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			About Mark Mills

			Mark Mills has built and sold numerous businesses for himself and with other people.

			He built Europe’s largest independent cash machine company, Cardpoint plc., which at its peak was dispensing more than £500m each month. Prior to Cardpoint, Mark was an early disruptor in the postal industry, developing an advertising-fronted postbox and installing 1,200 at petrol stations throughout the UK, making it the only other postbox network to rival the Royal Mail.

			Mark is a committed family man and is married to his patient, understanding wife, Angela, and has three grown-up children, Oliver, and twins Christian and Isabella. They have all supported Mark in his efforts, whether successful or otherwise. Mark still lives where he was born on the outskirts of Blackpool and believes you should never forget where you came from.

			Introduction

			There’s a well-known phrase that I use all the time, adding my own twist at the end – been there, done that, got the T-shirt and the scars underneath. I think it perfectly sums up the experience of creating a successful business. It may seem easy from the outside, but if you look beneath the surface, achieving success usually turns out to have involved an enormous amount of effort – much of it painful.

			There’s little better in life than making your mark. But it also leaves a mark on you.

			While starting and growing a business from scratch can be extremely rewarding, it can also be a lonely struggle. A lot of the time you are on your own trying to figure out what to do and how to do it. Every day you have to make big decisions simply to keep the business moving forward, some of which will turn out to be right, others of which will turn out to be wrong. You can ask advice from as many people as you want. But at the end of the day, your business matters most to one person: you. Other people simply can’t care about it as much. 

			It is down to you, and you alone, to make it work.

			I’ve been on that journey. I started out with nothing but eventually achieved fantastic success with my cash machine business, Cardpoint. At its peak it had 6,500 cash machines and 300 employees and was worth £170m. But my success didn’t happen overnight. It wasn’t easy. It took me many years of hard work and persistence before I made it. And there were plenty of setbacks and challenges to overcome. 

			I decided to write this book because I wanted to tell the real inside story of my success – not just the glittering rewards and accolades at the end, but the hard graft along the way. I wanted to explain how I got from there to here, scars and all, in the hope that it might help and inspire other people to do the same.

			The truth is that setting up and growing a business does not always go according to plan. In fact, it rarely does. There is no guarantee that it’s all going to work out well the first time, or even the second or third. Things are inevitably going to go wrong. But here’s the thing – that’s fine. It’s natural and to be expected, and it’s all part of the adventure. You just have to accept that – even embrace it – because it’s during the tough times that you learn the most important lessons and ultimately find out what you are really made of. 

			No matter what stage you are at in life or business, I hope that my story will help you understand that you are not alone, and that it is OK to take the long way round to success. You don’t have to get it right the first time. You just have to keep on doing the right thing until it produces great results. Success comes from persistence – and it’s worth persisting because success takes you to places you could never imagine. 

			For me, that has included a garden party at Buckingham Palace, meetings at the heart of government, a visit inside a top-secret nuclear submarine and trips all around the world, including to China, Thailand, India and South Africa. It has also provided me with many unusual experiences, including being on News at Ten, a hot air balloon landing in my garden, a court case in the High Court in London and trips on many private jets, to name but a few. Oh, and there was almost a near-death experience…

			There is one more reason for writing this book. I have a letter on the wall of my office from Bill Clinton. I wrote to him to tell him how much I enjoyed reading his autobiography, My Life, and a few weeks later he wrote back, thanking me for my interest in his work and expressing his best wishes for finishing my own book. 

			There was no way I was going to let the former president of the United States down, so here it is. 

			I hope you enjoy it and find it useful. 

			1 

			How it all Started

			Idiscovered the thrill of being an entrepreneur at the age of eight. My aunt worked in the Burton’s biscuit factory near where we lived and every Thursday she would bring round a large bag of broken biscuits to our house. I quickly realised that this could be an opportunity to make some money: I divided the biscuits into small bags and took them into school the next day to sell at break time for 10p a bag. My friends would wait anxiously all week to spend their pocket money on these biscuits – I would usually sell out by the end of first break on Friday.

			I suppose I could have simply given the biscuits away, but to me it was much more exciting to try and make some money. I still remember the buzz. I made around £3 a week in sales, pure profit – and a fortune for an eight-year-old back then. My love affair with business had begun.

			I grew up in Lytham St Annes, a seaside town in Lancashire, where I lived in a semi-detached house with my parents, my twin brother Andy and my older brother Nigel.

			My dad ran a glazing business and would come home for lunch every day. He was quite content to keep his business small and local, and we would joke that whenever he left Lytham St Annes to go to Kirkham (the next town, five miles away) he would need to take his map, flask and sandwich box with him. Mum was a secretary and to our huge embarrassment worked at our primary school for a while. Fortunately for us kids, she moved on to another job quite quickly.

			After the success of selling the broken biscuits, I was keen to try and make money by selling something else. I began to make bags of popcorn. I would give my mother the money I had made from the biscuits to buy the kernels and then I would ruin many pans perfecting my corn-popping technique at home, before sprinkling the finished product with sugar and putting it in small plastic bags. I also sold bags of broken rock after discovering a local rock factory based in an old St John’s Ambulance station nearby. None of my friends knew that the factory was there, so they also didn’t know that I bought the bags for just 15p each and then sold them for £1. 

			I was amazed at how much profit I was able to make on each bag, and kept on selling the rock all the way through junior school. The only downside was I ate so much rock myself that I ended up needing quite a number of dental fillings when I was older.

			By the time I started senior school – a private school called King Edward VII’s in Lytham St Annes – I was constantly on the lookout for new ways to make money. It was not long before I came up with a really lucrative idea. At the time, my friend and I loved eating a snack called Wheat Crunchies, but the school tuck shop didn’t sell them because they weren’t stocked by their regular supplier. However, my father had joined the local cash-and-carry supermarket in order to buy cheap groceries for the family, so I managed to persuade him to buy boxes of Wheat Crunchies for me at the same time. I started supplying them to the school tuck shop for a healthy profit. There was an additional benefit to this arrangement– I became friendly with the caretaker who ran the tuck shop and he would give me a discount on anything I bought from him.

			Additionally, I was tall for my age and looked older than I was, so I was able to buy magazines of special interest, such as Playboy and Penthouse. I would then sell them on to my friends who hadn’t been able to buy the magazines themselves – for twice the price. 

			Every month I would buy them in bulk from a newsagent about a mile away from home, to ensure that I wouldn’t bump into anyone I knew. I would then hide the magazines at home until I was able to pass them on to my friends. One day I bought the whole top shelf. As I put them on the counter the shopkeeper smiled and said, “You are in for a good night!” I certainly was, but perhaps not in the way he imagined. I was thinking of the profit.

			By far my most successful business venture while at school, though, was organising parties for sixth formers. When kids turned 14, some parents would let them hold parties at home, but by the time they turned 15 or 16, most of these parents were fed up of having their houses trashed and so refused to allow them to hold them at home anymore. But my friends and I still wanted to have fun, so there was a real demand for some way to hold a private party.

			I quickly realised that this could be an opportunity to make money. I went along to a local night club called The Attic at Blackpool Pleasure Beach with my best friend Jeremy and met the manager, Stuart. The Attic was not a high-class venue – it was mostly frequented by holiday makers and people who couldn’t get in anywhere else. I told the manager that I wanted to organise a party for my friends. A bunch of sixth formers aged 16 and 17 were clearly not going to meet the nightclub’s over-18 age requirement, but we didn’t dwell on this. After some negotiation he agreed to sell me a book of 300 entrance tickets. He stamped them all with a date in July and charged me a total of £5 for the lot.

			I then sold the tickets for 50p each to sixth formers at my all-boys school and at the girls’ school next door. It took some guts to walk round to the girls’ school and ask the head girl if she would like to be my ticket agent, but it certainly made me popular.

			I turned up at the nightclub early on the night of the party and reminded Stuart the manager of our arrangement. He did not remember me. I decided not to panic and spent the next ten minutes trying to convince him that a couple of hundred sixth formers were about to show up, ready to party and with money to spend. The nightclub was completely empty apart from the two of us. He clearly didn’t believe me.

			Thirty minutes later, he did. At 9pm on the dot people arrived in large groups and the bar was soon so busy with drinks orders that I was drafted in to pull pints. Meanwhile, Stuart was on the phone trying to persuade more staff to come in as quickly as possible to help out. He looked very stressed.

			By the end of the evening, I was Stuart’s new best friend because his sales figures had just leapt through the roof. The party had been a roaring success and he enthusiastically encouraged me to organise more.

			My school friends thought it was a success, too, and badgered me to organise more. They had no idea that I was making a profit from them – they thought that I was paying the club owner to let me host the parties. I didn’t tell them otherwise.

			I started organising monthly parties at The Attic, increasing the price to £3 a ticket. Even at this price the tickets sold straightaway, and the parties were so popular that other local schools began to copy us and hold their own parties there. Parents were actually happy; their homes were not getting trashed. 

			The venture wasn’t without its hiccups. One evening I was called into Stuart’s office to find the local chief constable there with two of his police officers, berating Stuart for allowing under-age drinking in his nightclub.

			I spoke to the police to try to defuse the situation and then went back into the club and told everyone that the police were here to arrest any underage drinkers. But nobody believed me. They thought it was a wind-up. (It didn’t help that I had pulled such a practical joke before, only letting everyone in on the joke once they had fled outside into the cold.) This time it was for real. I found my twin brother – sandwiched between two girls – and we left immediately.

			Fortunately, nobody got into any trouble. As soon as the first policeman appeared, everyone disappeared. The occasion went down in history as everyone’s first brush with the law – and a lucky escape.

			The pinnacle of the Attic Parties, as they were known, was the New Year’s Eve party of 1987. This time, as tickets were in great demand, I increased the price to £5 and managed to get about 400 people in, 200 of whom were from the girls’ school.

			They had all bought their tickets from the girl I’d recruited to help me. When she arrived she handed me a carrier bag containing £1,000 in notes and coins. I spent the evening with the money weighing down my pockets because I had nowhere else to put it. At one point, whilst dancing enthusiastically in a drunken haze, about £20 in pound coins fell out of my pockets all over the dance floor, never to be seen again. That soon sobered me up. The girl who acted as my ticket agent, incidentally, has since gone on to become a successful police officer.

			Stuart, the manager, also held a raffle and I won a meal for me and my then girlfriend for Valentine’s night at the very salubrious White Tower Restaurant at the Pleasure Beach. 

			When I left school, I handed over the organisation of the Attic Parties to a friend in the year below, who continued to hold them for several years afterwards.

			All in all, a great business. 

			Leaving school was less successful. On our last day of school, I realised that we had done nothing to mark the occasion, so I stood on the pool table in the common room and suggested that we throw a teacher into the nearby lake.

			My brother fetched our mother’s car – a Morris Ital in beige and hardly a sex machine, but we appreciated the use of it – and we kidnapped the youngest teacher, Mr Fuller. Then we drove down to the lakeside and, after taking him by a leg and an arm, threw him into the lake, with everyone taking photos, cheering and laughing. He took it very well, but as my brother and I were the ringleaders, the headmaster wrote to my parents and warned them that if there were any further incidents of this kind, he would be obliged to either take the matter to court, or exclude us from taking our exams at the school. 

			Our parents were so cross that they told us we had been expelled. I only found out the truth 30 years later when I discovered the letter the headmaster had sent to them. I didn’t know either that when the teacher landed in the lake, he hurt his back.

			Sorry Mr Fuller!

			Perhaps because of all the other things I was doing, I didn’t do very well in my A Levels, only passing two of them, French and Economics. I completely failed German. I did receive an offer from Stirling University to do a degree in Business Law but, after giving it some thought, I decided not to go and instead start trying to earn a living in business. My parents were not that pleased about my decision, but they could see that it was something I really wanted to do, so they didn’t stand in my way.

			My Grandpa Ron was only too happy to help me get started. He and my Grandma Anne were forever trying to make money from various business ventures. While I was growing up, they would sign up for every home-selling scheme going, from Tupperware to oil paintings and voucher schemes. They were quite convinced that every one of these schemes was going to make them better off. Often when I went round to their house, I would find their small cul-de-sac full of cars. Inside there would be 20 to 30 people packed into their lounge, drinking tea and eating biscuits while my grandparents demonstrated the latest vegetable chopper and outlined the health benefits they had enjoyed from it, or showed off water filters designed to make you live longer, or oil paintings to adorn your home. 

			Sadly, most of their schemes didn’t work, but it never dimmed their enthusiasm. When things didn’t work out and they were left with stock, they either used it or gave it away, simply moving on to the next big idea that always seemed just around the corner.

			When I announced that I was going into business rather than going to university, Grandpa Ron offered to go into business with me. He told me that he had seen some cleaning cloths called Miracle Cloths in Exchange and Mart magazine that he thought could make us some money. The cloths promised to clean almost anything, and so Grandpa provided £300 for us to buy thousands of them. Every morning I would pick a town at random and drive there in my mum’s car, then I would walk the streets asking retailers if they would like to buy some Miracle Cloths to sell in their shop. To help convince them, I would do a demonstration of the cloth’s ability to take stains off anything from bikes to jewellery. There was the occasional mishap, however – I once demonstrated the cloth on a white PVC window that my dad was installing and it stained the frame yellow, which he wasn’t over the moon about.

			I managed to sell around two dozen cloths a day, but it was hard work and my heart wasn’t really in it, so in the end we sold them all to one big retailer. However, it did make me realise that if you walk round long enough and talk to enough people, somebody will eventually buy something from you.

			My grandpa and I then decided to try and sell water filters, but that didn’t go too well either. We also tried setting up a voucher scheme for hairdressers, but it soon became clear that that wasn’t going to make our fortune.

			For my next venture I decided to go it alone. I grandly announced to my bemused parents that I was going into business on my own and had bought a newly formed and ready-to-trade company called Prestige Communication Corporation Limited for £85.

			Through someone I met while selling water filters, I had discovered that the market for payphones was opening up, as a result of the liberalisation of British Telecom, which meant that anyone could supply payphones, not just BT. I realised that this could be the business opportunity I had been waiting for. 

			My golden rules for thinking like an entrepreneur 

			Aim to take away the hassle

			My wife once asked me: how do you make money? You haven’t got a degree, you have taught yourself about business and yet we live in a massive house with nice cars. How is that? I told her that I had distilled it down to one word: hassle. If you want to build a house, you could build it yourself: go on a course to learn bricklaying and plumbing and buy a machine to cut wood and make windows. Alternatively, you could pay a builder, who will take all that hassle away from you and build the house. In the same way, you could make your own sandwich every morning, or you could just nip to the sandwich shop and pay someone else £3 to take on the hassle of buying the bread and ham and butter and make a sandwich for you. You could iron your own shirts, or you could pay someone £1.50 a shirt to iron them for you and take away the hassle. They make a living, and you are free to spend your evenings watching TV with your family, rather than doing things others are happy to do for you. At its core, all business models are based on the idea of taking hassle away from someone. To find a good idea for a business, you just need to think about where people are feeling hassled in their lives, and how you might be able to take that hassle away from them by doing the work yourself.

			Make your business a priority

			When I was 20, I was so obsessed with the idea of creating a successful business that after lunch on Christmas Day I ducked out of watching the Queen’s Speech and Only Fools and Horses and went to my office instead. I had loads of stuff to do and it felt like an ideal moment to do it. I spent a happy few hours on my own there creating a mailshot until the office phone rang. It was my mother calling in a panic because no one knew where I had gone. She had called my flat and rung all my friends and even sent someone out to look for me. She just couldn’t understand why on earth I would choose to work on Christmas Day. But to me it made perfect sense.

			Never give in

			However many calls you have to make, customers you have to see, ideas you have to try, keep going. It will work in the end.

			 2

			The Prestige Years

			My business idea was to provide payphones to retailers for less money than it would cost them to buy a BT payphone. 

			I found a supplier of non-BT payphones which I thought could work well. Firstly, because they only needed an ordinary phone line, unlike BT payphones, which would save retailers the cost of installing a special ‘payphone’ line. Secondly, because these payphones, again, unlike BT Payphones, took a range of coins and didn’t give change. This meant that if customers didn’t have the right coins, they might have to use a 50p coin for a 10p call, thereby increasing the profit for the retailer.

			Next, I found a shop to rent for £50 a week advertised in the local paper. When I went to view it, it still displayed the sign put up by the previous occupant, which said ‘Fresh and Fruity’, so the business was known as this until I could afford to replace the sign.

			To my parents’ horror, I also persuaded my eldest brother Nigel to leave his secure and hard-won job at British Aerospace to join me in business. Andy, my twin, joined later to look after the accounts side of the business – so we had sales, installations and accounts covered.

			I knew the only way to find potential customers was to cold-call them, so I phoned pubs, restaurants, cafés and petrol stations – anywhere that was run by an owner-manager who could make an instant decision. If they sounded interested, I would arrange to visit them.

			I found a lucrative market in social clubs, many of whom liked the idea of saving money on their payphone. Instead of selling our payphones outright, we sold them on seven-year leases through a leasing company, which gave us up to £1,000 upfront for every lease signed. We were responsible for the maintenance of the phones too, but there were few moving parts so there wasn’t much that could go wrong.

			I quickly discovered that I needed to make 100 cold-calls to retailers in order to achieve a single sale. There were no shortcuts to success. Making the calls never got easier, but it did work. I knew that if I did my 500 calls each week, I would sell five phones.

			I quickly learned to understand, embrace even, the rejection involved in selling this way; in my mind, I framed each ‘no’ as being one person closer to a ‘yes’. I knew I needed 99 people to say ‘no’ before I made a payphone sale, so I would zip through my 100 calls each day, almost hoping for a ‘no’, so that the ‘yes’ would come around quicker. I realised that having a thick skin in business was more than helpful, it was essential. These days, I describe myself as bulletproof.

			Constant cold-calling did have one side benefit though. Being told ‘no’ 495 times a week made asking girls out on dates a lot easier, as the prospect of rejection no longer bothered me. I realised that even if nine out of ten girls said ‘no’, there was likely to be one who said ‘yes’. As a result, I had a lot more fun than my bashful friends did.

			I gradually developed a convincing way to sell the payphones. I wrote a cost comparison sheet, which I’d now call a profit comparison sheet, to show each retailer how much their BT payphone was costing them compared to how much our payphones would earn them.

			Our unique selling point was that BT was charging the retailer the equivalent of 7.39p per 10p call, rather than the 4.4p our phones charged, giving them a measly 26.1% profit margin compared to our 56%. Each time I managed to show the retailer my cost comparison sheet, I almost always sold them a payphone.

			Years later, a salesman came to work for us from a competitor and, in his sales presentation, he actually had a cost comparison sheet from a retailer that I’d filled out. I took that as a compliment.

			As the business grew, we constantly tried to recruit employees. This didn’t always work out. Once, I had arranged to interview a potential employee at a motorway service station near Bristol and, as I walked up the steps to meet him, the heel of my shoe fell off. I tried to pretend that I had a limp, but it wasn’t the best way to convince someone that they would be earning £1,000 a week working for us. He didn’t take the job.

			Prestige taught me the most valuable non-financial lesson I’ve ever learned: that patience and persistence are rewarded. Never give in – instead of admitting defeat, simply redirect your efforts.

			In 1990, we made our first acquisition. A former colleague of my brother’s, from his British Aerospace days, Alastair Richardson, had gone to work for a company called Telecom UK, which wanted to dispose of its UK business (based in Preston). We were undoubtedly the best candidates to buy.

			We didn’t pay much for the business, instead taking over several liabilities. In particular, the staff. Unfortunately, many lacked the drive to become a part of our business and were let go. One exception to this was Alastair Richardson, who helped move the company to Blackpool. This involved us borrowing my father’s Luton Bedford van and driving to and from Preston all night, loading and unloading chairs, desks, computers and equipment. We must have driven between the two business parks 15 times that night – and they were 25 miles apart. It didn’t give me much faith in the local police force, as they never noticed what could have been highly suspicious movements of a van with the words ‘St Annes Glass’ on the side.

			We also briefly became the owner of a false ceiling. The leased building that Telecom UK occupied made no mention of a false ceiling, which had been put in after they moved in, but we decided that it now belonged to us. Then, one of our customers happened to mention that he needed a ceiling for the restaurant in the hotel he owned, and so a week or two later we delivered the false ceiling, tiles and dividers to him in return for £500.

			After getting rid of the staff the acquisition really paid off, as it meant we picked up some customers, did more business, attracted publicity and learned a lot – all for free.

			Our next acquisition was AES Telecom, trading as ‘The Phone Box’, a husband-and-wife business operating in central Blackpool to sell payphones and telephone systems. The business cost us £3,000 and taught me a valuable lesson. On the day we were to collect their equipment and van, Alastair and I discussed whether we needed additional insurance on the van, or whether we’d be covered third party under our existing insurance. As he left our office Alastair said: “I wouldn’t bother with the extra insurance, Mark, I’m hardly likely to crash between there and here.”

			But a little voice inside me kept saying, “Insure the van! Insure the van!” To me, there didn’t seem to be any advantage in relying upon third party cover when I could easily arrange for full coverage before Alastair even arrived to collect the van. So I rang an insurance broker to organise the cover.

			Thirty minutes later, Alastair arrived back at the office looking rather sheepish; on his way back to our office with the van he had crashed into another car at a petrol station.

			After ten minutes of making Alastair squirm, warning him about jail sentences for uninsured driving and having to re-mortgage his house to pay for the damage to the vehicles, I eventually told him that I had insured the van. The look of relief on his face was enormous. It taught us both a useful lesson about only taking calculated risks.

			By now, we were employing 12 people, as the business had diversified into providing telephone systems.

			On one occasion, Nigel and I installed a phone system at a radio station in Blackpool. We did the work overnight because they had a telesales department operating during the day. Arriving at 9pm, we promptly unplugged the phones before starting to wire up the new system. As we worked, we listened to the live show of a DJ produced in the studio next to us, who we noticed was giving out dedications before each song was played. Things like Rebecca saying, “Tony, I love you”, or that Dave’s parents had called to wish him a happy birthday. When the DJ eventually emerged from his studio at the end of his show, we looked at him in bafflement as the unplugged phones lay at our feet and asked how he managed to get dedications without a working phone line. He just laughed and said he had made it all up.

			As the business grew, we started selling mobile phones and were able to move out of our humble rented offices into grander ones. Our good fortune didn’t last long, though, as the cash always seemed to be going out of the door before any came in.

			A contributing factor was that more competitors came into the market just as the economic climate worsened. Under these conditions, we began to find it harder to bring in new sales. In fact, I would often ring our office number to check that the line was still working. We were still trading profitably, as I only allowed deals to be struck at good margins, but we were soon heading downhill.

			We did make a few bad decisions too, none more so than when a man came to buy a mobile phone for his wife to use in the car. At the time, the only people who bought mobile phones were business people, so we genuinely thought the man was mad. We simply couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to buy a mobile phone if they weren’t using it for business. And as it was clear we were never going to generate enough sales purely by selling to business people, we soon decided to stop selling mobile phones altogether. It was a spectacularly, badly timed decision.

			It was also hard to ensure that we were paid. One time, we supplied a hotel refurbishment company with about £7,000 worth of phones, but they would not send payment. I went to their offices and told the receptionist that I’d like to see the finance director, but he sent a message fobbing me off. I was determined not to leave without my money, though, so I told the receptionist that I would wait in their reception area until I was brought my payment.

			I waited and waited until, after a few hours, the finance director finally came out of his office. He agreed that payment was overdue and gave me his word that he would post the cheque the following day. It arrived two days later. One week after that, I received a letter saying that his business had gone into liquidation. Our cheque had just cleared in time. That’s why you should always listen to your instinct, whatever your advisors, colleagues, customers or staff tell you.

			Despite the payment, it was not enough to save Prestige and, in 1991, we had to put the business into administration. 

			We naively thought that as the money we were owed equalled the money we owed others, that we could simply wrap it up and walk away. However, that was before we had taken into account the advisors’ fees, which we were shocked to discover amounted to £20,000. This made the sums look very different.

			I’m proud to say that I eventually paid everybody off in full, including the bank, even though it did mean having to live frugally for a few years. During the first years of marriage to Angela (who is still my wife), we couldn’t afford to go on holiday or even go out for a meal because every penny I earned went towards paying off the debt. One advantage of that, though, has been that I never doubt Angela’s love for me, as she loved me when I was completely broke. When I first took her out I had to borrow a friend’s car: I have tried to make up for it ever since.

			My golden rules for creating a successful business model

			Look for recurring revenue

			In most businesses there is a version of recurring revenue that will bring you income even when you are not selling, making you resistant to downturns.

			Protect the downside

			If you have to pay for insurance, pay for it sooner rather than later. If your home or premises aren’t alarmed, why wait until you are burgled to spend the money. Get ahead of the game and minimise risk.

			Stand in your customers’ shoes

			When selling goods and services, think hard about what the customer wants to see, hear and feel. It’s not about how good you are as a seller, but whether your customer is excited to work with you and whether they think your involvement will make their own business more profitable and fun.

			3

			Adventure in Advertising

			With no sign of the market improving, it was time to embark on a new business venture.

			My twin brother, Andy, had decided to go into business on his own to have his own adventures, leaving our eldest brother, Nigel, and me to the next business. I am glad to say Andy has been successful, a fact that makes me very proud of him.

			Over a drink, our printer, Andy Campbell, Nigel and I came up with the idea of publishing a directory of dialling codes. Telephone codes were being altered by the addition of an extra 1 – from 061, 071 to 0161, 0171 – and while BT used to publish a directory, they hadn’t done so for many years. We decided to collate the information from various lists of local dialling codes and our own knowledge. We then filled in the blanks from the Yellow Pages, as we already owned a directory for every area in the country (buying them from BT for £5 each) due to our payphone business.

			We decided to sell adverts on the cover and then provide the directories to households for free. We would create different directories for each area, all with the same dialling code content but with local advertising on the cover.

			Our new business, Telecom Publications Limited, or TPL for short, was born. We rented a small office above a shop in Blackpool and appointed Nigel the managing director. While Andy did all the printing, Nigel and I dealt with sales and distribution. More significantly, we secured the telephone number 345678, which was ideal for a business related to telephones and started my passion for branding through numbers. I owned 34% of the business, while Nigel and Andy Campbell had 33% each.

			We created a prototype of the directory with made-up adverts and, after choosing Stoke-on-Trent as a starting point, cold-called local businesses there to see if they wanted to advertise in our directory. I sold the first advert to a builders’ merchant, who paid £800 to advertise on the back cover for two years.

			It was definitely a eureka moment.

			We quickly hit a stumbling block, however. When we distributed our dialling code directories, BT saw one of them and thought we had copied the information from their old directory. They decided that they owned the copyright for the list of UK dialling codes and that we couldn’t publish it. Their ‘cease and desist’ notice came by fax and landed on my desk one Friday afternoon, which wasn’t a great experience.

			We weren’t convinced that we couldn’t publish, so we employed a solicitor who was a friend-of-a-friend and relatively cheap. This proved to be a mistake. It soon became clear that this solicitor wanted to make his name by taking the case and running with it, proving to BT that he had a fine legal brain and no doubt bankrupting us in the meantime. Fortunately, we quickly realised that this was his plan and so were able to rein him in. To be fair, he actually was a fine legal brain, but I didn’t fancy paying for him to prove it.

			We eventually settled with BT by both sides agreeing to differ as to whether copyright can subsist in a list and us paying them a nominal sum for a licence to use their list. What BT had failed to realise was that this worked fantastically in our favour, as we could now say to potential clients: “I’m calling from Telecom Publications Limited and we have a licence from BT. We publish the National Dialling Codes Directory…”

			We published hundreds of thousands of directories, all the same content inside, just with different, local adverts on the cover.

			Whenever I met with potential clients, I would hand over a business card without a job title on it. This was something I had learnt while working at Prestige, as I could be more effective in negotiations if people didn’t know that I was the boss. Instead, I found it useful to be able to tell the other side that I had to consult with someone else before agreeing to a deal. It would often buy me extra time or enable me to do a better deal. Or I’d tell customers that I couldn’t negotiate a lower price as that was the boss’s golden rule – I wasn’t lying, and it worked really well.

			TPL also showed me the importance of recurring income, the benefits of which we discovered due to a misprint. Advertisers were given the opportunity to pay for their advert in four quarterly instalments yet, in some instances, this was written in the contract simply as quarterly instalments. This meant that some advertisers kept on paying us after they should have stopped.

			We repaid the money advertisers had overpaid, but realised that we could amend new contracts to say, in legal terms, that overpayments were deemed to be pre-payments for the future, meaning that we didn’t need to repay any money received in this way.

			This was a great advantage, as we had effectively ‘pre-sold’ advertising space ahead of canvassing new advertisers, thus improving our cash flow. We also didn’t have to pay tax on the income in the year it came in because it was classed as deferred income.

			At its peak, Nigel and I were making about £20,000 each a year from the business. However, the recession in the early 1990s meant many businesses tightened their belts, squeezing our advertising revenue. Eventually we sold the business to Andy for a token £1.

			Nigel was given the unenviable job of making everybody redundant. One morning, as each member of staff came into work, Andy would take a person aside and deliver the bad news. But when people started arriving in greater numbers, Nigel couldn’t do this fast enough and was forced to shout, “Don’t take your coats off!”

			By this point, you might think I would start to doubt my ability to run a business. But the experience of creating and running Prestige and TPL had actually encouraged me. When you’ve dealt with thousands of people, been a managing director and made a few quid, it’s completely addictive. You crave achievement and recognition and want to do it all again.

			Fortunately, we had already come up with a new business venture, BusinessBoard, based on the principle of getting recurring income from advertising. With the launch of Direct Line insurance, which enabled customers to consult an insurance firm without an intermediary, insurance brokers were having an increasingly hard time getting business.

			We came up with the concept of creating a large, personalised board that brokers could hang in their reception area. The size of a poster, the centre would explain the services offered by the broker and the edges would display advertising from local businesses that customers might find useful, such as solicitors, plumbers and car body repairers. It was aptly named a BusinessBoard.

			The idea was that we would provide the boards to insurance brokers for free and receive recurring income from selling the adverts. In turn, brokers would benefit by forging greater links with the advertised firms, who might also recommend them to clients. Additionally, we would leave business cards for the local advertised firms with each broker, so they could hand them out to clients. Our costs were considerably lower than for the directory business, as we had much less printing to do, and yet we still received a similar income, meaning it quickly become a profitable business. That was when my obsession with business models began.

			Initially though, we could not find anyone who was interested in getting involved, largely because BusinessBoard was not a compelling name. After consulting a friend who had sold a successful advertising company, we changed the name to Insurance & Legal and sales immediately began to take off.

			This same friend introduced me to Peter Grimley, who has been my personal accountant for nearly 25 years; he’s as straight as a die, a prerequisite I would recommend in your accountant. In turn, Peter introduced me to John Loebl, the best tax accountant I have ever met, who is similarly as honest. I am enormously grateful to both Peter and John, as they have each given me great business advice and their records have always been meticulous. As a result, I have consistently received a clean bill of health from tax inspections over the years and I can sleep soundly at night.

			Besides the name change, we introduced a rolling contract, which meant that advertisers would continue to pay for their adverts to be displayed until they contacted us to ask for them to be removed. This could sometimes take years – the big advantage of calling it Insurance & Legal was that the standing order payments would appear on a bank statement as Insurance, so accounts departments would be reluctant to cancel them in case it was an important insurance contract.

			In the early days, we had no money to spare and were keen on saving a few pounds wherever we could. Our efforts to save money on accommodation, however, didn’t always work out. For example, my brother and I would sometimes find ourselves spending the night in family homes, sleeping in the rented-out rooms of children who were away at university. We would watch television with the dad in the lounge and in the morning the mum would make us breakfast. In one house we were offered a cup of tea, only to be told proudly that they hadn’t cleaned the teapot of its used tea leaves in 30 years and so could make a pot of tea just by pouring water into it. It tasted quite nice, nevertheless.
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