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“This is a very accessible, inspiring book for entrepreneurs and managers. It is filled with timely examples.”
Walter Kuemmerle, President, Kuemmerle Research Group, Ltd. and former
Professor, Harvard Business School.


“Putting the customer at the centre of your company strategy isn’t new. Nor is articulating the value of strategy itself. But simply ‘knowing’ isn’t ‘doing’. What Paul O’Dea does in this book that is so important is to give entrepreneurial teams simple, pragmatic tools to enable them to define, refine, communicate and execute on that strategy. Teams with high-growth ambitions should read and use this book.”
Brian Caulfield, Serial Entrepreneur, VC and Angel Investor


“This book is a great read. It is not just a great read; it brings superb clarity to how to answer the big questions that must be addressed to be successful in business, whatever stage your business is at. Essential reading at least once a year for anyone involved in or interested in shaping a company’s direction.”
Bernie Cullinan, CEO, Clarigen


“Paul’s new book, The Business Battlecard presents a post credit crunch blueprint for a re-start/think. It encourages businesses to deeply question, take stock, align & re-energise. It amplifies the notion of ‘we’ not just ‘me’ in leadership & business. Pragmatic and practical, it provides a synthesis of techniques and process gained from significant hands-on experience and notable business academics alike. Successful companies need to get clarity and alignment on who they are and what they want to be – The Business Battlecard skillfully provides a process to those looking for such guidance.


Intelligent use of skills, imagination and time has never been more relevant for future prosperity. So is it a time to rely wholly on your instincts to start anew or perhaps let a little of the outside in? Paul’s book provides a process and framework to help businesses on their way – followed well it will provide answers to questions too poignant to ignore.”
Ed Cordin, Consulting Director, IDC EMEA


“Extremely good distillation of frameworks, templates and practical roadmaps for planning and implementing ‘go-to-market’ business strategies. Has a very high ROI”
Wasim Azhar, Lecturer in Marketing Stanford University and University of California, Berkeley












“The Business Battlecard starts out by asking the kinds of questions that most of us know are important, but don’t ask ourselves often enough. It then provides a mechanism to answer the questions.


Based on work with a wide range of customers over many years, the concepts and exercises in the book have the ring of authenticity to them. You can always tell when someone has actually been directly involved with a topic, and when they are merely repeating the ‘right’ answer. Paul has obviously been through difficult times with key customers, he’s assisted them to articulate and then execute on fundamental concepts, and now, with The Business Battlecard, he is sharing his experience with a wider group. Who could have thought that discussing strategy could be this much fun?”
Larry Chisvin, COO, Nasdaq quoted, PLX Technology, CA, USA


“Without a solid go-to-market strategy in place, nothing layered on top—not a sales methodology, nor a partnership strategy, nor a marketing campaign – will get the job done. In The Business Battlecard, Paul serves up a practical solution, from soup to nuts – the step-by-step, proven path on which the senior management team can collaborate to ensure every step taken is not only forward, but a step in the right direction. This book is a ‘must use’ for every small company CEO.”
Dave Stein, CEO ES Research & featured sales columnist Sales and Marketing Management Magazine, USA.


“Paul O’Dea’s new book, The Business Battlecard, fully delivers on its opening pledge – to ‘show you how to devise a clear strategy to grow your business; get your team aligned around it; and execute it’.


Strategy is the keyword throughout. A clear strategy that the whole company – not just the exec team – unites around, is absolutely vital for a growing company. Leaders of growing companies will find Paul’s new book a concise, clear and very usable ‘Battlecard’ for strategy creation, execution and continual improvement as they grow their businesses.”
Kieran Conlon, Regional Vice President Sales Europe, Globoforce


“Reading The Business Battlecard an old Japanese proverb kept coming to mind: ‘Vision without action is a daydream. Action without vision is a nightmare’. This book helps you avoid the nightmare scenario by turning your vision into an executable strategy that will deliver value to your customers and grow your company. Sustaining growth is a constant battle and effective strategies that are well targeted and easily understood are crucial to winning this battle. So it’s apt that Paul has used the term ‘Battlecard’ to describe his innovate approach to the strategy creation process.”
Barry Murphy, Vice President, Business Development, Oracle Communications Global Business Unit


“There are books that tell you what to do and there are books that show you what to do. This book shows you what to do. It gives you the simple, practical tools which you need to manage and grow your business.


After reading some business books, I come away thinking: What should I do next? How should I do it? This book starts there – it shows you ‘what to do next’ in a very simple, easy to use framework that doesn’t require expensive consultants to do the implementation!”
Riaz Merchant, President, Mertech Data Systems, FL, USA
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FOREWORD


Entrepreneurs and business leaders never act alone. Success, when it comes, is built brick by brick upon a foundation of believers, supporters, teammates, customers, and family and friends. In the early days – and through the trying nights – of doubts and contradictions, the struggle of building a business is made easier by supporters labouring side-by-side with you to make the great dream come alive.


In this book, Paul O’Dea gives you the tools to earn that support. By gaining the advantage of a clear and concise ‘battlecard’, you stand ready to get your team firing all its bullets at the same target. There is nothing like a unified team to make the infinite challenges in building a business seem surmountable, because with a unified team, those challenges are surmountable. And there is nothing that excites customers more than clear vision and clear leadership.


Unlike many authors, Paul understands that leadership may begin with an individual, but if it ends there, very little of value is created. In this book, he highlights the importance of the team in ‘forming and norming’ around the Business Battlecard.


True leadership is not the oft-imagined lone entrepreneur/manager making every decision and being the sole creative force, but instead is an empowering collaboration of team talent. True leadership isn’t about creating followers. It’s about creating leaders.


I have spent over twenty years starting, building, managing – and mismanaging – a wide variety of businesses, mostly in the technology sector, ranging from companies that employed a handful of people to organizations that employed thousands. Several of these have succeeded, several have failed. What I know for sure is that American writer James Oppenheimer had it right: “The foolish man seeks happiness in the distance, the wise grows it under his feet”.


What you’ll learn in this book are specific ways you can work with your team to get everyone fully engaged in the process of refining the vision for your company, defining your markets, and sticking to the mission.


Strategy must be acted out here and now, rather than put off to a far corner, as a dusty notecard tacked up onto a wall, or the goal of some future quarter. It must be as vibrantly alive and powerful as a football match or an action movie, and evident in the daily actions of the entire staff of your company.












Most start-up businesses are not necessarily happy places throughout all their phases. Fun places, they can be. Challenging, certainly. But happiness comes when people and teams converge to produce results, to guard each other’s backs – to bump, set and spike each other’s points to victory. This only happens in the aligned team.


Patience and persistence are what it takes to become a world leader in your chosen field. As Dr. Seuss might have put it: ‘Yes you can, you can indeed, build great products and a market lead. You will win in business and soar to heights, have victorious battles and fight great fights.’


But it takes more than dreams to get there. It takes an absolute dedication; a ruthlessly simple and repetitive honing of a competitive advantage and strategy.


Somewhere after the start but before the business has ‘made it’, there comes the darkness: a point where nothing is certain, where in-fighting or finger-pointing frequently occur, where a customer pulls out or a financial crisis starts. If Thomas Paine had tried to start a business and not a revolution, he would have said that these are the times that try men’s souls. In mythology, it’s called the hero’s journey. And it is at this time when your strategy is most needed, to make it through to the other side. The journey may be long. It will be hard. But if it ends in triumph, its rewards defy imagining.


Then again, for business purposes, perhaps that should be called the ‘heroes’ journey’ – plural. For there is never one hero in the creation of a great business, but many, acting in concert.


Paul and I met through a board on which we both serve. I hope you find in this book what I have found in Paul himself: a trusted advisor and confidant. Sharp insight combined with smooth, clarifying process.


Good luck in battle. May your journey be heroic, and your strategy sound.


Sean O’Sullivan
Kinsale, Ireland
December 2008


Sean O’Sullivan is general manager of Avego, executive chairman of Mapﬂow, and runs SOSventures, a $100 million venture capital fund. He was a founder of MapInfo Corporation, NetCentric Corporation, JumpStart International, and is an award-winning documentary filmmaker.

















Introduction


Commit to a Shared Vision


Select your Sweet Spot Customer


Create Measurable Value


Beat the Competition


Crack the Channel Code


Execute The Business Battlecard™


‘Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.’


Sun Tsu, Art of War












“From now on,” he said, “I want a strategy you can see on one page. If you can’t get it down on one page, it’s no good to me.”


Brevity is not just the soul of wit, but the soul of strategy.




When we started out advising companies, we met the CEO of a growing company, who was trying to put in place a strategy to drive his company forward. By nature an enthusiastic, energetic individual, he brought all his daunting force and thoroughness to the task, first acquiring top business and strategy books, then devising numerous business plans, then getting the consultants in.


But things weren’t going as he hoped. The task of strategy creation wasn’t responding to his energy and commitment the way other areas of his life did. The books were piling up on his desk; discarded business plans overﬂowed on the office ﬂoor; the suit-clad consultants spoke soothingly in incomprehensible jargon. Every time he thought he had a good strategy in place, he’d start to explain it to his team, only to have their puzzled questions pick it apart. Sessions with the board became fraught, as he sensed their lack of confidence and unspoken disappointment.


He felt adrift – was it his fault or was something more fundamental to blame? His team avoided reading his business plans the way kids avoid homework. The sheer weight of his books and plans was crushing him. Worst of all, the company wasn’t growing, because he’d no idea what direction he was taking it in.


Finally, like water coming to boiling point, or the Hulk tearing out of his shirt, he’d had enough. Being a man of action, he put a clear line through this hapless, confused, humiliating period of his life. He took down all his strategy books and all his business plans, made a bonfire in his back garden, and ceremoniously burnt them.


“From now on,” he said, “I want a strategy you can see on one page. If you can’t get it down on one page, it’s no good to me.”


This made a huge impression on us. We realised that brevity is not just the soul of wit, but the soul of strategy.


In today’s hectic, multi-tasking business climate, no-one has time to read through weighty strategy tomes, no-one has time to devise long, complicated business plans, no-one has time to take their busy team through complex jargon and labyrinthine arguments, or their impatient board through vague proposals for immeasurable growth.


What you have in your hands is, of course, a strategy book and, yes, it’s 125 pages, but we promise that you will come away from reading this with a targeted strategy on one page which will help you grow your business.


In our experience – and in the experience of the fed-up CEO who burnt his books – strategies fail because they’re too complicated, too disjointed or because they’re never implemented.

















Some companies fail at the outset and never begin to get strategy underway; others fail at the half-way mark because they can’t see where all this is going, and others fail at the last hurdle because they have their strategy down on paper but they never implement it.


So our pledge is that this book will show you how to devise a clear strategy to grow your business; get your team aligned around it; and execute it.


Mindful of that stressed-out CEO, we focus throughout on being pragmatic, clear, user-friendly, and inclusive. This is a book for the whole team, not just for the CEO. Because the team works through this strategy together, they are less likely to pick it apart. We break strategy down into five handy components, or tools, which are integrated on one PowerPoint.


Why a strategy?


But first, the crucial question – why create a strategy?


Strategy creation requires time and effort from the whole team. Why bother? Why not just continue focusing on the tasks in hand, which are certainly demanding enough?


But think about what you’re up against: it’s a buyer’s market. You face trenchant competition and the pool of customers isn’t that large. Shareholders want growth. Resources are limited and cash ﬂow is tight – especially, let’s face it, in the current economic climate. Your team make a lot of demands, and don’t seem to share the same priorities.


How are you going to get through this without a strategy? In today’s competitive climate, growing a company is a bit like waging a war, which is why we’ve called our one-page strategy plan, the Battlecard. Like a general, you have to fully understand what your competitors are doing and what your customers want. You have to keep your own troops armed, fed and disciplined, and of course you have to pay close attention to external conditions.


No-one goes to war without a carefully worked-out strategy, and you shouldn’t either. Strategy is particularly important for growing companies because they’re sniping and trying to gain ground from the bigger, more established companies. Where large companies can afford to batten down the hatches, growing companies have to think in terms of guerrilla warfare.


You don’t have to be an expert on growing companies to know that they are fraught with risk. Even so, our research for this book led to hair-raising findings. Many growing















Nothing prevents growth more than a weak strategy, nothing drives growth faster than a superior one.




companies have good financial, legal, production and sales processes but non-existent, or weak strategy creation processes. This has resulted in an epidemic of weak strategies, which are preventing growth.


What about your company? Are you suffering growing pains? If so, you have probably blamed the sales team or the product – or both. But is something else at fault?


A huge number of companies start out well – they have an interesting product, which finds buyers, and an enthusiastic team. But then they hit a glass ceiling. Their management teams can’t understand why – they have good people, all the market data, and internal processes, like accounting and quality, are in place. Yet, instead of growing they’re still bumping their noses off the ceiling.


When you look at how such companies operate, you realise that they respond to situations in an ad hoc way; they tend to say yes to every opportunity because they’re scared to turn down revenue; as a result they spread themselves thin, and start carrying out tasks that they’re not particularly qualified to do and not particularly interested in. They devalue their reputation and inhibit growth, and all because they’ve never put in place a coherent, logical, unifying strategy.


Nothing prevents growth more than a weak strategy, nothing drives growth faster than a superior one. If you’re heading in the wrong direction, then going faster or worker harder only makes things worse. Companies that develop winning strategies understand their customers more profoundly than their customers understand themselves. They anticipate their competitors’ moves. They articulate an inspirational vision, which is clearly understood by even the most junior member of the team.


The five battlecard questions


Our strategy approach is based entirely on growing companies. Through working with over 250 growing companies in the US and Europe, we have identified the factors which accelerate and inhibit growth. Our insights are based on the workshops we have conducted over the years, and on validation from world class CEOs and members of the venture community, who helped us refine our approach.


Our aim throughout has been to keep strategy creation simple and strong. Of course it also needs to be comprehensive. Because strategy can be daunting, it’s advisable to break it down, just as large-scale wars are broken down into battles and skirmishes.


So what are the ‘battles’ in business strategy? We work with diverse companies, from different sectors, but insofar as they all need to grow in a competitive environment, they all face similar challenges. In our experience, all companies, regardless of sector, have to deal with the following five areas:

















•Company vision (including mindset);


•Customers;


•Value (not just the value of product/service, but also of staff, sales partners etc);


•Competition;


•The Channels used to get products to market (a much wider choice since the arrival of the internet).


These five areas are the battlegrounds where companies wage war, and we’ve used them to craft the five questions on which our approach is centred:


•What do you want to be famous for?


•Who are your selected customers?


•Where is your measurable value?


•Why should customers choose you rather than your competitors?


•How will you get your product to market?


We believe that at the root of weak strategies is a failure to address these five questions. This results in confused product development teams, disillusioned sales people and limited revenue growth.


None of these questions exists in isolation. All are strongly linked, to the extent that the answer to one question strongly determines the answer to another. Without being clear on what you want to be famous for, how can you be clear on the value you offer? Your customers choose you over the competition because of the value you deliver and because the route you take to market suits them. If you modify that value, or change the route, you’ll have to consider changing customers, or incentivising existing ones to accept your new direction.


Successful companies can answer these questions. They’re on-message. All of the areas of their business are working together in a virtuous circle, which is a concept we explore in Chapter 6, Executing the Business Battlecard. The teams of unsuccessful companies, faced with these questions, retreat in disarray. They’re in a vicious circle.


Try the following experiment: get your team together and ask them to answer the five questions.


If all their answers are exactly the same, then congratulations, your team is aligned. But we seldom come across a company where everyone had the same answers from the outset! More likely is that you get radically different answers – Marketing might see value in promotions, Engineering in the product features, Finance may want to improve margin, while the CEO dreams of accelerated growth.















Growing companies are fighting a ‘war’ on several fronts: the battle against competitors, the battle for customers’ minds, the battle for investors’ wallets, the battle for employees’ hearts.


The discipline of debating and crafting strategy forces you to select what’s really important. Your Business Battlecard clarifies what you stand for – and what you don’t.




Misalignment won’t help you beat the competition. It’s like being the coach of a rowing team, which doesn’t synchronise their strokes – team performance is under par and you don’t win as often as you should.


Think about the cost and impact of this alignment problem. Clearly your team is not as productive as they should be. Your sales people may not be calling on the right customers. Your marketing team may not be clear on your message. Product teams may not be delivering in a way that helps beat the competition. Your company’s performance starts looking like the slower moving tankers that are your bigger competitors.


THE SOLUTION – The Business Battlecard™


Unlike the command and control structure of yesterday, where the leadership team decided on strategy, today’s knowledge worker is at the coalface. She is closer to customers and closer to the latest ideas. As part of the small team of a growing company, she is very likely multi-tasking – trying to achieve sales targets one day, measuring value the next. In short, she is now creating, rather than following, strategy.
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