
Running your own business 



Goals for this session 
• Assist those already in business on their own or         

in small groups 

• Help those trying to establish the feasibility of 
working for themselves 

• Provide examples that audience members can 
connect with or relate to in terms of personality,  
traits and capabilities 

……………………………………………………………………….……………. 

• One of the top concerns we hear: how to get business 
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Who we are 

Matt Stevenson 

Karsten Vennemann 



Starting and sustaining  
a business 



Business development resources 

Greater Seattle SCORE 

seattle.score.org 

 

 

The Personal MBA – Josh Kaufman 

personalmba.com 



What’s our story? 



Matt Stevenson 



Matt Stevenson 
Principal, CORE GIS 

• B. Sci. Public Planning, Master of Urban Planning 

• Doing GIS professionally for 15 years 

• Started CORE GIS in Seattle 6.5 years ago 

• CORE GIS is an LLC, co-owned with my wife 

• Focus: 

∙ Work primarily with non-profits focused on land protection, 
species conservation, habitat restoration, social justice issues 

∙ Also work with governments and the occasional private sector 
client on natural resource issues 

∙ We do cartography, spatial analysis, data development/ image 
classification, and conservation planning 

• How I charge: 

∙ Sliding scale for hourly rate (non-profit, government, private) 

∙ Hourly, but estimates are generated for full project cost 



Cartography 



Your content 

Spatial Analysis & 
Data Development 



Karsten Vennemann 



Education 
• Geography Diplom (M.Sc.) 1995, Universität Stuttgart (Germany) 
• Soil Science, M.Sc. 1997, UC Berkeley (USA) 
 

Work Experience 
• Working with GIS since 1998 
• Variety of jobs in academic, commercial and non-profit sector 
• Recyling, soil remediation, environmental asessment, CAD, customer 

support, research in soils, education & e-learning, and  .... GIS 
 

Founded TERRA GIS (S-Corporation) in 2007 
 

How does TERRA GIS charge: hourly or fixed price 
 

Goals and Focus: GIS + … 
• Natural resources management & environmental issues  
• Public and social engagement issues 
• Sustainable development 

Karsten Vennemann TERRA GIS Ltd 



Cartography 

Spatial analysis  



Open Source 
web mapping and  
information systems 
 
support and 
education (classes) 

spatial tools 





• BA in General Art, UW 

• BFA in Painting, UW 

• Certificate in Computer Graphics, UW 

• Graphic design training at School of Visual Concepts, Seattle 

• 25 years in graphic design and fine arts (glass, mostly) 

• Applied Science Degree in GIS, Green River CC, 2006 

• Business started in 2008 (sole proprietorship)  

∙    How I charge: hourly / not-to-exceed price most of the time,     
 but by client’s  budget under duress 

∙    Focus: small clients with social, educational or environmental 
 mission 

 



Graphic design work 

Web Print Books  

Consulting  



Maps 

Green-Duwamish River map  
(“Peoples’ Choice Award” WA URISA Conference 2009) 

   

Restoration site map 

   

Brownfield inventory map 
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Background 

• Education 

• B.Sc. (Hons) in Geography – University of Salford, England 

• M.Sc. in Geographic Information Systems – University of Edinburgh, Scotland 

• Ph.D. in Geomorphology – State University of New York at Buffalo, New York 

• 21 years in GIS 

• Set up David Howes, LLC in 2012 – billing hourly 

• Focus: desktop and web GIS development, spatial analysis 

• Goals:  

• Work with great people 

• Develop useful products 
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Exciting code… 
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Your content 

…produces  
this! 
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How do we  
develop our business? 



CORE GIS – developing the business 
 
• How do I get work? 

• Most business comes from existing clients (approximately 75%) 

• Most new business comes from referrals and existing 
relationships (about 20%) 

• The remainder, only about 5%, comes from other sources: 
• King County SCS 
• Google 
• Conferences, other networking 

 

• How do I complete work? 

• The key is staying focused--continuous partial attention is the 
enemy! (FREEDOM), tracking workload 

 



David Howes, LLC – developing business 

• How do I get work? 

• Direct contracts from referrals, cold calls, events 

• Follow-on projects (be valuable to clients in many different ways) 

• Alliances with other companies (e.g., Ascent GIS, Spokane, WA) 

• How do I complete work? 

• Work at home – may not see clients in person for many years, if at all 

• Keep logistics as simple as possible (laptop & peripherals) 

David Howes, LLC 
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How I get work       Motto:  be active, be visible 
 

1. Networking at conferences, user group meetings, teaching 
classes, mailing lists, publications  

2. Business partners and referrals (e.g. class participants) 
3. Follow up contracts (existing clients) 
4. Bid solicitations, colleagues 
5. Random calls (websites & listings – web searches) 

Karsten Vennemann TERRA GIS Ltd 

What did not work (for me yet) ?   
 

• Sign 10K $ contract right at conference 
• Cold calls/emails, business event networking, win RFP 

How I (complete) work   office at home (> 6 years), co-working office once a week 
 

• Desktop with two screens, ArcView License 
• many remote clients & international work, contact via phone, email, web 

session, e.g. web based projects – work remote on server via web (open source) 
• Rarely work “on site”, except classes & workshops 



Michèle Savelle – Developing business 

• How do I get work? 

• Networking events, visibility 

• Start with a small volunteer project to build relationship 

• Referrals 

• How do I complete work? 

• Work at home, use Skype and attend meetings at project start 

• Strong custom-built PC can run graphics and GIS software at once 

• Proofing happens via digital tools – streamlined process 



What challenges us? 



Michèle Savelle – challenges 

• Juggling obligations 

• Family 

• Household 

• Business 

• Money is sometimes short 

• Clients want work “right away”, but they 
don’t pay for 30-60-90 days 

• Bills come with annoying regularity 

 



CORE GIS – challenges 
 
• Biggest challenge is balancing work over the course of the year—

knowing when to say ‘yes’, ‘no’, or ‘in 2 months’ 
 

• Secondary challenge is having to do everything—not just doing 
the work and staying current on GIS, but also IT, admin, invoicing, 
marketing, etc. 
 



David Howes, LLC - challenges 

• Developing estimates 

• The better your relationship with a client, the easier it is to 
resolve contractual issues 

• Always be honest and transparent 

• Isolation 

Working for yourself can be a lonely existence, but phone calls 
and external breaks help you overcome that 

David Howes, LLC 
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What challenges me ? 
 

• Doing all (most) work myself – including  
 aspects I am not the best at .. 

 

• Staying focused on my project tasks all day 
(alone) in the home office 
 

• Finding time for learning / ongoing 
education for myself outside of paid work 
 

• Finding subcontractors that are reliable,  
 have the right skills , and are available 
(timing) 
 

• Juggling family time and work 

Karsten Vennemann TERRA GIS Ltd 



What are the benefits? 



What are the benefits? 
 

• Can work on  
- contracts, topics and subjects that I like and have great passion for  
- tasks & projects I think give my work life a purpose 
 

• Can say No (will not work e.g. for NRA) 
 

• Flexibility 
- time with my sons & wife at home 
- location - can work abroad for extended periods 
 

• No management that could tell you: No, you can‘t go to WAURISA 
 

• Each single year took 6-week vacation 

Karsten Vennemann TERRA GIS Ltd 



CORE GIS - benefits 
 
• Biggest benefit is having time with my kids and a totally flexible 

schedule that lets me set priorities 
 

• Very close second is being able to work on projects that I believe 
in, to feel like I’m making a difference 
 



Michèle Savelle – benefits 

• I am the ruler of my universe, or so it seems 

• Scheduling everything is on my terms 

• No task-master other than myself (she can be very demanding) 

• Sense of independence, authenticity, integrity 

• I don’t do retail! 

• I may not be rich, but I know my projects have meaning 

• I won’t work for the NRA either 



David Howes, LLC - Benefits 

• Work with great people 

• Extremely important 

• Work is much more enjoyable when you’re helping 
people you like and who like you 

• Isolation 

•   No office politics to worry about 

David Howes, LLC 
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Questions / comments? 



What’s left? 



Matt Stevenson – in closing 

• Working for yourself is hard, but totally worth it 
 

• If you are doing something you truly believe in, 
you will be surprised how easily you can conquer 
seemingly insurmountable challenges 

 



Michèle Savelle – takeaway 

• At the beginning, it helps to have support 

• Partner who has a job or other source of money 

• Part-time job to cover the bills 

• It doesn’t take a lot of clients to make a go of it 

• Unless you want to be a big company (with lots of overhead), 
it only takes a few loyal clients to keep the lights on 

• Happy clients will come back, and back, and back… 

 



Karsten Vennemann – closing remarks 

So if you are wondering if you should branch out  
on your own…  

Skill(s) is one thing to consider but 

• Listen to your inner voice 

• Are you self directed & motivated? 

• Do you not shy away from learning new things? 



David Howes, LLC – closing remarks 
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Please join us during the Tuesday evening social at Big E Ales, 6:30-8:30 pm  
(look for our table) 

Thank you for coming! 


