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Preface



I was born in 1964 in Huddersfield and raised in Northumberland, and since I was a child I’ve been creating my own businesses. In 1992, with a £50,000 investment, I co-founded HomeServe, a home repairs and improvements company. It quickly became a FTSE-250 listed business, serving over 8.5 million customers worldwide, and is set fair to become the global market leader in residential infrastructure. HomeServe was sold for £4.1 billion in 2023 to the Canadian private equity giant Brookfield Asset Management.


Now I devote my time to inspiring breakthroughs in other entrepreneurs and CEOs at an earlier stage in their journey. In 2023, I succeeded James Timpson and Martha Lane Fox as the Sunday Times business columnist, and I use that column to focus on the problems business leaders face as they tackle their growing pains and opportunities. Around the same time, I bought a magazine called Business Leader, and this, alongside a sister podcast and newsletter, has evolved into a community of entrepreneurs and CEOs who inspire each other to accelerate their growth. We’re helping some of the 75,000 medium-sized businesses in the UK to become large companies. If we can double the number of large businesses in the UK to over 15,000, then we can make a significant difference to the health of the UK economy.


Through Growth Partner, my investment business, I’ve also used £100 million of my own money to back thirteen entrepreneurs, and I’ve committed to invest another £100 million in a further thirteen over the next three years. Meanwhile, my charity, The Enterprise Trust, funds programmes to inspire young people to start their own businesses.


I’d like to think my approach to business is grounded and uncomplicated; I certainly hope it’s humane. Here, in your hands, are nine business lessons I wish I’d known when I started, and which I hope will fit a new generation of leaders for a world of extraordinary challenges, and a market exhausted by business as usual.


Whatever success I’ve achieved, I put it down almost entirely to the leaders I have recruited; as a breed, they’re far more talented than me. The list is a long one, and even then, it feels painfully incomplete. Among them are Jennifer Synnott, Jonathan King, Rachael Hughes, Guillaume Huser, Stephen Phillips, Tom Rusin, John Kitzie, Fernando Prieto, Ross Clemmow, Edward Fitzmaurice, Greg Jackson, Craig Wright, Ian Carlisle, Martin Bennett, David Bower, Jonathan Ford, Mike Jackson, Nick Kasmir, Thomas Rebel, Gerard Downes, Jason Mahendran, Jambu Palaniappan and Shaun Prime.


You’ll hear from some of these people in this book. I’ll also narrate some of my more spectacular scrapes and mistakes, sharing the lows as well as the highs of my breakneck entrepreneurial career. In meetings I tell people, ‘Listen to what I say; don’t just do what I do.’ I’ll leave it to you to judge what I did, what I should have done – and what I should have left well alone.










Introduction



A family story has it that, when I was six years old, our school class had to write an essay about their pets. Mine read: ‘I have twelve rabbits, Flopsy, Mopsy, Topsy . . . Flopsy is worth 2p; Mopsy is worth 4p; Topsy has just had 12 babies, each of which can be sold for lp . . .’ So, is this a quirky story about a boy who fell in love early with business? Or is it a minatory tale about an imbalanced personality?


Well, you decide. If you want answers to some of business’s most intractable problems, this book is for you. If you want easy answers, though, you might want to look elsewhere. Achievement comes at a price, and this book is about the price, as well as the prize.


Should you take my advice? I think you should. But I don’t expect you to take my advice uncritically. You need to know who I am. You need to do your due diligence.


You should know that, as a boy, I built businesses the way my school friends built Airfix kits. By the age of seven I had pivoted my rabbit-breeding business into a kennels service (much more profitable). I ran the school tuck shop from my locker at the Royal Grammar School in Newcastle. Come conker season, I hired my mates to shake conkers (horse chestnuts) from the trees (more efficient than throwing sticks at them), and sold them, carefully graded, in plastic bags to a network of school-age distributors.


I developed a certain flair. At nine years old, I appeared on the stage of the Grand Hotel in Harrogate in front of five hundred members of the Northern Magic Circle. Though not a natural raconteur (I still get a touch of nerves when speaking in public), I quickly learned, from my all-too-brief career as a stage magician, that business has plenty of show business in it.




One wheeze I started at school, tying together fishing flies for anglers, grew big enough that when I sold up, straight after university, it paid for a car and the 10 per cent deposit on my first house, in Gosforth in Newcastle, a five-minute drive to work at the consumer goods giant Procter & Gamble. And while I was training there in marketing, I very nearly lost my shirt selling Christmas trees in pub car parks.


For me, business is a vocation, like painting, or singing, or building the Taj Mahal out of matchsticks. Business is not rocket science. It is neither an intellectual game nor a private members’ club. Success in business awaits those who let the art of business consume them, heart, mind and soul.


For those inspired to action, How to Make a Billion in Nine Steps will help you identify your passions and core abilities, and encourage you to ruthlessly eliminate distractions and diversions in your pursuit of your best self and your best business. I want to share the joy and worth, as well as the effectiveness, of entrepreneurial thinking.


Will you make a billion? Different business sectors offer different levels of reward, and it may be that in your chosen sector, no amount of outstanding success will allow you to reach that magic number. But that’s fine, and it’s no excuse for you not to think big.


Set a target appropriate for you, but make it a big one. Set yourself a challenge serious enough that it scares you. For example, in the UK, there are only 7,500 large companies – that is, companies who employ more than 250 people – and yet these companies employ 40 per cent of the UK workforce. Imagine the good you’d be doing if only your business earned a place among this elite group!


In any event, aiming for the stars is the only way you’ll ever reach the moon.


It’s not enough for me to tell you how I made a business worth billions. I need to give you a feel for the process, so that you can make your own decisions, and build your own best business.


In Chapter One, ‘Copy and Pivot’, I’ll show how my two best-known businesses, HomeServe and Checkatrade, found success by solving real customer problems, rather than by chasing ‘disruptive’ buzzwords. We constantly learned from others – especially our competitors – and adapted proven ideas to create even better solutions.


Chapter Two, ‘Find an investor’, is about finding the right partners, at the right time, to support your vision and help you grow. Investors are partners, not cash machines, and we need to seek investors whose values align with ours. Trying to raise investment when you’ve run out of money is very bad timing, and I gave away far too much of my business early on.


Coaching and mentoring are the focus of Chapter Three. A successful businessman who initially rebuffed my approaches eventually offered invaluable guidance that helped HomeServe accelerate its overseas operations. I hope, reading this chapter, you’ll be inspired to embrace the power of mentorship and coaching to gain strategic insight, clarity of focus and continuous learning.


Chapter Four, ‘Bricks and clicks and paper’, is about my careerlong efforts to bind the real and virtual worlds into an effective ‘omnichannel’ business strategy. The internet is not going away, but it is getting cluttered, and it is becoming eye-wateringly expensive. As I write this, I can’t help but notice a return to the values I embraced at the start of my career, to do with real-world market testing and careful measurement. I’ll explain how traditional marketing methods can work smoothly to support a strong digital presence.


Time flies. No sooner do we get a handle on business than it seems we’re letting go. Nonetheless, ‘Be a smarter leader – hire your replacement’. In Chapter Five I argue that to truly focus on your business, you need a stellar team – people who outshine you and need the freedom to take your company to new heights.


My sixth secret is, ‘Go global with locals’, and it’s possibly my hardest-won lesson. Throughout HomeServe’s life, we’ve been trying to expand into new markets. We’ve succeeded (spectacularly, in some cases), but just as often it’s been a bruising experience. It’s been beaten into me to respect geography, and distance, and local knowledge. HomeServe’s overseas expansion offers many lessons (‘business has plenty to learn from show business’ being not the least of them). I’ll show how we’ve stayed true to our core, while embracing local expertise.


HomeServe grew by constantly adapting and innovating. We embraced a bias for action and we haven’t been afraid to experiment or make mistakes. We regarded even the most serious setbacks as opportunities – even a government action that overnight robbed us of our key product. Chapter Seven, ‘Evolution, not revolution’, is about our need to constantly innovate, stay nimble and nurture an entrepreneurial mindset throughout our businesses.


Saying ‘No’ is hard, but I’ve learned it’s the most powerful business move you can make. Chapter Eight, ‘Follow a not-to-do list’, is my moment to step into the confessional. Chasing every shiny new idea is, I have discovered, a recipe for distracted mediocrity. True success lies in focusing on your core strengths and ruthlessly eliminating distractions.


In ‘Hone your character’, the ninth and final chapter, we’ll look back over what we’ve covered and I’ll try to pick out those elements of personal character that suit us to be entrepreneurs. Some of us learn to be entrepreneurs (quite late in our career, in some cases). Others (and I’d have to count myself among them) seem born to the task. In the long run, though, it doesn’t much matter which group you belong to: no one arrives perfectly able to do everything. For all of us, entrepreneurialism is a learning game. We should develop our strengths by learning, and mitigate our weaknesses by surrounding ourselves with the right people – I’ve certainly had to.


One of my favourite tactics, when I conduct interviews, is to ask the candidate to tell me about a significant achievement or adversity they experienced in childhood. I’m not being nosey. I’m looking to see what lessons they’ve derived from life. So here, in turn, is a bit of my story, and where these lessons began.


Where did I get my entrepreneurial streak? Family must have had a hand in it: my great-grandfather was a successful Yorkshire cloth merchant. The family’s fortune was wiped out in the Great Depression of 1929, and its entrepreneurial zeal took a serious knock. As a young man, my father, David, nursed an interest in property and antiques, but even auctioneering was too radical-sounding a vocation for his parents, who urged him into a civil service career.


My great-grandmother on my mother’s side helped to set up and run a thriving cotton mill in Huddersfield. The family shipped cotton waste from the mills to Kentish hop farmers, who used it as manure. The bottom fell out of that market just as they had invested in a fleet of lorries. Undaunted, my grandmother launched herself into a florist’s business and ended up running a successful property business in Cleckheaton in Yorkshire.


But, for all this business heritage, it seems to me that two, seemingly unrelated, incidents in my childhood inspired my career. The first involved a helicopter: every month a chopper brought Lord Hanson, a famous corporate raider, rattling over our home in Birkby, Huddersfield. He’d land in the garden of his parents’ bungalow, at the end of Stanwell Avenue, where we lived until I was four. What small boy could resist the lure of such a lifestyle, glimpsed over the garden wall?


My other driving memory is of my mother’s vain efforts to give me a day out on a newly reopened narrow canal. The free boat rides had just ended by the time we arrived. Mum begged, close to tears, and kept getting the brush-off; Lord Hanson would never have been treated like that!


Years later, I am still driven by these memories, which are fundamentally about power and freedom to set your own course. Yes, I fly my own helicopter (though I’m as likely these days to take the environmental option and travel by train), but I reckon the business of stripping the assets of dying companies, as Hanson did, would bore me senseless. I prefer to stake my fortune on healthy businesses, bringing them to new levels of success. As for the social clout I once imagined Hanson-level success would bring – well, that’s real enough, I suppose, but I’ve learned its limits. Not long ago I bankrolled the recovery of my local pub, only I keep forgetting that I still have to book a table at least three days in advance.


So there you have it. My life is about as strange – and about as ordinary – as everyone else’s. Whatever it is that drives you – a dream or a nightmare, a good memory or a bad one – what matters is the lessons you draw from it. We all have some entrepreneurial potential, and while success in business is sometimes driven by a past experience, what happened is not the crucial element.


What matters is the lesson you learned. Here, in these pages, you’ll find the nine lessons that I have drawn from my own success, and which I believe will inspire success in your own business.


Before you begin . . .


This book is the result of three decades of building, learning, and scaling a £4 billion business. To help you apply what’s inside, I’ve created a set of free tools and resources that build on the Nine Steps you’re about to discover.


They’re designed to help you accelerate your growth – and avoid the mistakes I made along the way.


To access them, visit businessleader.co.uk/bonus.










Chapter One



Copy and Pivot


Good businesses don’t spring to life fully formed. Inspiration gets them started, but the ones that survive are shaped by constant research, innovation and adaptation.


At around the age of eight or nine, I started tying the flies that anglers use to fish for trout and salmon. For some reason I found fly-tying more enjoyable than collecting stamps or kicking a ball about. I had a friend, Nick Whitehouse, who was a fisherman, and he showed me how to assemble the flies. He also showed me how to fish, but I never took to it: tying the flies was far more interesting.


What I found even more compelling was the business of selling my ties to friends, to fishing tackle shops and at village shows. This is the point at which I discovered the joys of business research. It’ll come as no great shock if I tell you that Britain’s fly-tying industry was something less than a model of chromed efficiency. The tackle shops knew they were serving a hobby market, so they overcharged for fly-tying gear but undercharged for completed flies so they could compete with the mail-order companies. These companies weren’t much to write home about, though, always advertising items that were very often out of stock.


If I just sold the flies I made back to the tackle shops that sold me the gear, then I’d lose money. The only way I’d make money was to become a wholesaler, and this I did, to the frustration of my chemistry teacher (I used to bunk off his lessons to go and pay in cheques or talk to the bank manager).


Bit by bit, I learned to innovate. I called myself Fly-Tying Tackle Products, which at least had the virtue of clarity, and – exhibiting wisdom beyond my years – I decided I’d better do even more market research before I went all-in on the idea. A twenty-word advertisement in Trout & Salmon, the sport’s monthly magazine, cost me £8, and enough people replied asking for my catalogue to convince me that I should put one together. This I did, in a white heat, and with apologies for ‘having run out of stock’ of a catalogue that didn’t yet exist.


If you ever need a crash course in supply chain management, set up a fly-tying business. The best flies are made from cockerels’ capes – stiff feathers that make the fly stand up on top of the water. Quality is really important, and feathers from India are excellent – only I had to send them to Rentokil first to be fumigated, because they were riddled with bugs. Annoyed by the unplanned expense, I decided to do my own fumigation. I got hold of an old chest freezer and bought some formaldehyde, masks and white coats. My mother’s £100 loan was looking pretty depleted by then, but by delivering on my offer of a return-of-post service, I achieved a first-year turnover of over £1,500, of which £356 was profit. So far, so good.


The next year I took Fly-Tying Tackle Products to the National Game Fair, and it was there that I learned the importance of adaptation. This three-day event pulled in around 150,000 visitors from the hunting, shooting and fishing set. My friend Nick, who was older and had a driving licence, drove the Transit van. With Nick, my brother Stephen (smarter and more handsome than me) and a few more friends, I’d camp in a farmer’s field on the way, have a few tins of beer and smoke cigarettes. Somewhere behind us, our parents were following in the caravan. Determined to shell out on a good education for us, this was about as much of a holiday as we ever got.


The fair was one long enjoyable lesson in retail, for a boy who had never found long lessons particularly enjoyable. I learned what sold and what didn’t, I learned which products I was missing and I picked up very quickly on the importance of store layout and clear pricing.


The following year, I doubled my sales and profits. The next year, they doubled again. This was no accident: I was constantly chipping away at things: better pricing, better signage, better labelling and – now that I was paying people – better staff. With dollar signs in my eyes, I changed the name of the company – Quali-Tye was much more distinctive than Fly-Tying Tackle Products – and thought I was due a spot of plain sailing.


A chance remark, overheard on the stall, changed all that and triggered another cycle of innovation. ‘Oooh! They’d make nice earrings.’ A few of the fishermen’s wives and girlfriends had gathered round the big purple flies I’d been making – the ones with an ostrich feather built in. Where I saw fishing tackle, they saw fashion items. I wish all market research was so simple.


This revelation inspired a significant change in direction for Quali-Tye. The business outgrew my bedroom and had to move into an outbuilding. My mother was looking after the mail-order business with help from a couple of part-time employees, and we began importing flies from Nakuru in Kenya. They arrived with barbs attached, naturally, and our job was to sit there with wire cutters, cutting the barbs off so they could be made into earrings. I hired a bunch of outworkers in York, and would dash around on a bicycle delivering them the kidney wires to put on the hooks. We put the finished articles into bags, labelled them and fixed them onto display cards ready for delivery to hair salons. Placed next to the till, they proved an irresistible impulse buy for teenage girls.


Already a product of research, innovation and adaptation, Quali-Tye was an excellent business. All it lacked, as it pivoted from fishing to fashion, was an excellent name. A government-paid marketing consultant pooh-poohed my own suggestion, ‘Danglers’, saying it inferred something unseemly and organic. He suggested I call my earrings something much more tasteful: how about ‘Hookers’?


Within a week we’d been featured on radio and TV and in just about every national newspaper, and soon I was ringing up big department stores in London: ‘I’m coming down on Tuesday 22nd to see Harrods, and I wonder if I could pop in and see you as well . . .?’



THE COMPETITION KNOWS MORE THAN YOU DO


Starting a successful business so young gave me a singular advantage: humility. Being ‘just a kid’, I could never assume that I was cleverer than my competition. I’ve nurtured that attitude. The guys lurking round the corner are, I am sure, powered by some secret sauce. The only way I’m going to succeed is by being more energetic and more determined than them.


From this comes an insight I’ve clung to throughout my business life: there must surely be something I can learn from my competition. And that’s what my colleagues and I did, continually, as we developed my two best-known businesses, HomeServe and Checkatrade.


We watched our competitors. We even consulted our competitors, and openly emulated whatever we saw worked well for them. And because we paid attention, and spent our time taking notes and knocking on doors and being friendly and fair (while others wasted their time behind closed doors, poring over their vision statements), we managed to outcompete, outmanoeuvre and, over the course of years, out-evolve every competitor.


You may recall that Netflix, an innovative and successful streaming company, began life by copying Blockbuster. They copied what worked from Blockbuster, and then assessed what the market wanted and how the business could be improved. Sometimes, as an entrepreneur, it helps to be a small step behind the curve. We can still be innovators and pioneers, but we also want to develop our skills as students of the market.


We are taught at school that copying is bad. This is not true in business. Taking personal credit for someone else’s work is bad, obviously, but copying is simply how we learn. And by adapting someone else’s good idea, you can turn it into a brand new offering.


I got talking about this with Touker Suleyman, a British entrepreneur and investor best known for his appearances on the TV show Dragons’ Den. He’s the owner of fashion brand Hawes & Curtis and womenswear label Ghost, and has a long history of successful retail and manufacturing ventures. Touker has never lost sight of the fundamental simplicity that underpins all business. ‘You don’t have to be a genius to start a business. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist. You don’t have to invent anything new. All you’ve got to do is take a product, look at it, and make it better. Change it. Take an off-the-shelf product and adapt it. Simple as that.


‘Somebody came to me this week with a pair of sneaker trees,’ Touker told me.


‘As in—’


‘As in shoe trees for sneakers. What’s so great about that? Well, there are, for a start, the over 1.2 billion pairs of sneakers being sold across the world every year. And that sneaker tree could be sold anywhere in the world. It’s not expensive to make. The moulds are expensive, and they’re what I’ve invested in, because once you’ve got the moulds, there’s no more design to do. You might want to ring in a few colour changes to refresh the item now and again, but essentially you just need to turn the product out at scale.’


You’re probably thinking, if business were that simple then we’d all be tycoons. But I can promise you, it’s not complexity that makes business difficult. Rather, it’s the ease with which your eyes can come unglued from the ball. Human beings have evolved to be easily distracted, and entrepreneurs, in their pursuit of shiny new things, are some of the most easily distracted people on the planet.


Staying focused on the customer and the customer’s changing needs sounds easy, but it’s genuinely hard to do, especially as a business grows and acquires a more complex structure.


One industry that produces very complex goods came up with a way of doing business that deliberately baked customer feedback into their sales model. I know software development can be its own can of worms, but you do have to hand it to the industry for biting the bullet and accepting that they had to release their wares even as they were improving upon them. If your ambition is to develop something that’s absolutely extraordinary, you can’t afford not to test it as you go. You may want to keep version 1.0 of your idea to a small group of friends; but, equally, you don’t want to be haemorrhaging research-and-development money all the way to version 6.3, only to discover your product is not quite what the customer wants or needs.


Innovation is about getting your idea 80 per cent right – in other words, to the point where the business case is solid and you know you’re not going to lose your shirt. After that, the best ideas for improvement are most likely to come from your customers.


The continued success of open-source software demonstrates the wisdom of ‘copy and pivot’. Take what’s out there and fit it to a new purpose. There’s really no need to reinvent the wheel, and there are certainly no awards going for people who do. ‘One thing we’ve got today which we didn’t have when I started out is the internet,’ Touker Suleyman reflects, ‘and though it’s a maddening distraction a lot of the time, it feels almost purpose-built for those heady early days of company creation. Within seconds, you can see your competition. I spend a lot of time on my iPad at night looking at companies and what they’re up to. If somebody comes in with an idea, I will search to see who their competitors are. There’s no longer any excuse for sloppy or thin research.’


My friend and first investor, Simon Blunt – who you will hear about often in the course of this book – is a director of several companies related to property and finance. In 1997, he founded the Mortgage Advice Bureau, a major player in the UK mortgage market. It connects borrowers with lenders, helping people find the best mortgage deals to suit their needs. But he didn’t invent it out of whole cloth. He copied the business model of the franchise company I had been working with.


‘People’s idea of a mortgage broker back then was someone above a betting shop who would rip you off,’ Simon recalls, ‘and what I wanted to do was to set up in town centres and give the whole operation the feel of a building society – or at the very least a place that wasn’t going to fleece you.’


The trouble was, he couldn’t make any money out of it. Together, Simon and I hashed out a business model that involved franchising the business out to estate agents.




Estate agents sell houses, and they do some surveying for banks and building societies, but they don’t like doing mortgages, because the compliance is a pain and quite a serious drain on their time. They give you the impression they do it only because it’s another thing that brings customers through the door.


The pivot point for Simon came when he realised that he’d been looking at estate agents all wrong. Like most people, he had assumed the estate agents made all the money, and the mortgage business was just this slightly unwelcome house guest. When you looked into the numbers, though, you could see that the reality was exactly the opposite: it was the mortgage side that made the money! ‘The estate agency was really just a fancy shop window.’


That’s why we thought we could franchise Simon’s business to estate agents. They already employed the staff Simon needed, but his company could support them and run all their financial services for them.


Simon takes up the story: ‘I took this idea to Legal & General with Rick Palmer, who was my business partner at the time. Legal & General was responsible for the insurance packages that estate agents sold along with their mortgages. We were a very small broker, and our CVs were not particularly impressive. My first job had been castrating cattle in Australia. Around the same time, Rick had been collecting deckchairs on Brighton beach.’


I remember this: they brought me along to the meeting because, though at the time I was no one’s idea of a heavy hitter, I’d at least worked for Procter & Gamble. (They had to trust that I wouldn’t mention being a stage magician or selling rabbits.)


I can’t remember how much use I was, but Simon and Rick walked out with so much new business it took a while to sink in. Their turnover was about £50,000: Legal & General offered them half a million pounds. That was a lot of money in 1994.


The editor-in-chief of the magazine I own, Business Leader, is Graham Ruddick, the former deputy business editor of The Times. As he points out, ‘Publishing, at least the way we do it, is entirely a copy-and-pivot business. We learn as we go. We put content out into the world and get feedback.’




The change he’s just now seeing through, as I write this, is to use illustrations instead of portraits on the front cover. ‘If you look at WHSmith, you will be hit by a wave of faces, so illustrations actually stand out much more on the racks. The other problem with faces is that you’ve got to know who these people are before you’ll pick up the magazine. Very few business people have much rock-star familiarity about them.’


At my investment company Growth Partner, meanwhile, I work closely with businesses serving very fast-moving, fashion-driven markets. No business without a culture of ‘copy and pivot’ could survive more than a few months in that environment.


One of the most able operators in that market is Victoria Lynch, the founder of haircare products company Additional Lengths. (We invested in her business in 2021.) She left school with no qualifications to work as a machine operator in the local factory, while training to be a hairdresser at nights and weekends. The company she built now supplies thousands of salons, and I’ve backed her to expand into America.


‘Our industry is driven by trends,’ she says, ‘so we have to be adaptable. I see this even within our own team. Someone might say, “I just bought this amazing product,” only for someone else to reply, “I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that.” ’


Whereas her competitors tend to focus on few products and innovate slowly, Victoria’s business caters for many different customers and is laser-focused on their changing needs. ‘Women in their twenties and thirties are often focused on building their careers and personal brands. They care about how they present themselves. They’re willing to invest in high-quality hair extensions that will last. But, of course, not everyone has the same level of disposable income, so we offer a range of products to fit different budgets, from affordable clip-in extensions for occasional use to premium, long-lasting options.’


Victoria works closely with suppliers, testing the products herself and even developing new colours. ‘I do see the value in “copying and pivoting”,’ she says, ‘but it’s a bit different when you’re the one leading the way, and others are copying you! We often set the trends in our industry. When we launch a new colour, our competitors will try to copy it. One company in particular is notorious for this: they blatantly copy our products but try to disguise the fact by giving their copies fancy names. We have a popular shade called “613” – that’s the standard colour code hair stylists use. We like using numbers because it highlights our transparency and our commitment to the professional end of the market. Our competitors call their copy “Dubai”.


‘The point, I think, is not to copy others slavishly but to copy in pursuit of your own innovation. If I’m not convinced by a new product, we might let a competitor launch it first. They’ll often make mistakes or overlook key aspects. Then we swoop in with a better version and capitalise on their missteps.’


The Covid-19 pandemic triggered an altogether more profound period of change for Victoria’s company, and involved a complex and difficult pivot from a primarily wholesale business to a mostly retail one.


‘Covid had a major impact on us,’ she recalls. ‘We were in the process of moving our warehouse, and we had to put everything on hold – no deliveries, no collections, nothing. We actually shut down our website for a while. It stayed closed for seven months. Our trade professionals, the salons, were closed, so our online revenue completely dried up.


‘We decided to stop online sales completely for several months. Everyone was supposed to be staying home, and we didn’t want to be complicit in any activity that put people at risk. When we finally reopened the website, we saw a surge in orders for removal tools and solutions. Many stylists had applied hair extensions before the lockdown, and their clients needed to remove them safely at home, because even when pubs were allowed to reopen in July 2020, salons remained closed for another month.


‘Recovery was slow. People weren’t going out, attending events or socialising, so they didn’t need our products. Our revenue plummeted. When the salons were finally able to reopen, we had to operate under strict restrictions. We were cleaning and sterilising constantly, wearing masks and disposable aprons. It felt like we were running a medical facility.




‘This whole experience made us realise that we were missing out on a huge opportunity in the consumer market. We had been so focused on serving professionals that we had neglected everyday consumers. We needed to change our approach.


‘So, we started working on ways to attract and engage with consumers. We’re trying to convert customers from other brands and build a loyal following. We know it will be challenging, because consumers tend to be less loyal than trade professionals, but the best way to build a customer’s loyalty is to understand their needs and provide solutions, so we’ll take it one step at a time.’


THE MORE MISTAKES, THE BETTER


HomeServe, which was eventually valued at over £4 billion, evolved slowly from a series of tiny ‘copy and pivot’ experiments that commenced almost the moment I left York University.


I had written my undergraduate dissertation on how manufacturing companies set their prices. I’d focused on businesses in Newton Aycliffe in Durham, and I wasn’t especially bowled over by what I had discovered. In answer to the question, ‘How do you determine price?’ every single business came back with the same answer: ‘We buy at this price, we add on a [usually 10 per cent] mark-up, and sell at this price’ – in other words, ‘cost-plus’.


This seemed to me a painfully crude way of going about things. From my own fly-tying business, I could see that it would be much better to ask the customer what they would be prepared to pay. The whole point of business is to add value. When it comes to measuring how much value you’re adding, are you really going to just pluck a number out of the air?


York’s degree course in economics was very good, but in all honesty I got more out of my membership of the Student Industrial Society. We visited local businesses, and there I experienced close-up how companies operated, the way staff collaborated, the conditions they worked under, the techniques used by management. These live tutorials were far more valuable than lectures back on campus.




Some visits were more enjoyable than others. A day out at Samuel Smith’s brewery in Tadcaster passed in a pleasant blur. Wandering through a Buxted chicken factory was gripping, from an industrial point of view, but stomach churning: like most people, I suspect, I didn’t like thinking about where meat comes from.


And all the while, I was still running Quali-Tye, fielding customer enquiries from as far away as the US. I acquired some notoriety at university for convincing British Telecom that it had to give me a phone. This involved laying a mile and a half of fresh line to my room at Wentworth, my hall of residence, at a cost of who knows how many thousands of pounds, all for its fixed price of £49. If you phoned my office and the answerphone told you, ‘The office is currently unmanned’, it meant I was in lectures.


I got my comeuppance for being so flash a year later, while sharing a house on Wellington Street with three girls. I got myself overcommitted and didn’t have time to do the washing-up before I had to run and catch a National Express coach. I hid the dirty pans in a cupboard, ran around the country selling Hookers earrings to hair salons, got home, opened the cupboard, found it empty, thought to myself, ‘I’m in for it now’, fell into bed – and guess where all the pans had ended up?


In my third year I lined up a job with Deloitte in Newcastle. My father was delighted: I’d be earning a safe business qualification and pulling down a regular salary. But I doubt he was very surprised when I announced I had come across an advert on the noticeboard outside my economics lecture theatre and had found myself something much more interesting to do.


‘Three days of fun in Newcastle in a Holiday Inn’ was how Procter & Gamble pitched its three-day marketing vocation course. Maybe it intended a little light irony; the fact is, I had a great time. I was a complete outlier – the nearest thing to a Newcastle native among a dozen Oxbridge types – and so I got to show my cohort around the town. We all pitched in wonderfully well, at work and out of it, and when the chance came to stay on as a brand assistant at P&G’s Newcastle headquarters, I seized it.




Brand assistants learned everything about how to make a product successful. We got a crash course in packaging, marketing, advertising, pricing, manufacturing and promotions – and P&G even paid us for our trouble.


For most businesses, marketing is the engine for growth, and to be successful at it, you need to track and measure everything. One of the key things we did was rigorously test our TV advertising campaigns. Before launching nationwide, we’d run the ads in smaller, localised markets. We studied the results to see how effective the campaign was in driving sales. Each brand (mine was Fairy Liquid detergent) was handled by a small, team-led business within the larger P&G enterprise. The accelerated learning I received there was better than any university course. The evenings and weekends were just as important: when we socialised, we went on talking about work and exchanging ideas. We were constantly learning from each other. There were thirteen of us: a ready-made peer group. The most effective training model is the one that never stops.


Over three and a half years, between 1986 and 1990, I championed Fairy Liquid and Camay soap, and one not very famous brand, Vortex bleach. We ran all manner of experiments and trials; I remember I persuaded Gruner + Jahr, the publishers of Prima magazine – a leading, if not the leading women’s magazine at the time – to send out free copies to people who sent us the caps from Fairy Liquid bottles. I’d persuaded Gruner + Jahr to bear all the costs, and their magazine was worth more than our detergent, but the idea must have paid off for them, because soon you saw offers like that everywhere.


Best of all, I found myself in a company that truly cared about what the customer was thinking and feeling. This validated what I had always suspected: that you should always run a business with the end consumer in mind, setting prices according to what your customers will pay, and reaping the rewards of adding value, rather than just adding an arbitrary margin to what something cost to manufacture.


Soon enough I was promoted to brand manager. I had sold Quali-Tye, but I had lost none of my appetite for running my own business, and Procter & Gamble positively encouraged entrepreneurial thinking.


Not every experiment paid off. The Christmas tree project involved me selling Christmas trees in pub car parks – only this seriously annoyed the greengrocers who drank in the pubs. They had to pay ground rent on their lots, so why was this lad allowed to sell trees in the car park? I’d just brought in a couple of big consignments of trees, and suddenly I found myself chucked off my selling sites. I had to get up before dawn and go to the wholesale fruit-and-veg market to sell them in bulk, before coming in and doing a full day’s work at P&G; then till midnight I’d be delivering trees that had been ordered house to house.


It was a P&G colleague, Richard Johns, who inspired my next business, providing freshers at different universities with their own one-off student magazine, which would serve as a guide to the town or city they’d be living in for the next three years.


Richard and I ran our publishing business from my converted garage-office at my house in Gosforth, which I’d bought on the proceeds of Quali-Tye’s sale. It was a frenetic time – my house was itself a business, as I was renting out the other two bedrooms and the dining room to three other young professionals at £40 a week.


Our magazine was called Connect, and though it was only ever meant to be a one-off venture, it was sufficiently consuming that it taught me an abiding lesson in salesmanship: without an element of salesmanship, you can barely begin to have an impact on the market. I learned this the hard way, sitting in my converted garage, flogging advertising space to Sainsbury’s, Dixons and other major national companies.


My friend, the British entrepreneur and investor Jeremy Middleton – who will also become a regular feature of these tales – makes a similar, but rather broader point: ‘It’s all about execution. To get a winning concept, you’ve got to be good at execution. To get it out there into the world, you’ve got to be good at execution. If you’re not good at execution, you’re never going to be much good at anything. Everyone’s got this idea that you can walk into a lift and three seconds later, you’ve got the money. It doesn’t happen.’




Jeremy’s my go-to business partner, one of my oldest friends, and godfather to Jemima, my oldest child. (Wonderfully, he asked me to return the favour when his first was born.) Most everything else I did while still at Procter & Gamble, I did jointly with Jeremy; he’d joined Procter & Gamble a couple of years before me, and it was in his team that I wrestled (as it were) with Zest soap and Fairy Liquid.


Jeremy was another outlier at Procter & Gamble; he’d scraped into Kent University and had been working in a clearing bank (‘I was dreadful at it and they hated me’) when by chance he read about Procter & Gamble’s graduate programme. They took a few mavericks each year, and Jeremy and I hit it off very quickly, bonding over our shared determination to one day run our own businesses.


Then Jeremy got an offer to go to Egypt for a year and become Procter & Gamble’s marketing manager there. He already had his own business, which involved applying for a 100 per cent mortgage (remember them?), renting out rooms and effectively getting a free house – a ‘buy to let’ business, in other words, though the idea had yet to catch on. He had a few houses he was letting out to young professionals, room by room: the one he lived in, his girlfriend’s house and one other he had bought. He had lined someone up to look after things while he was away, but at the last minute they let him down. I was more than happy to step into the breach, and by the time Jeremy got back from Cairo I’d bought three or four houses myself.


This property letting business was our first collaboration, and even with the pair of us working full tilt, it wasn’t easy to juggle our full-time jobs at Procter & Gamble with our own business.


Hard work forged an inseparable bond between us. On a handshake, we agreed that we would split gains, losses, salaries, everything. We were already buying houses, but property businesses take a long time to grow and require a lot of capital. Anyway, we were impatient – so we pivoted from property investment to property management.


We were both keen to get some experience as business consultants, and I did some work in the marketing department of Coopers & Lybrand in Newcastle. Jeremy wrapped up his work with P&G and went to work for PricewaterhouseCoopers. We spent a little bit of our time consulting and a lot of time thinking about what we were going to do by ourselves. By then we had ten houses, with five tenants in each, which generated just enough mayhem to make it hard to hold down another job.


So I quit, and we settled into a pattern where Jeremy would work all hours pulling down a good wage from PwC, and I would work all hours commuting to and from Albert Road in Middlesbrough (not the sexiest place to be) and losing everything we had on lots of undercapitalised early-stage businesses, none of which worked very well.


We needed maintenance people to look after our properties, and this led to other things – an ironing service, a repair and maintenance business, an interior design and decorating company, a spell as a franchisee in a chain of mortgage shops . . .


With hindsight, of course, you can see how these businesses laid the foundation for the billion-pound business that would follow. But, the truth is, Jeremy and I tried to make some of these businesses work for quite a long time, and even if they bumbled along making a little bit of money, we weren’t really finding the ‘Big Idea’. ‘We would have focused earlier if we could have,’ Jeremy recalls, ‘and we must have gone through ten different businesses – some dumber than others. But you don’t know until you try, and if we’d focused on any one of them, it wouldn’t have worked. The successful model just wasn’t there.’


Our letting agency business, Professional Properties, remained a kitchen-table operation. We’d walk the length of Shields Road in Byker, Newcastle, looking for the cheapest goods we could find to furnish and equip our properties. Jeremy remembers us competing over who could negotiate the best price for a pack of forks.


The one act of largesse we allowed ourselves was to find a bigger table to work at. This belonged to our first employee, the excellent Jane Dixon. It’s still a source of mild embarrassment to me that we hired her, first of all, for her table. We’d placed an ad in the paper and went round to people’s houses to interview them, claiming that we liked to interview people in their own homes because it gave us a better idea of what they were like. The truth is, we didn’t have an office to invite them to.


Jane very generously agreed to let us use her home as an office and her lounge as the place where young professionals came to see what properties were available. Our weekly meeting, every Saturday morning, took place in her kitchen.


Pivoting from property investment to property management, we started providing a service for other landlords. We ended up managing six hundred properties. Our biggest problem – and it got exponentially bigger with every new property we managed – was when tenants called on a Friday evening to report a blocked drain, or water pouring out of a radiator, or a broken-down boiler. Jane was often on the sharp end of these calls and found she couldn’t get a Geordie plumber out at unsociable hours for love nor money.


Jeremy and I were at a national franchise exhibition when we spotted a business that seemed a heaven-sent solution: First Call ran a network of guys in yellow vans and promised a twenty-four-hour, one-hour call-out domestic emergency service covering all trades.


And if we desperately needed their services, surely others must? We had some discussions with First Call about becoming their franchisee, but in the end we figured we might as well try the business model for ourselves. We got ourselves two hired vans and two plumbers, and set up our own business. Our home repair and maintenance business, FastFix (soon rechristened A1 FastFix to put it top of the Yellow Pages directory listing), operated from the same kitchen table as everything else.


After the first full year of trading – or perhaps the first accounting period – we discovered that Jeremy had made £100,000 from his management consultancy work, and I had lost £100,000 through FastFix.


‘We spent all the money we didn’t have,’ Jeremy remembers, ‘and then we spent all the tenants’ deposits, which these days would land us in prison. In those days, so long as you repaid them – which we always did – you were in the clear. But we had no cash.’


We had poured our life savings into FastFix, imagining that a phone book listing would be enough to create a profitable business. We got a good number of calls, but once we were paid for a job, that was the last we heard from that customer, at least until their next breakdown, which might not happen for years. We were haemorrhaging all our money on advertising, trying to attract customers who, after just one transaction, had no compelling reason to remember us.


We liked the kind of business we were in. We liked helping people. I especially liked the fact that each day, we brought a little island of calm to someone who might be standing, stressed out, in inches of water. (When HomeServe got big, I still found time to listen in on our call-centre conversations, ‘ensuring high levels of customer service’, of course, but also to remind myself of the company’s founding magic.)


So here was the challenge facing Jeremy and me: how could our emergency property repairs company attract recurring revenue?


Through the Marketing Department, the consultancy he had set up for us, Jeremy pitched FastFix to some water companies. The UK water industry was being privatised at the time and was looking for ways to diversify. Jeremy’s consultancy provided help for companies that didn’t have their own marketing departments. He said to them: ‘Why don’t we look at setting up a plumbing business?’


Our original proposition was to offer the UK’s water companies a pay-on-use emergency plumbing service. This was a reasonable business idea, but it wasn’t necessarily one that appealed to companies whose interest in their product typically ended at the stopcock.


For the longest time, the water companies had existed primarily to own the infrastructure. They dictated to customers what they could and could not do and what they should pay, and still weren’t thinking like commercial organisations. Rather than thinking, ‘How can we delight the customer so that they want to spend more with us?’, their philosophy was, ‘How do we extract the most profit from our monopoly?’


Jeremy and I got some board-level responses from maybe half a dozen companies, but in the end South Staffordshire Water, one of the smallest outfits, was the only one to commission us to study the idea. This was Jeremy’s first commission as an independent consultant and it was a tiny job. South Staffs was based in Walsall and envisaged setting up a small, regional, direct-labour plumbing operation. Through Jeremy’s recommendation, South Staffs employed me on a consultancy basis to run the numbers. It was a six-week job, worth about £4,500.


Further study confirmed what Jeremy and I already suspected: running a plumbing business was a great idea in principle, but an ordinary, direct-labour plumbing business wasn’t going to work. The company needed to go national with a franchise model, offering emergency cover at a premium price.


South Staffs was a ‘heritage’ company, formed by an Act of Parliament in 1853 to supply clean water to the people of the Black Country. The board enjoyed wine with its lunches. Once a year the higher-ups would go to visit a pumping station or something, and there was a big performance around it all. So, an entrepreneurial new business venture would require entrepreneurial incomers to run it. ‘The good news,’ we explained to South Staffs’s finance director Steve Coathup, ‘is we know where you can get the outfit you need – and what’s more, it’s free.’


We would put in a small test operation, A1 FastFix. South Staffs would provide the working capital we needed and the brand name; and we’d split the business fifty-fifty.


It was a good pitch, but let’s be frank: we were desperate, and were effectively offering South Staffs fully half our business, if only they would provide us with a bit of working capital. And, being not so daft, that’s what they did.


MANY SMALL FAVOURS (AND ONE BIG MISTAKE)


For a flavour of what South Staffs was like, there’s no better person to ask than Anna Maughan. She began her career there in 1998, joining HomeServe only when we demerged in 2004. For the next twenty-five years, she was part of our family, our company secretary from 2008 and a member of our executive committee from 2020 until the takeover in 2023.


‘My role at South Staffs was cobbled together over time,’ Anna remembers. ‘To begin with, the finance director gave me the company’s pensions to look after, so I built up some expertise and the job was never really reassigned. The company’s structure wasn’t wildly strange, but where it evolved to work well, we didn’t interfere with it. A new finance director came in and appointed me company secretary, but I kept on being handed slightly odd things, like looking after the trademarks. Despite being a listed company, South Staffs wasn’t a large organisation. We didn’t do “investor relations” – we just talked to people. We were a small company, growing at a decent clip.’


This rather gives the lie to the idea that South Staffs was a bit of a dinosaur. ‘But if you mean that South Staffs felt very old-fashioned, you have a point. I can remember in the early days, when HomeServe was recruiting younger staff for their call centres, some of the older water company staff used to comment on what the HomeServe lot were wearing. When HomeServe organised events or they hit a sales target there was all this cheering and clapping – behaviour completely alien to people just serving customers in the water company.’


No entrepreneur is terribly good at the detail. All entrepreneurs need people to sort out the carnage they leave in their wake. I learned from the outset to hire people who were brilliant at this, and Jennifer Synnott was an early win. She’d been at South Staffs for five or six years when FastFix arrived, and her services were mine for the asking. I gave her the strangest (and possibly the most inept) interview of her career – I wouldn’t stop talking – but it worked out well in the end: she remained a central and essential part of our operation until 2009.


She can remember when HomeServe (well, FastFix – the HomeServe idea was still a way off) consisted of a few temporary staff and a three-legged table – that is, a four-legged table with one leg missing. It just about stood up, which was as well since we opened all our letters and application forms there. ‘We’d been given an office – well, more of a cupboard, really – which had a surprising number of doors. We sealed all but two of them and took the handles off so we’d have a bit more room to move around.’


South Staffs’s telecoms manager set up some phones for us, and the IT manager organised a little software system to run the business. Every once in a while we got a bit of management support. These all felt like small favours, but over time they added up to a constant stream of practical support for what we were doing. You can’t underestimate the value of that, and it’s more the kind of backing you’d expect from a private equity house.


I didn’t have much to offer to the people South Staffs released to me. I was in no position to offer them any kind of career path. But I did have a story to tell, and a vision to sell. Jennifer was in her early twenties. She’d done her MBA, had worked a few years with South Staffs and was hungry for more business experience. ‘I suppose it was a little bit of a gamble,’ she remembers. ‘There wasn’t really anything other than passion and enthusiasm – but the atmosphere was infectious.’


We had ambitious growth plans and, fuelled by South Staffs’s £100,000 investment, achieved 20 per cent year-on-year growth. No mean feat, that – though we still weren’t making any money. In fact we were making a loss of – oh, what a coincidence! – £100,000.


All the while we were being held together by Jennifer, who was putting the operation together, instilling discipline, trying to control a platform that would deliver our vision. I mistakenly thought that if we grew revenue fast, we would get significant economies of scale, which would lead to profitability. It didn’t, and it won’t. For companies that haven’t yet proven their business model, this kind of strategy will only increase their losses, no matter how effectively they scale up.


Instead of getting economies of scale as my emergency plumbing business grew, the break-even line got further and further away, and monthly losses increased from £10,000 to £50,000 a month. ‘There was this elusive break-even point,’ Jeremy recalls. ‘How were we going to get there? The answer couldn’t be by continuing to roll out a model that didn’t work.’


I look back at this experience as one of my most important lessons: you can’t expand a business into profit. If you can’t make something work on a small scale, all that will happen on a bigger scale is that it will lose more money.


THEIR PROBLEMS ARE YOUR BUSINESS


It’s amusing now to look back at the cultural differences between us and South Staffs. I think they found me a rather strange chap. Rolling up in a Porsche on day one probably didn’t do me many favours. (I quickly switched to a rather clapped-out Rover.) Culturally, you couldn’t imagine two more different sets of people. The board was made up of old gentleman farmers who arrived at meetings in their Rolls-Royces. But they were smart – smart enough to see straight away that they couldn’t run us like a water company. Brian Whitty, who became South Staffs’s CFO and then chief executive, deserves credit for managing us and for giving us just enough rope to play with, but never quite enough to hang ourselves.


‘South Staffs didn’t exactly drown us in cash,’ Jeremy remembers, ‘and less than two years later we were saying to each other, “Oh, Christ. We’re going to go bust again.”


‘Then came the pivot: we thought, “Why aren’t we selling to the 85 per cent of people who don’t have plumbing emergencies, rather than to the 15 per cent who do?” ’


FastFix was a hard business. It’s hard to make money to do the marketing, to find jobs, and then to go and quote for the job, and then do the job, and then pay everyone for doing it, and then try to collect the money. If, on the other hand, you sell people peace of mind against a plumbing emergency, then 85 per cent of those people are just paying money upfront for a claim that doesn’t happen.


Back at university (and through a friend, Nick Duxbury, if I’m remembering this correctly), I had come across the story of Patsy Bloom, who founded the Petplan Group in the 1970s. Her dog was sick, with a history of illness, and she was haemorrhaging money on vets’ fees, when she hit upon the idea of a health insurance scheme for animals. She found a business partner, and they each invested £250 into the new venture. Sixteen years later, Bloom’s business had a turnover of £20 million. She later sold out to Cornhill Insurance (later Allianz) for £32.5 million – a near 65,000-fold return on her initial investment.


There’s no such thing as a good idea out of nowhere; it needed the pieces of the puzzle to come together in our heads before we could say we had ‘invented’ plumbing and drainage warranties. And that, of course, was only the start. Next came the hard work of adapting, innovating, challenging and testing.


Plenty of people had tried to offer roughly the kind of service we were evolving, but they hadn’t got the model quite right. South Staffs Water used to mail out an application form from Green Flag in each household bill. It wasn’t a bad offer on paper. Green Flag were offering to repair everything around the house – roof repair, plumbing, electrics, the lot – for between £100 and £110.


When you took that leaflet into a focus group, though, people would say either ‘That’s too good to be true’ or ‘I’ve got some of those things covered already, and I don’t want to pay twice’. Some people said, ‘Who the hell are Green Flag?’


We stripped down the offer so that at the very least it seemed relevant to the customer. Because we only covered your plumbing, naturally the price we were charging was much lower – around £50.


We were down to our last £10,000, with friends and family urging me to give up on my entrepreneur dream and return to Procter & Gamble, when, by chance, we stumbled on the final piece of the jigsaw. Sutton Water, another small water company in the south, ran a successful plumbing insurance business. We found out all we could about them and hastily assembled a focus group of Sutton’s customers in the local Holiday Inn.


We asked them: Why did you join? What do you like about Sutton’s warranty? What don’t you like about it? We took out the bits they didn’t like, like the annual inspection of the underground water pipe, and we added in drainage cover and internal plumbing emergency cover.


People’s main worry, and what had made them sign up, was that they had no idea what to do if a leak sprang in the pipe connecting their property to the mains supply. They liked Sutton’s product because, while their household insurance policies said they were covered for water damage, Sutton were the only ones willing to pay to fix the actual leak.


But there was, we discovered, another anxiety that Sutton’s policy did not address. These connecting pipes often run under walls, lawns and driveways, so repairing them isn’t really a repair you’d entrust to just anybody. The people in our focus group worried about the damage that might be done to their property.


This was our ‘in’. Our warranty, we decided, wouldn’t just cover your repair bill – it would promise that whoever came out to you in an emergency (and they’d be someone qualified and highly rated) would finish up properly and not leave great holes in your wall or your lawn. Indeed, we’d indemnify you against that risk.


Finally, since we were working with the water company, and nobody outside the water company knew who we were, we made a deal to put the water company’s name on our literature. Like most people, I can’t honestly say that I like my water company. Unless there’s a problem, I rarely ever think about them. But do I trust them to know when there’s a leak and be able to fix it? Well, yes, I think I do.
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