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John Richardson is an author, coach and consultant to the hospitality industry where he specialises in helping coffee shop owners increase profits and make their businesses run more efficiently. He has worked with everything from single-site operators to chains with multiple sites and turnover in the hundreds of millions. Before becoming an advisor to the industry, John built and sold a wide range of hospitality businesses on his own behalf – including sandwich bars, coffee shops, restaurants, bars and garden centres. His first job, at the age of fourteen, was cleaning tables at Morelli’s famous ice cream café in Portstewart.


Currently running a number of businesses, Hugh Gilmartin leads a team of coffee experts in the pursuit of sensual experiences in the business of coffee. He is dedicated to growing other people’s businesses, and in doing so, his own, through the use of proven models, tools and processes. With a massive focus on measurement, data validation decision-making, clarity of purpose and straight-talking, he helps build the capability of the business owners and managers he works with. He is based in Northern Ireland but works extensively outside it. He can be reached at www.specialistbeverages.com.
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PREFACE – ADDITIONAL MATERIAL


As with all our books we wanted to make sure you got a lot more value than that which exists simply on the written page. To that end we have created a special website which holds a wealth of supporting material.


www.wakeupandsellbook.com


Make sure you sign up to receive:


•   The full details of the much larger research that we jointly produced with Caffè Culture


•   The full presentation we presented at Caffè Culture summarising this research


•   Longer, much more in-depth interviews with many of the owners featured in this book


•   The webinar showing how we altered our coaching and consulting processes as a result of this book


•   Access to the full process we use to help clients focus on getting their exit strategy right.




INTRODUCTION


This book is the third book in a series that Hugh and I have written about coffee shops. Our first book – Wake Up and Smell the Profit: 52 guaranteed ways to make more money in your coffee business – was essentially a distillation of the various tips, techniques and ideas that had worked for us in our own businesses over the previous fifteen to twenty years. But there was little or no structure to these tips. They were a list of nearly a hundred items we gradually whittled down to fifty-two that we felt would have the most impact on coffee shop owners.


The second book was different. The Coffee Boys’ Step-by-step Guide to Setting Up and Managing Your Own Coffee Bar: How to open a coffee bar that actually lasts and makes money, was much more of a process (detailed on page 7) for how owners and managers could systematically work through our methods and make their businesses not just more profitable but also better places to work for both the owners and their employees.


Both books were a great success and since the publication of the second we have worked with hundreds of owners and managers to help put this process in place in their businesses – either through coaching and consulting or via our online courses. Additionally, we’ve helped grow several businesses in preparation for a sale – spectacularly so in one case – and built a chain, from scratch, which now has more than twenty-three outlets.


But . . . there’s a problem with that. It creates complacency, a belief that one knows it all, that actually there is very little that we can learn or be taught.


It leads to a slightly odd phenomenon, that you are undoubtedly familiar with, called ‘confirmation bias’. If you go to that great resource out there in the ether – Wikipedia – you find the following definition:


Confirmation bias, also called myside bias, is the tendency to search for, interpret or recall information in a way that confirms one’s beliefs or hypotheses. It is a type of cognitive bias and a systematic error of inductive reasoning. People display this bias when they gather or remember information selectively, or when they interpret it in a biased way. The effect is stronger for emotionally charged issues and for deeply entrenched beliefs. People also tend to interpret ambiguous evidence as supporting their existing position.


Confirmation bias, as well as the myriad other cognitive biases, is something we all need to be very careful of. Hugh and I see it in various forms in nearly all the businesses we work with. In short, it involves people thinking that their view of the world is right, and searching, whether consciously or not, for evidence to back this up.


It’s absolutely rife in the hospitality business, especially with startups. Which is why we’ll always push clients to seek and work with data-driven decisions, i.e. hard, measurable facts. This is the core of how we initially measure where a business is, and subsequently how effective any change management has been.


Ultimately, what you or I, your mum, your staff, your best friend, Hugh, your suppliers or any other expert thinks is irrelevant if the till reading tells us, at the end of the week, that the customer doesn’t like what we’ve created. That’s what matters. Customers either like what you do or they don’t – what you think about it is irrelevant.


With that in mind we chose to write this new book in a very specific way. We decided to ask the owners, operators and senior managers of some of the best coffee shops and cafés in the world two simple questions:


1.   What is the one thing you wish you’d known before you started?


2.   What do you believe is the secret to success of your business and great coffee shops and cafés in general?


But there is one critical issue to bear in mind here. We made sure that we didn’t guide our contributors in any way and that there was as little referring back to our material as possible. We wanted the honest truth. What we didn’t want was a book that confirmed our belief that our material was perfect and correct in every way.


To a large extent it didn’t matter if the answers confirmed or slightly conflicted with our formula. If they confirmed it, we could continue to march forth and help clients with a stronger sense of conviction that, within a very complex industry, we really did have the solution. The exact formula for success.


If the answers conflicted, in any way, with what we said, we could amend our formula and processes to take this into account and incorporate it into our future coaching, consulting and courses.


For us, and hopefully for you, the reader, there was no downside – whatever the outcome of our research, we’d end up several steps closer to a perfect model for the creation of a great coffee shop or café.


To help support and round out this research we, along with the wonderful Caffè Culture organisation, also produced a large piece of research that would extend well beyond the individual answers within this book. We wanted that research to reinforce (or not) the thoughts and ideas contained within these pages.


That piece of research has grown into something of a monster and we’re close to having detailed answers from 10 per cent of the UK’s independent coffee shop operators and a good chunk from the rest of the world too.


To access the full research findings and our interpretation of them, make sure you visit www.wakeupandsellbook.com.


Within this book, though, we wanted the very best that we could find. We rejected some potential candidates because, although they appeared superificially successful, they weren’t making money. That was our only bias. This book isn’t a coffee shop ‘the good, the bad and the ugly’ – it’s just the good. It has input from owners who will almost certainly have had a bit of bad and ugly along the way but who have now finally got their businesses to work. Who have, to use our consulting and coaching terminology, put all the pieces of the jigsaw together.


Initially, we also aspired to get as many of the big chains involved as we could. From our own perspective that would have been great. Big names equals more publicity equals more books sold for wee Johnny and Hugo. But we rejected that because when we started down that route, the banal and obviously PR-driven responses were of little or no use.


So, at the time of writing, there is no chain with more than fifty sites included and there are multiple highly successful single-site operators. It’s also an eclectic mix of people. We have World and UK barista champions rubbing shoulders with investment bankers and ex-plumbers. We’ve got a Seattle-based legend that arguably helped create the industry as we know it today (and I’m not referring to Howard Schultz). We’ve got some of the most respected suppliers in the world – all of whom have dipped their toes into ownership at some stage, too.


Without wishing to repeat myself too much, these responses are in their words. And only at the end will we review and see how it all fits into our seven-step formula for success and what the main takeaways are.


I read several years ago, conveniently before we wrote our first book, that 95 per cent of business books are never read past the first chapter. I’d be lying if I said I’m not in that category fairly often myself.


That’s why we’ve always attempted to write books that can be dipped in and out of without the feel of a school textbook. To that end we’ve included our side stories with each interview and a one-sentence takeaway that will hopefully help you apply the wisdom of each contributor in a concise way.


In my slightly needy writer way though, I really would urge that you read all the contributions. There is some brilliant insight and a huge amount that you can directly apply to your own business – or a potential startup if you’ve yet to open.




THE GREAT FORMULA


If you haven’t read our second book (The Coffee Boys’ Step-by-step Guide to Setting Up and Managing Your Own Coffee Bar) or attended any of our courses, here is a brief summary of our formula for success. This is, in effect, the process or the rules, the validity of which we’re testing with this book.


Note: I deliberately re-wrote this formula before we started interviewing and did not edit it to fit the responses when the process was complete.


1. Passion – To be a success in this industry you must have a passionate desire to serve great food and drink. If you come in purely for the money (or some misguided notion that there is easy money to be made) then you will be painfully let down.


In the future, the process for creating great food and drink will undoubtedly be increasingly automated, but right now people are buying much more than a generic cup of coffee and a sandwich when they visit you.


And don’t forget this business is tough – you must have that passion to keep going when the inevitable difficulties hit.


2. Product (or Taste) – Obsessional passion produces great tasting products. If you’re not driven by a passionate vision to be the best, then you’ll cut corners with ingredients. Staff won’t worry so much about presentation. You’ll start to listen to the salesman selling you the cheaper and easier way to make substitutes and you’ll even believe that ‘the customer will never notice’.


Trust me – the customer will always notice. You simply cannot expect to succeed in this game if your starting point is ‘good enough is good enough’.


3. Positioning – Put very simply, you must have the right product for the right market. A high-end espresso bar selling premium, 85 per cent cocoa brownies won’t survive beside the builders’ merchants, and the bacon sandwich and mug of tea café won’t work alongside the slickest advertising agencies in Soho. And if you expect customers to wait ten minutes for a perfect coffee and scone at your train station kiosk in the morning, you won’t survive long.


It’s common sense, but all too often we find coffee shop owners frustrated that their customers won’t buy what they’re selling, simply because the owners haven’t read their market properly. Everything you do in your business must be driven through the shoes, eyes and needs of the customers that will be passing by.


4. People – Trying to summarise the people part of the formula in a couple of paragraphs is utterly pointless. We produce full-day seminars on each of the following: recruitment, induction training, staff retention, management training, and leadership. The leadership training is actually two days long – that’s how important people are in the whole equation.


To keep it simple, think of your business like this – a coffee shop or café is about people employing people, serving people. Once you have the food and beverage aspect sorted, that’s what you need to focus on.


5. Systems – So now we have our great food, great coffee, passionate leadership, expert recruiting and we’re developing great people – how do we hold it all together?


Systems.


A business is run by systems and people run the systems.


Without crystal-clear systems and processes you create a business that confuses employees and can never provide a consistent experience for your customer. The one advantage that the big chains have over you is their operational systems and the ability to deliver a consistent service. Make sure you remove that advantage.


6. Marketing – If there’s one battle cry that Hugh and I have often heard over the years which frustrates us the most it’s: ‘The business is great – we just need to do some marketing’. 90 per cent of the time this is incorrect. What we find is evidence of owner confirmation bias in place and that, quite frankly, the business is NOT great. The offer isn’t good enough and the staff are not performing as they should.


If you spend money driving people to a business that hasn’t got the first five steps in the formula in place, then it’s simply wasted money. Customers will arrive, be disappointed and not return.


But once you have the business properly sorted, of course it is vital that you do keep marketing. And never forget that marketing is never just about getting new customers – what is at least as important is ensuring those that do visit provide you with a high average spend and that they return frequently.


7. Money – Now you’ve got to make sure it all hangs together. You’ve got to know your figures. You need to make sure that on a weekly (or at most monthly) basis you know exactly how much, or how little, you’ve made.


You’ve got to know, to the penny, what everything on the menu costs.


So, that’s the formula, or should I say our formula, for success in a coffee shop. That’s it at its most simple. In reality, of course, it is nothing like as simple as that. For our online coaching group this formula is broken down into dozens of forms, templates, documents, videos and training modules.


And it really works. Using this formula we have created a turnkey, multi-site coffee business from scratch, with every site making money from day one. It has helped a government body reduce spending by £2 million per year. It has formed the basis of decisions made by venture capitalists and grown businesses to a level where they sell for income multiples well beyond the industry norms.


To see a much fuller explanation of how we use this formula, check out the bonus material at www.wakeupandsellbook.com.


But . . . this book is about seeing exactly how other great coffee shops work. It’s about seeing what their secrets are, what processes they follow on a day-to-day basis to ensure success.


So that’s how we arrived at the two big questions that form the basis of this book. And at the end, we’ll compare and contrast and discover the commonalities between how we work and how these ‘best in the industry’ operators work.




THE TWO BIG QUESTIONS – AND OUR OWN ANSWERS


Before we move on to the answers provided by twenty-two owners, operators and senior managers of some of the best coffee shops and cafés in the world, Hugh and I wrote our own versions of how we would answer the questions. Since it’s our book, we took a few liberties and perhaps bent the rules slightly, but our thinking and scribblings represent a further six years of work within the industry – some of it at a very high level – beyond what we said in our last book.


JOHNNY RICHARDSON


When we created our first question, we knew the concept of ‘one thing’ was really there to provide focus but that it also begs to be abused. For any businessperson with any decent length of career it’s almost impossible to distil any solution or answer down to ‘one thing’.


Last year my daughter was undertaking business studies for her GCSEs and she asked me how many businesses I’d owned.


The answer surprised me: nineteen.


That’s not nineteen different units within a few businesses – it’s nineteen distinct businesses. So my sandwich business with its multiple sites and a factory counts as one. As do the garden centres. So really, by any definition of the word, I’m an entrepreneur. A serial entrepreneur, even.


When I was at university completing my business studies degree in the late eighties, the word entrepreneur had an almost dirty feel to it.


I can remember Shane MacGowan from The Pogues snarling about brass in the pocket of an entrepreneur in their wonderful song about Irish navvies – ‘Navigator’.


Within that context, an entrepreneur wasn’t something I wanted to be. It seemed to be something very negative, exploitative even. Nineteen businesses later, though, it’s hard to deny that’s what I am. But thankfully the connotations of the word appear to have changed – as has my slightly ‘right-on’ naiveté surrounding it. It seems these days entrepreneurialism is something to be celebrated. A good thing – a way to grow the economy and help provide people with work that really resonates with them.


If you’ve read anything I’ve written before, you’ll know that it hasn’t all been plain sailing – it never is – but during that period of time I’ve employed more than 1000 people and paid a huge amount of tax. I’ve also experienced the pain and humiliation of business collapse.


And I’ve known a lot of friends go through the same, especially within Ireland in the last few years. Business is tough and lots of people don’t make it, but in this book we’ve pulled together a wonderful selection of owners and operators who have. A few of them have been burned along the way but right now they’re all successful.


So that’s my long-winded way of justifying why I didn’t just name ‘one thing’. And I’m not alone in this: a large number of our interviewees couldn’t keep their answer to a single idea either – I have no issue with that. What we really wanted was a collection of critical issues that successful business owners felt should be focused on.


What is the one thing you wish you’d known before you started?


So, with that context in mind, here are the ‘one things’ I wish I’d known about:


1. Total responsibility – I’ve talked about this before, but it cannot be overemphasised. It’s so important, in fact, that I’m halfway through an entire book (albeit a short business fable) on this very subject. In my early twenties, when I was starting my first ‘proper’ businesses, I simply didn’t get this. I was far too quick to blame locations, staff, the economy, my partners, anything really. What I did have though, was the confidence, energy and enthusiasm of youth. That counts for a lot. If you can have a moan and then bounce out of bed the next day to give it another go, then a certain lack of responsibility can be ignored.


But older managers and owners don’t have that luxury. The desire to blame others can eat away like cancer if you’re tired and worn down by debt, the need to put food on the table and keep a roof over your family’s heads. An inability to take responsibility and no energy is an almost guaranteed formula for failure.


I learnt the lesson the hard way. After my first business collapsed there were myriad available excuses that allowed me, and my business partner at the time, to not shoulder much of the blame. But a very serious talking-to by an older and very successful business friend put me straight.


Teaching total responsibility for your business or the site that you manage still rests at the very core of any management or leadership training I do. So ignore it at your peril.


2. Check your ego – I’m afraid to say I’m one of those fools who sometimes has to make the same mistake twice. I’ve expanded businesses into multiple sites more than once, before I’d entirely ‘finished’ the first one and ensured it was profitable and highly systemised. I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t ego driven. It’s not, however, a mistake I’ll make again. Honestly.
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