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So, why read this book? Simple. It is a book that will give you practical advice on how to start up and grow a business. And that advice is not based on theory, or academia, it is based on my own personal experience. I have been involved in six start-ups; the first two I was the sales guy, the next two I was the boss, and the final two I co-own with my business partner and friend James. Family businesses, partnerships, private enterprises, social enterprises, big corporates…I have been involved in them all. I have been there at the start-up stage, the growth stage but thankfully never at the decline stage, and I don’t talk about that in this book because neither you nor I ever want to find ourselves in that position. That stage is largely irreversible and this book is about avoiding it!


This book is about reality – how it is on the ground – and when you read it, you will understand how to grow a business and what it takes to succeed. What is success? Success is about creating a sustainable, profitable business. Anything other than that is failure. Some people are fairly relaxed about failure, referring to it as part of the rich tapestry of life. They can fail if they wish, but in my view failure is not a good thing. Failure hurts. I know because I have been there many times. Achieving success is what this book is about and I draw a lot on the ShredBank experience. ShredBank, is the company that James, and I, have grown from nothing to one of the largest on-site shredding companies in Ireland and we have done so throughout the Great Recession. By 2015, we have managed to win twelve local and national awards, been awarded Investors in People Gold, and raised money for charities along the way. ShredBank has a significant profile in Northern Ireland, having appeared in the media over 350 times to date. Despite this it has not always been easy, there have been plenty of mistakes made, but we have learned from most of them and hopefully this book will help you avoid some of the pitfalls.


Start to Grow looks at how you can make your company a success no matter what is going on in this chaotic world. I understand you are busy but don’t worry, you will have finished this from cover to cover within two hours(ish) and by then you will have a few nuggets to take back to your business that will make it the success you know it can be.


So here it is, a fair chunk of what I know about setting up and growing businesses.


Enjoy!





IT STARTS WITH INSPIRATION


It was 20 January 1990, and I was looking out over the city from the penthouse suite of one of the most famous hotels in the world. Celebrating your thirteenth birthday in such opulent surroundings was the privilege of being the son of one of the company directors that owned this hotel at that time. As I lay in the Jacuzzi bath, taking a sip of something non-alcoholic that I had sneaked from the minibar, I decided, in that moment, that running a business was what I wanted to do with my life; if it gave you this type of lifestyle, then that was the career that I wanted. This was fun and would enable me to do things that others could only dream of.


For two years, I experienced going from one hotel to another, one penthouse suite to the next, as my father immersed himself, and my family, into this hotelier world. My father loved business but particularly relished the challenge of making deals. Business was never primarily about the money for my father. He was in it for the excitement of building and creating something great that others could be part of and enjoy. This was the man who was not only my father but someone who inspired me, the man who I looked up to. Needless to say, as a young boy in his teens, life was great.


However, things were about to change because around that time, we were in the middle of the recession of the early 1990’s; the economy was contracting and interest rates more or less doubled overnight putting huge strain on businesses, but that was to be the least of our problems.


Within six months, I was in my bedroom struggling to load a game onto my 1980’s computer (two hours in those days), when my mother entered the room. I remember it like it was yesterday. With a few words my world changed forever. My father was on a business trip to North America and he had rung to say he had been taken into hospital. He had been diagnosed with leukemia. Life as we knew it crashed down. My father’s battles had just begun. In the midst of being treated for his illness and dealing with great physical pain, the recession hit the hotelier world hard and his business collapsed too. This was what my father described as ‘the lowest point in his life’.


Within a few months, through much prayer he defied the medical world and found himself in remission. He had made it through; he was alive and he was well, but he was practically broke. He had a family that had to be financially supported and had to find a way to earn an income. Incredibly, the optimistic negotiator, the drive of the entrepreneur, rose to the surface again. He got up and went out in search of a new deal.


Doing deals is not easy. They can be complex and demanding, but for my father deal making was an art, a pleasure, something to be enjoyed and savoured, the beginning of an adventure, the promise of fun and the hope of something new and challenging. However, his finest deal, his masterpiece, was about to be put into action. As he strolled into the empty offices of what was once his great empire, he picked up the phone and rang one of the largest restaurant chains in the world. What he said, I don’t know. How he pulled it off is a mystery, but I was soon to find out that Pizza Hut was coming to Northern Ireland! The phoenix had risen from the ashes in the form of bread, cheese and tomatoes.


The launch of the first Pizza Hut in Northern Ireland was in Carryduff, ironically where our business, ShredBank, is based today. I can still remember the huge smile on my father’s face on launch night. He was back. He had conquered the great challenges he had faced and he had found a way to make a success.


Within less than two years of that night my father sadly passed away. Before he died, he had five Pizza Huts established, had given us a great life during that time, generated an income and ensured that after his death my mum would be looked after financially.


The point of the story for me and hopefully for others is that success is possible even in the most difficult of personal and economic circumstances. The world may be in chaos, the economy may be flat lining but there are hundreds and thousands of business that succeed every day. It amazes me that even during calamitous times people still succeed, people still do business. I remember as a child watching the Gulf War on the television, seeing cities flattened and businesses bombed and yet, the following day when you would watch the news again, you would see commercial vans and cars on the road, continuing to trade even when their world is literally falling apart. I remember going with my father to Pizza Hut in Bangor one Sunday morning and seeing the destruction after a bomb had gone off that morning. Incredibly, local businessmen and women were getting to work (with the usual local banter) restoring their premises, ready to do business, and determined to be successful.


The view that ‘success is possible’ is a mind-set change that is fundamentally important to your business. In a sense, you realise that no matter what happens in the world, no matter what happens in the economy, you can make your business successful. Without the realisation that you can succeed, without that change from a negative mind-set to a positive one, you won’t do it. Your business strategy will be short-term, it will be in survival mode and your business will never survive in the medium and long term. Many businesses, both local and international, started during challenging economic times and survived not just one, but many recessions throughout their corporate history. Not only did they survive, but also grew their businesses to become successful local and global brands. ShredBank started during the beginning of the global credit crisis that ultimately led to a global recession. We started from scratch during this financial climate, but, despite this, we were able to create and grow a shredding business that has become a multi-award winning company and a great local brand.








SUCCESS IS POSSIBLE EVEN IN THE MOST DIFFICULT OF PERSONAL AND ECONOMIC CIRCUMSTANCES.
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DREAM OR DO?


Many people dream of running their own business but it usually remains just that – a dream. They would love the trappings that running a business appears to bring such as the cars, the holidays, the houses and the lifestyle, and they think some day they too could live that dream. So why do more people not take that leap?


When setting up a business you are taking a risk – it should not be a crazy risk, it should be calculated, but it is a risk nonetheless. It is risking what you have got to get something better. That ‘something better’ is not necessarily about more money, it might be, but it is more likely to be about freedom, control, power and the non-monetary things that drive entrepreneurs to start up. So to move from a Dreamer to a Doer, when it comes to setting up a business, you have got to be prepared to take risk. Are you prepared to take risks? If not, then continue dreaming.


Risk is part of it but there is more. There is also uncertainty in setting up a business. Life is full of uncertainties both in employment and self-employment. However, most would agree that self-employment propels you into a completely different league of uncertainty. The entrepreneur’s world is very uncertain. The market is uncertain, the economy is uncertain, the changing buying habits of the customer are uncertain, technological changes are uncertain and the list goes on, all of which, by the way, will have varying degrees of impact on your business and its ability to turn a profit.


Owning your own business is also unpredictable. If you still want a ‘nine to five’ existence post start-up, then forget it. If you like a predictable world where meat and potatoes are served at 6.00pm on a Monday, egg and chips on a Tuesday and you need that predictable lifestyle, then entrepreneurship is not for you. Unpredictability is not just inevitable for the entrepreneur, it is something they thrive on. So ask yourself – do you want to be in an unpredictable world?


Business is also challenging. If you like challenges, if you embrace them, love them, relish them and take them head on with enthusiasm, then business ownership will suit you. If you want the quiet life and like your challenges simple and easy, then again, forget it. Challenges are what energises an entrepreneur; it is what keeps them hungry and focused. With no challenge, an entrepreneur withers and dies. They need the challenge to stay in the game.


Competition is something you have to be comfortable with and something that you can deal with. You must love to win, love to beat your competitor and take others on. If this is your game then you are on the right track. Competition is something you will have to deal with at some stage in your business life cycle. Okay, you may have the wonder drug that no one else has, giving you 100% of the market, but it never, I repeat never, stays like that. Do you want to be in a constant state of relentless competition? If the answer is yes, take another step forward.


Business ownership is exciting. It will take you places mentally and physically that you have never been before and will give you experiences that will match and possibly even exceed your dreams. It is a hair-raising trip and a life-changing journey. When it comes to earning a living, most people don’t want excitement and to be on a rollercoaster ride. Others do – which one are you?








WHEN SETTING UP A BUSINESS YOU ARE TAKING A RISK. IT SHOULD NOT BE A CRAZY RISK, IT SHOULD BE CALCULATED, BUT IT IS A RISK NONETHELESS.





WHEN TO STOP DREAMING AND START DOING


You have established from the last chapter that you are not a dreamer but a doer, but when is it time to make that move? The time to stop dreaming and start doing is essentially when the following happens:


WHEN YOU REALLY CRAVE CONTROL, POWER AND FREEDOM


If you are craving control then this is what it is really all about. You want to do things your way and not someone else’s way. You want to have the control, make the decisions you think are best, implement the strategies that you believe in and be in control of the direction of the company. When you want control of your affairs, you stop dreaming and do.


Having power is not necessarily in the mind-set of every entrepreneur and yet for others that’s their driver. For some it is having the power to make a difference, create changes, not just to people but to companies and maybe even economies too, whether locally, nationally or even internationally.


Most people don’t have freedom. They are bound by the constraints of their employer in terms of what they do, who they report to and what hours they need to work. Even outside of the office other factors cause further constraints. Entrepreneurship is a way to get the freedom you crave. If you feel bound and restricted and have a craving for freedom, then do it – set up a business.


WHEN YOU NEED TO HAVE OWNERSHIP


I have had many good employees work for me over the years but the ones who added most value were the ones that felt ownership of the business. They had an emotional attachment to seeing the business develop and grow and valued the part they played within that. They had a vested interest in the reputation and success of the company. Of course, they knew that they did not have their name down in Companies House, they were not a shareholder, it was not a financial investment, but they felt a sense of belonging, they knew that they were an intricate part of the ongoing and overall success of the business and they took pride in that. Employees who have this sense of ownership are worth their weight in gold. These people are the real nuggets, the heart of a company and you may be one of those gems!


However, sometimes there comes a point within your employment when you just don’t feel ownership anymore. You are still happy when you land the deals or save 10% of the overhead or improve the productivity by 15%, but it is just not the same anymore. You have got to a point in your life where you simply want it for yourself, and you will be increasingly unhappy in your work unless you go and do it for yourself. To go from ‘dream’ to ‘do’ is when ‘ownership’ can only now be about actual physical ownership.


WHEN THE THOUGHT OF WORKING FOR SOMEONE FILLS YOU WITH DREAD!


You should set up a business when the thought of working for someone fills you with dread. Most people may say, “Well that’s me, I hate my job!” However, I am talking about a situation where you emotionally, mentally and physically can no longer report to anyone ever again. You wake up in the morning and the sheer thought of having to report to someone, be accountable to someone, and have to do what that person tells you to do fills you with absolute dread. You are done with it! This is where you have got to a point, in your current employment, when you can no longer be the person you know you can be. Your productivity, your skills, all your abilities are not operating to the levels you know are possible because you feel restrained by working for that person. You feel a lesser person, you feel restricted, you feel that employment just doesn’t, and can never, work for you! To be the person you are and the great person you know you can be, you have to be at a stage where you believe that it can only now be done by doing it for yourself and by setting up on your own. Does this describe you? A friend asked me recently for some advice about setting up a business and I gave them the above speech. They replied, “I am not at that point yet.” They are wisely still in employment.


WHEN THE PRODUCT, MARKET AND COMPETITIVE SITUATION ARE RIGHT


This will be covered later on in the book, but only set up your own business when you know you have a product that technically works, is of great quality, is reliable and fundamentally solves a problem in the marketplace. Research will determine if there is a market for your product or service, and you must also be sure that you can enter that market with a competitive offering.








THE PRODUCT OR SERVICE THAT YOU WANT TO SELL HAS GOT TO BE SOMETHING THAT TECHNICALLY WORKS, IS OF GREAT QUALITY, IS RELIABLE AND FUNDAMENTALLY SOLVES A PROBLEM IN THE MARKETPLACE.





IDEA GENERATORS, INNOVATORS AND ENTREPRENEURS – WHICH ONE ARE YOU?


IDEA GENERATORS


Do you have a white coat? No? Well you are unlikely to be an idea generator. These people are rare and highly intelligent. They are researchers, experts in their field, brains to burn and extraordinarily creative. If this describes you, then you may well be an Idea Generator. You have the potential to earn millions. However, you could spend your life penniless. Developing and producing great prototypes and inventions is great, but if you lack the entrepreneurial abilities to turn the idea into a real, functioning, profit generating enterprise, then you will be broke.


INNOVATORS


The larger pool of people are the innovators. These are the ones who look at what is already being done and do it better. They innovate through areas such as technology, marketing, and service enhancements. The innovation, if they are smart, will also be in a way that adds value to the client in a way that ‘price’ is not a big issue. Innovators are of course entrepreneurial, but again, they may well lack the marketing and selling skills to take the innovation to market. So, to kick it off, the idea generator and the innovator need an entrepreneur.


ENTREPRENEURS


The true entrepreneur is the one who can take the idea or the innovation, set up the business, launch it into the market and make it successful. The entrepreneur is the risk taker, the pioneer, the person who sees the opportunity, pulls a team together, raises the cash and sells like crazy until he or she has created a sustainable, profitable business. Without the entrepreneur that great idea or that excellent innovation will remain just that – ideas and innovations. The entrepreneur is crucial to make it work.





HAVE YOU GOT THE KEY TO BUSINESS SUCCESS?


The plane hit the runway and the bumpy ride back from Las Vegas had come to an end. As we sat in Manchester Airport at 3am awaiting the final flight back to Belfast, my employer (and good friend) and I chatted over our successful and ‘eye opening’ trip to the “Consumer Electronics Show” in Las Vegas. The world’s largest display of gadgets, electronic gizmos and futuristic technology was mind blowing for someone like me who hadn’t yet even acquired a mobile phone! The scale of the show was so huge that a bus was required to take you from one location to the next; not quite the same as any trade show I had attended in Northern Ireland.


We both wanted to bring a new, innovative, technical whiz bang product range into Northern Ireland as it was a bit of a hobby for us who had a range of these devices in our own homes. We believed that this new technology gadgetry was the future, no one had seriously got in on the act and we wanted to be the first ones. Sitting in the waiting lounge, exhausted and uncomfortable, nothing could dampen our spirits as we enthused about the endless possibilities this new product range could do for us once we brought it into Northern Ireland.


Within a few weeks, we touched down again, this time from London, after landing our first big deal. We were to be the sole distributors for a high tech product range that we knew could not fail. “Yeah,” I remember saying, “this is too easy” with rather naive confidence. With the risk of making grown men and women cry, I will not go into the details of the next few months. Suffice to say it was not good. Three months later, £20,000 of expenditure and £4,000 in sales we tanked the product range and gingerly removed ourselves from the market, but what went wrong? The product was great and everyone we showed it to (family and friends) loved it, or at least they said they did. It was a clever, technical, whizz bang product for the home that everyone could use and it was reasonably priced. However, after knocking on many doors of various retail outlets trying to convince them to sell my new-found product, I got virtually nowhere! Even the one most persistent retailer, who placed a box of my units in his shop window for a whole five years, saw no fruit for his determined, if perhaps misguided, marketing endeavour. So, why did this business venture not succeed?
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