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1
So your business is under pressure. What now?


Don’t panic. Things go wrong in business all the time. Pause to think carefully, stay calm, and take advice if necessary. Then decide what to do. Don’t get too formulaic about survival and growth. Life’s a mess. Adapt. Change something, and do it fast. It’s time for tough love and some tough thinking. Don’t dodge the facts, and don’t kid yourself. You need a warts and all appraisal of your trading conditions, coupled with appropriate remedies. Ask yourself some tough questions. The tougher the better. Put yourself and your business right under the microscope. If you can’t be ruthless enough, get someone else to interrogate you. All those things you think are vital and take for granted in your business: so what? It sounds like a dismissive question but that’s the point. There may be a case for thinking again.



What to do when things go wrong


It’s a tricky business. What exactly do you do when your business is not going as you wish? Difficult times require difficult decisions, based on solid thinking. Panicking is no use, and nor is fruitless worrying. So don’t rush into a blue funk and assume that the world is ending. Stay calm and review your business and your options as coolly as you possibly can, even if you are not happy with the circumstances. Stick to the facts and be as objective as possible. Check with respected friends or partners whether your thinking is veering off into strange areas, and take heed of their wise words to self-correct.


You cannot be prescriptive about survival or growth


Although this book contains advice, it does not attempt to prescribe exactly how your business can survive or grow by following a fixed pattern. You need to be open-minded, and cherry-pick the ideas that best suit your circumstances. Growth in particular is always an adventure, and it needs to be viewed as such, and approached with the right attitude.


 


‘An adventure is an inconvenience rightly considered.’


G. K. Chesterton


Rushing into the unknown is all part of the thrill of running a business. It is all a bit of an adventure. Some people love it. Some crave it. Some find themselves in charge of businesses but didn’t necessarily ask to be there. Businesses always have issues and problems. You can’t have customers without having to sort out a lot of tricky stuff. You can’t have staff without having to maintain them. So let’s assume that you are in charge of a business. It doesn’t matter whether you set it up yourself, or whether someone else did. The point is, it has been up and running for a while, and the launch phase is complete. The business is established. So what are you going to do now?



Time for tough love and some tough thinking


You’ll have heard of tough love, when people need to be told the truth for their own good. Well now’s the time for some tough thinking. That means more confrontation. Not with other people, but with the conflicting thoughts in your head. This tough thinking may apply to you personally, or to your business, and this book contains ways to approach both areas, because they are always interlinked. It is time to confront your demons. This is the basic dilemma all businesses face when they have set up, and have then paused to reflect or have become restless. Let’s start with a series of nasty questions that require candid answers. If you think you are not going to like some of the answers, then take some quiet time out and don’t attempt the process when you are at work. And please, don’t lie to yourself – it renders the whole exercise pointless and you are a grown-up now! Okay, take a deep breath.


Some nasty questions




	Are you happy?


	Are you in charge of your own destiny?


	Are you king of nothing?


	Are you proud of what you have achieved?


	Are you impressed with yourself?


	Are you status conscious?


	Are you out of your depth?


	Where does it all end?


	When does it all end?





What sort of answers have you come up with? This is not a psychological test, so there are no right and wrong ones, but what is the general shape? If you are essentially happy, and in charge of your own destiny, then you might as well stop reading this and go out for a celebratory meal immediately. If you conclude that you are king of nothing, then there is something wrong. If you find yourself in a top role purely for status reasons, or if you feel out of your depth, then we certainly have some work to do. If you have no idea when or where the whole thing is going to end, don’t panic. That might not be the end of the world, but it is preferable if you can answer one or the other of them. If you can picture where it is all going to end, but not when, that’s a good start because you know what you want but aren’t too concerned about the immediate time frame. If you can envisage when you are going to conclude this thing, but not necessarily where, that could be okay. If you are not sure of either, some thought is required.


In another of my other books I extol the virtues of asking yourself simple questions and being brutally honest about the answers. One of the most powerful of these is: So what? Although potentially annoying if addressed to someone else, it is a great leveller when you ask it of yourself. Try some of these for size (for over 200 more, read my book, So What?).


Some so what? questions




	You’re in charge. So what?


	You have lots of people reporting to you. So what?


	You have a large office. So what?


	You have your name on the door. So what?


	You are your own boss. So what?


	You earn more money than before. So what?


	Your sales are up this year. So what?


	Your profit is up on last year. So what?





You get the idea. There is no right or wrong answer, but hopefully you have stirred yourself up a bit. The knack is not to give any particular answer, but to know why you have given that answer. If you do know why, and are happy with that response, then excellent. If you are not happy with any particular answer, then you have some thinking to do on that topic. Once you get the hang of it, you can invent your own questions, so long as they are all personal to you, and so long as all the responses that you give are honest. Do not fall into the trap of self-delusion.



Can’t get no satisfaction


Most people who run businesses are never quite satisfied, because they always feel they have unfinished business, no matter how well things are going. There’s always something else that can be done. They are constantly dealing with an unfinished article. They may also be dealing with post-launch blues, or going through a three-year itch. ‘Three-year itch’ is of course a catch-all phrase for any kind of period of dissatisfaction, and the timing of it varies hugely. For some it is three months, for some seven years, and for some it never comes at all. But if it does, it can eat away as insidious self-doubt, and it needs to be confronted urgently before it starts to ruin everything – that is the business and your sanity.


 


‘Self-pity is the enemy of generosity.’


Alexander Chancellor


So what happens if you discover that, on reflection, you are not that happy with your state of affairs? Well, you have got some work to do. There is no room for self-pity here. Your friends and family won’t enjoy it, nor will your staff if you have them and, ultimately, it is of no use to you either. So you need to understand why you are not happy, and set about trying to fix it.


 


‘Do not weep; do not wax indignant. Understand.’


Baruch Spinoza


The key to this is understanding. There is no point sitting around bewailing the fact that things are as they are, when you could be spending time working out why they are as they are. Therein lies the potential to change things. Get to the heart of the matter, and concentrate on which bits you can influence personally, and who can help you attend to the rest. It is the solution you are after, not the waffle and preamble that takes you longer to get there. So spot the endgame, and head for that point straightaway.


 


‘Almost every man wastes part of his life in attempts to display qualities that he does not possess.’


Samuel Johnson


Part of the reason may be that you are trying to do things that you do not enjoy, or that you are not particularly good at. There is no disgrace in not being brilliant at everything. In fact, there is barely anyone alive who is. So don’t beat yourself up about it. Instead work out ways to circumnavigate areas that don’t suit you, re-engineer the business so that you don’t have to do them, or get other people in to do them for you. That might be staff, or one-off experts. Have a look at Chapters 4 and 5 for effective ways to tackle this area.


 


‘Even in slight things, the experience of the new is rarely without some stirring of foreboding.’


Eric Hoffer


A lot of people do not like change. Indeed, they are often scared of it. There is nothing wrong with that feeling. So long as you don’t allow it to be so overwhelming that it genuinely prevents you from any sort of forward motion. If you run your own business, you should be keen to move ever onward. If you run someone else’s, equally you will not want to be doing the same thing all the time, so plunge in to the new with a sense of adventure. You might surprise yourself.


Flashback




	Are you being too prescriptive about your survival and growth plans?


	Have you decided what to do next?


	Do you regard the next step as an adventure?


	Have you asked yourself the tricky questions?


	Have you confronted the answers you didn’t like?


	Have you thoroughly understood why things are as they are?


	Do you know what you are going to do to make things better?


	Have you eliminated any self-pity?


	Have you found solutions to cover for qualities you do not have?
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