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Introduction



Small business survival. What to do?


In the past few years, I have spoken to thousands of people who have run their own businesses in one form or another, and much of their experience was used to develop the ideas in this book. One particular question kept cropping up: what do you do if you have tried everything and the business isn’t going as well as you want? Lots of people establish their own business because they want to prove a point (to themselves or to their previous employers), because they are convinced there is a better way, or because they have an excellent idea that appears to have a potential market. They are entrepreneurial people. They are good at getting things underway, but they don’t always think much further than that. They have fantastic energy and determination. And they can become bored fairly easily. So after the initial rush of enthusiasm that comes with getting everything underway, things settle into a rhythm that seems dull by comparison. This book looks at that next stage. It may well be growth. It may not. That depends on what you want from the business, and what you wish for yourself.



You cannot be prescriptive about survival or growth


There are no fixed rules about how businesses work, so this book avoids telling you precisely what to do, and instead offers new ways of thinking that should enable you to decide the future of your business for yourself. It’s very much a case of ‘try this, it might work’. It will certainly help any sole trader who is looking for inspiration to change the pattern of their work. But it will also help those who run larger ‘small’ businesses (with, say, up to 500 staff). The old adage that it is lonely at the top is confirmed whenever you ask the opinions of Managing Directors and Chief Executives in any sector. They almost always lack like-minded people with whom they can discuss the next round of challenges and, even if they do have such characters around, there is a strong chance that they are too close to the subject matter to apply any truly fresh thinking. As soon as these people have ‘turned native’, they cannot be objective about what needs to be done next. They have too much of a vested interest. So in those situations what is needed are new and different ways of thinking that can help push the business on to its next phase.



The CHEW system: Confront, Hone, Evolve, What next?


The CHEW system is a gritty way of addressing the current state of your business, combined with a thoughtful and rigorous method for working out what to do next. The CHEW acronym is intended to work on various levels. It stands for Confront, Hone, Evolve, What next?


The Confront element forces those running businesses to tackle head-on the stage they have reached, with no fudging of the facts. It emphasizes the value of proper thought, and forces you to look at the survival prospects for your business.


The Hone phase whittles this information into manageable chunks by introducing three types of thinking – the facts, your own thoughts, and the experience and wisdom of others. Stage one of this process reveals rivers and dams in your business (things that flow well and blockages that obstruct success). Stage two tells you how to heed your own counsel. And stage three is a fascinating survey of more than 60 real people who pass on their experience of running businesses of various sizes by answering six critical questions that have a direct bearing on how to develop your business.


The Evolve part shows you how to distil, articulate and write down what you want to ensure the survival of your business and, critically, yourself. This involves setting up business tripwires that force the right things to happen, and the writing of your own Lifesmile Statement.


The What next? section takes a broader look at the vagaries of business life – how far too many people confuse movement with progress, the fact that corporations don’t have memories, and that everything may or may not be related to everything else. If that all sounds a bit ethereal, don’t worry. As any good businessperson will tell you, it’s the soft stuff that matters most, and this is simply an opportunity to confirm that the author knows he cannot organize the world in a uniform way.



The survey


The survey asked those running businesses of all types six tricky questions.


 




	
What is the hardest thing about running and growing your business?



	
Is growth always a good thing?



	
Did you ever suffer from post-launch blues or a three-year itch?



	
How do you plan the ‘next big thing’?



	
If you could have known one thing when you started that you know now, what would it be?



	
Is there anything else you would like to pass on about growing or evolving your business?






As well as adding my own interpretation of the responses, the answers are grouped by company size to enable you to go straight to the views of those who run businesses of your size, or a size to which you aspire. They are divided into:


 




	
Sole traders



	
Small partnerships (two or three people)



	
Fewer than 10 staff



	
10–50 staff



	
More than 50 staff.






The survey was originally conducted in 2006 and so contains all the wisdom you would expect on how to run a business well without the panic of any worldwide economic meltdown. These sage observations, road tested at the sharp end of small business trading, have been reviewed several years later and put under the even tougher microscope of survival, not just growth. What emerges is a vigorous blend of suggestions that will help today’s businessperson ensure the survival of their business. You could argue that this type of advice is needed now more than ever.



Summary: who is the book aimed at?


You should read this book if:


 




	
You have launched your own business, run it for a while and are thinking: what now?



	
You need to examine new survival approaches



	
You like the idea of a more reflective, non-macho approach to developing businesses



	
You are a bit bored with your own ways of evolving your business and fancy a fresh perspective



	
You are having a bit of trouble planning the ‘next big thing’



	
You want to read what 60 or more other people have to say in answer to the survey questions



	
You are a good mate of the author and want to further his burgeoning writing career.






And finally, if you find a certain area particularly interesting, you can always refer to my other books, which go into a lot more detail on various matters.


For start-up advice, have a look at Run Your Own Business and Start.


For hundreds more So What? questions, buy the book of the same name. And to get stuff done, try Tick Achieve.


Good luck.


Kevin Duncan, Westminster, 2010





1: Only got a minute?





	
Thinking is free, so do it more often.





	
Ask yourself the nasty questions that you don’t want to answer.





	
Rip up the straitjackets that you have unintentionally built for yourself.





	
Try something new. It might just work this time.





	
Efficiency is a sophisticated form of laziness. Get organized.





	
Remind yourself what the original idea was.





	
Put the effort in only where it gets you somewhere.





	
Write out your Lifesmile Statement.





	
Ask yourself what you really want.





	
Don’t confuse movement with progress.











5: Only got five minutes?





	
Have a clear understanding of why your business exists.



	
Work hard on motivation.



	
Be patient.



	
Nurture contacts carefully.



	
Take the plunge and take risks.



	
Learn to let go of some things.



	
Use your partners judiciously.



	
Find brave customers.



	
Grow prudently.



	
Keep an eye on escalating bureaucracy.



	
Spend the time to find the right people and build the right team.



	
Remember different skills are required to set up a business than to grow one.



	
You don’t have to win by much to win by a lot.



	
Save today’s income for tomorrow’s expansion.



	
Avoid going after everything that moves.



	
Only acquire businesses to add skill sets you do not already have.



	
Find the time to invest in growth.



	
If you’re not an interesting person, people won’t want to do business with you.



	
To stay as you are is impossible.



	
Momentum is important but size in itself is not.



	
There is good growth and bad growth.



	
Bad growth is doing things for the wrong reasons.



	
Growth is good so long as it is profitable.



	
Growth usually involves making a lot of mistakes.



	
Work out how much money you want to extract and over what time period.



	
Make sure quality of service is maintained.



	
Do not pursue growth for growth’s sake.



	
Top up your leaky bucket constantly.



	
Differentiate between higher turnover and better margin.



	
Rapid growth can endanger quality and reputation.



	
Know when to turn down business.



	
A principle isn’t a principle until it costs you money.



	
Turnover or revenue is vanity, profit is sanity.



	
Do not compromise what you set out to achieve in the first place.



	
Don’t change the thing that most clients like.



	
Don’t grow too fast and dilute what enabled you to grow in the first place.



	
Regard a launch as the beginning of the beginning rather than the end of the beginning.



	
Tell yourself in advance that the honeymoon period will end.



	
Continually question what your business does and how well it does it.



	
Keep transforming it into a shinier, newer version of itself.



	
Entrepreneurs are often good ‘starters’ or ‘creators’ but poor at routine.



	
Work out how to deal with the highs and lows.



	
Give yourself credit for what you have already achieved.



	
Remind yourself why you’re doing it.



	
You and your partners have to evolve along with your business.



	
Remember that most people in business have itchy and low times.



	
Be aware that partners get the blues too, so act sensitively.



	
Have the idea, build the car, then employ someone else to drive it for you.



	
Realize that the business will never be ‘finished’.



	
Launching a business is a bit like having a baby.



	
Running it can be like the loneliness of the long distance runner.



	
Get a good non-exec to offer a different, less emotional perspective.



	
Have an idea where you want to go but always be open to other opportunities.



	
Talk to people who know more about it than you do and hear about their lives.



	
Make quick decisions about opportunities that could influence your growth.



	
Go for a long walk or a run, or take a shower for inspiration.



	
You only need to be five minutes ahead of the pack to succeed.



	
Keep your big picture clear and at the forefront of everything you do.



	
Ask your team.



	
Keep lifting your head up and be ready to take opportunities.



	
Always have a pen and paper handy.



	
Make time for planning.



	
Reinvent your business all the time.



	
Listen to your customers and bright people.



	
Look how successful businesses manage expansion in other sectors.



	
Listen to what is happening around you.



	
Allow yourself the time away to contemplate ‘what else?’



	
Start with the people and the casting.



	
Have an annual day of reflection.



	
Be spurred on by ambitions that are way beyond your current reach.



	
Get away from the business to have enlightening moments of inspiration.



	
Use external consultants or facilitators to move into novel related areas.



	
Plan and test everything before you set up.



	
Be confident and have a clear picture of your worth.



	
Equity is forever. Be very careful to whom you give equity.



	
Everything takes a lot longer than you think.



	
Make sure you’re prepared for the rollercoaster ride.



	
Networking is essential as talent alone in some cases is not enough.



	
Invest in friendships and relationships – the rest will happen naturally.



	
Understand the selling points which trigger income-generating responses.



	
Listen to your gut feeling – it’s usually right.



	
All businesses are people businesses.



	
Everyone running a business goes through some big lows.



	
Few other people are as excited by your business or as committed as you are.



	
Your customers know less about your subject matter than you do.



	
Business is not personal.



	
Your first instincts are normally right.



	
Everything is negotiable.



	
Always act and tell the truth fast.



	
Talented craftspeople are by no means talented managers.



	
Don’t keep pursuing something if it isn’t a success.



	
If you don’t do it, you don’t get paid.



	
You have to love what you do.



	
Be absolutely clear about what your product or service is.



	
Greed is usually transparent.



	
You’re probably better than you think you are – don’t sell yourself too cheap.



	
There are some people it’s just not worth trying with.



	
Enjoy the process of building the business, not just the dream of what you will one day achieve.



	
Be brave, say what you really think, and go to bed knowing you did your best.



	
Make mistakes and learn.



	
Don’t be afraid to move on from something if it is not working.



	
Be with the people you enjoy being with.



	
Reputation in any market is worth more than anything else.



	
Never be afraid to ask advice from someone you admire.



	
Do the important things first – don’t put them off.



	
Treat all people as you would expect to be treated yourself.



	
Believe in what you are doing and at the same time listen to healthy criticism.



	
Past success doesn’t mean future success.



	
Have Big Audacious Goals.



	
Reach for the stars.









The CHEW system: what is it?


The CHEW system – what’s it all about? Well, it is a gritty way of addressing the current state of your business, combined with a thoughtful and rigorous method for working out what to do next. The CHEW acronym is intended to work on various levels. It stands for Confront, Hone, Evolve and What next? Each section will explain in detail how it all works. Some people regard acronyms as a bit cheesy and trite, others find them very helpful in enabling them to remember all the stages of a process. Either way, it’s only four letters so it’s not overly complicated, and it should help you to memorize the steps. Acronym fan or not, the word chew is chosen for a good reason – several in fact. Let’s start by looking at what the word means.




	Chew (verb): to masticate





That’s straightforward enough, but it’s when you add another word or two to this most interesting verb that things start to get interesting. When issues are complicated, we chew them over. When we are discussing things with others, we chew the fat, or the cud. When we damage something, we chew it up. The state of being chewed up means being nervous or worried about something. When the Americans reprimand someone, they chew them out. And sticky problems are often described as being chewy. So one way or another, there’s quite a lot of chewing going on, and a lot of it is to do with business survival and growing pains. So the central reason for choosing the word chew is that this book is all about contemplating how to ensure the survival of your business, and that will certainly involve a lot of chewing things over. Or to put it another way: mental mastication. We will investigate all sorts of techniques for this in Chapters 4 to 6. There is also a strong link here to the art of rumination.






	Ruminate (verb): (of ruminants) to chew (the cud); (of people) to meditate or ponder upon






Ruminants are animals with stomachs that have four compartments. They chew all day to extract the necessary nutrients from the rather paltry grass they eat. If you think about it, it is remarkable that grass can create and sustain a cow or a camel, and yet it does. So they spend all day chewing the cud, or ruminating. When people ruminate, they ponder on something. If they become thoroughly lost in thought, they may even verge on meditation. It is a wonderful thing to do, and I commend it to you highly, as you will see in particular in Chapter 3. The word ruminant can also be an adjective, so if a person is ruminant, then they are contemplating something.






	
Ruminant (noun): mammals with stomachs that have four compartments








 






	
Ruminant (adjective): meditating or contemplating in a slow quiet way








So the spirit of the CHEW system is to encourage you to think carefully about your business, what the true state of affairs is, and what exactly you are going to do to make the next move and ensure the survival of your business. This may be growth, or it may not, but we will come to all that later. The system has a shape and a method to it in order to help you organize your thinking. Random thoughts are sometimes quite brilliant, but they are by definition random. They may or may not occur when you want them. They may or may not be concerned with the bits of your business that really matter at that particular time. So the system is designed not to stifle your imagination, but to order your thoughts so as to increase the likelihood of you reaching a conclusion that helps you and your business on to the next helpful thing.



Confront


The first phase is called Confront. It is designed to force you to tackle head-on the stage your business has reached, with no fudging of the facts. It emphasizes the value of proper, clinical thought, and poses some rather tricky questions. So you run your own business? So what? So you’re in charge? So what? Are you disciplined enough to survive? What’s it all for? These are essentially the nasty questions that can keep a person awake at night, and they need serious thought to ensure your sustained happiness. The Confront phase also points out that thinking is free, so why don’t we do more of it? The old adage ‘I haven’t had time to stop and think’ afflicts pretty much everyone in modern business, so we owe it to ourselves to create the right conditions for a good old think from time to time.



Hone


The Hone phase whittles this information into manageable chunks by introducing three types of evolutive thinking. You might not think that the word evolutive exists, but it does. It’s right there, in the dictionary.






	
Evolutive (adjective): relating to, tending to, or promoting evolution








Note that the definition suggests that you relate, tend to or promote evolution. These are all excellent nurturing words that can be applied to business thought. Chapters 4 to 6 will explore this in detail. The word evolution is carefully chosen because you may or may not want to grow your business relentlessly, but you will certainly want to evolve it. Human nature dictates that doing the same thing on the same scale in the same way for years becomes boring. So we crave evolution, whatever form it may take. There are three types of thinking proposed: the facts, your own opinion, and what you can learn from the experience of others. Stage one of this process forces you to highlight rivers and dams in your business (things that flow well and blockages that obstruct success). Stage two tells you how to heed your own counsel. This is an important reminder to us all because we all know that decorators tend to have unpainted houses and doctors are quite capable of advising their clients not to smoke when in fact they do it themselves. So heeding your own counsel is important. The third stage is based mainly on the wisdom and experience of others. This is a fascinating survey of more than 60 people who have kindly passed on their experiences of running businesses of various shapes and sizes by answering six critical questions that have a direct bearing on business evolution. Put that lot together and you have a veritable powerhouse of thinking on which to base your survival, and your next move.



Evolve


The Evolve phase is shorter because you have broken the back of it by now and done the majority of the hard work. It shows you how to distil, articulate and write down what you want for your business and, critically, for yourself. If you do the one without the other, you have only done half the job. In other words, there is no point in ‘fixing’ the business if you haven’t taken the time to think about yourself. The business element involves setting up tripwires that force the right things to happen, whether you find it easy or not. That means less hassle, and less stress, over the coming year. The personal bit involves the writing of your own Lifesmile Statement. This has elements of lifestyle built into it, naturally, but the most important part is working out what really makes you happy. You will be forced to think about it, write it down and, once you have taken the trouble to do that, it tends to happen.



What next?


By the What next? section, we are nearly home and dry. It takes a more whimsical look at the vagaries of business life, in a discursive sort of way that reminds you that all business people face the same issues. It covers how far too many people confuse movement with progress, spending far too much time on activity rather than action. We will be emphasizing the value of outcome, not output. The point that corporations don’t have memories is given a thorough working over in Chapter 10, and we finish with a look at the notion that everything may or may not be related to everything else. If that all sounds a bit ethereal, don’t worry. As any good businessperson will tell you, it’s the soft stuff that matters most, and this is simply an opportunity to confirm that the world cannot be organized in a uniform way, so you had better get used to the idea.
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The CHEW system.





Phase I: Confront


 


In this phase you will learn:




	
how to confront the issues your business faces



	
what to do to ensure business survival



	
how to liberate yourself through discipline



	
the art of proper thinking






So let’s kick off with Phase I. It is called Confront. The dictionary definition of confront is to face boldly, or to bring together for comparison, and that is precisely what you need to do with yourself and your business in order to work out what needs to be addressed.


 






	
Confront (verb): to face boldly; to bring together for comparison








We start by asking some awkward questions, and then develop the idea of doing some hard thinking about what you have discovered.


 




	
The first question (Chapter 1) is: So your business is under pressure. What now? Here we will question everything and force you to revisit all the issues that you probably thought about when you started, but may not have done since.



	
Then we’ll go on to ask in Chapter 2: Are you disciplined enough to survive? It takes careful thought and adherence to strong principles to have the business running as you want it, and on your terms. This level of integrity and solidity often drifts over time, and needs reasserting regularly.



	
In Chapter 3 we look at the whole area of thought. Thinking is free. How often do you do it? Every person running a business needs time to think, but frequently fails to create it often enough. So we will look at ways of helping that along.






That’s the shape of Phase I. Right, so let’s get cracking then.





1


So your business is under pressure. What now?


In this chapter you will learn:




	
what to do when things go wrong
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