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INTRODUCTION

A BUSINESS BY DESIGN

THE JOURNEY

Nathan Talbot1 had just turned forty-four. He saw himself as a typical suburban Australian man. He had been married for almost twenty years, his wife had a career of her own and they had two kids – Emily, twelve, and Mark, eight. A lot of people would be envious of the life Nathan had created for himself. He had a lot of the things that people believe represent success – nice house, two cars and a boat to take the kids fishing on weekends.

Nathan owned a business he was immensely proud of, having created it and built it up from scratch. On the surface, the business was extremely successful; and had grown dramatically in its first few years. Nathan was far from risk averse. This was clearly demonstrated by the fact he had left a good paying job in his early thirties to bravely strike out on his own, to be his own boss and to access the type of freedom and lifestyle not possible as an employee in a nine to five job.

It had taken a little while for the business to get off the ground, but before long, Nathan had a few customers who loved his products, loved his service and loved him. He found himself to be particularly creative at this time, continually taking inspiration and suggestions for improvement from his customers. He was able to leverage these ideas into his and meet his customers’ every demand. At this point he wasn’t making any money, but he was learning a lot and he found the interaction with his customers and their delight in his products particularly satisfying.

During these embryonic stages of the business, Nathan worked hard and spent long hours in the office. He didn’t see a lot of his family; however, they fully understood the sacrifices Nathan had to make to get their business off the ground. They were incredibly supportive because they knew that down the track, when the business became established, there would be lots of time to come together as a family and enjoy the fruits of Nathan’s labour.

It didn’t take long for word to spread about Nathan and his products and service. More and more customers came and the business grew rapidly. Growth happened because the business was agile and able to customise its products and services to individual demands. This was something the big boys couldn’t do, and something Nathan’s customers valued. Nathan continued to work hard; however, the creative glow that had sustained him in those first few months was starting to fade. He was not feeling so creative now. He seemed to be working longer and longer hours, but that was okay, because he knew that when his business reached a critical size, he could take a step back and do the things that he wanted to do. The sacrifice would be worth it.

It’s likely that many of you can see some of Nathan’s story in your own. A highly creative, inspired beginning, hard work and long hours to get lift-off, then the thrill of customers buying your product – which led you to put in longer and longer hours.

Nathan’s business continued to grow on the back of its ability to out-do the big boys by meeting and often exceeding customer demands. After all, the customer was always right. But while the business was extremely busy and had plenty of customers, Nathan was now exhausted and overwhelmed. And the business wasn’t just busy – it was chaotic. Nathan had been running fast for a long time and had run out of steam. Despite this, he soldiered on. The business had become known for its customisation and responsiveness, and Nathan was reluctant to push back on customer demands. He didn’t want his customers to go elsewhere. Things got so bad he dreaded going to work. He wasn’t sleeping and spent a lot of the night tossing and turning, while mentally reliving the day or working through problems likely to come up the next day.

No matter how hard you work, the business problems just seem to compound!

In Nathan’s case, the chaos of the day to day meant that products started being delivered late, mistakes were being made and the customers were not loving him like they used to. Everything had begun to feel out of control.

His staff, who had traditionally been great employees – highly engaged and good problem solvers – were now getting disgruntled. They were sick of the chaos, the daily battles, and having to respond reactively to issues that may not have arisen had the business been better organised.

The situation at home was not much better. Nathan's wife was now justifiably fed up with not seeing her husband and having to parent alone. Nathan had missed too many special occasions, such as his kids’ sporting events and ballet recitals. These were things he used to love and part of the reason he started the business in the first place. He thought being his own boss would give him more time to spend with his kids. Nathan felt under siege from all angles, and it had been like this for a long time. The fishing boat, needless to say, had not been out in months.

Ten years after he started the business, Nathan, who had been so full of inspiration and enthusiasm, was now beat. He had tried a lot of different ways to bring sanity to his business and his life, but every time he bounced back, rebooted and remodelled, the business would eventually begin experiencing the same problems and the porpoising cycle would begin again.

You may be reading this book because you are experiencing problems running your SME. Like Nathan, you have probably tried lots of different strategies to turn your business around, but end up just tinkering around the edges and not effecting any real change. I suspect there will be many elements of Nathan’s story to which you relate.

Nathan is trapped below the entrepreneurial ceiling!

But what is the entrepreneurial ceiling?

Do you remember the film Titanic, and the scene in which Leonardo DiCaprio’s character, Jack, is trapped in a cabin below deck that is rapidly filling with water? The water dramatically rushes into the cabin as the ship begins to sink, but there are still small pockets of air under the ceiling. Jack desperately pushes his face against the ceiling to take a breath in a pocket of air while frantically trying to think of a way out. This is what life under the entrepreneurial ceiling can feel like. There will be times when your day is consumed by firefighting one issue after another. You become highly reactive to customers, staff and suppliers. There are never enough hours in the day, or days in the week. It’s endless, it’s relentless and it’s not what you envisaged when you created or purchased your business.

The great news is that you can break through the entrepreneurial ceiling to a business that provides freedom, satisfaction and even joy. A business that provides a great lifestyle for you and your family. A business that is scalable and rewarding. Millions of businesses have trod this path before you.

But while this journey is simple, it is not easy. It will require you to let go and face your fears. It is these fears that have you photocopying the same day repeatedly and keeping you and your business stuck. You must let go of the fear of the unknown and embrace uncertainty. Commit to being different, to doing things differently, and to operating in a way that will feel unfamiliar to you.

Adopting a breakthrough mindset will allow you to face challenges from a different perspective. A new, disciplined approach will form the foundations for your business.

Through this book I will show you how you can create an aspirational path so compelling that it will sustain the journey, provide a new perspective when things are tough and inspire others to follow.

You will learn the power of creating a winning team. A team of skilled individuals with the processes and capacity to play their role. With the ability to proactively drive the customer experience and product outcomes and connect with each other in a way that leads to sustainable success.

You will learn how to remove yourself as the bottleneck – the single point of failure – and leverage your knowledge into business systems that will enable others to do what you once did.

Willpower alone will not get you there. You must redesign your environment so that no matter how tempting it is to go back to the old ways, the organisational environment, its business systems and its people make it virtually impossible.

My wish for you is that you recapture the feeling you had when you first commenced your business journey. That raw enthusiasm, the exhilaration of the first sale, the adulation of your customers. Many of you may not have felt this for years. It’s time to get to work.

As a regional management consultant who has mentored and coached entrepreneurs and business owners like you for over twenty years and owned and run my own small business … I get it, and I have empathy for your plight. The journey to create a business by design that serves you, your family and your lifestyle can be a long and arduous one. It is an emotional journey with many pitfalls and stumbles, and the odd trip. It is both exhilarating and exasperating. While you can see the peak, you may find yourself trapped beneath an imaginary ceiling – the entrepreneurial ceiling – unable to go forward, unable to go back.

Everything contained in this book is told through the lens of personal experience. Having owned and operated my own SME, as well as mentored hundreds of other family-based businesses, I get it. I have lived it, I feel it. I understand where you’re at and the challenges you face. I understand how running a business is not a nine to five job but, rather, it is reflective of who you are and what you value.

I have great empathy and admiration for you, the brave souls who have backed yourselves and ventured out to forge your own path. This book is the culmination of the journeys of many others – journeys I have had a ringside seat to. The journeys of business owners just like you, who have gone from chaos and overwhelm to freedom and reward. Owners who have put in place the building blocks that have ultimately led to their business by design.

Creating a business by design is not for the faint hearted. But those who have achieved breakthrough, and there are plenty, will tell you they would not swap their journey for the world. They have created a wonderful business that serves them, their families and their people.

A purposeful SME business is a richly rewarding and creative endeavour. A vehicle that enables you to showcase your passion and your skill in the day to day, it provides a lifestyle that serves you and your family. It should not be like a job, but more like a calling that provides you with the creative freedom to choose. Choose work you love, the way you like. If this is what you seek, then follow me and let the transformation begin.



1 Nathan Talbot is not a real person, but he could be – his story is all too common.




CHAPTER ONE

COMMIT TO DOING DIFFERENTLY

WHAT GOT YOU HERE WON’T GET YOU THERE

It was half past six on a frosty winter morning when Craig’s alarm set off the annoying series of high-pitched screeches and beeps designed to startle him out of deep sleep and into the new day.

As Craig opened his eyes and gradually got his bearings, a sense of dread overtook him – as it did most days. Craig had always dreamed of owning and running his own business, and there had been a time that the alarm would signal the start of an exciting new day. But it didn’t feel like that these days, and every bone in his body wanted to pull the covers over his head and hope the world would go away. Instead, he slowly and reluctantly pulled himself out of bed and headed for the shower.

Craig found taking a shower meditative, and often drifted away in thought. On this morning, as he had on many other mornings, he found himself wondering, ‘How did it come to this?’ He had started his business with the dream of being his own boss. To create wealth for himself and his family. To provide free time and a lifestyle that let him choose what he did and when he did it. No boss telling him what to do and no nine to five clock-watching; instead, the thrill of being able to do it on his terms.

The first few years of his cabinet making business had been exhilarating and intense. Craig loved every second of it. He worked at his business from home and, after a few false starts, the customers began to appear. One by one they came, with requests to do this and can you do that. Craig was highly creative in meeting his customers’ demands, and they loved it. They loved him.

He began to hire staff to service the demand as he moved into a high growth phase, and more and more customers came. Craig’s point of difference, as he saw it, was his ability to meet customer demands and customise his services to whatever his customers needed. His bigger, less agile competitors could not do this and made the customers conform to a standard range, standard colours, standard products and standard service. Clearly, these competitors didn’t ‘get’ what the customers needed.

Although the business was not making much money, if any, at this stage, more and more customers came and Craig continued to deploy what he saw as his competitive advantage by reacting to their needs. He got his customers and they got him. His business was growing fast, and he was thrilled with the success.

But the relentless growth was exhausting. Craig had hired more and more people to keep up with demand, and now he was spending a lot of his time managing the people and the clients. There never seemed to be enough time in the day.

The business had become so successful it had outgrown its premises and now needed new, bigger, more expensive facilities. Craig’s range of offerings had also increased to meet the endless wish lists of customers that, of course, Craig catered for. He needed so much inventory that he now had to have an overdraft facility to meet the demand. And some customers had become a bit slack in paying their bills, so Craig hired a full-time book keeper to chase the debts and manage the cash.

The challenge was that the whole business relied on Craig and his operational knowledge to function. After all, the business had got to this point based on his skill and know-how. It was true that no one could do it as well as Craig. But by the time he showed other people what to do, he might as well have done it himself – so he did.

As Craig worked longer and longer hours to try to get through the endless to-do list, his energy levels dropped, his health suffered and his family hardly saw him. Craig had started a business for lifestyle, freedom of choice and wealth creation. None of these things had eventuated. He was trapped in an endless cycle and had no clue how he was going to get out of it. The business was in a state of chaos, and he was overwhelmed. It was relentless and suffocating at the same time.

This is what life under the entrepreneurial ceiling feels like. Trapped in the overwhelming and chaotic day to day, Craig put one foot in front of the other and soldiered on.

This pattern of destructive growth is repeated in entrepreneurial businesses everywhere.

When you start or take over your business, you are naturally optimistic for the future and brimming with enthusiasm. You feel highly creative and have so many ideas you literally ping around the room.

You built the business and overcame obstacles with sheer willpower and determination, so when faced with adversity you find a way to scale the wall, dig under it, go around it or bust through it. You have no notion of nine to five. An intoxicating blend of passion, inspiration, ambition and curiosity comes together in a potent cocktail that enables your creative juices to flow.

I have worked with entrepreneurs – people like you – for a long time, and have come to recognise very distinct patterns in the journey. Although your products differ, your leadership styles differ and your businesses differ, there is a similarity, consistency and pattern to the journey you are all on.

While you believe your path is unique and yours alone to tread, this is simply not true. Your path has been walked many millions of times before. It is not so much a path as it is a rock climb. Inch by inch, handhold by handhold, foothold by foothold, you scale the sheer cliff face. Progress is slow. Sometimes you fall. Sometimes you take risks that skirt the edge of human capability, and other times you’re more conservative. The rewards when you reach the pinnacle are often breathtaking. An extraordinary sense of accomplishment. Spectacular vistas. Sheer exhaustion. All these feelings, emotions and sensory delights combine to say you have made it. You have challenged every fibre of your being and made it. Then it’s on to the next challenge.

While the journey of owning and operating your own enterprise is no less challenging than scaling a sheer rock face, my experience has been that, unlike scaling a cliff, your path to success is rarely clear. Most entrepreneurs don’t really know where the finishing line is, what it looks like or how they are going to get there. You wake up every morning with a passion to do better, be better, become better. But the reality is, unless you do something substantially different on that brand-new day, you are likely to get results similar to the days before.

For many of you, the daily grind is an endless battle through the weeds that forces you to be highly reactive to the stuff that relentlessly comes at you. The reality is that, unless you truly address the root cause of the problem that is keeping you stuck, you will have to get out your metaphorical machete and furiously hack at the weeds day after day after day. You will be assaulted by an endless stream of people issues, supply issues, quality issues and customer issues.

You are so busy putting out fires that you rarely, if ever, take the time to consider what success does and should look like. On the very odd occasion you have allocated time to work on the business, not in it, you find yourself playing catch up with email and doing draining admin tasks that could be done faster and better by someone else.

When your very long day, longer than any of your employees, is finally done, your to-do list sits untouched. You go home, fall in an exhausted heap and drift off to sleep on the couch in front of the television. Then you do it all again tomorrow.

Let’s face it, it’s not all bad. There are brief moments when you’re engulfed by a euphoric high. When you pull off something so spectacular and satisfying that you want to yell and leap in the air. A sale you didn’t think you could make. The warm flood of emotion as a happy customer waxes lyrical about your product or service. On these rare occasions, a rush of adrenaline hits like a freight train and, for a second, the joy of winning washes over you and creates a sense of extraordinary validation for all the hard times and the times when you and others doubted your ability to succeed. It is at these times that you remember why you got into business in the first place. These moments are intoxicating and flood the brain with feel-good chemicals. But without addressing the problems in your business, these moments become just a fleeting, false dawn. They’re rare, but we chase them nonetheless.

The entrepreneurial journey is punctuated by the highest of highs and the lowest of lows. The fortunes of the business can wildly fluctuate based on the energy of you, the entrepreneur. The entrepreneur who is the source of all knowledge and the technical guru. When your energy is up, the business goes up. Business development activity brings in a stream of new work. People are inspired and passionate. The energy is infectious and the whole place is buzzing.

When your energy goes down, business fortunes often go with you. Nothing seems to go right. Everyone is overwhelmed, and most of all you – the business owner. Customers are dissatisfied, quality is an issue, supply chain is lumpy and systems are falling down everywhere. You’re in the weeds and every day feels like a fire fight. The business is at capacity, you are overwhelmed and chaos is everywhere. There is no sense of control, no respite from the pressure.

This cycle, in which the business fortunes mirror your entrepreneurial energy, is what I call porpoising. It reflects the up and down movement a porpoise’s tail makes as it propels through the water. The shape of the movement mimics how you feel. A business whose performance cycles up and down reflects the energy levels of the business owner. You.

The point where demand outstrips supply is the point where you hit the entrepreneurial ceiling. Output builds to a crescendo on the back of great energy and solid business wins that relied on the technical knowledge and business endeavours of you, the business owner. Unfortunately, the business game that attempts to match supply with demand rarely, and then only for the briefest of times, achieves balance.

At this stage of the cycle, demand will reach a tipping point and outstrip what you can supply. Your physical, mental and emotional capacity, which has been red-lining for so long, will finally collapse and the wave will crash over you. Overwhelm will engulf you. The business, that relies so heavily on you, will not have the resource it needs to keep the momentum going. Your time will be so limited that decision making will slow, the technical work that relies on your expertise will stagnate and the sense of being out of control will lead to anxiety. You may push back by working longer hours but, inevitably, this strategy will fail to be effective. You’re out of options. The cycle has begun.

You have hit the entrepreneurial ceiling!

THE ENTREPRENEURIAL LADDER

Having worked with entrepreneurial businesses and mentored their owners for a long time, I have come to recognise six distinct levels in the journey from start-up to scalable. Each level has its unique challenges and circumstances, as shown in Figure 1.
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Start-up

Start-up, whether it be a brand-new business you designed or a renovator’s delight business you have bought and are remodelling, is generally the stage where you’re most creative. The reality is that you’re rarely commercial at this point, as you lack the reputational resources and industry positioning to command sustainable commercial rates. So, you take what you can get. At the start-up phase, you will feel nervous, anxious, excited and scared. Often you have a back-up plan, but not always. The nature of the entrepreneur is that you are brave and bold, and back yourself. At this stage you will probably feel like an imposter fumbling around in the dark, but this will be more than offset through your creativity, inspiration and hope.

High growth

The high growth phase is incredibly exciting. Customers want your product, and these early adopters are deeply involved in helping you make your product better. You want to please, so you become highly reactive to their needs, suggestions and desires. No Henry Ford’s ‘one colour, take it or leave it’ here. At this stage the customers can have any colour Ford they want. You have achieved lift-off and it is exhilarating. There’s a mixture of disbelief that your business is firing, and pumping adrenaline as the day to day suddenly starts to fill and customers keep coming. You are waiting for the work to dry up at any second, but it doesn’t. The odd lull in customers creates minor ripples of panic, but faith is soon restored as business picks up. It will feel like you’re making real money, but unfortunately this can be an illusion. Cash is tied up in accounts payable, and inventory seems to fly out the door as quickly as it comes in. Nonetheless, your business now feels real and you’re on your way.

Capacity

The next stage of the entrepreneurial journey is capacity. As the name suggests, this is the rung on the entrepreneurial ladder where most SME owners find themselves. It’s the stage where demand outstrips supply. Where you’re busy being busy and there is an overdependence on you, the entrepreneur. In your mind, you have never really taken, or even had, the time to build business systems and work on the business.
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