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SOPs for SMBs 

By Karl W. Palachuk 

 

 

Your Name:              

 

Your Company:             

 

 

SOP stands for Standard Operating Procedures. Those are the handy little processes that 
you can put in place to make everything in your company work better . . . if they're followed. 

 

All companies have SOPs, whether formally defined or not. Essentially, you have your way of 
doing things. If you do things consistently, that’s your standard operating procedure. I'm a dyed-
in-the-wool fan of Michael Gerber's E-Myth Revisited. It is a great discussion about standard 
procedures and why they are extremely helpful for even very small businesses. 

 

In large companies, checklists and SOPs are 
everywhere. In some businesses, they simply 
make everything consistent, productive, and 
profitable. In some organizations, they are 
absolutely critical – even life and death. Two 
great examples are medical surgeries and airline 
travel. One mistake or skipped step could be 
deadly. 

 

Thankfully, most MSP jobs are a lot less critical in 
nature. Some people argue that you should not 
put standard processes in place until you're 
successful, have a few employees, and are ready 
to really grow. I think that is very short-sighted 
and has cost many companies a lot of money. 

 

If you want to see the power of  SOPs, examine a 
successful franchise. Subway sandwiches is the 
most popular franchise in the world. They have a 
pre-defined formula for mixing the cleaner to mop 
the floor. In fact, it is sold by the franchise to the 
store in pre-measured packets along with buckets 
marked precisely. 
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UPS stores, Courtyard by Marriott, and Curves for Women all have similar policies. In a 
franchise, the owner is investing in a business that has already proven to work. The new owner 
is handed a big folder of SOPs. Unless you belong to a franchise, you need to build your own 
SOPs. Even with a franchise, there are plenty of details you need to formalize for yourself. 

Time spent on SOPs is time spent working ON the business. 

Time spent executing SOPs and delivering service is time spent working IN the business. 

You need both. 

 

There's an old saw that you should act like the person (business) you want to become. If you 
have sloppy procedures or do every job differently, then you won't be able to suddenly create 
and propagate SOP's when you start to grow. Just like any other muscles, your muscles of 
success will be trained to be non-standardized. You need to exercise those standardization 
muscles now, not when you have 50 employees. 

SOPs can play at least three critical roles as you grow your company – whether you’re growing 
the top line revenue, the bottom line profit, or both. First, SOPs can make you more profitable 
today. They reduce rework and bring consistency. Second, SOPs can help you grow into the 
company you want to be. For example, they make hiring and training new people much more 
efficient. 

Third, having SOPs in place when you get where you’re going can give you a certain “buffer” of 
stability. That is, while you’re focused on growing the company larger, SOPs will help to 
minimize the effects of non-stop change upon your daily operations (and profitability). 
Successful processes will make you successful. 

For technology businesses in general, checklists are a good fit. We do many procedures over 
and over. At the same time, almost all of these procedures can be done differently each time. In 
particular, the order in which  you execute tasks can vary dramatically. Sometimes this doesn’t 
matter, but sometimes it definitely does. 

You don’t have to install the servers or configure firewalls exactly like the next company, but you 
should consistently do these things the same way within your own company. Creating a 
process, a procedure, and a checklist will accomplish this. When you hire another consultant to 
help with a job, or hire an employee, you will be confident that the job was done “your” way. 

Even if you intend to always be a sole proprietor, there are many tasks that you only execute 
from time to time. You need to do these consistently as well. Processes, checklists, and 
procedures will accomplish this. 

 

What are Processes, Procedures, and 
Checklists? 

We use these terms all the time, but we 
may not necessarily agree on their precise 
meaning. So here are the definitions we’ll 
be using. When we use these terms we 
move from the general to the specific. So 
“process” describes something generally, 
“procedure” describes something more 
specifically, and “checklist” describes the 
finest detail. 
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A Process is the name given to a series of tasks that result in a general outcome. For example, 
you will have a process for building a server and a process for changing Internet service 
providers. When we use the term process, we are speaking in very general terms.  

A Procedure is the name given to a specific set of action steps that achieve an outcome. A 
process might include several different procedures. So within the process of changing ISPs, we 
might have procedures for managing DNS, moving email, and reconfiguring the router. Note 
that some ISP moves may not include changes to email. Therefore, the general process of 
changing ISPs may involve different procedures at different clients. 

A Checklist is the name given to the finest level of detail for executing the action steps needed 
to achieve a result. A procedure should include at least one checklist, but might include more 
than one checklist. Alternatively, a procedure might be executed with more than one checklist. 
For example, a “Firewall Configuration Procedure” would call out one checklist for Cisco 
firewalls and a different checklist for Watchguard firewalls. Even within one of these, there are 
different checklists for clients who need port forwarding and those who do not. 

At some level, we can be a little sloppy and use these terms interchangeably. But there really is 
a difference. I try to use them precisely, but sometimes it just makes sense to say “processes 
and procedures” to refer to the whole lot.  

 

 

How Many SOPs Do You Need? 

You might be surprised to hear me say this, but you don’t need SOPs for every single thing you 
do. Maybe someday you will. But the best practice is to create and implement them as you need 
them – or when you realize that you will need them. 

A great example of this is the whole set of processes and procedures around hiring employees. 
If you create them years in advance, you’re really just going through a theoretical exercise. If 
you create them after you hire your first employee, then you will waste a significant amount of 
time (and maybe money). Ideally, you will create them within a few months of your first hire.  

This will be easier because it will be “real” at the time and fit your actual operation rather some 
future operation you can only guess at. And don’t forget to update the process immediately after 
the hire. That way you can include all the little thing you hadn’t thought of, things that need to be 
done in a different order, etc. 

 

As you look through SOP worksheets, consider very seriously whether you need SOPs for 
every item list. (Of course you don’t!) Simply cross out the items you do not need. You might 
need them someday, but it’s okay if you don’t need them today. 

As always, you need to do what’s best for your business and what fits best with your business 
plan. 

 

 


