Never click suspicious links or give out
passwords. By combining smart use of your bank’s fraud prevention tools with good security
habits, you create a nearly impenetrable shield around your business finances. Remember,
fraud prevention in the digital age is a shared responsibility — your bank provides the technology
and safeguards, and you must use them wisely and stay alert.

8.9 — Accounting Integrations, QuickBooks, and More

One of the greatest conveniences of modern digital banking is the ability to integrate your bank
account data directly with accounting software. Instead of manually typing out each transaction
into your books, you can have your bank “feed” those transactions into your accounting system
like QuickBooks, Xero, or other bookkeeping programs. For busy small businesses, these
integrations save a lot of time and reduce human error, ensuring your financial records are
always up to date with minimal effort.

How Integration Works: Many popular accounting platforms (such as QuickBooks, which is
widely used by small businesses) offer a feature to connect your bank. You usually go into your
accounting software, choose an option to connect a bank account, and then you’ll be guided
through a secure login to your online banking to grant permission. Once connected, the
software will automatically download your recent transactions (and continue to fetch new
transactions every day or so). If full automation isn’t available for your particular bank, there’s
often an alternative: you can log in to your bank’s website and download transactions as a file
(in formats like CSV, Quicken, or QuickBooks format) and then import that file into your
accounting software. Either way, the goal is to eliminate the tedious process of entering dates,
amounts, and payee names by hand.

Benefits of Bank Feeds and Syncing:

¢ Real-Time or Recent Data: With an active bank feed, your accounting software reflects
your actual bank balance and recent transactions almost in real time. This means at any
given moment, you can generate financial reports (like cash flow report or profit and loss
statement) that include all your latest income and expenses. It gives you a clearer
picture of your business’s financial health without waiting for the end of the month to
reconcile.

o Simplified Reconciliation: When transactions import from the bank, your job is mainly
to categorize them (e.g., tag that $200 debit as “Office Supplies” expense). Many
systems even learn from your past categorizations and start auto-categorizing similar
transactions. Come month-end, reconciling your bank statement with your books is
much smoother because most entries are already there and matched. The software can
often match a transaction to an invoice or bill you entered, so you know what’s been
paid. This reduces discrepancies and ensures your books are accurate.

e Reduced Data Entry Errors: Human error in data entry can lead to mistakes that cost
time to find and fix. By having transactions flow directly from the bank, you avoid typos
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and omissions. You're also less likely to miss recording a transaction — if it cleared the
bank, it will show up in your accounting feed. This means your financial records (and any
decisions based on them) are more reliable.

o Multi-Platform Ecosystems: Many banks and financial service providers realize small
businesses use a variety of tools. Aside from accounting software, there are integrations
with budgeting tools, expense tracking apps, payment processors, and tax software. For
example, your bank feed might connect not only to QuickBooks for accounting but also
to a service like Expensify or Mint for spending tracking, or to a tax prep software to
estimate quarterly taxes. Open banking and API technology have expanded such
connectivity. Some modern online banks even offer direct APIs for tech-savvy
businesses to build custom integrations or reports. The “and more” in this section title
suggest that beyond QuickBooks, whatever tools you rely on for managing finances can
likely be tied in with your banking data. Always check your bank’s website and ask if they
support integrations with your preferred software — you might be surprised at the options.

QuickBooks and Popular Software: QuickBooks (both the desktop and online versions) is
known for its bank integration capabilities. Most major banks in the U.S. support direct
connection to QuickBooks. The process usually involves entering your online banking
credentials in a secure QuickBooks interface or authorizing via your bank’s site. Once set,
QuickBooks will pull in transactions daily. Similarly, other platforms like Xero, Sage, FreshBooks,
and Wave have bank feeds. If you're using any of these, linking your bank can drastically
reduce your workload. Instead of laboring over statement and manually updating a ledger, you'll
simply review and approve the entries that the software suggests.

Maximizing the Integration Benefits: To get the most out of accounting integrations, ensure
you or your bookkeeper regularly log in to your accounting software to categorize and reconcile
transactions. The technology handles data transfer, but human insight is still needed to confirm
that everything lines up with reality (e.g., distinguishing that a charge from “Staples” is office
supplies vs. a charge from a similar name that might not be obvious). Once set up, though, most
users find that integrations significantly streamline their workflow. You'll spend far less time on
manual bookkeeping and more time using those financial reports to make informed decisions for
your business. Ultimately, the combination of your digital banking tools means your “financial
brain” of business is always current and accurate, without duplicate data entry.

8.10 — Conclusion: Embracing Digital Tools for a Better
Banking Experience

The world of banking has transformed dramatically for small business owners, and those who
take advantage of digital tools stand to gain the most. Throughout this chapter, we've explored
the spectrum of digital banking tools — from everyday convenience of online and mobile banking
to advanced services like ACH transfers, remote deposits, and treasury management features.
Each tool addresses common pain points: saving time, reducing errors, improving cash flow,
enhancing security, and simplifying the work of managing money.
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For a small business with limited financial staff (or just a busy owner wearing many hats), these
digital services can feel like having an extended team handling your finances. Instead of piles of
paperwork and frequent trips to the bank, you have information and execution at your fingertips.
Need to pay a supplier? Log in and do it in minutes. Worried about fraud? Set up alerts and
positive pay to get peace of mind. Tracking your expenses for the month? Download your
transactions into QuickBooks with a click. The efficiency gained is not just about convenience —
it directly impacts your bottom line by freeing up time to focus on customers, sales, and strategy
rather than being bogged down by administrative chores.

Embracing digital banking tools also means you're keeping pace with the modern financial
environment as more commerce and payment activity moves online, being fluent in these tools
helps you stay competitive and responsive. Customers and vendors increasingly expect quick
electronic payments. Employees appreciate the professionalism of direct deposit and timely
electronic reimbursements. And when you apply for loans or need to discuss finances with
advisors, having well organized, up-to-date financial records (made easier through your digital
integrations) gives you an edge.

It's understandable that adopting new technology can be intimidating, especially if you're used
to traditional ways of banking. The good news is that banks have made these tools as user-
friendly as possible, and they offer plenty of support to get you started. You don't have to
implement everything at once. You might begin by using online banking to check balances and
gradually start setting up Bill Payments or ACH transfers as you get more comfortable. Over
time, you can layer on more features like remote deposit or accounting syncs. Each step will
bring more of your banking into alignment with efficient digital workflows.

In conclusion, the digital banking toolkit available to small businesses today is rich and ever
growing. By taking advantage of online platforms, mobile apps, electronic payments, automated
alerts, fraud protections and software integrations, you are effectively streamlining your financial
operations. This not only reduces stress and the chance of mistakes but also gives you greater
control and insight into your company's financial health. The result is a better banking
experience — one that works on your schedule, caters to your business's unique needs, and
evolves with you as you grow. Embracing these digital tools is an investment in efficiency and
peace of mind, allowing you to spend less time worrying about banking and more time doing
what you do best: running and growing your business.

NEXT PAGE: CHAPTER 9 — PROTECTING YOUR BUSINESS FROM FRAUD >>>
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Chapter 9 — Protecting Your Business from Fraud

Fraud is one of the most persistent threats facing businesses today. Whether it's through
sophisticated cyber-attacks, internal employee theft, or deceptive financial scams, fraudulent
activities can severely disrupt operations and cause lasting financial damage. For small
businesses, which may not have extensive risk management teams or security protocols, the
consequences can be especially devastating.

This chapter aims to provide small business owners with the tools and knowledge needed to
recognize, prevent, and respond to various types of fraud. We'll explore common fraud
schemes, best practices for protecting your business, and tips for developing a culture of
awareness that keeps you one step ahead of potential threats.

9.1 — Common Types of Fraud Targeting Small Businesses

Understanding different types of fraud is the first step in protecting your business. Here are
some of the most common fraud schemes that small businesses should be aware of:

Check Fraud:

Fraudsters may alter legitimate checks, forge signatures, or create counterfeit checks to illegally
access your funds. Even with digital banking tools, paper checks are still a common
vulnerability.

Practical Tip: Use positive pay services, keep checks locked away and reconcile accounts
regularly.

Business Email Compromise (BEC):

With this scam, fraudsters impersonate a company executive, vendor, or client and request that
funds be transferred urgently, often changing payment instructions or requesting secrecy.

Practical Tip: Train employees to verify all unusual payment requests through a second channel,
like a phone call. Encourage a culture where questioning unusual requests is expected and
valued.

Card Fraud:

Unauthorized charges, stolen card information, or chargebacks can all pose threats. This affects
both merchants and customers.

Practical Tip: Use secure point-of-sale systems and consider EMV chip technology to reduce
risk.
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Phishing and Email Scams:

Criminals send emails that appear legitimate to trick employees into sharing sensitive
information or wiring funds.

Practical Tip: Provide staff with cyber security awareness training and enable multifactor
authentication for email accounts.

Internal Theft:

Unfortunately, trusted employees may sometimes misuse their access to embezzle funds or
manipulate financial records.

Practical Tip: Implement separation of duties and regular internal audits. Always conduct
thorough background checks during hiring.

Wire Fraud:

This often results from email compromises or impersonation, where someone poses as an
executive or vendor to initiate a fraudulent wire transfer.

Practical Tip: Always use dual control for wire transfers and confirm any changes to payment
instructions via a separate communication channel.

Fake Invoices or Vendor Fraud:
Fraudsters create fictitious vendors and submit fake invoices to divert company funds.

Practical Tip: Regularly review and vet all vendors and suppliers. Use a centralized vendor
management system.

ACH and Bill Pay Fraud:

Unauthorized transfers through ACH and misuse of bill pay systems are common fraud vectors.
Criminals may access business banking credentials via phishing or malware and then initiate
payments to fraudulent parties.

Practical Tip: Establish dual control for ACH and bill pay transactions, limit user access based
on roles and regularly audit payee lists and outgoing payments for unusual activity.

Account Takeover:

This type of fraud occurs when someone gains unauthorized access to your business banking
account, often through stolen login credentials, and assumes control. They may initiate
transactions, change contact information, or lock you out of the account entirely.

Practical Tip: Require multifactor authentication, use strong password protocols, and monitor
account access alerts regularly. Investigate any suspicious log in immediately.
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9.2 — Implementing Internal Controls

Internal controls are the backbone of fraud prevention for any business, regardless of size.
These controls serve as a system of checks and balances designed to reduce opportunities for
error, misuse, and unauthorized access. For small businesses, which often operate with lean
teams and limited resources, implementing strong internal controls can make the difference
between stability and vulnerability.

Effective internal controls don't require a large staff or costly infrastructure. They require
thoughtful processes, a commitment to oversight, and a culture of accountability. Below are
several essential internal control practices every small business should implement:

Segregation of Duties:

No single employee should have end-to-end control over any financial process. For example,
the person who initiates payment should not be the one who approves them or reconciles the
account.

Practical Tip: Assign responsibility so that initiating, approving, and recording transactions are
handled by different individuals. If staffing is limited, owners should review and sign off on
critical financial activities regularly.

Dual Control for High-Risk Transactions:

Dual control requires two separate individuals to complete a task, reducing the chance of
fraudulent activity going undetected. This is particularly important for wire transfers, ACH
payments, and account changes.

Practical Tip: Set up dual approval requirements in your online banking platform for all outgoing
wires and ACH batches. This adds a layer of verification that helps catch anomalies before
money leaves the account.

User Access Controls and Permissions:

Limit system and account access to only those employees who need it to do their jobs.
Providing broad access to financial systems increases the risk of unauthorized activity.

Practical Tip: Review access rights regularly and remove access immediately from employees
who leave the company or change roles.

Reconciliation and Reviews:

Frequent account reconciliation helps identify unusual transactions, errors or signs of fraud
before they escalate.

Practical Tip: Reconcile bank accounts weekly, not just monthly. Review all cleared checks and
electronic payments for legitimacy and investigate discrepancies promptly.
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Physical and Digital Security:

Protecting sensitive documents and digital credentials is just as important as monitoring
transactions.

Practical Tip: Store check stock and signature stamps in a locked location. Use password
managers and enable multifactor authentication on all business systems, especially financial
software.

Vendor Management Controls:

Ensure only legitimate approved vendors are paid and that their information remains accurate
and secure.

Practical Tip: Require written verification of any changes to vendor payment instructions. Avoid
processing new vendor payments without confirming their legitimacy through a trusted point of
contact.

Clear Policy Documentation:

Fraud prevention starts with awareness. Documenting your internal policies and procedures
creates transparency and reduces the likelihood of mistakes or abuse.

Practical Tip: Maintain a written Financial Policy manual that outlines approval limits,
reimbursement processes, and steps for reporting suspected fraud. Train employees on it
during onboarding and revisit it annually.

Culture of Accountability:

Fostering a company culture that values ethics, transparency and accountability is one of the
strongest deterrents available. Employees are more likely to act responsibly, and report
suspicious behavior, when expectations are clear.

Practical Tip: Lead by example Business owners and managers should adhere to the same
standards they expect from their team and reinforce a “see something, say something”
environment.

By embedding strong internal controls into your daily operations and reinforcing a culture of
accountability, your business is less likely to fall victim to fraud. These safeguards not only deter
bad actors, both internal and external, but also help your team feel confident in their roles and
responsibilities. The goal isn't to restrict your employees, it's to empower them with the structure
and transparency needed to protect your business and keep operations running smoothly.
Fraud thrives in weak unmonitored environments. A well-controlled and well-understood system
gives you the visibility and assurance needed to detect and stop fraud before it causes real
damage.
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9.3 — Educating Employees and Creating a Fraud-Aware
Culture

Even the most advanced security systems can't protect your business if your employees aren't
trained to recognize and prevent fraud. Fraudsters often exploit human error by posing as
trusted vendors, impersonating executives, and using phishing emails to trick staff into
disclosing sensitive information. That's why building a culture of fraud-awareness within your
business is one of the most critical and cost-effective lines of defense.

Education is not a one-time training course or an annual policy review. It's a continuous
commitment to equipping your team with the knowledge, habits, and confidence to make smart
decisions when threats arise. A well-informed staff is better able to detect red flags, question
suspicious activity, and avoid falling victim to fraud schemes that target small businesses.

Key Training Topics to Cover:

e Phishing and Social Engineering Awareness:
Train employees to identify suspicious emails, text messages, or calls requesting
sensitive data or urgent financial actions. Encourage them to verify request
independently — especially if a message includes spelling errors, unusual urgency, or
changes to payment instructions.

e Password Management and Login Security:
Reinforce the importance of creating strong, unique passwords and changing them
regularly. Teach staff not to share login credentials and to avoid writing them down.
Enable multifactor authentication wherever possible, especially for online or financial
platforms.

¢ Recognizing Internal Red Flags:
Educate employees on common signs of internal fraud, such as an employee refusing to
take vacations, having excessive control over financial records, or showing sudden
changes in behavior. Foster a workplace culture where speaking up about concerns is
encouraged and safe.

¢ Handling Financial Requests with Caution:
Employees, especially those in accounting or payable roles, should be trained to follow a
verification process before executing any financial transaction — particularly for wire
transfers, ACH payments, or changes to vendor banking information.

e Fraud Reporting Protocols:
Make sure employees know how and where to report suspected fraud, internally and
externally. Have a clear reporting chain and ensure confidentiality to protect
whistleblowers.

Practical Tips:
e Use Real-World Scenarios:
Incorporate role play or examples of fraud attempts that have occurred in your industry
or region. These examples help employees better understand how scams unfold and
make the training more relatable.
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¢ Provide Ongoing Micro-Training:
Regular short trainings (such as monthly fraud awareness tips or lunch-and-learn
sessions) are more effective than annual lectures. Keep fraud education top of mind.

¢ Involve All Departments:
Fraud isn't just an accounting issue. Sales, customer service, HR, and operations staff
all handle sensitive data. Make sure training reaches every team, not just finance.

o Establish a Fraud-Awareness Policy:
Incorporate fraud training into your onboarding process. Include clear expectations for
employee behavior around sensitive data, financial protocols, and reporting procedures.

When it comes to fraud prevention, your team is either your greatest defense or your weakest
link. A few short conversations, real world examples, and open-door policies around suspicious
activity can go much further than a binder full of procedures that no one reads. Think of
education as an ongoing investment, not a one-time training. The more confident your
employees feel in spotting and responding to red flags, the less likely your business is to be
blindsided by fraud. Make education practical. Make it part of the culture. That's where real
protection begins.

9.4 — Bringing it All Together: Building a Fraud-Resistant
Banking Setup

By now, you've seen that fraud prevention isn't about relying on a single tool or one-time setup.
It's about how well your systems, processes, and people work together. This section ties these
strategies we've discussed into a more cohesive approach, helping you strengthen your
defenses without overwhelming your daily operations.

Instead of simply revisiting individual tools like dual controls, alerts, or payment permissions, the
focus here is on how to integrate these elements meaningfully into your banking setup. They
should become part of your workflow rather than standalone features that are easy to overlook.

Layered Safeguards in Action

Consider how a fraud-resistant setup looks in practice. For instance:
e Scenario: Your business sends a large wire every Friday to a vendor.
o You've enabled dual authorization, so two people must approve the transaction.
o Your online banking is configured with role-based access, allowing the
accountant to initiate but not release funds.
o You've set custom alerts to notify the owner anytime a wire over $5000 is
pending.
o You conduct a monthly review of all ACH and bill pay activity to spot unusual
patterns.
None of these controls work alone. Together they create a strong and flexible security
framework.
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Practical Tips for Creating a Cohesive Defense

e Create a Fraud Map: Sketch out how money moves through your business, including
incoming payments, outgoing vendor bills, payroll, and transfers. Once you see the full
picture, identify where your controls exist and where the gaps are.

¢ Customize Alert Thresholds: Instead of generic notifications, work with your bank to
set up meaningful alerts. For example, get notified about logins that happen outside of
business hours or payments sent to a new recipient for the first time.

o Schedule a Quarterly Check-In with Your Bank: Your fraud prevention strategy
shouldn't remain static. Meet your banker regularly to review controls. Learn about
updated features. And determine if you're missing any opportunities to strengthen your
setup.

o Balance Convenience with Risk: Security settings like read only access, user
restrictions, or requiring multiple people to approve payments might slow things down
slightly. However, these safeguards significantly reduce the chances of internal or
external fraud.

This section is about more than just installing fraud tools, it's about making sure your processes,
team habits, and banking systems support each other to create a well-rounded security
environment. By viewing your bank as a partner, not just a provider, you can make the most of
what's available.

Focus on consistency. Small adjustments, made thoughtfully and reviewed regularly, often
provide the best long-term protection.

9.5 — Responding to Suspected Fraud

Even with strong preventative measures in place, no system is completely immune to fraud. If
something seems off — such as unauthorized charges, unusual login activity, or a suspicious
email requesting financial access — immediate action is essential. Knowing what to do next can
make the difference between a manageable incident and a severe financial setback.

This section outlines the key steps you should take if you suspect your business has been
targeted, along with how to work with your bank and safeguard your accounts moving forward.

Act Quickly and Stay Calm
Fraud situations can be stressful, but following a clear plan can help minimize the damage.

o Stop All Related Activity: If you suspect fraud, halt any pending or suspicious
transactions. Cancel ACH or wire transfers if possible.

o Secure Your Systems: Change passwords for online banking, accounting software, and
any other tool connected to financial information. If you suspect malware or an account
breach, disconnect the affected device from the Internet and contact your IT support.

¢ Notify Your Bank Immediately: Call your bank's fraud department and provide a
detailed description of the suspicious activity. The sooner you report it, the more likely it
is that funds can be recovered, or the issue contained.
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o Document the Incident: Record all relevant details, including when the activity was first
noticed, what actions were taken, and whom you spoke with. Keep these notes
organized in case they are needed for a fraud investigation or insurance.

Work Closely with Your Bank

Your bank is one of your most important allies in responding to fraud. Banks have specialized
teams to assist with investigations and account recovery.

o Request a Full Transaction Review: Ask your banker to go over your recent account
activity and identify anything out of the ordinary.

¢ Verify All Authorized Users: Confirm which users have access to your accounts and
whether any credentials may have been compromised.

o Apply Additional Safeguards: Depending on the nature of the fraud, your bank may
recommend steps such as temporarily disabling certain features, requiring multifactor
authentication, or placing blocks on high risk accounts.

Strengthen Internal Processes

After responding to fraud, take time to reassess your business’s internal controls and employee
practices to avoid future issues.

¢ Review Your Security Policy: Determine how the fraud occurred and whether there
were lapses in oversight or processes that allowed it to happen.

¢ Reinforce Staff Awareness: If an employee clicked a phishing link or failed to follow
protocol, provide immediate training on how to recognize fraud and what to do when
they see it.

e Improve Access and Authorization Controls: Consider adjusting permissions,
enabling alerts, and enforcing stronger verification protocols to limit vulnerabilities.

Handling suspected fraud requires more than just reacting. It requires a thoughtful and
immediate response followed by reflection and improvement. Every incident is an opportunity to
build stronger internal systems and protect your business more effectively in the future.

9.6 — Conclusion: Make Fraud Prevention an Ongoing Effort

Fraud prevention is not something you implement once and walk away from. It is an active part
of your operations that requires routine attention, regular updates and a strong sense of
ownership. Criminal tactics change. Technology evolves. Your internal processes and defenses
need to grow with them.

The most effective approach to fraud prevention is not just about using the right tools. It's about
how those tools are supported by training, oversight, and consistent practices. No single
software feature or security protocol can protect your business on its own. But when layered
together through people, processes, and banking systems, you can create a strong foundation
that discourages fraud from taking hold in the first place.
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This is not just about protecting your money; it's about protecting the trust you have with your
customers, your employees, and your partners. A business that takes fraud prevention seriously
is one that is built to last.

Make it part of your routine. Review your controls regularly. Revisit your banking permissions,
alerts, and security settings. Retrain your team as scams evolve. Ask your banker if new
protection features are available that better suit your needs.

Fraud will always exist. But it does not have to exist in your business. Stay informed, stay
proactive, and never assume that your current setup is good enough. Fraud prevention works
best when it becomes a habit, not a reaction.

Chapter 10 — Long-Term Planning and Growth
Readiness

Many businesses spend so much time and energy getting off the ground that they fail to plan for
what comes next. Starting a business is an achievement, but sustaining and growing that
business requires a shift in mindset. Long-term planning is not about predicting the future with
certainty. It's about creating a structure that allows your business to grow with direction,
discipline, and purpose.

Growth does not just happen. It must be planned for, funded appropriately, and managed in a
way that supports both short-term operations and long-term stability. This chapter is designed to
help small business owners understand how to think strategically about scaling, reinvesting and
preparing for opportunities, and setting up the internal processes that make growth
manageable.

Whether you plan to expand locations, hire employees, increase production, or explore new
markets, these fundamentals will help you prepare for growth that is intentional and sustainable.

10.1 — Defining Your Long-Term Business Goals

The first step in preparing for growth is clarifying what that growth should look like. This includes
identifying measurable goals and mapping out a realistic timeline to achieve them.

Ask yourself:

e What does success look like for my business in five years?

e Am | trying to increase revenue, expand my team, open a second location, or simply
stabilize cash flow?

¢ What specific milestones would indicate progress?

Without clearly defined goals, it becomes difficult to assess whether your business is growing in
a healthy direction or simply getting busier without improving profitability or operational
efficiency.
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Once your goals are defined, you can begin to align financial decisions, hiring plans, and
infrastructure improvements to support them.

10.2 — Building a Scalable Operational Framework

A business that is not scalable struggles under the pressure of growth. Scalability means your
processes, people and systems are capable of handling more business without causing
bottlenecks or breakdowns.

Here are some common signs your operations are not yet scalable:

¢ You rely too heavily on one or two people to manage core functions.

e Tasks are tracked manually or through disorganized methods.

¢ There are no standard operating procedures in place for daily operations.

e Your current systems cannot support a higher volume of clients, orders, or transactions.

To improve scalability:

e Document your processes in writing.

¢ Investin tools that automate routine tasks and create reliable workflows.

e Create defined roles and cross train team members so knowledge is not siloed.

e Look at your customer onboarding, billing, inventory, and service delivery. Could they still
function if your business doubled in size?

Growth should not come at the cost of quality or stability. A scalable structure ensures that you
are ready to serve more customers without breaking your business in the process.

10.3 — Financial Planning for Sustainable Growth

As small businesses evolve, sustainable growth hinges on more than increasing sales. It
requires clear and intentional financial planning that anticipates both opportunity and risk. Many
businesses experience growing pains because they are unprepared for the financial demands
that accompany expansion. Without a strong financial strategy, even successful growth can
outpace a company's ability to support it.

Financial planning must be proactive. It should align long-term business goals with real-world
financial capacity. This section outlines the key area small businesses should consider when
building a financial framework that supports sustained, healthy growth.

Cash Flow Forecasting

Cash flow is the foundation of any growth strategy. It allows a business to plan for timing
mismatches between income and expenses. A common mistake is focusing on profit while
ignoring the liquidity needed to fund operations during growth periods.

Accurate cash flow forecasting should project income and expenses across a realistic time
frame, typically 6 to 12 months. It should be updated regularly and account for both fixed and
variable costs, including any planned investments such as new hires or equipment. Forecasting
helps you see financial gaps early and make informed decisions rather than reactive ones.
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Practical Tip: Review and update your cash flow forecast monthly. Include realistic assumptions
about payment timing, inventory turnover, and seasonal fluctuations. If you're unsure how to
start, ask your banker or accountant for a simple template tailored to your business.

Strategic Reserves

Growth introduces volatility. A strategic reserve — sometimes called an operating cushion or
contingency fund — gives your business a margin of safety. It helps protect operations when
customer payments are delayed or unexpected costs arise.

A healthy reserve typically covers two to three months of fixed expenses, including payroll, rent
and loan payments. If your industry is cyclical or high risk, you may consider a larger buffer.

Practical Tip: Set up a separate savings account for your reserve and contribute a fixed
percentage of revenue each month. Automating this step ensures the reserve grows steadily
and isn’t overlooked during busy periods.

Reinvestment Strategy

Reinvesting in the business is often necessary to sustain long-term growth. Owners must
balance personal income needs with the capital requirements of their business. Growth may
demand investments in staff, infrastructure, technology, or marketing.

Rather than reacting to needs as they arise, businesses should plan how much of their net
income will be reinvested each quarter or year. This creates discipline and helps prioritize
growth-related spending.

Practical Tip: Use historical financial data to determine a target reinvestment percentage.
Common benchmarks range from 30 to 50% of net income. Document where funds will be
allocated and review the plan quarterly to ensure resources are being used effectively.

Responsible Use of Credit

Credit can be a valuable tool for growth, but it must be used with care. Businesses often seek
financing to purchase equipment, cover temporary shortfalls, or fund larger projects. The key is
to ensure that borrowed funds serve a clear and measurable purpose.

When evaluating credit options, consider the terms, repayment timeline, and how the financing
will affect your overall cash flow. Working with a trusted banking partner can help ensure the
structure of the loan aligns with your business goals.

Practical Tip: Before applying for financing, develop a clear use plan. Estimate the return on
investment and include debt payments in your forecast. Avoid borrowing to cover routine
expenses, as this may indicate a deeper financial issue that needs attention.
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Financial Management Tools:

As businesses grow, financial operations become more complex. Investing in financial
management tools can improve accuracy, efficiency, and decision-making. From accounting
software to budgeting platforms, the right tools reduce risk and help maintain visibility into your
financial health.

Well-organized financial data allows for better scenario planning and performance tracking. It
also prepares your business for future audits, investor inquiries, and financing opportunities.

Practical Tip: Use software that integrates with your bank accounts and payroll provider.
Automate key reports such as monthly profit and loss, cash flow, and balance sheet statements.
Regularly review these reports with your bookkeeper or accountant to spot trends or issues
early.

10.4 — Choosing the Right Financial Products

Access to the right financial products can shape the trajectory of a small business, especially
when gearing up for growth. This isn't just about having a checking account or a basic credit
card. It's about finding financial tools that align with your goals, your cash flow patterns, and
your comfort with risk. Selecting the right mix of products can open doors to expansion, smooth
out cash flow hiccups, and protect your business in uncertain times.

Lines of Credit

A business line of credit is a flexible financing option that provides access to funds when you
need them, without requiring you to use the full amount upfront. This product can be ideal for
businesses with seasonal income, unexpected expenses, or short-term capital needs.

Practical Tip: Ensure your line of credit is structured with terms you understand clearly. Pay
attention to draw fees, repayment structures, and whether it's secured or unsecured.

Term Loans

Term loans provide a lump sum of money that is repaid over a fixed period (often used for larger
investments like purchasing equipment, real estate or funding a new product line). The
predictability of repayment schedules can be helpful for long-term planning.

Practical Tip: When shopping for term loans, compare interest rates and repayment terms
across institutions. Always calculate the total cost of borrowing, not just the monthly payment.

Business Credit Cards:

These are useful for everyday expenses and can offer rewards, expense tracking, and short-
term cash flow management. However, they typically come with higher interest rates, so they
should be used strategically.

Practical Tip: Consider assigning different cards to different spending categories or employees
to streamline your tracking and maximize rewards.
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Equipment Financing

If your business relies heavily on machinery or specialized tools, equipment financing can be a
smart choice. Instead of tying up your working capital, you finance the equipment and pay it off
over time.

Practical Tip: Be sure to evaluate the lifespan of the equipment versus the length of the loan.
You don't want to be making payments on something that's already obsolete.

Treasury and Cash Management Tools

Beyond loans and credit, Treasury services can provide automation, fraud protection, and
insights into your cash flow. These tools can help you manage receivables, payables, and
liquidity with greater precision and control.

Practical Tip: Work with your banker to understand which Treasury tools make sense for your
operation. Even small enhancements, like automated sweeps or ACH origination, can
significantly improve efficiency.

Financial products should never be one-size-fits-all. The most successful small businesses take
time to understand their current needs and anticipate future demands, choosing financial tools
that not only meet today's requirements but also pave the way for what comes next. A thoughtful
approach here can make the difference between surviving and scaling.

10.5 — Preparing for Market Shifts and Economic Resilience

Unexpected market fluctuations, economic downturns, and shifts in consumer behavior can
challenge even the most well-run businesses. While no one can predict the future with certainty,
small business owners can equip themselves with strategies to absorb shocks and recover
faster. This section is designed to help business owners think proactively and implement
resilience-building measures that go beyond reactive decisions.

Economic resilience is not about avoiding risk altogether. It's about strengthening your ability to
adapt, respond, and reposition. From contingency planning to diversifying revenue streams,
preparing for change allows you to remain steady when uncertainty looms.

Why It Matters for Small Businesses

Economic resilience can mean the difference between staying open and shutting down when
things get difficult. Small businesses often fight tighter margins and less buffer than larger
corporations, so building flexibility into operations is critical. Developing a plan for downturns
and staying alert to trends gives you options when others may be scrambling.

Resilience also signals to lenders, investors and customers that your business is managed
responsibly, which can build long-term trust and credibility.
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Practical Tips to Get Started

Build a Contingency Reserve

Maintain a cash cushion or access to credit that can cover at least three to six months of
essential expenses. Don't rely solely on a line of credit. Review your working capital
needs regularly and set aside savings specifically earmarked for disruptions.

Diversify Revenue Sources

Avoid becoming overly reliant on a single customer, vendor or product line. Seek
opportunities to expand into new markets, offer complementary services, or explore new
distribution channels such as ecommerce or subscriptions.

Understand Cost Drivers and Fixed Expenses

Regularly evaluate your overhead and identify where you have flexibility to scale back if
necessary. Fixed costs like rent or payroll may require creative thinking in a downturn,
such as renegotiating leases or temporarily shifting staff responsibilities.

Develop Scenario Plans

Create action plans for best-case, moderate, and worst-case scenarios. Include potential
impacts on cash flow, staffing, inventory, and customer demand. Scenario planning
helps remove emotion from decision-making during stressful times.

Stay Informed and Anticipate Trends

Keep up with industry developments, customer feedback, and competitor movements.
Use this information to anticipate shifts before they occur and adjust strategies
accordingly.

Establish Supplier and Vendor Flexibility

Build relationships with multiple suppliers, when possible, to avoid disruption if one
source fails. Include clauses in your contracts that allow for adjustment during
emergencies.

Audit Your Insurance Coverage

Review your policies regularly with your insurance provider to ensure coverage for
business interruption, data loss, and other vulnerabilities. Insurance should complement,
not replace, your broader resilience strategy.

Lean Into Technology for Agility

Utilize digital tools that make pivoting easier, such as cloud-based systems, mobile
access, and digital communication platforms. The ability to operate remotely or reach
customers online can be crucial during unexpected events.

Economic resilience isn't a one-time project; it's an ongoing mindset. Businesses that plan
ahead, diversify, and stay alert to potential risks are often the ones that come out stronger on
the other side of disruption. With the right foundation in place, uncertainty becomes less
threatening and easier to navigate, turning challenges into opportunities for renewal and growth.
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10.6 — Developing a Succession and Exit Strategy

A successful business isn't just defined by its growth; it's also defined by how well it's prepared
for what comes next. Whether your goal is to retire, sell the business, pass it on to a family
member, or simply prepare for unforeseen events, having a succession and exit strategy is
essential. This kind of foresight not only preserves the value of your company, but also helps
reduce disruption for customers, employees, and partners.

Succession planning doesn't have to be complicated, but it must be deliberate. Many small
business owners put it off, assuming it's only relevant far down the line. In reality, having a plan
in place early on creates flexibility. It gives you time to train a successor, identify leadership
gaps and protect the business in the event of iliness, departure, or other unplanned scenarios.

Here are several key components of a strong succession or exit plan:

Identify and develop potential successors. Whether you're considering internal
promotion, family transition, or an external hire, it's crucial to identify individuals who
have leadership qualities and values that align with your business. Invest time in
mentorship, skills development, and gradual transfer of responsibilities so successors
are equipped for the role.

Clarify rules and timelines. A vague plan creates confusion. Define who will take over,
in what capacity and on what timeline. Documenting this plan, preferably with legal and
financial advisors, ensures that everyone is on the same page.

Evaluate the business's value. Understanding your company's worth is necessary.
Whether you plan to sell, merge or pass it on, a formal business valuation can help you
negotiate fairly, optimize tax outcomes, and prepare your financing needs related to a
transition.

Review legal and financial documents. Succession plans often require updates to
operating agreements, buy-sell agreements, partnership terms, and ownership
structures.

Decide on the exit path. Not all exits look the same. Some owners opt to gradually step
back while retaining equity, while others pursue full buyouts. Consider what aligns best
with your long-term financial and personal goals.

Communicate the plan thoughtfully. Once the core of your strategy is in place,
communicate it — first to key stakeholders, then to employees and partners as
appropriate. A clear, proactive message helps avoid speculation or instability.

Even if you're years away from stepping aside, begin documenting your daily responsibilities.
Having a detailed operational log or manual will make it easier to transition knowledge when the
time comes. This may even help identify areas where processes could be simplified today.

Succession and exit strategies aren't just about the end of your business journey, they're about
protecting the value you've built, setting up others to succeed, and giving yourself the peace of
mind to plan for the future with confidence. A well-considered plan ensures your business
continues to thrive even after you're no longer at the helm.
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10.7 — Leveraging Strategic Partnerships for Growth

As businesses move from surviving to thriving, strategic partnerships can become powerful
drivers of expansion. These collaborations often provide access to new markets, technologies,
or expertise that would be difficult to develop in-house. For small businesses with limited
resources, aligning with the right partners can create opportunities for scale and innovation
without overstretching internal capacity.

Strategic partnerships come in many forms. A business may team up with a supplier to secure
better pricing or more reliable inventory access. It might work with a complementary service
provider to co-market to shared audiences. In some cases, joint ventures are formed to pursue
entirely new lines of business, leveraging each party's strengths to create a more competitive
offering. The key is to identify partners whose goals and values align closely with your own and
whose involvement enhances your ability to serve your customers more effectively.

Before pursuing a partnership, businesses should define. What success looks like and what
they expect to gain. It's not enough to collaborate for visibility alone. Whether the goal is to
increase market share, improve product offerings, or expand into a new region, the purpose of
the partnership should be specific, measurable, and realistic.

Considerations for Strategic Partnerships:

¢ Shared Vision and Values: A successful partnership requires trust and alignment. Both
parties should agree on long-term goals, ethical standards, and what success will look
like.

o Complementary Strengths: The most effective partnerships bring something new to the
table. Your partner should have expertise, resources, or reach that complements your
own.

o Clear Roles and Expectations: Define responsibilities in writing to avoid
miscommunication. Each party should know their obligations, timelines, and how
performance will be evaluated.

¢ Legal and Financial Clarity: A formal agreement should outline intellectual property
ownership, profit sharing, dispute resolution processes, and exit strategies to protect all
parties involved.

e Regular Evaluation: Periodically review the effectiveness of the partnership. Determine
whether it continues to meet its original goals and whether adjustments are needed.

If you're considering a partnership, start small. Collaborate on a limited project or campaign to
test the waters before committing to a larger arrangement. This allows both parties to assess
compatibility and performance without significant risk.

Partnerships are not a shortcut to success, but when pursued thoughtfully, they can significantly
accelerate growth. They give small businesses the ability to innovate faster, reach wider
audiences and stay competitive in a rapidly evolving marketplace. The best partnerships are
built on mutual respect, transparency, and a shared commitment to progress.
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Conclusion and Next Steps

Reaching the end of this guide is only the beginning of your next phase as a business owner. By
exploring topics from foundational account structures to long-term succession planning, you've
built a clear understanding of how to approach banking and financial management with purpose.
Now, the focus shifts to translating that knowledge into consistent action.

Every business is unique in its challenges and opportunities. Some of the strategies covered in
this book may apply directly to your situation, while others might serve as ideas to revisit as your
company evolves. What matters most is that you've developed the awareness to ask smarter
questions, anticipate future needs, and engage with your financial institution as a proactive
partner rather than a passive customer. This moment is a chance to recalibrate. Look at your
operations and financial practices with fresh eyes. Is your account set up still serving your
needs? Are your fraud controls actively protecting you, or are they only there in theory? Are you
having regular financial check-ins with your banker or CPA to evaluate risk, credit opportunities,
or cash flow efficiency?

If you haven't already, set aside time to create a basic road map for your business. It doesn't
need to be a formal business plan, it can be a simple document that outlines your short-term
needs, mid-range projects, and long-term aspirations. Include milestones you can actually
measure. Even a one-page summary gives you something to revisit and refine as your
circumstances change.

Be intentional with your next steps:

e Schedule a financial review with your banker, CPA, or trusted advisor.

o Review and refresh your fraud protections, user-access roles, and account security.

¢ Revisit your goals — not just growth targets, but sustainability, quality of life, and risk
tolerance.

e Loop in your team. Your employees, bookkeepers, and support staff should understand
and contribute to the business’s financial health and fraud awareness.

If there's one final piece of advice to leave with you, it is this: The most successful business
owners are not actually the ones who ‘have it all figured out.” They're the ones that stay curious,
keep learning, and don't ignore problems just because they're not urgent yet. You've already
taken a big step by reading this guide. Don't stop here. Keep building on it, revisiting it, and
adjusting your approach as your business evolves.

Banking is not just a back-end function, it's a critical part of how you steer your business
forward. Treat it with the same care, thought, and strategy you apply to every other part of your
operation. And if you ever find yourself uncertain, remember that you're not alone. The
resources and relationships you build today can support you for years to come.

Your next chapter is yours to write. Make it a good one.
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Notes and Resources

Glossary of Common Terms

e ACH (Automated Clearing House): An electronic network used by financial institutions to
process payments such as direct deposits, bill payments and vendor transfers. Often used for
payroll and recurring payments.

¢ Annual Percentage Rate (APR): The total yearly cost of a loan expressed as a percentage,
including interest and fees. APR helps you compare the cost of borrowing across different
products.

e Asset: Anything of value owned by the. Business including cash, inventory, property, and
equipment.

¢ Available Balance: The amount of money in an account that is accessible for withdrawal or
use, accounting for pending transactions or holds.

e Balance Sheet: A financial statement showing a business's assets, liabilities, and equity at a
specific point in time.

o Beneficiary: The person or entity that receives funds from a financial transaction, such as a
wire transfer.

e Bill Pay: A banking service that allows businesses to make payments to vendors and service
providers electronically through online or mobile banking.

e Business Credit Score: A numerical score representing a company's creditworthiness.
Based on financial behavior, payment history, and debt usage.

¢ Business Line of Credit: A flexible financing option that allows a business to borrow funds
as needed, up to a predetermined limit, often used for working capital.

e Business Loan: A lump-sum loan provided to a business for specific needs, such as
purchasing equipment, expanding operations, or refinancing debt.

¢ Cash Flow: The movement of money in and out of a business, indicating its ability to pay
bills and sustain operations.

e Cash Flow Forecast: A projection of future inflows and outflows of cash, used to anticipate
shortfalls and planned spending.

Page 75 of 86
Property of Bank of the West. Disclosure or distribution outside the organization is strictly prohibited without Executive
Management’s authorization.



Check Fraud: Any act involving an unlawful use of checks to illegally obtain or borrow funds,
including forged signatures, altered checks, or counterfeit checks.

Collateral: Assets pledged by a borrower to secure a loan. If the borrower defaults, the
lender may claim the collateral to recover losses.

Compliance: Adherence to laws, regulations, and internal policies that govern business and
financial operations.

Credit Score: A number ranging from 300 to 850 that reflects a borrower's creditworthiness,
with higher scores indicating lower credit risk.

Cybersecurity: The practice of protecting systems, networks, and data from digital attacks or
unauthorized access.

Debit Service Coverage Ratio (DSCR): A measure used by lenders to determine a
business's ability to repay debt, calculated by dividing net operating income by total debt
service.

Deposit Account: An account where funds are stored at a financial institution, including
checking, savings, and money market accounts.

Dual Authorization: A fraud prevention process requiring two authorized users to approve a
high-risk transactions, such as a wire transfer.

EFT (Electronic Funds Transfer): A broad term for a digital transfer of money between
banks, including ACH transfers and wire transfers.

EIN (Employer Identification Number): A unique nine-digit number assigned by the IRS to
identify a business for tax purposes.

Escrow: A financial arrangement where a third party holds funds or assets on behalf of two
other parties until conditions of an agreement are met.

Expense Ratio: The percentage of a business’s income spent on operating expenses used
to assess efficiency and profitability.

FDIC (Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation): A U.S. government agency that protects
depositors by insuring deposit accounts at member banks up to applicable limits.

Financial Statement: A document summarizing a business's financial performance,
including balance sheets, income statements, and cash flow statements.
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Fraud Prevention Tools: Bank services designed to reduce fraud risk, including positive
pay, dual-authorization, and real-time alerts.

Interest Rate: The cost of borrowing money or the return earned on deposits, expressed as
a percentage.

Invoice: A document issued by a seller to a buyer requesting payment for goods or services
provided.

Liability: Financial obligations a business owner owes to others, including loans, accounts
payable, and accrued expenses.

Loan-to-Value (LTV): The ratio of a loan amount to the appraised value of the collateral,
often used in equipment or real estate financing.

Merchant Services: Banking services that help businesses accept debit and credit card
payments, including POS terminals and online gateways.

Operating Expenses: Costs incurred during normal business operations such as rent,
payroll, utilities, and office supplies.

Overdraft Protection: A banking service that covers transactions when an account lacks
sufficient funds, often using a linked account or credit line.

Positive Pay: A fraud prevention tool that matches checks issued by the business to those
presented for payment.

Profit & Loss Statement (P&L): A report showing a business’s revenue, costs and
expenses over a period of time used to determine profitability.

Read-Only User Profile: A limited access banking user setting that allows a person to view
account activity without making transactions.

Reconciliation: The process of matching financial records, such as bank statements and
internal books, to ensure accuracy.

Reserves: Funds set aside for unexpected expenses or future investment, often part of a
financial stability plan.

Return on Investment (ROI): A measure of the profitability of an investment, calculated by
dividing the net profit by the initial investment.
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Secured Loan: A loan backed by collateral, reducing the lender’s risk and often resulting in
more favorable terms.

Sole Proprietor: A business owned and operated by one person, with no legal distinction
between the owner and the business.

SWOT Analysis: A planning tool that evaluates a business's Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats.

Underwriting: The process a lender uses to assess the risk of lending money, including
evaluating creditworthiness, collateral, and income.

Unsecured Loan: A loan not backed by collateral, generally based on credit history and cash
flow.

Vendor: A company or individual that provides goods or services to your business.

Wire Transfer: A fast, secure method of sending money electronically between banks, often
used for large or time-sensitive payments.
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Blank Templates:

Monthly Business Budget

Projected Monthly Business Budget:
Q1 & Q2

Category | Jan | Feb | Mar | Apr | May | June | Notes

Revenue

Product Sale

Service Income

Other Income

TOTAL Revenue

Expenses

Rent

Utilities

Payroll

Insurance

Professional Services

Supplies

Marketing

Software/Subscriptions

Loans/Debt Services

Travel/Meals

Miscellaneous

TOTAL Expenses

Net Income | | | | | | l

Q3 & Q4

Category | Jul | Aug | Sept | Oct | Nov | Dec | Notes

Revenue

Product Sale

Service Income

Other Income

TOTAL Revenue

Expenses

Rent

Utilities

Payroll

Insurance

Professional Services

Supplies

Marketing

Software/Subscriptions

Loans/Debt Services

Travel/Meals

Miscellaneous

TOTAL Expenses

Net Income
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Monthly Profit & Loss (P&L) Statement

Monthly Profit & Loss:

Year & Month of Review Period:

Category Actual Amount | Projected Amount | Variance | Notes

Revenue

Product Sales

Service Income

Other Income

TOTAL Revenue (Total of
Product Sales + Service
Income+ Other Income)

Cost of Goods Sold (COGS)

Raw Materials

Inventory Purchases

Manufacturing/Production

TOTAL COGS (Total of Raw
Materials + Inventory_+
Manufacturing Costs)

Gross Profit (Revenue — COGS)

Operating Expenses

Rent/Lease

Utilities

Payroll

Insurance

Marketing & Advertising

Professional Services

Office Supplies

Travel & Meals

Miscellaneous

TOTAL Operating Expenses

Net Operating Income (Gross
Profit — Operating Expenses)

Other Expenses

Loan Interest

Taxes

One-Time Expense or Gains

TOTAL Other Expenses

Net Profit or Loss (Net
Operating Income — Other
Expenses)
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Monthly Cash Flow Statement

Monthly Cash Flow — Q1 & Q2

Category

Projected Amount

Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jun

Beginning Cash
Balance

Cash Inflows

Sales Revenue

Loan Proceeds

Owner Investments

Other Income

TOTAL Cash
Inflows

Cash Outflows

Rent

Utilities

Payroll

Marketing

Inventory
Purchases

Loan Payments

Loan Payments

Taxes

Other Expenses

TOTAL Cash
Outflows

Net Cash Flow
(Total Inflows —
Total Outflows)

Ending Cash
Balance

Q3 & Q4

Category

Projected Amount

Jul

Aug

Sept

Oct

Nov

Dec

Beginning Cash
Balance

Cash Inflows

Sales Revenue

Loan Proceeds

Owner Investments

Other Income

TOTAL Cash
Inflows

Cash Outflows

Rent

Utilities

Payroll

Marketing

Inventory
Purchases

Loan Payments

Loan Payments

Taxes

Other Expenses

TOTAL Cash
Outflows

Net Cash Flow
(Total Inflows —
Total Outflows)

Ending Cash
Balance
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Loan Checklist

Basic Business Information

[J Business name, address, and contact details

1 EIN or Social Security Number (if Sole Proprietorship)
(] Business structure (LLC, sole proprietorship, corporation, etc.)
[J Business licenses and permits (if applicable)

L] Date business was established

[J Number of employees

Loan Request Details

[ Loan amount requested

[ Purpose of the loan (e.g., working capital, equipment purchase, expansion)
O] Preferred loan term (length of repayment period)
Business Financial Documents

[ Business tax returns (typically past 2-3 years)

[J Profit & loss statements (year-to-date)

[J Balance Sheets

[J Cash Flow Statements

1 Accounts receivable and payable aging reports

[1 Business debt schedule (list of current debts and payment terms)
Personal Financial Information (for owners)

[ Personal tax returns (past two years)

[J Personal financial statement

(1 Credit report (lender may pull this)

Business Plan and Projections

[ Executive summary of your business

[0 Market analysis and target audience

[J Marketing and sales strategies

1 12-month or multi-year financial projections

[0 Descriptions of how the loan will be used and how it will support growth
Collateral Information (if applicable)

O List of business assets offered as collateral

(1 Current appraisals or estimated values

L] Ownership documentation for assets

Legal and Organizational Documents

U] Articles of Incorporation or Organization

[J Operating Agreement or Bylaws

[J Partnership Agreement (if applicable)

[J Business insurance certificates

[] Lease agreements (if renting property)
Lender-Specific Forms

1 Completed loan application form

(1 Any additional documentation required by the lender
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

1. How do | know when my business is ready to apply for a loan?

You should consider applying for a loan when you have a clear purpose for the funds, stable
cash flow, solid financial statements, and a specific plan for repayment. Lenders also look for a
consistent operating history and good credit (personal and/or business).

2. What's the difference between a budget, a profit-and-loss statement, and a cash
flow statement?

A budget is a forward-looking estimate of your income and expenses.

A profit-and-loss statement shows your actual income and expenses over a period, revealing
profitability.

A cash-flow statement tracks money coming in and going out, helping you understand your
business’s liquidity.

3. What should | do if my business experiences a sudden drop in revenue?

Start by identifying the root cause — market changes, client loss, seasonality, etc. Then reduce
unnecessary expenses, revisit your pricing strategy, reach out to past customers, and update
your financial projections. Maintain transparency with your bank if you have existing loans or
lines of credit.

4. Do | need to separate my personal and business bank accounts?

Yes. Separating finances makes bookkeeping easier, helps maintain accurate tax records,
strengthens legal protection (especially for LLCs/corporations), and builds credibility with
lenders.

5. What kind of fraud should | watch out for as a small business?

Common types include account takeover, check fraud, ACH fraud, business email compromise,
fake invoices, and phishing. Always use strong passwords, dual approval for transactions, and
stay alert to unexpected changes in payment instructions.

6. What's the best way to keep track of my business finances?

Use accounting software like QuickBooks, Xero, or Wave. Reconcile accounts monthly, review
reports regularly, and keep digital and physical copies of key documents. If needed, hire a
bookkeeper or accountant.

7. Do |l need a formal business plan?

Yes — especially if you are seeking financing or trying to grow strategically. A business plan
helps you clarify your goals, forecast revenue and expenses, and prepare for growth or
challenges.
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8. How do | build business credit?

Open accounts under your business name (EIN), establish trade lines with vendors, make
timely payments, and avoid overextending credit. Monitor your business credit report regularly
through agencies like Dun & Bradstreet or Experian.

9. What should I include in my succession or exit plan?

Consider who will take over the business, how ownership will be transferred, tax implications,
valuation of the business, and a clear timeline. Work with legal and financial professionals to
document your plan.

10. How can | protect my business from economic downturns?

Maintain a healthy cash reserve, diversify your income streams, keep overhead low, and stay
adaptable with your business model. Strong relationships with customers and your bank also
offer stability during uncertain times.

11. Do | really need to meet with my banker regularly?

Yes. Building a relationship with your banker ensures they understand your business, can offer
customized financial products, and may advocate for you when you need funding or flexibility.

12. I'm overwhelmed, where should | start?

Start with organizing your finances: separate accounts, basic bookkeeping, and tracking
expenses. Then work on a simple budget and set one clear short-term goal (e.g., increase
revenue by 10%, reduce expenses, or apply for a line of credit). Small, consistent steps lead to
sustainable progress.
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Appendix — How to Write a Simple Business Plan
Why You Need a Business Plan

Even in a rapidly changing business landscape, a clear and concise business plan remains
essential — particularly when applying for financing, seeking investors, pursuing grants, or
simply gaining clarity about your strategic direction.

A well-written business plan is more than just paperwork; it's your roadmap. It clarifies your
objectives, details your operations, and demonstrates how your business will achieve
profitability. Good news — you’ve already learned the critical elements throughout this handbook,
this appendix simply shows you how to pull it together.

When Should You Prepare a Business Plan?

You may find a business plan especially useful when you are:

e Seeking a small-business loan (SBA or traditional bank)
e Pitching to potential investors or partners

o Applying for startup funding or grants

e Preparing for expansion or new product launches

¢ Clarifying your own strategy and goals

Simple and Effective Business Plan Outline

Forget lengthy documents. Most small businesses only need a clear, focused plan — usually
about 3 to 10 pages. Here’s a proven, straightforward structure:

1. Executive Summary
Briefly summarize your business concept, mission, and goals in one short paragraph.
Example: Tarrant Eats is a mobile food truck specializing in fresh Tex-Mex cuisine,
serving corporate events and lunch crowds in Fort Worth. Our goal is to expand to a
multi-truck fleet throughout the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex within three years.
2. Business Description
Explain your business structure, your industry, location, and the unique problem your
solve for customers. Include your legal structure (LLC, sole proprietorship, etc.), your
founding story, and your core mission.
3. Market Analysis
Clearly describe your target market and your competitors. Highlight your competitive
advantages and how your product or service uniquely meets customer needs.
a. Who are your customers?
b. Where are they located?
c. What market trends support your business?
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4. Products or Services
Describe exactly what you sell, including pricing, packaging, and how your product or
service stands out from competitors. Explain your delivery method and the value you
provide to your customers.
5. Marketing & Sales Plan
Detail how you will attract and retain customers. Provide realistic, actionable steps:
a. Will you use social media, community events, digital ads, or referrals?
b. What’s your pricing and promotion strategy?
c. How will you encourage repeat business?
6. Financial Plan
Use the tools from Chapters 3, 5 and 6 to include:
a. Startup expenses and initial investment needs
b. Monthly and annual budget estimates
c. Break-even analysis
d. Cash flow projections
e. Profitability expectations
7. Funding Request (optional)
If seeking external funding, clearly specify:
a. The amount you need
b. How you will use the funds
c. How and when the funding will be repaid or deliver a return on investment
8. Appendix (optional)
Include supplemental materials such as market research, licenses and permits, team
resumes, product samples, or other relevant supporting documents.

Tips for an Effective Business Plan

e Be clear and concise; avoid industry jargon.

e Structure your document with headings, subheadings, and bullet points.

e Use realistic figures and projections backed by your research.

o Aim for clarity over perfection; your plan can evolve as your business grows.

Your business plan doesn’t need to be complicated to be effective. Keep it clear, realistic, and
focused on your goals. Think of it as a dynamic tool that evolves as your business grows.
Remember, the most valuable part of creating your business plan is the clarity it provides as you
move forward.
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