	Is making money your only business goal? 
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To prepare your business for a successful future, chuck the spreadsheets — at least for now. 
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	But know that, in the long run, small-business success can mean much more than numbers on a profit and loss report. As a small-business owner, it's also essential that you recognize those other elements that, when pieced together, offer a truly complete picture of where your business may be headed.

Got the Excel stuff in the drawer? Swell. Here are six steps to gaining a comprehensive feel for what success really means to your business and the ways you can put that knowledge to work.

1. First, decide how you define success. For some businesses, this is about as complex as the plot of a first-grade spring play. More profits, better margins, more customers, year after year. On the other hand, success for others may be more Pinter than petunia pageant. Take some time to hammer out what success genuinely means to your operation. It may simply be numbers on the rise, but chances are good it may take in more — higher-quality products or services perhaps, or an operation that has matured over time and requires less troubleshooting. Indeed, success may mean precisely the opposite of what you might assume. "I know of several businesses near me who actually grew too much and scaled back," says Marcia Layton Turner, author of "How to Think Like the World's Greatest New Media Moguls." "They simply weren't happy with the added responsibility and decided to take a step back."

2. Really define your business. Akin to a clear definition of success is a true understanding of what your business is and perhaps what it has become over the course of time. Again, if all you fret over is profit and loss, this may not seem much of a practical concern. But an operation that starts out with a particular vision and morphs into something rather different may suggest success that's more inadvertent than directed. So, make sure that what you wanted to be successful at is, indeed, what you're doing now, and what you plan to carry into the future. "Match yourself to what you saw as your initial idea," Turner advises. "I've known lots of businesses that, when asked to define themselves, offer an impression that's very different from what others see."

3. Define your customers. It isn't many a business that reaches prosperity with an ongoing stream of one-shot clients and customers. Still, truly getting a grasp on your success and detailing plans for the future mandate knowing your customers and understanding how they've contributed to your business. Check out the volume of repeat business and how that may correlate with changes in your services or products. Understand the volume of referrals that clients may generate and how quickly they pay what they owe you. If possible, get to know at least some of them individually, so you see how their personalities fit what your business provides them. "It may seem silly, but try to find out if they're nice people," Turner says. "Often, those are the ones who make a lot of referrals."

4. Define your reputation. In "It's a Wonderful Life," the vile Mr. Potter achieves considerable financial success with a reputation that makes Dr. Evil seem like Ward Cleaver by comparison. (For more on small businesses in the movies, see this story.) With apologies to Frank Capra, small businesses — particularly those which operate in small, tightly knit communities — don't often prosper at the point of a gun. That makes reputation another central element that defines and boosts your success. Solicit feedback from clients and customers for the buzz on the street. Check out articles in local and national publications that may mention your business and break them down as empirically as possible. "Do a content analysis of common words that are used in the articles," suggests Turner. "See if they're positive or negative. Assign a numerical value to certain words to see where you might be on the reputation continuum."

5. Define how it all feels to you. We've all heard people whine about their jobs: "I hate it, but the money's great." While that may be endurable for a 9-to-5er, the ongoing immersion that an entrepreneur has with a small business pretty much precludes a grin-and-bear-it attitude — not merely a miserable fate, but something that will likely affect the business as a whole. Make happiness and personal satisfaction as much an ingredient of your success as the most glowing profit margin. "Keep a personal journal to see where your head is over time," Turner says. "Assign a number that illustrates how you happen to feel on a given day. Match that to a situation, people or issues that cause that number to go up and down."

6. Have your people define success, too. A boss for whom sales are everything and a staff that lives and dies by service to the community aren't likely to jibe for very long. Share your definition of success with your employees and solicit their views in turn. Not only can that help an overall view of success mature over time, it can also head off potentially destructive conflicts of interest. "It's important that your people's view of success fits your own, at least in large part," Turner says. "The last thing you want to do is butt heads on this."


