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Reviews

Colin took time to get to know the business and observe my way-too-deep involvement in many aspects of it. I am now no longer involved in managing most of the manufacturing process and have far fewer worries — and phone calls —when I’m away from the office. I have worked only three Saturdays in the last six months,

Andy Hall, Co-Founder and Managing Director, Just Electronics Ltd.

Colin has helped me to create a team that is able to run the whole show; I was able to go on holiday, and for once, my phone was not buzzing for operational requirements. A lot of time has gone into creating a team that manages key strategic areas of the business, and it was wonderful to see this all come together.

Sumit Anand, Proprietor, AN&

Colin has encouraged me to understand my numbers. I’m now able to not only know where the big chunks of money were being spent but also when and how frequently. We also did an exercise to look at the return on investment (ROI), so it is not just about saving or spending the money but also about spending it in the right place.

Loveness Lee, Founder, Loveness Lee

Colin is helping me encourage the team to work together more. I’m now able to concentrate on more business-critical things. Over time, I can see that they will take on more complex issues, relieve me of even more time-consuming work, and leave me free to drive the business forward and develop it.

Ranveer Singh Mohal, Managing Director, Free Trade Beers & Minerals Ltd 

After going through a structural change, we realised we needed to completely review why we were in business and where we wanted to go. Colin has helped us define our mission and set us on the path to achieving it. I’ve already been invited to join a group of industry leaders who are changing the sector, which is encouraging.

Deborah Allen, Founder, DouglasJane Studio

Colin has really helped me to focus on the key priorities for CGX. He’s helped me think through where we want to be, and we’re currently developing a marketing plan. On the way, we’re also addressing essentials like our pricing model and cash management. It’s been invaluable having an experienced and empathetic person to talk to especially when the going has been tough.

Dr Lia Hunter, Founder, CGX


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my gratitude to those who have contributed to the creation of this book.

First and foremost, I would like to thank the small business owners who took time out of their busy days to talk to me about their experience and permit me to include their stories in this book. Working with them is extremely rewarding, and being given such candid insights into their lives and businesses is a great honour.

I am deeply indebted to Mitali Deypurkaystha and her talented team at The Vegan Publisher for their unwavering support and guidance throughout the publishing process. Their expertise and dedication have been invaluable. Special thanks go to editor Shaista Fazal, typesetter Amit Dey and Coral McCloud for her stunning cover design, which brings the concept behind my book to life. Without Mitali’s support, guidance and team, it’s unlikely that I would have completed this book!

I am also extremely grateful to Sheikh Muhammad Oneeb for his exceptional illustrations, which have brought my words to life in a truly captivating manner.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge my wife, Sharon’s unwavering love and support. Her encouragement and belief in me have been a constant source of inspiration, and I am forever grateful for her presence in my life.


INTRODUCTION

About Me

I started my business journey in 1989 when my friend David called me seeking help with paper recycling. I had been developing an interest in recycling and saw this as a sign to start a business in this field.

Before this, I had multiple jobs but wanted more autonomy and freedom. David’s call was a turning point that led to the start of my entrepreneurial journey.

I started Papercycle by buying an ancient Ford Transit camper van to collect paper. I worked hard to sign up big organisations and eventually devoted myself full-time to running Papercycle.

The business grew steadily, but unfortunately, it didn’t survive the recession in 1994 due to a collapse in the price of paper. It was a tragic day when I had to let go of the 15 men and women who worked for me.

After that, I set up a consultancy and got involved in Cyber Cycle, an organisation that recycled computers and provided job opportunities for young people.

At Cyber Cycle I organised the training of uneducated and underprivileged people to repair computers, which was an incredibly rewarding experience. This inspired me to contemplate new opportunities for using my skills and passion for training young people to fix things.

In my consultancy, clients asked me if there was a way to recycle office furniture. As a local councillor since 1998, I often met charitable organisations with decrepit furniture. The idea struck me outside Darlington station that I could set up a social enterprise to address these needs. I could collect office furniture, employ young trainees to repair and clean the furniture, and redistribute it to charities in need.

That organisation became Green-Works, which I ran for over 10 years. It quickly grew, picking up big accounts with major banks in London and across the UK.

We recycled and reused over 50,000 tonnes of office furniture nationwide. This led to setting up franchises in Scotland, Bristol, Wolverhampton and East London. It was so exciting to create hundreds of job opportunities for people across the country.

It was at Green-Works that I really learned about how to run a business and scale it up. I will talk about securing the HSBC account later in the book, a key moment in the growth of Green-Works. It set us on the road to significant expansion and made us a notable player in a market we had created.

The sheer size of that account required us to outsource and effectively franchise the furniture processing to another charity. That became the template for how we grew the business across the country.

The enormous quantity of furniture forced us to be more creative and innovative about what we did with it.

I took the opportunity to export this furniture to developing countries. We sent hundreds of tonnes of good-quality furniture to developing countries that were desperate for such materials. In particular, we exported to Sierra Leone, where bandits had attacked Freetown and stripped whole government offices bare.

We re-equipped four government departments with high-quality furniture from multiple banks and financial institutions. However, that wasn’t enough. We had to keep innovating.

We set up a remanufacturing plant to make new furniture from old. We purchased a CNC (Computer Numerical Control) machine (a computer-controlled cutting machine that can consistently cut panels to precise patterns). It enabled us to accurately cut up second-hand desks and wardrobe panels and make them into new products. It was a fantastic experience to see how that worked and how we could ‘reverse manufacture’ new products.

Combining these innovations — the exporting, remanufacturing and high recycling levels we had mastered by managing our supply chain — resulted in us winning the Queen’s Award for Enterprise: Sustainable Development. This was a tremendous accolade that I could only have dreamed of a few years before. Meeting the Queen in Buckingham Palace with one of my colleagues, Eileen, was an incredible highlight. As someone I knew stated, it was recognition from one of the most trusted brands in the world!

I’m currently sitting at one of the first desks that Green-Works reclaimed. Additionally, all of our kitchen cabinets and bedroom wardrobes are made from reused office furniture. Green-Works was a fantastic experience, but of course, all good things must come to an end. The financial crash in 2008 put a stop to the finance industry’s large-scale waste. Soon after, these organisations reduced the amount of furniture they disposed of significantly.

Objectively, this was a good thing. However, as they produced less waste, it left us, with our vast warehouse network, high and dry. We struggled on for two to three years after the crash, but it wasn’t sustainable. Unfortunately, I had to put the company into receivership, which is something that I will move heaven and earth never to do again. It was a wretched experience.

I could find employment for all but one of the staff members who worked there, so that was some compensation.

I recovered from the shock by writing a book, How to Make a Million Jobs: A Charter for Social Enterprise, which was a cathartic experience.

Writing it helped me develop the idea that social enterprises were best placed to create jobs in areas with high unemployment.

Instead of demanding unemployed people get on their bikes and go where the work is, we should encourage and promote organisations that’ll take the work to where it’s needed.

I realised that many of the people I employed wanted to start their own businesses like I did. So, I set up a social enterprise called Tree Shepherd to provide business training.

When I started the first course, 29 local residents showed up, all wanting to start their own businesses and 22 graduated. Tree Shepherd taught many successful courses for hundreds of people, many of whom started businesses.

One of my favourite moments was when a course attendee, Clair Ridgewell, told me she was signing off unemployment benefits that morning due to the growth of her cleaning business.

Most people did not clear that high bar set by Clair, but at the very least, they could earn some income for their household. It couldn’t quite get them off benefits, but it made their lives better and boosted their self-esteem. We supplemented the training with mentoring and coaching, which evolved into a comprehensive business support programme.

I stood down from Tree Shepherd after 10 years. I passed the baton to the fabulous Sandra Ferguson, who had been working with me for two years by then and fully understood the organisation’s values.

Now, I’m moving to another phase of helping small business owners thrive and grow their businesses. However, I want to show them how to do it with far less stress and in a way that protects our planet. That’s the mission I’ve embarked on and why I want to help others through Prosper With Purpose.

Why I Wrote This Book

Back in 1989, when I was thinking about running a business, I met the owner of a large printing shop in South London. I asked him what he thought was the biggest challenge of running a business. He looked at me with a tired, sad look on his face and said one word. “People.”

He was convinced this was the single biggest problem in running a business — the constant demands of managing people. That thought, that the bedrock of a company, its people, could also be the thing that causes the most stress, has spurred my thinking ever since.

My experience has taught me that, yes, of course, managing people can be very challenging. Employing people is certainly difficult and frustrating at times. However, as I’ve proven many times, it can also be hugely rewarding.

It isn’t just people who cause stress. The other big cause is money. Are you creating enough of it? Are you able to control your expenditure? Are people paying you on time and in full?

As my business experience grew, I slowly learned how to reduce the stress of managing people and money. I put this experience at centre stage when I developed my ‘start your own enterprise’ course at Tree Shepherd. I wanted to help people start their first business with the knowledge I wished I’d had when I started so they could avoid some of the pitfalls and stress I experienced.

At Tree Shepherd, I learned how to teach. I learned how to connect with people from very different backgrounds. I learned how to summarise and put complex business concepts into plain and straightforward language.

I was able to ditch the jargon and talk directly about the issue and what needs to be done. I really enjoyed it. I also enjoyed mentoring business owners one-on-one. I loved discussing their concerns, ambitions and plans. I loved working together with them on a way forward.

I love the sense that I can help create something. That is why I took a mentoring qualification with the EMCC (European Mentoring and Coaching Council), which really helped my practice. I was mentoring instinctually, and the training reinforced that instinct.

I love mentoring. Those special moments when a client makes a vital connection give me a real buzz. The more mentoring I did, the more I realised there were some core themes that affect every business. How could I bring these key learnings to a wider audience and help more people?

Answer — write a book!

In Prosper With Purpose, I’ve distilled what I’ve learnt from running businesses on the edge, employing people from challenging backgrounds and working with all sorts of partners. This book is about how to grow a business with less stress and more relaxation and time for yourself and your family.

I’ve encountered many company owners who worry about what will happen to their business when they can’t run it anymore. They ask, “What’s my legacy? Where does it all go?” That lack of a plan, that lack of a future, is another significant cause of stress.

When you know where you’re going and who you are doing this for, not only is it less stressful, but it also makes running the business more rewarding. Knowing these two things makes it easier to make decisions, which in turn dramatically reduces stress.

Who This Book Is For

Prosper With Purpose is for stressed business owners who want more time for themselves while doing the right thing.

It’s aimed at those amazing people across the country who have set up their own businesses for pride, conviction, a sense of autonomy or whatever reason. It’s for business owners who worry about everything and cannot see the wood for the trees.

They’re the people who unlock in the morning and lock up in the evenings. They take the risks of employing people. They’re the ones who make sure that suppliers are paid. They’re the people worrying about whether the roof leaks or whether there will be enough people at work tomorrow.

They constantly ask themselves questions: who is sick? Who’s on holiday? What’s needed for health and safety? When is the VAT due? They work long hours often for very little reward.

For many businesspeople, a first instinct when times are tough is to cut their own wages, and many don’t even pay themselves. This book is for those who are trying to make their world and their community better by creating employment but are weighed down by the stresses and responsibilities of keeping the business going. I salute them, and I want to help.

A survey of 500 small business owners conducted by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP)I in November 2021 “shows the alarming pressures faced by UK business owners as nearly two-thirds (63%) admit to deprioritising their mental health in the name of financial success.” Worse still, “79% of small business owners find running a business stressful, and almost one in five (19%) feel like giving up running their business every day.”

Working 60–80 hours a week does not benefit you or your business. Feeling that the business requires all your time and that everything depends on you can lead to overwhelming stress.

You may believe that no one else can do the job as well or as quickly as you and that training others would take too long. This stress can consume you, affecting your personal life and well-being, as well as your ability to make good decisions.

However, it’s important to recognise that overworking is not sustainable for you, your loved ones or the business and that others are capable of handling specific tasks. Recognising this is the first step to salvation.

Finding ways to delegate and create a healthier work-life balance is crucial. That’s why I wrote Prosper With Purpose: to help you reduce your hours, enjoy a healthier work-life balance and make running a small business more enjoyable and successful.

Making better decisions, helping more people and enjoying more things were beneficial not only for me but also for my business.

Our Reactions to Stress and Tiredness

Personally, I get pretty anxious and struggle to sleep when I’m stressed and tired. I am ‘short’ with people and become directive and instructional. At worst, I can barely hear other voices, and I don’t want to think.

None of that is good for me, and certainly not for those around me — my family or staff. It’s definitely not good for business, and it’s awful if you’re doing credit control! Shouting down the phone at somebody who owes you money is not a good way to win their favour and probably will make the payment even slower.

EXERCISE 1: HOW DOES STRESS AFFECT YOU?


This simple exercise will get you thinking about stress and how it can impact your judgement. We all react differently to stress, but you must recognise how it affects you to better understand its impact on the business and your team.

[image: ]
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The purpose of the exercise is not to provide some extraordinary psychometric insights. It simply illustrates that our reactions to stress are both unhealthy and unproductive.

When we’re under stress, we all will exhibit some of the behaviours above. These behaviours lead to poor decision-making. The point of this book is to reduce your stress levels so you can make better decisions.

What Does This Book Cover?

Prosper With Purpose combines the key lessons I’ve taken from my business career. It emphasises the importance of stepping back and looking at the big picture instead of getting caught up in minor details.

I focus on the ‘3 Ps,’ which are Plan, People and Profits. It discusses the significance of planning in decision-making and how it should determine the business’s direction, resource allocation, target customers and workforce management.

The book focuses on how to motivate and empower your employees while maximising partnerships with other organisations. It also examines how to ensure profitability and that those profits appear as cash in your bank account. Additionally, it offers valuable tips for getting the best from your team and ensuring timely payments. As a small business owner, it is crucial to prioritise these “3 Ps” and delegate all other tasks (with proper guidance, of course!).

As you check out the bookshelves, you’ll find numerous titles promising the secret formula for business success. However, success lies not in the formula but in your ability to stick to it. The unique approach of Prosper With Purpose guides you on how to stick to it and measure your progress, a perspective that sets it apart from the rest.

This book is also extremely practical. Once you’ve absorbed the ‘3 Ps’ in Parts 1–3, I lay out practical steps to help you stick to your business plan in Part 4.

Every small business owner should have a mentor, someone with whom they can share business dilemmas and trust when making difficult decisions. A mentor would be ideal for sharing the Business Decision Tool. When faced with a difficult or ambitious business decision, using models like the Business Decision Tool in collaboration with a neutral but experienced mentor is a good idea.

In Part 4, I also offer some guidance about how you can measure your progress against the ‘3 P’s’ — Plan, People and Profits.

Except for the financial metrics, there are very few ways to measure adherence to a plan or building trust with people. These, though, are critical to the success of a growing business, so it’s essential to measure your progress on these criteria.

Prosper With Purpose offers a formula for prioritising what is needed for business success. It also provides techniques for measuring your progress and sticking to your plan.

How to Use This Book

I’ve split Prosper With Purpose into three key areas, the ‘3 Ps,’ which are Plan, People and Profits. That means you can dive straight into the part that most concerns you.

For instance, you could ask, “Am I really profitable?” or “What can I do to get paid more quickly?” In that case, go to Part 3: Profits first. If you’re worried about how to delegate people to do work that you really shouldn’t be doing, your first port of call should be Part 2: People.

However, I strongly recommend reading all three sections over time because the ‘3 Ps’ together make the difference. Having a plan, getting the right people to deliver the plan and making a realistic profit margin are the three key ingredients to ensuring your business grows but your stress levels don’t.

Underpinning the ‘3 Ps’ is my Future-Fit Business Model Canvas. I introduce this in Chapter 6 and will guide you through completing it. It’s a key component of your business planning as it brings your business model to life on one page. It prompts you to think about all aspects of the business, from marketing to revenue generation whilst paying due attention to the environment and society.

Businesses are ultimately about people. Understanding why people want to buy your product, who wants to work for you and why, and who wants to supply to you and why, are the really important questions which you need to answer.

Even at a corporate level, just a few people influence product purchase decisions, and their choices are based on personal feelings. I’ve learned that concepts like strategy and finance are all about people. Your job is to connect with the people behind these systems.

Once you have read at least one of the Plan, People or Profits sections, go to Part 4: Make It Happen and Part 5: What Have We Learnt to see what practical steps you can take and how you can measure your progress.

Keep in Touch

I try to keep in touch with all the people who I’ve mentored or advised. I love hearing your stories about how you’ve met a challenge and overcome an obstacle. I also want to know about the challenges that you are still facing.

Please keep in touch. I’d love to know what you think of Prosper With Purpose, and I’m particularly interested in your experiences of dealing with the issues of planning, managing people and getting paid on time. Throughout Prosper With Purpose, there are exercises for you to complete. However, if you get stuck on any of them, please reach out and I’ll be happy to help you.

You can contact me via my website:

	intentionality.co.uk/contact


I can’t wait to hear from you!


PART 1:


PLAN

“If I had an hour to solve a problem, I’d spend 55 minutes thinking about the problem and five minutes thinking about solutions”
Albert Einstein



CHAPTER 1


HAVE A PLAN

I spend a lot of time talking with small business owners about the stresses and strains of running their businesses. They will talk about lack of money, staff not doing what they should do, rising costs, awkward suppliers and a whole raft of operational issues that stress a business owner.

However, more often than not, as I talk with the business owners, it becomes glaringly apparent that they do not have a plan for where the business is going. They don’t have a sense of direction. This causes the owner a huge number of problems and consequently significantly increases their stress levels.

Why Do You Need a Plan?

Having a plan for your business is essential for several compelling reasons.

	It will significantly reduce your stress levels by providing a clear sense of purpose and direction, alleviating that sense of the business being a constant grind that can be so exhausting.
	A well-structured plan will empower you to distinguish good opportunities from bad ones, enabling you to make informed decisions about which projects will genuinely help you achieve your goals. This sense of empowerment will boost your confidence and capability as a business owner.
	It will resolve the dilemma of how you allocate your limited time and money. You can do this much more effectively when you have a clear vision of where you want your business to go.
	A plan ensures that your team has guidance in their day-to-day decisions, helping them prioritise tasks, concentrate on the right customers, and make choices that support the business’s objectives.
	A well-articulated plan is crucial for securing financial backing from investors or banks. It will demonstrate how the company will use the investment, what it will achieve as a result, and how it will repay the investment. This can be a key factor in convincing potential investors or lenders of the viability of your business.


That’s where this book will start; I will help you create a plan. Your plan will give you a sense of direction and a business model for getting there. In creating a plan, you will also ask, “What do you want to do when you reach your preferred destination? Will you want to sell the business or pass it on to family members? What do you want your legacy to be?”

Throughout Prosper With Purpose, you will see references to environmental and social considerations. These are increasingly impinging on business decisions whether or not the owner cares about them. It’s becoming clearer by the day that both customers and staff are increasingly concerned about these issues, and companies need to build these concerns into their planning.

The subsequent sections on People and Profits will discuss how to develop the two most essential resources required to implement any successful plan.

There are libraries worth of books published on how to plan. However, for a small business owner, it’s relatively simple. There are three key ingredients. First, you need to know where you want to go and what you want to achieve with your business. Second, you need a business model for how you’re going to do that. Finally, you will decide what actions you will take to implement the model so you get to where you want to go.

[image: ] Warning
When you picked up Prosper With Purpose, did you think, “This sounds good: I want to grow so that I can pay myself”? If you did, my alarm bells are ringing.
It’s a very common answer; I meet it a lot. You feel you’re not earning any money now because you haven’t grown the business enough. That may well be true, but before you go any further, I want you to stop reading here, and I want you to go directly to Chapter 16.
Let’s ensure you’ve got the business model right financially before considering growing. If you don’t, you’ll find yourself working even harder and longer and still have nothing to show for it.
Do you need to grow so you can pay yourself? Go to Chapter 16 Making Money and Getting Paid now.



CHAPTER 2


DIRECTION

The most important thing in business is knowing where you want to go and how you’ll get there. You wouldn’t get in a car without knowing where you wanted to go. Most people wouldn’t take a job without an idea of what prospects it offers.

So why not have a destination for your business? Where would you like it to take you?

When you close your eyes, what does your future look like? How do you imagine you and your business being in three to five years? What does the destination look like? Can you describe the business and how your life would be different?

Some key questions to ask yourself:

	What should be the benefits of running your business?
	Where would you like to be spending your time?
	What would you like to be doing with your family?
	What would you like to be doing with your leisure time?
	How much time do you envisage spending at work?
	What do you want to be doing when you are at work?
	Do you want to be famous?
	Do you want to be wealthy?
	Do you want recognition from your business sector?


In a nutshell, the above questions will answer the ultimate question: what do you want?

In terms of your business, ask yourself the following questions:

	What do you want your business to look like?
	Do you want it to be highly regarded in the locality?
	Do you want it to earn plaudits internationally?
	Do you want it to win prizes?
	Do you want it to be regarded as the best in the sector?
	What do you want it to be?


The bottom line is, what is your dream?

These are crucial questions to ask yourself when running a business. What is it that you want the business to do, and in particular do for you?

Without a Mission, You Waste Energy

I firmly believe you need to start how you intend to carry on. You need to start your journey in business in line with where you want to end up.

Having that clear line of sight enables you to really focus your energy. It will allow you to concentrate your limited resources of time and money on the ultimate goal and not waste them on diversionary activities.

I illustrate this in the following case study.

[image: ] Case Study
I once worked with a lady I’ll call Beatrice, who wanted to set up a travel agency for Francophone West Africa. Beatrice was from that area, spoke French and English well, and had many necessary contacts.
However, she thought she needed more money to start the business. She wanted my advice about setting up a sandwich-making business to earn this money, which she could then use to set up the travel agency.
I asked her, “Do you have any experience in catering?” She replied, “Absolutely none” I continued, “Do you think you’d like making sandwiches?” She said, “I can’t imagine anything worse. It’s boring and tedious.” I questioned, “Why on earth would you want to do that? “I think it’s a way of making some money, and that will enable me to start my travel agency,” she explained.
I then told Beatrice, “I think you will waste a lot of energy going in the wrong direction. You should set off from day one to be a travel agent for the West African diaspora.”
We then talked about the strategy of starting up a small travel agent business, gradually getting some early sales, selling itineraries and moving through the gears in a way that aligned with her ultimate ambition to be a travel agent. Beatrice dropped the sandwich-making idea completely and instead focussed her energies on organising travel to West Africa.


What’s the Big Deal with Mission?

Why have I started this book with such a big emphasis on knowing where you want to go? The following case study demonstrates the power of a business mission.

[image: ] Case Study
When I began Green-Works, I met a fabulous man called Peter Lehman, a recently retired commercial director for Centrica who was a very generous but astute businessman. I cheekily asked him if he would help me develop Green-Works, a tiny company with about £20,000 turnover.
At the time, I was about to go into hospital for a knee operation, so I was wholly dependent on a part-time, 24-year-old history graduate driving a rented vehicle. He looked at me and said, “Tell me. What do you want to achieve in Green-Works? What’s the mission?” I replied quite simply. “I want to make a significant, measurable difference to the amount of office furniture that goes to landfill, and I want to create a new culture of reuse and recycling around it.”
Peter was impressed and agreed to join the board as chairman, saying, “That’s a powerful ambition, and I like it, but only for a year.” He warned, “We need to see how it goes.”
Within a few weeks, I was invited to a meeting with HSBC. I still, to this day, have no idea how they’d even heard of Green-Works. We were a tiny company with no marketing budget. I went along with my graduate employee, Chris Triggs. I’d had my operation by then, so I was on crutches with a full leg plaster. As I often say to people, the entirety of Green-Works went to see HSBC, all three working legs!
We were taken up into the boardroom of the old Midland Bank, a very august, beautiful oak-panelled room with wonderful mahogany furniture. We met the Senior Procurement Manager, who had travelled down from Sheffield, and the CSR manager.
The two talked about the imminent completion of their new headquarters at Canary Wharf. They explained how they would like me to help them with the furniture made redundant as staff moved out of their old offices. I remember how I naively asked them if they were letting out most of that huge building, and they said, “No, no, that’s our new headquarters. We intend to move everything out of the City of London into that new tower in Canary Wharf.”
At that point, the penny dropped. These men wanted Green-Works, this tiny organisation with one part-time employee, a rented van and no office, to take on what would end up being the largest commercial office clearance in Europe and possibly the history of the world.
How would I respond? At this point, the mission statement I’d outlined to Peter Lehman all those weeks before came into play. The words echoed through my mind as I formulated my answer. When would I ever get such a golden opportunity to deliver on the mission I’d set out then? If I wasn’t going to do it now, when would I ever do it?
Of course, it was ludicrous. We completely lacked the financial, physical and logistical capacity, experience or knowledge to take on such a task. We could not dispose of the furniture. We had no marketing. We had no market. We couldn’t conceivably do it. Up to this point, we’d handled probably 170 desks in total. This contract would require us to handle 7000!
Frankly, it wasn’t and shouldn’t have been conceivable. However, there it was. These two experienced senior managers in HSBC asked if I would take it on. I said, “Yes, I would, but I’d need some financing upfront. As you can see, we’re a tiny organisation, but we have the will, and if you help us with the finances, we’ll do it.”
That set-in train the extraordinary set of events described in this book. It enabled Green-Works to get on the map, and it all started with a very clear mission statement.


Great Mission Statement Examples

Divine Chocolate: “We exist to help end exploitation in the cocoa industry. We champion the needs of farmers, enabling them to thrive and prosper and together build a sustainable and fair world.”

Google: “To organise the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.”

Câr-y-Môr: “Câr-y-Môr is committed to starting the first commercial seaweed and shellfish farm in Wales to motivate and inspire others to duplicate. This zero-input farming uses no fertiliser, pesticides or freshwater. Our goal is to improve the coastal environment and the well-being of the local community. We aim to stimulate jobs and give people a route into the Welsh seafood sector, an industry of growing national importance.”

Change Please: “We want a world where homelessness is reduced through trade, its stigma is eliminated, and people experiencing homelessness remain valued members of society.”

Tesla: “Accelerating the World’s Transition to Sustainable Energy”

In all these examples it’s clear that the objectives the company has are not simply financial or economic. The owners and leaders of these organisations want to achieve something bigger, and they are using business to enable them to achieve that. Whether it’s in the commercial or not-for-profit sector, having a clear mission statement or a mountain to climb will help focus your energies.

What’s Your Mission?

In the following section, you will work out what your mission statement could be. As Figure 1 shows, there are many reasons why people run businesses.

I appreciate that you may regard the idea of having a mission statement as marketing fluff. In many cases, that’s exactly what it is. However, if used properly, a mission statement can and should give you and the organisation a real sense of direction.

[image: ]

Figure 1: What’s Your Mission?

It also helps you make choices. For instance, Tesla would not engage in any activities relating to carbon-emitting energies or, any activities that slow down the transition to sustainable energy. At Change Please, the mission statement is to reduce homelessness through trade. That’s a very clear statement of intent. It isn’t trying to raise charitable funds to provide housing. It’s specifically there to enable individual homeless people to improve their well-being and their material wealth through trade. New opportunities to trade would fit the mission, but charity fundraising would not.

Having a mission statement has given me a clearer sense of direction. The clarity that a well-drafted mission statement can give will make many of your business decisions much easier. It can also provide a clearer narrative to potential employees when recruiting. Additionally, it can help you make a compelling case when raising money from investors and funding organisations.

How Do You Create a Mission Statement?

Whether you’re just starting your business or it’s relatively mature and employing staff, getting others involved in drafting a mission statement is a good idea.

This draws out the combined experience of everyone around you and helps you clarify what’s truly important. For employees, it engages them all and attracts them to an agreed mission. It also helps to better understand what motivates them to come to work.

In essence, to successfully make the climb, you need to map a journey that answers three fundamental questions, as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Create Your Mission Statement

EXERCISE 2: CREATE A MISSION STATEMENT


Work with others on your team to answer the three questions in this table. It’s extremely useful to enable a team discussion on each of these points. Psychologically, it’s vital that every team member has an opportunity to contribute to the mission statement.

It’s also beneficial to hear the differing perspectives to better understand how individual team members relate to the company and what is important to them.

Defining these three aspects can be difficult, and it may take a few attempts to hone them, but I promise, it’s worth the effort.

[image: ]


CHAPTER 3


TIMELINE

I found that the best way to answer the question “How do I get somewhere?” is to imagine being there in the first place and working backwards.

It’s not an easy process to do. It requires you to use all your imagination to project a desired future and simultaneously push aside the realities of your current situation.

Most people start from where they currently are and obsess about the next one or two steps forward, in other words, the things that are causing them immediate challenges. In approaching the problem that way, I’ve found that it stunts people’s ambition. The immediate issues make ambitious, longer-term objectives feel impractical and implausible.

Future-Back Thinking

By starting where you want to end up and imagining yourself in that position, you suddenly free yourself of the resource constraints that you are currently experiencing. By imagining you’re already there, you create a scenario where you have the necessary resources, staff and facilities. It’s much easier to look back from there and ask, “How did I get here?”

As you work backwards to your current position, you can see more readily what would have to change to get you to the place you’re looking back from. Hopefully, this example from my experience will help you visualise this.

[image: ] Case Study
My ambition for Green-Works was to make a significant difference in the amount of office furniture sent to landfill. It was clear that the finance sector and related services were disposing of the majority of office furniture. Therefore, to make that significant difference, I would have to have a capability in all the places where the finance industry was based.
Although the finance sector is predominantly based in London, we realised that back offices and support facilities were located in several cities across England and Scotland, particularly around Birmingham, Leeds, Edinburgh and Bristol.
Our clients were national organisations, and they had offices across the entire country. If Green-Works was to succeed and secure contracts with these large organisations (and, in turn, deliver on our mission), we would have to be able to offer a service nationally.
The challenge then was to work out how we could go national. We were a tiny organisation with no capital funding. We were a not-for-profit company, i.e., one limited by guarantee with no shares. This meant that we were unable to attract investment. How could we expand our warehouse footprint across the nation?
Having worked out where we wanted to be, we needed to work out how to get there. The most obvious answer was to franchise. Working backwards, the next question was how and who to franchise with.
The ‘who’ was relatively easy. Several socially-minded organisations across the country recycle domestic furniture for poverty relief in the community. We thought talking to them about increasing their capacity and recycling office furniture would be relatively straightforward.
Thinking back from the ‘who,’ we had to determine what they would need from us. One element would be a fully written down operational system. This had to be accompanied by a training manual to instruct the franchisee’s staff team.
To create a franchise operations manual, we needed to develop our own internal manual. We would also have to consider how we would work with the franchisees regarding communication and support.
We also realised that we would have to increase our national sales capacity and develop our partnerships with national logistic organisations that could support us.
Using the ‘future-back’ model, we could track back from a future position of a national network of warehouses to what we would need to focus on in the next 6–12 months to convert our dream into reality.


The fully equipped mountaineer, shown in Figure 3, can describe in detail the equipment she needed, as well as the physical and mental training she had to undertake to climb the mountain.

It’s much more intimidating and challenging to imagine what’s required to climb a mountain if your perspective is that of the day-tripper hiking through the hills.

[image: ]

Figure 3: The View Is Clearer From the Top

EXERCISE 3: USE FUTURE-BACK PLANNING


Please use the scale on the following page to work back from your desired goal. Firstly, visualise yourself achieving the goal at the end of the scale.

Now, think about where you would be one year before that moment.

What resources did you have? What did your organisation look like? What size and type of customers did you have?

In short, what do you think you need at that point to take the final step towards your goal? Visualise what that point would have looked like and think through the situation a year before, which made this place possible.

Repeat the process above to go back up to 6 years until you hit the present time.

[image: ]

[image: ] Resource
Future-back thinking can be tough at first. I’d be delighted to help you get started.
Book a free online session with me on how to think ‘future-back.’ Contact me by going to this link:
intentionality.co.uk/contact (type this offer code into the subject line: FUTBACK24)




CHAPTER 4


EXIT STRATEGY

As I look back on my early business career, one of the biggest mistakes I made was not having an idea about what would happen when my business ended.

I just imagined that I would be the boss, and it would just keep going. When you stop to think, that isn’t very realistic. If you’re lucky, you will get old and want to retire. However, many things could happen that make you unable or unwilling to run your business long before then.

An exit strategy is not just a plan for things going wrong or when you get too old. It’s a positive concept which can give you a powerful sense of direction.

As we’ve seen in the previous chapter, a sense of direction helps dictate your strategy and how you allocate resources and manage the business in ways that help you achieve your aims.

There are several potential exit strategies.

Retire and Close

This is probably the most sensible option for very small companies entirely dependent on the founder. However, for even a slightly larger company where other people share responsibility for running the business, it feels wasteful not to look to preserve it beyond your working life. Do you really want the organisation you have put so much effort into to stop existing when you retire? If you become infirm, do you want all that hard work to disappear? Without a strategy and a plan for succession, that is, sadly, the most likely scenario.

Sell

One of my clients, Umesh, had a crystal clear vision of a trade sale for his business. He envisaged an exit strategy before he even began his business, as the following story explains.

[image: ] Case Study
“From the very start of conceiving my business, I was keen to have a concrete vision for the end goal. I’d seen (and worked for) far too many businesses stumble along, promising their employees ‘jam tomorrow’ that never ultimately crystallises.
In my case, I knew that we would be targeting an exit (of some description) within seven years. Having a valuation in mind was helpful, as was thinking through what the likely exit route was. The former helps to work backwards to design yearly plans (revenue, headcount, expenditure, etc.), and the latter helps refine the business model.
In my case, we knew we were likely targeting a trade sale — mainly because it’s a tough niche for large incumbents to crack, so they are pretty acquisitive when an interesting proposition comes along.
Having that ‘end goal’ in mind is also a seriously powerful tool for attracting, retaining and motivating staff. When they know where the goalposts are, i.e., why the business is doing what it’s doing, where the incentives lie for them, why we move at the pace we do and demand what we do from them, they can buy into the vision and give 100%.
The other benefit is that it encourages you, as a founder, to operate at a ‘best practice’ level. Those bad habits that small business owners often pick up just won’t fly if you’re targeting a sale to private equity or a complex acquirer, especially if your end goal is to take the business public.”


Employee Buyout

Many owners decide to sell their business to their senior management teams instead of an outside buyer. In this way, they hope to keep the people who know the business and motivate them to work even harder. However, this can be a challenging and arduous process to complete. Check out the Resources section at the end of this chapter for a revealing article on employee buyout.

Pass On to Family

Another popular exit strategy is to pass the business on within the family, as seen in the following case study.

[image: ] Case Study
Bernie Suresparan drives his business, We Care Group, along three core values: family, honesty and respect. It’s no surprise, therefore, to hear that he fully intends to pass on the business to his two children.
In his mid-60s, with no sign of wanting to retire anytime soon, Bernie is preparing for his children to take over. They are already involved in the company’s running and are rapidly gaining experience in how it works.
The business is complex, and it’s difficult to predict when his children will be ready to take over the reins, so he has made provision for bringing in a more experienced chief executive as an interim step towards their taking over.
This is a good example of solid succession planning for a business, which Bernie clearly sees as a positive legacy and a valuable contribution to North West England.
Bernie explains, “Our people make our business successful, and we are proud to have the best people in our company. We can only achieve continued success by good succession planning, which is what I am concentrating on. We believe in making this company an employer of choice in the next few years.”


Make Redundant

For some organisations, especially in the social sector, there is a final type of exit strategy. The following case study from founder and trustee Georgie Fienberg explains how AfriKids and their True Empowerment model is an excellent example.

“AfriKids is a British charitable organisation set up ‘to ensure that every child in Ghana is afforded his or her rights as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and to do this by building the capacity and resources of local people, organisations and initiatives in such a way that they will be able to continue their efforts independently and sustainably in the future.
Initially, most funding decisions were made by an office in London. However, over 25 years, the organisation has reversed that. Today, almost all decisions are made in AfriKids Ghana, where a dedicated team of over 100 staff drives the organisation’s mission forward compared to the London offices’ seven.
This local team has developed self-sustaining projects and grown its partnerships and fundraising capacity, a true testament to the power of local empowerment and the success of AfriKids’ model.
AfriKids is now redefining its mission. It feels that it can replicate the model of local empowerment and take it to other communities across Africa.
Our intentional planning to shift the power to AfriKids Ghana has been pivotal in sharpening our focus and effectiveness. By empowering our Ghanaian team to lead and make critical decisions, we’ve not only ensured that our initiatives are deeply rooted in local context and needs but also fostered a sense of ownership and sustainability that drives our mission forward with unparalleled dedication and clarity.”


[image: ]

Figure 4: What’s Next?

EXERCISE 4: DEFINE YOUR EXIT STRATEGY


Imagine reaching your business goal, or at the very least, you’ve gone as far as you can towards it. As you look around and survey the future, what would you like to do with your life beyond that goal? What would you like to happen to your business?

With that future in mind, I invite you now to take the Exit Strategy Challenge.

If you can answer each of these questions in detail, you’re on your way to a genuine plan for exiting your business and realising that future.

Remember, a strategy without a plan and resources is only a dream.

[image: ]

[image: ] Resource
There are several excellent resources on the internet about how to devise an exit strategy particularly for selling a business and realising its value.
Check out these ones that I’ve found for you:
builtin.com/founders-entrepreneurship/exit-strategy-plan
growthink.com/exit-strategy-planning
If you’re considering an employee buyout, here’s an illuminating article:
https://www.rollits.com/news/articles/a-comprehensive-guide-to-management-buyouts
You can find all these sites by scanning this QR code:
[image: ]




CHAPTER 5


FUTURE-FIT PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY

I strongly recommend including environmental and social considerations in your business planning from the very beginning of your entrepreneurial journey. You might find yourself wondering, “Why? What impact can a small company truly make?” Firstly, I’ve seen first-hand how even small companies can influence major companies with fresh ideas. Secondly, small companies are often much closer to their communities and can offer direct support in ways larger organisations cannot. And lastly, as your company grows, so will the impact and reach of your ideas.

Let’s start with the undeniable truth: social and environmental challenges are shared global issues. Whether it’s climate change, resource depletion or social inequality, these problems affect us all. We all have a role to play in addressing them. Yes, your individual contribution might seem modest in the grand scheme, but collectively, the actions of small businesses add up to powerful change.

However, let’s go beyond altruism. As Figure 5 illustrates, businesses are being pushed and cajoled to do more on these issues. There are six compelling reasons why taking environmental and social performance seriously should be a core part of your business strategy:

	Business: both problem and solution.
	The cost of inaction is rising.
	Regulations are coming thick and fast.
	Customers want and expect it.
	Staff want it!
	The competition is doing it.


These reasons aren’t just about doing good — they’re about ensuring the long-term resilience of your business, deepening engagement with your customers and employees, and positioning your company for growth in an evolving market.

As you navigate the entrepreneurial landscape, you’ll discover that businesses embracing sustainability and social responsibility are more adaptable to disruptions, more attractive to talent, and more trusted by customers. In a world where environmental crises and social demands are reshaping how we live and work, the businesses that succeed will be those that take proactive, thoughtful steps to address these challenges.

The following chapter explores how planning for environmental and social issues can enhance your business’s resilience, secure continuity and foster meaningful connections with the people who matter most — your staff and your customers.

Business: Both Problem and Solution

Businesses hold the key to a cleaner, healthier and Net Zero world. They play a critical role because they are both the cause and solution to many of the world’s significant challenges. Small businesses, in particular, are the driving force behind innovations that can improve lives and be kinder to the environment. They have the competitive incentive to reduce input and operating costs while creating products that are easier and cheaper for their customers to use. The products and services they produce are responsible for nearly one-fifth of the UK’s carbon emissions. In short, every business needs to get involved.

This is undoubtedly the view of the UK Government. In May 2021, it launched the Together For Our Planet Business Climate Leaders Campaign.

In its press release at the launch, the SME Climate Hub said, “The United Kingdom alone has six million SMES, which generate £2.2 trillion of revenue to the economy, making them essential on the road to net-zero, and a community that cannot be left behind as we transition to the green economy… the UK Government is calling on companies of all sizes to join the SME Climate Hub and the Race to Zero and establish plans to meet their commitments… [and] to encourage small businesses to halve their emissions by 2030 in line with the Paris Agreement and cut their emissions to net zero by 2050 or sooner.”

Businesses play a pivotal role in shaping the environment due to their considerable influence on resource consumption, emissions and innovations. They are among the largest consumers of natural resources and primary producers of waste and emissions. Due to their scale, even small shifts in business practices can have a broad environmental impact.

When businesses choose sustainability, they set a path for others to follow, making environmental progress both scalable and impactful.

The Cost of Inaction Is Rising

Aside from pleasing your staff, there’s a real cost to not doing anything on the environmental front. For example, look at the cost of waste disposal and the tax imposed on waste you send to landfill. This has gone up exponentially since it was introduced in 1990. At that time, it was £7 per tonne. If the annual rate of increase had stuck with inflation, it would now be something like £14 per tonne. As of April 2024, it is £103.70 per tonne!

The government has accelerated the rate of increase, partly to earn some revenue but mainly to deter organisations from putting their waste into landfill.

Regulations Are Coming Thick and Fast

Everywhere you look as business owners, you can see new regulations popping up. It could be new parking restrictions or regulations about what vehicles can be driven into parts of the city. It could be the Biodiversity Net GainII regulations for developers or the bans and restrictions of single-use plastics.

These regulations are coming in thick and fast. To stay in business, let alone thrive, you need to comply with all these regulations. You need to get on the front foot and meet them head-on.

There is an excellent book on this subject especially for micro and small businesses.

It really is …just good businessIII by Jill Poet offers a pragmatic, common-sense approach to operating a business more sustainably. It will help you identify the main areas where you can have the biggest impact and focus your attention on what really matters.
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Figure 5: Change Is Imminent

Customers Want and Expect It_

This is probably the biggest driver for most small businesses to adopt new environmental or social practices. If you’re dealing with large corporate organisations or public bodies, you will already see questions from them about your environmental performance.

This is set to increase dramatically. The NHS, for example, has a ‘Net Zero by 2040’ plan, which requires contractors and subcontractors to meet the same standard. Very soon, no organisation will be able to contract with the NHS unless it can demonstrate that it’s on the path to ‘Net Zero by 2040.’

The same applies to contractors and subcontractors to corporate organisations such as Unilever. They’re setting their own standards and targets and expect their suppliers to match them. Otherwise, they will not be allowed to supply them.

This pressure from large corporate bodies and public sector organisations will force almost all enterprises to adopt more stringent, effective, pro-environment, pro-social policies and put them into practice. It will become an expectation of business, if it’s not already, as the following case study demonstrates.

[image: ] Case Study
One of our corporate partners at Green-Works was a company called Interface. They are a massive, multinational, $1bn+ turnover company that manufactures carpet tiles. They are extremely progressive in their environmental ambitions and were significantly ahead of the curve in terms of aspiration to become net zero and fully sustainable.
In 1994, Interface founder Ray Anderson described the experience of reading Paul Hawken’s The Ecology of CommerceIV as an epiphany, his “spear in the chest” moment that changed his perspective on business and sustainability.
We were a natural fit as Green-Works could reuse redundant tiles, and they could advertise our service of providing high-quality reused tiles to local charities. They could take the credit, and we could get the work.
However, talking to their salespeople made me realise the other and potentially more significant benefit of our relationship.
As I was briefing the sales team on what we did, they became very enthusiastic. One of them told me that our partnership would make their job so much easier because they could broaden the conversation and start talking about something other than carpet tiles, which are an essential but mundane product.
Now, they could start talking about projects in Sierra Leone, the charities that we supported, and the employment the company had created.
It’s so much more interesting and more engaging for the client as well. If it’s good enough for professional, experienced sales teams, then it’s good enough for me. Broadening the conversation and taking it to an environmental and human level makes customer retention a lot easier.


If you’re in a business-to-consumer business, there is clear evidence that more and more consumers want to see strong ethical and environmental credentials in what they buy.

A combined McKinsey/NielsenIQ analysis of US sales data over five years to June 2022 showed that products making environmental and social-related claims accounted for 56% of all growth. They reported that products making these claims averaged 28% cumulative growth over the five-year period versus 20% for products that made no such claims.

This data shows that actual spending follows previous McKinsey US consumer sentiment surveys, which showed that more than 60% of respondents said they’d pay more for a product with sustainable packaging.V A recent study by NielsenIQ found that 78% of US consumers say that a sustainable lifestyle is important to them.

Staff Want It!

Whether you’re aware of it or not, your staff likes being socially and environmentally conscious, as the following case study proves.

[image: ] Case Study
In 1990, a financial firm called me to help them with a problem. Several of their staff had set up ad hoc paper collections, and the facilities team was struggling to manage the health and safety issues these were causing.
The manager introduced me to a young lady who was visibly agitated by environmental concerns. She told me a story about how she had seen a taxi driver parked outside her office, tipping his ashtray onto the kerb, and storming outside to demand that he clean up his mess and take it with him.
She had now translated that energy into creating an ad hoc paper recycling scheme that was causing the cleaners a lot of problems.
It was immediately obvious that she would not be fobbed off by talk about health and safety concerns. She wanted something to be done about the waste in the office, and she wasn't going to relent. The facilities manager needed a solution to an increasingly difficult staff challenge, and fortunately, I was able to provide it.
As awareness and concern about the environment grow, employers will face increasing demands from their staff to take action.


The Competition Is Doing It

Business competitors are increasingly adopting environmental and social actions to differentiate themselves in the market. For instance, many restaurants in the UK now routinely offer to package leftovers for customers, which helps reduce food waste. Similarly, small retail businesses are introducing refill stations for household and personal care products, encouraging customers to reuse containers and minimise single-use plastic.

Some independent gyms and fitness studios are transitioning to renewable energy sources to power their facilities. Meanwhile, airlines are incorporating carbon offset options to appeal to eco-conscious travellers. Business clients are demanding higher levels of environmental performance from their supply chains. Many smaller businesses are responding by publishing detailed sustainability reports demonstrating their commitments. We also see more direct responses, such as packaging suppliers offering biodegradable or compostable materials.

These initiatives address environmental issues, enhance brand image and attract customers who prioritise sustainability in their choices.

EXERCISE 5: ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL IMPACT SELF-ASSESSMENT


Complete this short exercise to assess where you are in relation to environmental and social issues.

	Environmental impact awareness: 
Do you track the environmental impact of your business (e.g., energy use, waste, emissions)?
[image: ] Yes
[image: ] No
[image: ] Not sure

	Waste and resource management: 
Do you have measures in place to reduce waste and manage resources efficiently (e.g., recycling, reducing packaging)?
[image: ] Yes, we 
have a formal plan
[image: ] Yes, but informally
[image: ] No

	Sustainable sourcing: 
Are the materials or products you source environmentally friendly or ethically produced?
[image: ] Always
[image: ] Sometimes
[image: ] Rarely/Not at all

	Carbon footprint reduction: 
Have you taken steps to reduce your business’s carbon footprint (e.g., using renewable energy, optimising logistics, etc.)?
[image: ] Yes, significant steps
[image: ] Yes, minor steps
[image: ] No

	Social impact: 
Do you have policies or practices to support your local community or improve social well-being (e.g., hiring locally, charitable contributions)?
[image: ] Yes, actively involved
[image: ] Yes, occasionally
[image: ] No

	Employee well-being: 
How do you ensure employee well-being and promote diversity and inclusion in your workplace?
[image: ] We have clear policies and practices
[image: ] We address this informally
[image: ] We don’t currently focus on this

	Long-term commitment: 
Do you have a formal environmental or social responsibility policy or plan?
[image: ] Yes, documented
[image: ] No, but we are developing one
[image: ] No




CHAPTER 6


FUTURE-FIT BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS

Having decided in Chapter 4 where you want to go and what you aim to achieve with your business, it’s time to determine how you’ll get there. This is where a well-thought-out business model comes in. A business model isn’t just a framework for making money; it’s the blueprint for how your business will create value, deliver it to your customers, and sustain itself over time.

But there’s more to it than just the numbers. As I illustrated in Chapter 5, aligning it with environmental and social concerns is essential. Integrating these concerns into your business model will build a positive reputation for operating responsibly, thereby building trust and creating long-term resilience.

This chapter will guide you through crafting a business model that balances your ambitions with your responsibilities, ensuring your path to success is both achievable and sustainable.

A business model is very different from a plan. The plan gives you an idea of where you want to go and what you want to achieve. The business model is subtly yet significantly different to the plan. It shows the how.

By developing your business model, you will gain a deeper understanding of your customers’ wants and exactly what you need to do to meet those wants.

You’ll be able to see how to reach those customers. You will better understand what you need to say when you do reach them. You’ll also work through the precise financial arrangements for working with your customer group.

At the end of this Chapter you will find a blank template for a Future-Fit Business Model Canvas. This is a powerful tool for encapsulating the vital essence of your business on one page. It’s deceptively simple as it does not require reams of text, unlike a traditional business plan. It requires a keen and intuitive understanding of what makes your business work and why customers trade with you.

In my Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, you will see that the model is set within the limits of our planet. This is to serve as a reminder that your model needs to be resilient and flexible enough to operate within an increasingly challenging backdrop of environmental and societal change. To be successful, you need to embed your plans for adapting to these changes into your business model. The likely changes we will face over the coming years are substantial, and not planning for their consequences could be disastrous to you and your business.

Orientation

The ideal place to start is on the right-hand side, with Customer Segments. This is probably the most critical thing you’ll do in business: understand your customer.

It’s all about taking a human-centric approach to business. Even in a large organisation, there are only a few people who make buying decisions. It pays to get to know them, what they’re concerned about and what makes them tick.

What do they want from you? I don’t mean literally what product or service, but what standards will they assess you by. Knowing what they really want from you is the key to understanding and developing your business. We’ll delve into that in more detail in the next ‘Who Is Your customer’ section.

Having described the customer, move to the centre and complete the Value Proposition box. There you can insert the mission statement that you worked on in Chapter 2. Below the mission statement, work out what you’re going to offer to customers. The trick here is to compare your value proposition to what you’ve said customers really want.

Once these two boxes are aligned, working through the others on the right-hand side of the page is relatively straightforward.

In Customer Relationships, you describe how your specific customer would want to be communicated to. This will emerge from the insights gained from describing the customer in the Customer Segments box.

Directly linked to Customer Relationships, you will see Channels. In this box, ask yourself, “How can I reach these customers?” You need to know what your customers read, how they gain information and what events they attend.

Also, on the right-hand side, you will find Key Partners, an often neglected but essential box. All businesses, particularly those at a relatively early stage in their development, need partners. These are organisations that can offer parts of your Value Proposition that your business can’t deliver or that you rely on to do your work.

It might be digital support, HR advice or a range of other things without which you would struggle.

On the left-hand side of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, you can see several boxes that reflect the internal workings of your organisation. In the bottom left-hand corner, you will see Key Activities. You should treat this box quite pedantically. Describe precisely what you and your organisation are physically doing. You should not add what others are doing for you or with you, but what you are doing day to day and even hour by hour. It’s important you understand this, as you’ll see later on.

Under Key Activities, you have Key Resources. Here, you will describe what key activities you must complete to deliver your value proposition.

These could be capital items, such as vehicles or computers, or they could be specifically qualified staff, software or compliance licences.

Supporting the entire business model is the finance. In the left-hand corner, you have the Cost Structure. Here, you need to understand and list your key costs to obtain the Key Resources you require to operate your Key Activities.

Is it rent? Is it people? Is it digital information? What are the key costs that you need to cover to deliver your service?

Next, you should consider Revenue Streams. This needs to be fully fleshed out. How are you going to generate revenue? Are you selling, renting or leasing your product? Are you providing a service? Do you charge by the hour? Do you charge by the day? Or do you charge by an outcome? Do you charge in arrears or charge in advance? How does the revenue model work?

Now that you’ve orientated yourself around the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, let’s return to Customer Segments. As I said earlier, I always start with the customer. It’s critically important to analyse what they truly want because the rest of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas flows directly from your understanding of the customer.

Who Is Your Customer?

This is a critical question that small business owners must address and fully understand. Without a solid insight into who your customers are and what they need, it’s difficult to grow a business.

I study my clients to develop what is known in the trade as a persona or avatar. This is a detailed description of a typical customer whose habits and interests you fully understand. I’ve set out a template, Exercise 6, for creating a persona later in this chapter.

Interestingly, I get a lot of pushback on this from people I’m mentoring and students on courses I run. Many of them feel that they are selling to everyone. They explain they don’t have a typical customer. They state that their customers come from all walks of life, they’re all different, and they can’t define any one type of customer.

When I’ve helped them drill down to their typical customer, I’ve found that it’s not true. Usually, there is a dominant characteristic. There is a type of company or person who is most likely to buy your service or product.

Moreover, it’s not that you won’t sell to anybody who wants your product. Of course, you will. It’s about who you spend your precious marketing budget and resources on. In essence, you aim your marketing at the person or organisation most likely to want to use your product or service and pay for it.

Even large supermarkets such as Tesco will spend most of their marketing efforts trying to connect with a particular group of people. All the other customers who don’t meet that description are welcome but are effectively a marketing bonus.

Mitali, at The Vegan Publisher, is an excellent example of this.

[image: ] Case Study
The Vegan Publisher offers services to help people write and publish books, but not just any kind of books. Mitali, the founder, particularly helps people write self-help, how-to or guide-style books for personal branding and thought leadership. She does not do novels, children’s books or historical accounts.
She has a specific niche, a group of people to who she concentrates on selling her services, and she has developed a particular service to help those people.
Writing this type of book is very different from writing a novel, and the advice and support the two writers would need are very different. Mitali focuses her marketing on helping those writing books for thought leadership.
If she were to market to any ‘wannabe’ author, she would also have to develop an entire range of support for those who wanted to write in other genres. Very quickly, her reputation would be diluted, her ability to support people to the highest level would be reduced, and she would lose the edge in her chosen market.


The following section will concentrate on defining your customer by working out in some detail what the people in your niche look like, how they behave, and, most importantly, what they need.

Let’s get back to understanding your customer and their needs. To do that, I’m going to relate two very different case studies that illustrate how close listening can reveal a customer’s true needs.

[image: ] Case Study
In 1990, as I was developing my first business, Papercycle, I took a call from a lovely man called Mike Tregent at the BBC. He asked me if I could provide a paper recycling scheme for Broadcasting House in Central London.
This was a major opportunity, so I met him as soon as possible. He explained to me that there were several departments in the building who had taken it upon themselves to collect their wastepaper and organise for a recycling company to come and get it.
The consequence was pandemonium, with various vehicles turning up at all times of day and night to collect tiny volumes of paper that this or that department had collected.
However, as I listened to Mike describe the chaos and the consequent fire safety risks, I heard an even deeper worry. How could he manage these massive issues with unpredictable amounts of paper coming into the corridors and sitting on the loading bay in various quantities? Also, how could he keep all the staff from these different departments happy?
If Mike just stopped their schemes, that would cause resentment. He needed to replace them with an organised scheme to remove the health, safety and fire risks. He also wanted something to communicate to the staff, who took the waste issue extremely seriously.
My proposal would have to address all these concerns in order to be accepted. I worked collaboratively with Mike to create a system that fully considered the fire safety requirements. We made sure it was also efficient and easy to operate. Lastly, I designed a monthly ‘trees saved’ reporting system, which generated a certificate that could be pinned up on all the noticeboards in the building.
After a careful review, Mike decided to take the plunge and adopt our system over all the other recyclers collecting from the building.
I called Mike two months after the scheme had started. He told me that, in the last 25 years, the staff had hardly ever thanked him for anything he had done. However, since he had implemented the paper recycling scheme, he had received no end of thank yous. He explained, "I've lost count. It's quite extraordinary. Thank you for helping me set this up."
Mike's feedback proved how popular environmental initiatives can be with staff.
The lesson from this case study is that in addition to knowing your immediate customers' anxieties, it pays to understand your customers' customers as well. By addressing Mike's concerns and the concerns of the staff he was supporting, I was able to set up a very successful project that survived multiple attempts by my competitors to take over the contract.


My second case study is from almost two decades later when I ran Tree Shepherd, which supported people from marginalised backgrounds, including the unemployed, and trained them to start their own enterprises.

[image: ] Case Study
Most people I trained through Tree Shepherd were middle-aged women from ethnic minority, working class backgrounds. In talking to them, I realised they couldn’t imagine ever being wealthy. They couldn’t even imagine going on holiday.
One lady told me she would be terrified of going away for more than a few days because the fridge would be empty when she got back. Yet, they also knew that they were capable. They’d managed big, complex households. They cared for a lot of people and constantly juggled all sorts of things in their lives.
Very few of them had any formal education beyond the age of 16. They were terrified of going on a course that, in some way, would demean or patronise them. They wanted and deserved respect.
Yes, of course, they wanted to run a business to make money to help them pay the bills. However, their priority was to maintain their self-respect.
Therefore, the most critical aspect of Tree Shepherd’s offer was that the course was relatable and non-intimidating. This meant that we delivered the courses in community centres, not colleges.
It also meant that we excluded all jargon and strange business terminology. Additionally, we used examples of businesses they could relate to and understand.


These case studies illustrate why it’s important to know your customer. This knowledge enables you to create a service customers genuinely like and choose. Now you know how important this is, you can follow this exercise to discover who they are.

EXERCISE 6: KNOW YOUR CUSTOMER


As you can see from the previous case studies, knowing your customer is imperative. This exercise helps you to discover who they are.

Create one or two personas for your ideal customer(s). You can use the customer persona template to help form a picture.

There are many websites that can advise you on questions to help you create your persona. The most important thing is to focus on understanding how your ideal customer ticks. What motivates them, worries them, and what must you do to convince them to buy from you?

Start your persona with a short description. Once you’ve described them, you should probe more into their aspirations and how they can achieve them. It’s also a good idea to assess what resources they have at their disposal in terms of money, time, network and skills.

The template is divided into business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B). Your answers will differ for the same persona, depending on whether you sell to them in their personal or work capacity.

Come up with a list of the concerns and fears your persona faces. Try to use the precise words your persona would use rather than paraphrase. Also, pay attention to the order of importance you attach to these obstacles.

It’s very useful to consider your persona’s ultimate goal(s). What do they want to achieve in life or at work?

Lastly, describe why this persona is your ideal customer and what you must offer to attract them.
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What Is Your Value Proposition?

Returning to the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, let’s look at the box right in the middle, the Value Proposition.

As I stated in Chapter 2, you first insert the mission statement here. This gives you a starting point and reminds you why you’re in business.

You then need to consider translating that mission statement into a value proposition. What do you do that stands out to your customers and helps you deliver on that mission statement?

How Do You Stand Out?

There are five main ways to stand out.

	Price: This is a favoured strategy, particularly for people starting out. Can you offer your product or service cheaper than the competition? 
It’s a valid strategy and works well as clients and customers always focus strongly on price. However, it’s often a fool’s errand. As one experienced businessman once said to me, “There is always somebody cheaper.”
Unless you have a magic formula for consistently drilling down the costs of your operation below the competition’s, the idea of competing purely on price is exceptionally challenging and quite scary.

	Quality: Many businesses opt to differentiate themselves on quality. This is a tremendous strategy, provided you can genuinely support that assertion and show superior quality to other offerings on the market. 
Ask yourself how you can show the customer that your offering is better than anything else on the market. Environmental and societal claims are increasingly being used to underpin claims of quality. Various validating symbols, such as Fairtrade or Rainforest Alliance certification, are growing in usage.

	Delivery: This is an area where many companies claim a competitive advantage. It’s interpreted widely. It covers speed, certainty and frequency with which you deliver your product or service. The market is also seeing more and more companies offer low-carbon delivery mechanisms and environmentally friendly packaging.
	Flexibility: How rigidly you offer your service can determine whether a customer buys from you. Generally, it’s more efficient to fix your product or service as much as possible to get economies of scale and consistency of work. 
However, the customer often asks for something different, whether that’s a different format, specification or colour. You need to decide if it’s viable to offer the degree of flexibility your typical customer wants.
If it is, you need to ensure your operational process is strong and flexible enough to make changes and adapt the service to the customer’s needs as required.

	Service: Many businesses say a lot about the level of service they offer, and quite rightly so. Some offer fantastically high levels of attentive service. Imagine the service at a top-class restaurant or five-star hotel. 
However, an online business might only offer an acknowledgement email. Service levels vary hugely according to the nature of the business and the customer’s expectations.
Whatever the service level you offer, you must ensure that it matches the customer’s needs that you’ve identified in the Customer Segments box of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas.



The ‘1+1’ Rule

In addition to your main stand-out feature from the previous list, I recommend you offer at least one other stand-out feature to a very high standard.

Provided your ideal customer has shown a clear preference for that feature, the ‘1+1’ rule will ensure you have a persuasive business proposition.

Does Your Value Proposition Meet Your Customer Needs?

The magic sauce for your business comes together when the value proposition you offer meets the real customer needs. Once you’ve established your value proposition and carefully examined the customer needs through their personas, you should be able to compare the two.

This is where you must be really honest with yourself, and it might be useful to consult with the wider team. Do you genuinely think that your proposition meets those customer needs head-on?

In this table, I show how the ‘1+1’ value propositions of both Papercycle and Tree Shepherd met the key needs of two very different client types.
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EXERCISE 7: CREATE YOUR ‘1+1’ PROPOSITION


Which ‘1+1’ value combination is your customer interested in?

Use the simple template to describe your ‘1+1’ value proposition. Which of the five values is most important to your customer?

This is where you will focus most of your attention and resources. It’s essential to get it right. If you have different customers, you must complete the template for each type.
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How Do You Reach Your Customer?

One of the big benefits of knowing your customer is that you will know how to reach them. This information goes into the Channels box of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas.

This is highly important in terms of marketing effectiveness. In the persona questionnaire you completed earlier (Exercise 6), one of the key questions was, “Where do your customers get their information?” Knowing what they read professionally and in their leisure moments can enable you to directly target them cost-effectively. It also gives you an idea about their preferred style of communication.

When I first started Green-Works, I could rely on contacts I already had in the world of facilities management. As the business grew, I needed to widen my net. The following case study highlights how I didn’t understand my customers at that moment and consequently didn’t know how to reach them.

[image: ] Case Study
My first plan for finding new customers was, driven by ego, to get published in the Financial Times (FT). I was convinced that if I got a good article in the FT, many senior executives would read it. I assumed they would then instruct their facilities management teams to talk to us.
With my marketing manager, a wonderful lady called Claudine Piggott, we worked ceaselessly to get an article into the FT. We did, after all, have a fantastic story. Despite being a tiny business at the time, we had secured a contract with HSBC to recycle all their office furniture when they moved to Canary Wharf.
Finally, we succeeded, and the FT produced a fantastic half-page story with photographs. What was the impact? None! Nobody called us.
Yes, I could use the article as ‘credibility collateral,’ and I duly waved copies in front of potential customers. However, it had nothing like the impact I had imagined or hoped for.
Two years later, I got the opportunity to be interviewed by the Daily Express. I wasn’t convinced it would be useful, but nevertheless, I did the interview.
The article came out a few weeks later. It was a lovely article that took up two-thirds of a page with a photograph. It read very well, and I was pleased with it. However, I never dreamed that it would have the effect it did.
On the day of publication, we received two calls from facilities managers at major U.S. financial institutions. They had both read the article on the train to work. Within another week, we had two more calls from similar institutions. Within a month, I was in contract negotiations with four large organisations whose facilities managers had all read the article in the Daily Express on their train to work.


I told you this story to demonstrate how important it is to know your customers and what they read. By putting the right story in the right publication, I found a tremendous stream of new business. All the work we put into getting an article in the wrong publication was a waste of time born of ignorance of who my customer was and how operational decisions were made in their organisations.

EXERCISE 8: HOW TO REACH YOUR CUSTOMERS


What is the best way of reaching the customers you want? Refer to the persona(s) you created in Exercise 6 and look at the world through their eyes. Make sure you have completed this section thoroughly and that you have been specific.

For instance, where the template asks about news sources, name the title of the newspaper your persona reads or the particular TV news station they watch. This attention to detail will pay dividends when you start marketing.

[image: ]

[image: ]

Where Is Your Ideal Customer?

Closely linked to the Channels box is where you will define the geography in which you want to offer your services.

For instance, at Green-Works, our mission was to significantly reduce the amount of waste office furniture going to landfill.

That ambition drove a strategy of creating a Green-Works operation in the major commercial areas that generated large quantities of waste office furniture. This was predominantly produced by companies within the finance sector, so our expansion strategy tracked the main centres of that sector.

At Tree Shepherd, we had a very different strategy. Our value proposition here was to provide a bespoke service to local people living in areas of deprivation who wanted to set up their own businesses to support themselves and their families.

Our value proposition included the creation of a network of local people and support organisations. Moving into a new area and creating a support network from scratch is time-consuming and expensive. For this reason, we focused our geographic efforts on two boroughs in South London, namely Lambeth and Southwark.

By concentrating on these two boroughs, we were able to develop a deep, local knowledge of the opportunities and support that was available. With the networks in place, we could readily add small, supplementary contracts to our offer at relatively low cost.

We knew that we could only realistically take on other areas if we were offered a contract of sufficient size and duration that would enable us to create the network effects for the new people we would be supporting.

You will need to decide your geographical remit. How does it relate to the value proposition you offer your ideal customers?

EXERCISE 9: DEFINE YOUR GEOGRAPHIC REACH


To help you decide whether expansion into a new area, region or country is viable, it’s a good idea to address the following questions:
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EXERCISE 10: COMPLETE YOUR FUTURE-FIT BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS


In this chapter, I’ve discussed the benefits of creating a Future-Fit Business Model Canvas and described how you would do it. Now is your opportunity to put the theory into practice and create your own Future-Fit Business Model Canvas. I’ve given you a blank version in Figure 6. Your team can write Post-it notes for each section. Once you have all the ideas on a board, you and your team can take a deep dive into each idea and discuss and test them.

The beauty of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas is that it can be modified to suit different customer segments. You can, therefore, create very different business models for new categories of customers.

One customer category may be relatively cash-rich and prepared to pay the full price on delivery for your product. Another category may not have such resources and would prefer to pay a subscription or lease. For each Customer Segment, while the product stays the same, the offer, financing and marketing are different.

It’s an excellent idea to bring your team together to brainstorm the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, especially if you’re looking to break into a new market. The team’s combined knowledge, experience and energy will create a much more in-depth and accurate idea of what this new market really wants and what your business must do to meet its needs.

The most important part of the process is to encourage the team to actively discuss and debate what is entered for each section. You want to enable an open discussion that will uncover gaps in your understanding of what the customer needs and how well you can meet them.
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Figure 6: Future-Fit Business Model Canvas

It’s important to keep the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas succinct. That means only ideas which have been tested and agreed upon by the group should go into the final version. Truly concise thinking requires very few words!

[image: ] Resource
There are many YouTube videos that describe how to complete a Business Model Canvas. One I recommend to get you started is here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QoAOzMTLP5s
You can also check out my website for more help on how to develop your Future-Fit Business Model Canvas. Go to this link or scan the QR code:
https://intentionality.co.uk
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CHAPTER 7


PLAN MEETS REALITY

Ideally, you should complete your Future-Fit Business Model Canvas on an entirely blank sheet of paper. You shouldn’t take into consideration any of the realities on the ground. You are trying to get an in-principle idea of how your business should run and what it needs to do to reach its customers and to achieve its goals.

Having developed the ideal Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, you must now check in on reality. You need to work out how well you deliver on the business model you’ve described. This is where the SWOT analysis comes in.

The SWOT analysis is one of the best-known tools for starting a planning process. It comprises a two-by-two grid that asks for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats. Everyone can engage with it and share their perspective on the current situation.

Doing a SWOT analysis in conjunction with the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas will prove remarkably effective at pointing out areas of weakness and gaps in your understanding. It should also draw out the things that you do well and the things that your customers love.

How to Do a SWOT Analysis

Overview

It’s best to do a SWOT analysis with your team; by team, I mean most of your staff. Bring in junior, inexperienced people and people working in different parts of the organisation. They will know areas of your business that you have no idea about.

Firstly, ask your team to look at the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats facing the business as it currently sees and understands them. This will help you to identify the key things that you need to do more of, things that you need to stop doing and the things that you need to get better at.

However, the vital thing is to decide what you will do about that situation. My enhanced version of the SWOT analysis (see Exercise 11 at the end of this chapter) has four extra squares, one attached to each word. The extra boxes give you the nudge to think through how you would:

	enhance strengths
	improve weaknesses
	act on opportunities
	mitigate threats


Step-By-Step SWOT Analysis

Strengths — ask your team:

	What are we genuinely good at?
	What’s the evidence for that?
	Why would we include this strength in the box?
	What do our clients say?
	Can we truly say we’re really good at that?
	Are we strong on any particular environmental or social issue?


Once you’re confident that your team have listed areas where you are genuinely strong, you can move on to Weaknesses.

Weaknesses — ask your team these challenging questions:

	Where are we weak?
	Why do we think we’re weak there?
	What are we doing/not doing that is weak?
	What doesn’t work?
	What environmental or social issues are we weak on?


With an open and honest discussion, you’ll discover things you didn’t have a clue about!

Opportunities — you need to handle these questions carefully:

	What opportunities are there to differentiate the business from the competition?
	What opportunities are offered by adopting new technology?
	Are these genuine opportunities that we can take advantage of?
	Are there any opportunities to improve our environmental or social impact that will attract customers or reduce costs?
	Can we quantify the opportunity?
	Why has it been nominated as an opportunity?


Only once you have qualified an opportunity can it go into the Opportunities box inside the SWOT analysis tool.

Threats — these questions can be quite alarming, but again, it’s good practice to qualify the threats:

	What threats are posed by the competition?
	What threats are presented by changes in technology?
	What threats are posed to the business by environmental or societal changes?
	How big is the threat?
	How imminent is it?


Once you have listed everything, the next step is to ask the team to look at the supplementary boxes I’ve added to the Enhanced SWOT analysis tool.

From SWOT to Strategy

The next step is to encourage the team to go beyond describing strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Host a discussion on how to utilise the SWOT analysis to drive strategy.

Guide the team to focus on enhancing strengths, improving weaknesses, pursuing opportunities and mitigating threats. The aim is to align their insights with action plans that directly support the organisation’s objectives.

Enhance strengths:

	How are we going to enhance and reinforce your strengths?
	How do we make sure we maintain them as our strengths?
	How do we measure them?
	How will we manage them going forward?


Improve areas of weakness:

	How are we going to improve so we can reduce them?
	What are we going to do to fix those weaknesses?
	How can we measure our progress?


Action opportunities:

	What actions are we going to take to explore them?
	How are we going to validate if they’re genuinely viable opportunities?
	What do we need to put in place to take advantage of them?
	Who is going to do that work?


Mitigate threats:

	How can we learn more about them?
	What can we do to reduce them?
	Who is going to assess them fully?


You’ll see that by completing all eight boxes, you’ll have the beginnings of a real plan. You will know what you’re good at and what you’re not so good at. You will have identified genuine opportunities and registered the threats that you face.

You will know how to take advantage of all those opportunities and how to meet those threats. You will see clearly what you’ve got to measure in order to maintain your strengths and what you must do to fix your weaknesses. You should also know who is going to do each of these things.

The next step is to put this into an effective action plan.

The following two case studies illustrate the benefits of conducting an Enhanced SWOT analysis with the whole team. In discussion between different colleagues, we realised we had a huge opportunity at Tree Shepherd to broaden our market and secure more mainstream contracts. Similarly, at Green-Works, we devised a radical solution to one of our greatest competitive threats by bringing together the sales and operational teams.

[image: ] Case Study
When I conducted a SWOT analysis at Tree Shepherd, the team realised there was an opportunity to deliver our business skills, monitoring and training to established businesses.
The skills we taught to early-stage startup businesses were very similar to those needed by existing micro and small businesses. Our insight was that many micro and small business owners had not had any business training but had worked it out as they went along.
We were able to create a new service where we mentored and supported individuals with existing businesses using the same advisers, teachers and materials that we were using for the startup business course.
This enabled us to approach a vast new market and attract funding from local authorities and others keen to support their local small business networks.
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At Green-Works, we were committed to reducing the amount of furniture that went to landfill and increasing the amount that was reused. However, it was less easy to distinguish our passion for reuse from competitors in the second-hand furniture market, who could also claim to be reusing furniture.
We wanted to create a clear differentiation between us and those traders. These competitors posed a genuine threat to our business. In our joint discussion, we came up with the idea of making our own furniture from the unwanted desktops and wardrobes. Within a short time, we purchased a CNCVI router to make new furniture from old desktops and wardrobes. This had multiple benefits.
Firstly, it added value to what was otherwise an expensive waste stream. Secondly, it enabled us to reach new customers who wanted more consistent furniture than we could provide from second-hand stocks. Finally, it was another differentiator from our competition, which helped keep us ahead and make our customers happy.


EXERCISE 11: PREPARE YOUR ENHANCED SWOT ANALYSIS


Organise a team meeting to create your own Enhanced SWOT analysis. Try to create a safe space where ideas can flow and there can be a robust debate. It’s important that all opinions are aired. It’s also critical that opinions can be constructively challenged and tested so that what goes into your Enhanced SWOT analysis and the consequent action boxes is both precise and accurate.

You can use this template.
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Figure 7: Enhanced SWOT analysis

[image: ] Resource
I’d be delighted to send you a blank Enhanced SWOT analysis and action template and provide a free online session on how to complete it.
Go to this link to book your free session:
intentionality.co.uk/contact (enter this offer code into the subject line: ESWOT24)




CHAPTER 8


NETWORKING

Knowing where you want to go is not the same as knowing how to get there. That can change and change a lot.

It’s important to stay up to speed with that change. Everyone tells you to innovate: it’s a constant drumbeat, but where do you find innovation?

I find it mainly through meeting people and listening to other ideas. In other words, I create innovation by getting out of the office and networking.

Connecting Ideas

Meeting new people from different backgrounds and experiences and listening to their take on the world can inspire creative thoughts. This is because our minds automatically interpret what other people say through our own experiences and apply it to our world.

That’s the birthplace of innovation, where the experience of one world meets the perception of another, and a new thought develops. This is illustrated by the following case study.

[image: ] Case Study
While running a small environmental consultancy, 3RE, I attended a networking event where a speaker from the energy sector explained how they offered a save-and-share scheme to their customers. They helped them reduce energy through various efficiency measures and then took a share of the savings that they had created.
I instantly thought I could apply that save-and-share model to my waste management and recycling consultancy!


Testing Ideas and Plans

Networking can be a great opportunity for testing ideas. Before you put a lot of effort into developing an idea, you can easily gauge the likely response by talking to people about it at networking events.

The responses you get can focus your attention on the areas of most concern or interest and help you assess how well-received the idea might be.

Unlike feedback from an email or survey, the great thing about networking in person is that you can immediately see the reaction to what you’re saying, as the following demonstrates.

[image: ] Case Study
At Papercycle, my first business, the strategy seemed to be embodied in the company name! Naïvely, I thought this locked me into just collecting paper and cardboard. However, as I talked to potential customers at various events, I heard there was a demand for other products to be recycled, and there were businesses out there offering these services.
I realised I could offer a combined recycling service to meet customer demand and beat the competition. We could add valuable new products to our collection process and make each collection more viable. Over the next few months, we started collecting plastic cups, aluminium cans and toner cartridges.


Competition Radar

When you tell people what your business does, they often tell you that they have come across another company that does something similar.

With a little prompting, you can find out a considerable amount about what the competition is offering and, most importantly, what that person found attractive about their offer. This allows you to incorporate new ideas into your offer.

Serendipity

I’m also passionate about networking because of the unanticipated and unexpected consequences that can flow just by meeting people. The following case study is a great example.

[image: ] Case Study
Early in 1998, I attended a social event with like-minded people involved in environmental issues. I had a few drinks and met a lot of people, including someone from the Environment Council.
If I’m honest, I drank rather too much. I came home a bit unsteady on my feet and woke up with a hangover. I regretted not making the best use of the networking opportunity.
All that doubt was washed away at about 9:30 AM when I groggily took a call from a procurement manager from Gateshead Council. He asked if I would like to tender for a consulting project to look at setting up a new factory for recycling and reusing white goods (cookers, washing machines, fridges, etc.), where young, unemployed people would be trained in the engineering and plumbing skills to fix them.
I was astonished! How on earth had this procurement manager in Gateshead Council (280 miles away) heard of my small environmental consultancy in London? He explained that he had just spoken to the Environment Council, and they had recommended me as someone who knew quite a lot about recycling and people who were long-term unemployed.
This amazing piece of serendipity led me to take a material role in helping to set up the Renew Northeast project. We set up a large factory where we trained scores of young people across the Northeast to fault-find and repair vast numbers of second-hand white goods.
I was involved in that project for over five years, from inception to delivery. It was immensely satisfying to create the business case for the project, including the economic viability, training potential and environmental benefits and then use the case to raise £1.5 million from various government and charity funds to make it happen.
All of this came from one serendipitous (and drunken) networking conversation!


Getting Feedback (Ouch!)

Another good but far less comfortable reason for networking is to get direct feedback on your company. The following story is a good example of how you can learn a lot about how well your business is doing in the real world.

[image: ] Case Study
I remember attending a networking event with lots of suits drinking coffee and eating pastries. I’d introduced myself to a small group as running Green-Works.
In mid-conversation, I was taken to one side by one of the group. He explained that he had bought some furniture from Green-Works but wasn’t happy with the service. The furniture had been delivered covered in pigeon poo. He and his wife had had to clean it all off before they could take it into the office.
He hadn’t said anything or complained. He had just made a mental note not to use our service again and was potentially a person who would talk negatively about us in the future. However, in this networking event, he felt duty-bound to tell me the whole story and explain how it felt.
I wasn’t happy to hear this, but this honest feedback was absolute gold dust because it identified a problem I was unaware of. I was able to go back to the warehouse manager and talk to him in no uncertain terms about how we needed to improve and set up a system for thoroughly checking all the furniture that went out to make sure it was spotless and fit for purpose immediately on delivery.


EXERCISE 12: LIST YOUR NETWORKING OPPORTUNITIES


What opportunities do you have for networking? Take some time to think this through as it’s easy to forget some golden opportunities.

[image: ]

6 Tips for Networking

Most people I’ve spoken to hate networking. It makes them nervous. They don’t know how to push themselves into a knot of people and start talking. Everyone, it seems, finds it quite stressful.

What can you do to make it less stressful?

1. [image: ] Tip: Remember the Key Purpose

The purpose of networking is not, as many believe, to get business, and it is not to secure as many business cards or contact details of people as possible.

Networking is an opportunity to create meaningful relationships with real people. The idea of networking is to meet people, get to know them and build your network.

The simple fact is people buy from people they like or who are recommended by others. Networking is a very effective way of building trust with others and being referred by them. As my example of meeting the Environment Council shows, it’s not necessarily the individuals you meet but the people in their network that matters.

By meeting people meaningfully, you build up a reputation that goes before you. If you flit across the floor gathering business cards and pay little attention to people, you will not build the trust required for others to recommend you.

If you spend more time with fewer people and get to know them, you will gain a reputation as a sincere and trustworthy person with whom other people can do business. That is the point of networking.

I’ve discovered that by developing my network this way, I started to get more introductions to potential customers.

2. [image: ] Tip: Preparation

It’s important to prepare well for a networking event. Firstly, make sure you’re comfortable with what you’re wearing, and ensure you’re feeling good.

Get a good night’s sleep if it’s a breakfast event. Secondly, do some background reading on the event itself, who’s hosting it and any immediate issues that are likely to come up in conversation.

Finally, have your business card (or QR code for people to scan) ready.

3. [image: ] Tip: Get There Early

A big benefit of arriving early is that it allows you to eat something before anybody comes in. More importantly, it gives you the chance to own the room, feel comfortable and be able to greet other people as they come in.

It puts you on the front foot and makes it much easier to start a conversation as people come to you.

4. [image: ] Tip: The Power of Small Talk

One of the icebreakers I use in my business workshops is asking attendees to talk about how they got to the venue that day. It’s a straightforward exercise. Very quickly, the room is animated by conversation and laughter. It’s often quite difficult to get people to stop talking.

Finally, when the room quietens down and I ask them what they are talking about, they have all moved on so far from which bus they used to get to the venue.

That is the power of small talk; to get the conversation started. The conversation is the critical part because what you’re doing in a networking event is establishing rapport.

Dismiss any ideas that you’re going to a networking event to get new business. You will not walk out of a networking event with a contract, but you will walk out with two or three much stronger relationships than you had before you walked in.

5. [image: ] Tip: Ask for an Introduction

This works well when you’ve got a list of attendees that you can scan beforehand or early on in the event. It saves a lot of circulating and staring at people’s name badges, enabling you to focus on the people you really want to talk to.

I’ve used this technique to great effect on several occasions. Not only does the host take you straight to the person you want to meet, but you’re also harnessing the host’s social status to help you break into the conversation your subject is currently having.

You know how daunting it is to break into a cluster of suits in intense conversation! This technique helps you short-circuit that challenge and get to the people you truly want to see.

6. [image: ] Tip: Reach Out Digitally

There are very effective ways of networking digitally. I have used LinkedIn to connect with people who could potentially help me. This is one example of how it worked for me.

[image: ] Case Study
I had an idea to set up a new fund-raising scheme for charities, and I searched on LinkedIn for people who may have some insights into the idea that I was pulling together.
I identified two people I had never heard of, and I popped them a message on LinkedIn and asked if they would give me 15 minutes to talk through a project I was working on.
Both came back very quickly and offered me a short get-together via video conference on a Friday afternoon to discuss my ideas. Both were remarkably open and supportive.
The freshness of the response struck me. I realised they were both willing to give me some of their time, partly, I think, because they were flattered to be approached and partly because, with online meetings, they can control how much time they spend on meeting you.
If you want some help and advice, I recommend reaching out on social media. People are pleased to help and advise as they’re flattered that their expertise has been recognised.


EXERCISE 13: ASSESS YOUR NETWORKING


How good are you at networking? Take the seven-point networking test to assess your approach.

[image: ]
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Scoring A = 5 points B = 3 points C = 1 point

	28–35 points? You are a networking ninja!
	19–27 points? Room for improvement.
	<18 points? Have a rethink.


I’d love to know what’s worked for you. You can comment directly on my website:

	intentionality.co.uk/contact



CHAPTER 9


PLAN: SUMMARY

We’ve reached the end of Part 1: Plan section of Prosper With Purpose. Over the last eight chapters, I’ve asked you to go on a journey.

I’ve asked you to use your imagination and think seriously about where you want to be and what you want your business to do for you over the next 5–10 years.

To do that, you’ve been thinking about your values, what really matters to you, and what your business could help you achieve.

With the idea of a destination firmly in mind, you’ve made some assumptions about what you could achieve in a given amount of time.

To complete the picture, we’ve looked at what would happen next after you’ve achieved your goal. What would you do with the business? It’s an excellent idea to think about it before you arrive at that point without a plan. By thinking about it in advance, you will do things differently.

If, for instance, you want to sell the business, you need to make sure it’s truly a valuable proposition that can fully operate without you. If you want to pass it on to your family, you need to plan long ahead to involve those family members in running the business and building up their experience.

Before you started to think about how you would get to your goal, I asked you to quickly check in on whether you are currently making a profit because planning to grow on the platform of a business that is not genuinely profitable is the route to disaster.

You’ve started to develop a Future-Fit Business Model Canvas that will enable you to devise a model that is truly sustainable. Only with that complete understanding of your customer and what their needs are can you create a successful business.

Unless you’re applying for a business loan or other investment, the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas is more than enough to focus you on what really matters in your business. It’s the perfect tool for helping you understand your customers and exactly what you need to do to satisfy them.

You’ve discovered how environmental and social issues should be woven into the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas because they’re both inescapable and essential to modern business. Planning for them in advance will also help you reduce the stress responses that the ever-changing regulatory and social demands will make of you.

Ideally, you will write the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas in a vacuum, away from the day-to-day activities of your business. It should represent an ideal that you aspire to.

The subsequent SWOT analysis will identify the gaps between the ideal and the reality on the ground. The strengths and weaknesses you measure apply to the ideal business model set out in the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas.

Now that you know where you want to go and the ideal way of getting there, you have the tools to start networking and connecting with potential customers and supporters. With the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas and the SWOT analysis fresh in your mind, you will find every new conversation resonates more deeply and powerfully.

In creating the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas and the SWOT analysis, you will have engaged more with your team. You will have a better idea of their abilities, and they will have more confidence about where the business is going and what they can do to support it.

In the next ‘People’ section, we will discuss how to develop the team through the art of delegating. The following chapters in this section are fundamental to growing your business and, at the same time, reducing your stress levels and the number of hours you work. It’s time to trust your people!


PART 2:


PEOPLE

“You cannot stop trusting people in life, but I have learned to be a little bit careful. The way to make people trustworthy is to trust them.”
Ernest Hemingway



CHAPTER 10


TRUST YOUR PEOPLE

If not having a plan is a huge underlying cause of stress for business owners, the most cited and immediate problem that most businesses face is managing people.

It’s a genuine conundrum. All businesses need good people to help them grow and do all the tasks they require. However, at the same time, most businesses will experience problems with recruiting and retaining staff and getting them to do what they want. The businesses that grow are those that can recruit the best people and retain them over time.

A fundamental building block of a growing business is the team of people around you. It’s essential to create a team that you can trust to run your business in your absence. None of the planning that we’ve gone through in the first part of this book can happen unless you are able to delegate key tasks to trusted people.

In this second part of Prosper With Purpose, I will focus on how you create that team. I will look at how you can delegate more and create a team that is looking forward to new challenges.

I will also cover a relationship often neglected but essential for all businesses: the relationship with people employed by the companies who supply vital services to you. Most companies have critical relationships with a small number of key suppliers. The relationships with the people in these companies can be as important as those you have with your own staff.

One thing I learned very quickly in my first business was that, as an employer, I set the tone of the business. Whether intentionally or not, you, as the business owner, set the culture and style of your business.

Your behaviours and attitudes have a significant effect on the behaviours and actions of all the people around you. As the business owner, the onus is therefore on you to create the teamworking style and culture you want to see in your business. There are several things that you can do to create the right atmosphere and generate trust.

Set and Keep Values

The biggest thing you can do is create the atmosphere in which your team operates. That requires you to articulate your values and clarify what is really important to you regarding how the business should be run.

These are not just three or four words you write on your main office wall. These are the lived values you adhere to in your life and how you want your business to run.

I meet a lot of people in business who have a very strong set of values, and you can see how they permeate through the business. Those values can act as a guide for managing the team, but they also help the team respond in ways they know will chime with the company. The following two case studies show how my values also chimed with what my customers wanted.

[image: ] Case Study
At Papercycle, my personal values chimed strongly with the business priority for reliability. My granddad and dad were both in the Royal Navy, and the idea of reliability and being good for your word was fundamental to my upbringing.
On close listening to my clients and potential clients, I realised that this value was also hugely important to them. In all my conversations with these facilities managers, the idea that sacks of wastepaper piling up and waiting to be collected would block fire exits or obstruct the loading bay or other routes through the building was an absolute no-no.
That made a lot of sense to me, but I was surprised by the number of facilities managers worried that the bags of paper would block the chairman’s car parking space.
I needed to offer a demonstrably reliable service that gave the facilities manager complete confidence that there would be no obstruction, no fire exits blocked, and, most importantly, the chauffeur could park the chairman’s car!
To ensure that this value of reliability meant something, I had to instigate policies and procedures that ensured, to the best of our ability, that we would be completely reliable.


[image: ] Case Study
At Tree Shepherd, the social enterprise I set up to train people from marginalised backgrounds how to start their own businesses, we found the work could be stressful. People whose lives were relatively chaotic, with lots of caring responsibilities and unforeseen challenges could be volatile, unreliable and frankly tricky to work with.
Despite this I believed that, with the right support, many of these people could build their own business. To reflect that belief, our mantra at Tree Shepherd was simple; it was two words: trust and patience.
Fundamentally, we trusted the people coming to us were genuinely interested in creating their own business and wanted to pursue it. However, we knew we couldn’t expect them to follow a linear path of growing their business. Life would interfere with their progress, and their ability to meet the demands of business would be limited.
They would need more time, space and support to do these things. Our phrase, trust and patience, helped us hugely. It helped us at very low times when we were exhausted or frustrated by a client, and it helped us measure our effort and expectations.


[image: ] Resource
If you want to know more about how values can help drive your business, please check out my podcast. I’ve interviewed several business owners who run their businesses through the prism of specific values guiding how they operate.
Go to this link or scan the QR code to hear the interviews:
intentionality.co.uk/podcast
[image: ]



EXERCISE 14: THINK ABOUT YOUR VALUES


Small businesses don’t often consider values, but as I’ve shown, they can provide the guide rails and anchor points for your business. This is your chance to stop your day-to-day activities and give yourself time to consider your values.

I’d like you to set out the values that you truly believe in. To help get you started, I’ve provided a selection of values you might identify with or will provoke your thinking about alternatives you aspire to. Place a tick next to the words that resonate.

You’ll notice I’ve repeated a few of these words as you may appreciate the same value can affect different aspects of life.

[image: ]

Once you have considered your top three values, please move on to Step 2: Values Pyramid. This exercise places you at the centre of the three most important groups of people who directly impact your business.

Begin by writing your values in the central ‘You’ section. Next, fill out each surrounding section with the values that resonate most with each group.

After completing each section, take a moment to reflect on how well the values you have written for each stakeholder align with your top three values.

Which group aligns best with you? Your strongest connections will probably be with your staff. If your values do not align well with those of your employees, you may encounter significant challenges.

While it’s not essential for your values to align with those of your customers or suppliers, it can be extremely beneficial. When values are misaligned, it can lead to misunderstandings, conflicting priorities and a lack of trust.

This dysfunction can cloud communication and make reaching agreements and working together harder. Overall, the resulting friction can cause real frustration and additional stress for everyone involved.

[image: ]

Figure 8: Values Pyramid


CHAPTER 11


PUT THE RIGHT PEOPLE IN THE RIGHT SEATS

Jim Collins, in his seminal book, Good to Great,VII is very clear about the need to “put the right people in the right seats.”

[image: ]

“Those who build great organizations make sure they have the right people on the bus and the right people in the key seats before they figure out where to drive the bus. They always think first about who and then about what. When facing chaos and uncertainty, and you cannot possibly predict what’s coming around the corner, your best ’strategy’ is to have a busload of people who can adapt to and perform brilliantly no matter what comes next. Great vision without great people is irrelevant.”

In order to grow your business, you will need to trust some people and give them more leeway. As you grow, you will also need to make some tough choices about who you’re employing, not just who you recruit.

Key Activities

At this point, I’d like to refer you back to the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas I outlined in Chapter 6, which you started working on. You’ll notice Key Activities and Key Resources on the bottom left-hand side.

Let’s start with Key Activities. This section covers those things that your company will physically be doing instead of contracting out. It’s important to be pedantic when completing this section.

It may be that, for instance, you run an online shop and despatch various products across the country. Your key activity is not delivery. You subcontract that to a courier. Your key activity is organising, packing and coordinating the delivery. It’s critical to be precise about exactly what you and your organisation are doing.

Your role is to ensure you have the right people to carry out these activities and the right systems to help them work together. My key activities in my paper recycling business, Papercycle, were driving vans to offices to collect paper, recording and reporting the amounts collected, and selling the paper to recycling mills. The key skills that I needed were driving and administration skills.

I did not need any technical skills regarding recycling — the paper mill I sold the paper to had those. If you’re running a consulting company, your key activities will be providing consultations and creating an appropriate process and structure for those consultations. Whatever your key activities, you need to have the right people in the right positions, and they need to work well together.

People Are Key (But Not All of Them!)

As I wrote the section on “putting the right people in the right seats,” I could hear you muttering, “But I’m stuck with some people who really don’t work very well, and I can’t get rid of them. How can I make way for better people if I’m stuck with some of the people I’ve already got?”

The Dilemma of Dismissal

In my mentoring practice, I’ve regularly heard the following reasons why someone cannot be dismissed when they know they’re the wrong fit for their business:

	They were here from the beginning.
	They need the job.
	They’re a friend (or friend of a friend!).
	They bring too much business in.
	Their role is vital.
	(Add your own version or excuse.)


The simple fact is that if they’re wrong for the business and are dragging it down, they need to go. If they are making you unhappy, they’re probably making other staff members unhappy. They’re probably not very happy either.

For the benefit of the business, your mental health, the team and probably the individual concerned, you need to find a way to help that person to move on.

When you take the logical and detached, ‘work on, not in’ business approach, you objectively ask the question as a business owner, “Is this person adding value or causing problems?” If the answer is the latter, the decision makes itself, and it’s then a matter of how and when.

People Should Energise You

In Chapter 12, I will explain how I recruited Harry to be my driver when I first started Papercycle. Harry was a complete star, and he energised me. He took on tasks that I struggled with.

I lost count of the number of times that he said, “I’ll do that for you.” Harry’s enthusiasm and decency gave me energy. We all need a Harry!

Another example is the following case study comparing two managers I employed at Green-Works.

[image: ] Case Study
My operations manager was responsible for overseeing and coordinating all five of our warehouses. In April 2010, he faced his biggest challenge.
Just as the Easter holiday started, there was a major fire at Haberdashers Aske’s Hatcham Temple Grove School in New Cross. The school was entirely burnt out, and all its furniture and equipment had been incinerated. The school needed to find replacement furniture urgently so they could open for the children on time after the Easter holidays ended.
We had less than two weeks to assemble sufficient furniture to equip a school of several hundred children with chairs, desks, whiteboards, coat stands, storage boxes, sand pits and all the paraphernalia for setting up a school.
None of our five warehouses had anything like sufficient stock to meet this demand. By working incredibly long hours and weekends, this manager pulled together furniture from Scotland, Wolverhampton and Bristol to make up the order. Photographs had to be swapped, numbers tallied, quality checked, finance managed, purchase orders raised, etc.
An enormous amount of work was needed; it was the biggest single furniture sale that Green-Works achieved. We met the deadline and completely re-equipped the school (which fortunately had freshly decorated buildings to squeeze into) with all the furniture needed in time for the kids to return to school after Easter.
Contrast that behaviour with my warehouse manager. He ran our flagship warehouse. We had struggled to recruit for the role, and initially, we were relieved to find him. The warehouse had started to reflect poorly on us. In his first few months with us, he made several improvements.
Sadly, once he settled in, he let the standards slip and became very difficult to manage. He was outwardly enthusiastic and engaged but failed to deal with multiple health, safety, management and logistical concerns.
At one point, he even refused to check the electricity meter because it required him to stand on a chair. Working with him was an everyday uphill, energy-sapping struggle, significantly impacting our operations.
Evidently, this manager would have to improve his performance and attitude significantly. With the advice of an HR consultant, I bit the bullet. I started the long and painful process of performance managing him. I made it clear through the process that he had to improve his management or leave.
We hoped against hope that his attitude would change as we knew how difficult it was to fill this role. Unfortunately, he could not improve, and I terminated his role with Green-Works soon after.
In the immediate aftermath of his departure, the team showed remarkable resilience as they stretched across his role to keep the warehouse running. Despite the initial struggle, we quickly appointed a new warehouse manager who rapidly took control.
Here’s the learning point: no one is indispensable!
What has consistently amazed me about making decisions like this is how many staff inform you how much better things are now that person has left. This has validated my judgment on many occasions, but it would have been nice to know before I took the decision on my own!
No one comes up to you beforehand to say they’ve got a problem with that person’s attitude, but they’re very keen to tell you after the event. Our role as business owners is to be decisive and understand that the team around us will appreciate it in most cases.


EXERCISE 15: ARE THE RIGHT PEOPLE IN THE RIGHT SEATS?


When you look around your senior management team and the people who help you most in the business, do you see people who will energise and challenge you appropriately? Can you trust them to do the right things in your absence?

At this point, it’s good to identify those people who might not fit these criteria. However, before you take any drastic action, the following chapters will help you with different approaches that might improve their performance and increase your trust in them.

Complete the following simple template to help you identify your key concerns. Think about each member of your team. Are they the right person for the job they’re currently doing? If so, that’s excellent news. Write their name(s) in the top right-hand box. If not, where do they fit? Are they competent and trustworthy but in the wrong role? Write their name in the top left-hand box.

Do you have a staff member who is qualified but unable to grow into the role that the business now requires? Write their name in the bottom right-hand box. Possibly, you have someone who doesn’t have any relevant skills for the business as it has now evolved. Write their name in the bottom left-hand box.
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Figure 9: Right People in the Right Seats?

Recruiting the Right People

There are two aspects to ‘putting the right people in the right seats.’ As we’ve seen, the priority is to remove the wrong people. The second and perhaps the most obvious is to recruit the right people in the first place.

Despite what many recruitment agencies will tell you, this is an art, not a science. It’s very difficult to consistently recruit the right people. I’m hoping you can learn from my many mistakes, and the following tips should increase your chances of getting the right people the first time around.

4 Tips for Recruitment

1. [image: ] Tip: Don’t Rush to Appoint

Previously, I discussed the complex process of getting rid of people who drain energy from the business and are too difficult to work with. The other problem I know you will have faced on many occasions as a business owner is the difficulty in recruitment.

As I’ve illustrated previously, recruitment is getting harder, and the temptation to employ somebody — anybody — to fill a gap can be overwhelming. My strong advice is don’t recruit in desperation. Bringing somebody in who’s not right will cause you more problems than you could ever imagine.

Remember, it is quick to recruit but a very long process to dismiss. By avoiding desperate recruitment, you’re investing in the long-term success of your business.

As one consultant told me rather crudely, “Better a hole in your business than an arsehole.”

2. [image: ] Tip: Clarify Who You Want Before You Start

I’m a great fan of using psychometric testing when recruiting staff, especially for more senior positions. At first, I was very sceptical and reluctant. However, having tested it on myself and people I knew, I was surprised to see how accurate it was.

With just a few questions, the tests can get under a person’s skin and describe what motivates them and how they like to work. When using these tests, the most important thing is to clearly specify who you want and what attributes you’re looking for before you start recruiting.

The psychometric tests are remarkably useful once you’ve invested time into getting them right. Without that preparation, they don’t help much on their own. However, if you have done the preparation, you then need to trust the results rather than your gut instinct, as this case study illustrates.

[image: ] Case Study
At Green-Works, we had a vacancy for a finance manager (FM), someone who would ensure our finances were up-to-date, our bills were paid and we were getting paid on time.
We also wanted the FM to produce accurate and useful monthly management accounts for myself, the senior management team and the board. Our favourite candidate had experience managing the data inputs and outputs and could run the credit control and invoicing processes well. She admitted that management accounts were not her strength but that she was keen to learn about them.
We asked her to complete the Thomas International Psychometric Profile Test, which clearly showed she was uncomfortable learning new things. This directly contradicted what she said in two interviews with four managers.
She had been very convincing on this point. She gave examples of how she had learned new things before and had taken on new studies. Although I must take full responsibility, collectively, we decided to take her on.
We saw encouraging progress at first, but it was apparent that she was out of her depth when asked to present management accounts. We had expected that initially, but we could see no improvement as the months went by.
We organised various courses for her and even deputed one of our directors to guide her, but it was all to no avail. After about eight months, we realised that we would never get the quality of reporting we needed to run this complex business.
As a result, we had to go through the painful process of performance management and a long series of meetings before we could finally ask her to leave the company. All of this could have been avoided had I taken the psychometric testing seriously and acted on its clear guidance.


You can contrast my experiences to Jack Rumbol, someone who takes candidate selection very seriously indeed.

[image: ] Case Study
Jack Rumbol, at Havio Safety, works closely with his non-executive director to interview candidates two or even three times for his company.
He’s clear that they must fit the value system of Havio, which he has painstakingly and very conscientiously introduced to the company. He’s clear that this has slowed down the recruitment process, meaning vacancies go unfilled longer than needed.
The cost for Jack is worth it because he has recruited a fantastic team with shared values. This has led to a positive working environment and a commercial benefit to his clients.


[image: ] Resource
You can listen to Jack Rumbol’s interview with me here — click the link or scan the QR code:
intentionality.co.uk/2024/04/17/recruiting-the-right-team
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3. [image: ] Tip: Take Verbal References

My one big tip on references is to get them verbally. It is increasingly challenging to get previous employers to put in writing what they really think about someone. Typically, you’ll only get basic information, such as the dates they worked there, their job description and their sickness record. This doesn’t help you decide if you’ve got the right candidate.

However, if you phone the employer, you’ll be pretty amazed, not necessarily by what they say but by what they don’t say. The following case study demonstrates this well.

[image: ] Case Study
When I was running Renew Northeast, we were recruiting for a new general manager. The chairman and I interviewed several candidates, and one stood out. We agreed that if he was only 50% able to do what he claimed, he was the person for us.
The chair knew one of the companies he had worked for previously. He picked up the phone and spoke to somebody there. He explained that we were interviewing this person to be a general manager.
The person on the other end of the line listened intently to the job description and what we were asking for, and then he asked one question. “Will he be handling money?” In the awkward silence that followed, we realised that this application would not be going any further.


4. [image: ] Tip: Use Probation Periods

Even if supported by psychometric testing, the interview process is flawed. It’s easy to recruit people that don’t work out very well. It is a constant challenge for all business owners.

One way to mitigate the risk of hiring people who don’t fit is to add a probation period. You may already be doing this, but the trick is to make the probation period work for you.

You need to arrange regular reviews, both with the new person and the rest of the team they’re working with. If appropriate, you should also talk to the customers that person is working with.

If you use the probation period well, you’ll quickly see whether the person is working out. Too often, I meet business owners who’ve let the probation period lapse and now face the more difficult challenge of exiting this person from the business. Asking someone to leave within the probation period is much easier and less stressful for all parties.

EXERCISE 16: HOW DO YOU RECRUIT AND RETAIN STAFF?


This simple grid in Figure 10 summarises the four tips described above. Tick the boxes of those that you can confidently state you use consistently.
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Figure 10: Recruitment Tips


CHAPTER 12


DELEGATE

The ability to delegate is a superpower that mitigates stress and enables growth and expansion. Without delegation, you will always be held back. You will constantly find yourself working late in the evenings and weekends to catch up on essential things.

There’s a very famous phrase coined by Michael E Gerber,VIII the author of the amazing E myth revisited, where he advises you to ‘work on not in’ the business.
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The less you do in your business and the more you can do on your business, the better the chances are that it will grow and the less stress you will endure.

Managing a business is completely different to making a product or providing a service. Being an expert in a particular field does not automatically make you a good businessperson. Focussing on the business can be especially difficult for those who like to make the product or provide the service themselves, as the following proves.

[image: ] Case Study
Quite soon after leaving my job, while Papercycle was still finding its feet, I was fortunate enough to meet a very generous man called George Broom, who enabled me to buy a road-worthy van.
Finally, I could scrap the death trap I had been driving. The new van was my pride and joy. However, it was also the entire business. Without it, there would be no Papercycle.
I was collecting paper virtually every day of the week, and the business was starting to take off. However, as it grew, the time and energy I had available diminished. I was spending all my time driving around London and collecting wastepaper.
How could I possibly get anybody else to drive the van and collect the paper as reliably as I’d been doing? How could I trust someone not to smash the van or even steal it? How could I trust them to complete the round and keep all my customers happy?
It took me a long time, but I knew I had to break the trust barrier and recruit a driver. My method was to meet prospective drivers, who I’d interviewed the day before, at 6:00 AM outside my office and jump in the van with them while they drove it.
I would spend two or three days with them, showing them the ropes, where to collect, what door to knock on and loading bay to drive up to, all the time assessing their ability to drive the van safely and competently.
I could fill another book with stories about people who could not drive, and many of those stories went into my first book, How To Make A Million Jobs: A Charter For Social Enterprise,IX but they’re not the point of this story.
Suffice it to say that I met many potential drivers at that time until I finally recruited Harry Brunyee, who proved to be one of the most reliable, punctual and honest individuals I’ve ever had the pleasure of working with.
With him driving the van five days a week and many Saturdays, I was released to focus on the business. From that point on, there was no stopping us. The business grew rapidly and I was able to buy new vehicles and recruit new drivers. I was able to invest in additional vehicles. I recruited new drivers. Harry instructed and guided the drivers and helped me manage the team as we grew.
Without that active delegation, I could not have grown Papercycle.


Why Don’t You Delegate?

Initially, delegation was a big challenge for me, but I soon realised that I could not grow unless I delegated.

I can hear you shouting or muttering excuses and plausible reasons why you can’t delegate. Here are some of the most common I hear:

	No one else knows how I do it. It needs to be done in a particular way, and that’s how I’ve designed it to be done. It’s quite complicated.
	No one else can do what I do and other people would “only buy stupid things which would cost a lot of money.”
	How do I develop trust for others when they keep letting me down?


Last but not least, this is probably the most common refrain from business owners and managers alike.

	How do I find the time to train? It’s quicker to do it myself!


Who Can You Trust?

The first step on your delegation journey is to determine who you can trust. At the heart of all the previous objections above is the word ‘trust.’

Delegating tasks is only possible if you trust they will be completed to your standards and within your time frame.

Trust is critical and has to start somewhere. You are the leader, so it starts with you. Essentially, you need to put your trust in someone to do something that you normally do. I know it’s not easy, and initially, you will struggle with it. Where to start?

Trust is also difficult to measure or assess. To help you, you might find the Trust Equation useful.

When I discovered the Trust Equation, I realised that I’d applied it inadvertently to my most successful delegations. It might help you delegate quicker than I did.

In 2000, Charles H. Green co-wrote The Trusted Advisor,X describing the Trust Equation. This is a way of understanding trust and how it’s built.
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In essence, the Trust Equation is relatively straightforward. You start with the two measurable attributes: credibility and reliability. How credible is the person, i.e., how qualified are they to do the task you want completed? Do they have the right skills and experience to take this job?

Then, think about reliability. How often and consistently have they completed other tasks on time and to the correct standard? If you can give relatively high scores for credibility and reliability, that’s a fantastic start.

Now, let’s move on to intimacy. Intimacy is slightly more challenging to define, but it boils down to how open your relationship is with this person. Are you both willing to open up and share experiences with each other?

The determining factor is self-regard, which sits below the divider. How concerned are they purely with themselves, and how much are they worried about the team and the company? If you answer that this person is entirely obsessed with themselves, then you must be careful about how much you delegate to them and how you monitor their work.

You may remember how, in Chapter 8, I came across the idea of save-and-share while networking and meeting someone from the energy sector. I immediately knew it was something I could apply to my waste management consultancy. However, I did not have the time or capacity to introduce it. Who could set it in motion for me? This case study shows how I instinctually applied the Trust Equation.

[image: ] Case Study
When casting for someone to run the new save-and-share business stream, I thought of Zoe. She had been working for me for more than a year and developed the skills and experience to measure and analyse waste streams independently. Zoe also had an excellent track record of looking after clients and following the 3RE system.
Zoe gave me the information I needed in a timely fashion. She was both credible and reliable, ticking those two parts of the Trust Equation. She was also someone I could confide in, and she was candid with me about her ambitions and struggles. That ticked the intimacy part.
Most importantly, Zoe’s potential to develop this new service effectively was evident. With my support, I knew Zoe could excel in this role, which required a long-term focus on the client. Her commitment to being a team player would have produced a very low ‘self-regard’ score.
All in all, if I had known about the Trust Equation, she would have scored really well, and the equation would have confirmed my choice.


EXERCISE 17: COMPLETE THE TRUST EQUATION


Apply the Trust Equation to the people you need to work closely with. There’s no right or wrong number — it depends greatly on a person’s role.

However, thinking about each person through the Trust Equation prism will help you understand whether you can delegate tasks to them and why (or why not).
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[image: ] Resource
If you want to delve deeper into the psychology of trust, I recommend you start by watching this video on the Trust Equation here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XEB0qIy0XVc
You can also find this site by scanning this QR code:
[image: ]



8 Tips for Delegating Like a Pro

The definition of delegating is “to entrust a task or responsibility to another person, typically one who is less senior.”

Remember, your role is to maintain the strategic focus, develop your team and ensure the money flows. With those priorities in mind, I’d like you to think about where you are wasting your effort.

Look at the tasks that take up your time outside these three key responsibilities. Identify the routine tasks and duties that you can delegate relatively quickly.

1. [image: ] Tip: Trust Is Created and Reciprocated

When trust is created sensibly and with the proper precautions, it’s normally reciprocated. Getting the balance right is critical. As you’ll see from the following example, I was able to demonstrate a significant amount of trust in employing someone but at the same time mitigate the risk by controlling access to cash.

[image: ] Case Study
At Papercycle, the need for super reliable collections meant I often had to recruit a driver at short notice to fill a gap due to sickness or some other issue. On one occasion, I advertised the role in the job centre, and the first person who responded to it was a guy called Dave.
From his grey pallor and suppressed demeanour, I guessed he had just come out of prison. Before I could ask, Dave told me that he had just been released from Brixton prison and had walked straight to the job centre, saw my job advert and came straight over to my yard.
Dave explained that he was an experienced HGV driver but saw my advert and wanted the job. I asked him what he’d been inside for, and he explained it was theft. I said, “Well, you’re not going to go very far in our van, and there’s no money handling involved in the job, so you can turn up tomorrow.”
Dave worked for me for about four months and was one of the most diligent people I’ve ever employed. He was always on time, completed his rounds, and maintained his vehicle properly. He was excellent.
Inevitably, he wanted to get back into HGV driving as it was better paid, and he found it more interesting and exciting. He secured a job and gave in his notice. I was sad to see him go as he had been a fantastic ambassador for the company.
One of my greatest joys as an employer came maybe two months later. I was walking along a main road in Brixton when suddenly a 40-foot Puritan Maid truck stopped dead on the opposite side of the road, its cab bouncing on its axles as it had stopped so fast. As I looked around to see what was happening, the cab door opened and out jumped Dave.
He ran across the road, shook my hand and asked, waving at the truck, “Do you like my new rig? Isn’t it fantastic?” Then, looking earnestly at me, Dave added, “I wouldn’t have got this job without you, mate. Thank you!” He then skipped back across the road, got in his cab, gave me a wave and drove off. This was a hugely rewarding moment that I will never forget!
When trust is given, trust is reciprocated.


2. [image: ] Tip: Choosing the Right Person

Choosing the right person to delegate a task to is critical. It’s not always obvious, so it’s worth spending some time thinking about the following questions before you delegate:

	Who has the capacity?
	Who has shown interest?
	Who is ready for a challenge?
	Who would enjoy this?


The next step is to meet with them and explain why you chose them to do the task.

You must always be precise about what this person is responsible for and when and how often they need to update you.

Andy Hall started Just Electronics Ltd with three partners 15 years ago. He has some helpful insights into the process of delegation.

[image: ] Case Study
“When we started Just Electronics, each partners’ roles was quite well-defined and specific. As partners left over the years for various reasons, all the tasks became concentrated on fewer managers, and eventually just me. Although I understand the difference between working in the business and on the business, I felt I needed to be doing both, so work expanded into weekends and late nights, and my social life all but disappeared.
“I found it really difficult to work out the most effective tasks to delegate, as I constantly felt personally responsible for keeping all the plates spinning. This is somewhat ironic, considering I used to conduct amateur musicals as a hobby. On the night, all the conductor can do is wave his arms and trust that the people playing the instruments or singing on stage will produce the right sound at the right time. The conductor can’t do it all himself – you have to delegate and trust the performers!
“Over the last year or two, I have been really enjoying working with a mentor who took time to get to know the business and observe my way-too-deep involvement in many aspects of it. This was very different from the template-based approach that I had experienced up to that point. As someone outside the day-to-day business, he can look at things from a different perspective, offer experience from other businesses, and help me question why as well as what I am doing. Having the chance to discuss things with another business leader on a regular basis is a tremendous help and keeps me accountable.
“We’ve been through a number of iterations of delegating tasks, some to existing staff, and some to outside help. Some were successful more quickly than others, so we’ve adjusted things if we find better options. A month in hospital and convalescing highlighted some issues we hadn’t realised (like me being always available to answer technical questions) and identified areas where we could improve. It’s very much a work in progress.
“However, I am now no longer involved in managing most of the manufacturing process and have far fewer worries — and phone calls —when I’m away from the office. I have worked only three Saturdays in the last six months, tried to stay out of the office one day a week, and came through a family bereavement and an unexpected week in hospital with minimal work problems. Even better, I’ve resumed my musical hobby, singing with a church choir in London, so my non-work-life is starting to return. A holiday is the next goal. Delegate and trust the performers!”


3. [image: ] Tip: Delegating Is Not Abdicating!

By asking someone to do something for you, you’re not saying you’re taking your eye off the ball or no longer interested. On the contrary, you are still very interested and watching closely.

One of the most common pitfalls regarding delegation, and one I’ve fallen into several times, is to think that the job is done at the point of asking someone else to do it.

Delegation is not abdication.

You need to set up regular check-in systems to ensure the work has been done to the standard required and on time. You can create simple ‘key performance indicators’ (KPIs) to show whether delegated tasks are being completed properly.

For more information on KPIs, see Chapters 23–25.

If the task is complex, you may need to create regular appointments to meet the staff member, discuss how they’re getting on and go through how they’re doing the task (their process) and how much they’ve achieved (their progress).

The one clear thing you must remember is not to assume that they’ve done the work.

4. [image: ] Tip: Break the Task Down

The trick to delegating is to break down the tasks that you currently do into bite-sized chunks. Some people use a simple flow chart, while others just write down the process. Others still, like me, do it in their heads.

Either way, break down the task into smaller pieces for which other people can start to take responsibility. Gradually, you introduce them to the other parts of the task, and eventually, they string the whole thing together and complete the entire task for you. Here’s a great example of breaking tasks down.’

[image: ] Case Study
In the 1650s, the British government needed to map the whole island of Ireland urgently. The traditional way of mapping was extremely time-consuming, and it was thought that the only people capable of doing it were gentlemen scholars who were both expensive and demanding.
William Petty secured the contract by asserting that he could do it much faster (in a year as opposed to 10) and much more cheaply. His method was to simplify the whole process by breaking down the mapping of an area into elemental tasks and then employing ex-soldiers to complete them.
By employing ex-soldiers, he recruited people able to work self-sufficiently in all weathers and across a landscape that afforded very little hospitality. By simplifying the tasks, he not only systemised the entire process but he enabled men of considerably lower learning levels to complete the mission.
The upshot? He completed the task on time and on budget, made himself a small fortune in the process, and mapped Ireland in its entirety to a very high standard of accuracy.


5. [image: ] Tip: Record Your Processes

Once you’ve broken the task down, it’s imperative to record the process. Each step should be described in detail so that new people can follow the steps and complete the task properly. I’ve always asked the first person to do the job to write it down, step-by-step.

Mitali at The Vegan Publisher goes one step further. She videos every single function of her business. She has created a bank of videos demonstrating the administrative tasks behind the scenes and every step of each process. She uses them regularly to train newcomers into the business and even guide clients who are starting on their book writing journey.

I have a motto. Don’t hope and don’t assume. By this, I mean you should not leave things to chance and hope they will happen. You should create a system that ensures things happen and you know about it when they don’t.
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It’s also imperative you don’t assume that the person understands it entirely just because you’ve shown them the video or the training manual. There must be a process of proper training for new and existing staff on new things.

Training needs to be continuous and developmental. Without it, you can easily imagine how staff form bad habits and omissions are reinforced. Over time, that can create quite a significant gap in the level of service that you thought your company was offering. It can also lead to a loss of critical data.

6. [image: ] Tip: Train Your People

Training can be expensive, not just the cost of paying the trainer but also the time lost while your people are being trained. It all adds up and can become quite a significant barrier to any business owner.

Therefore, prioritising what you focus your training on is crucial. This case study demonstrates a proactive approach to aligning your training with strategic priorities.

[image: ] Case Study
When I set up Tree Shepherd in 2012, I knew that our ability to demonstrate our impact would be crucial to our long-term success. We would have to show that our training and support was helping them to set up their business.
Therefore, I set up a database from the beginning where we recorded what we did for each of our clients and measured their progress. After a year, we noticed a powerful correlation between the level and variety of provision and our clients’ progress.
The clients who had taken advantage of all our services, training, peer groups, and mentoring had made more progress with their business and were more confident. Understanding this helped us hone our service and raise more funds to expand. We had data to support our business case.
Maintaining the database at the level and detail of information needed to prove our ongoing effectiveness was imperative. However, I noticed that over time, as the software was updated and new staff joined, we started to lose key data fields. Staff were taking shortcuts.
Only when I requested a full report by data field did I realise just how many gaps we had. It became a major exercise to fill those gaps, and it would have been much easier to put the full amount of information into the database right at the beginning.
From that moment on, we implemented a much more thorough training programme for new and existing staff. We held a series of workshops and instruction days where we covered the basics of data entry and some of the complexities we had found in managing the database.
Quite quickly, this flushed out some of the reasons why staff took shortcuts in the first place. It also identified some of the bizarre quirks that had somehow crept into the programme as it had been developed.
In addition to the training, I had to instigate some rewrites to the software and smooth out some of those niggles to help people keep up to date with the data entry and make it easier and quicker to do.
The accuracy of the database was critical in terms of our business development and our understanding of the impact we were having on our clients. To reduce the training costs, I developed staff members to be internal experts on the software who could train other staff members on a one-to-one or peer group basis and host the (now much less frequent) instruction days.


7. [image: ] Tip: Practice: Delegation Is Like a Muscle

Delegation is an art not a science, and it’s something that gets easier with practice. You will see from the following case study that with the right level of trust, delegation can happen organically.

[image: ] Case Study
Looking back at my early days running my first business, Papercycle, I realised I had adopted a slow and steady delegation process. Adopted is probably the wrong word. It was forced on me!
As I told you earlier, I recruited my driver, Harry, after many false starts. He became my stalwart driver and later my foreman. Just in the same way as the driving became too much for me, so gradually did the administration.
Again, I recruited several people to help me with the administration and had many ups and downs with those people until I finally recruited a young lady called Lorraine, who proved to be very reliable and efficient in all aspects of administration.
In retrospect, I was following the Trust Equation. Both Harry and Lorraine demonstrated their credibility and their reliability through their work. As I got to know them, we shared more. Neither was particularly ego-driven and both wanted to do their best at work.
As the business grew, it became imperative that the administration and the physical collection activity worked ever more closely together. Lorraine and Harry worked so well together that they started to evolve improvements in the system without my input. The vans went out, the clients were kept happy, the invoicing and receipting was done, and my remaining roles were to focus on major customers, new business and keeping the bank manager happy. The more I asked for help, the easier it became.


Delegating is like a muscle; the more you exercise it, the stronger it gets.

In the previous case study, you will have noticed my reference to getting to know Harry and Lorraine and how that increased my intimacy with them. Looking back, that didn’t happen by accident.

We sat together on our coffee breaks, and after work, we often went to the pub across the road. In this way, we got to know each other. Beyond work, I met Harry’s wife and his children (I employed them all at different times!).

In those chats, we grew to like and respect each other and understand how each other worked. This knowledge of each other was the bedrock of our trust and the basis of my ability to delegate to them.

They were very good at their jobs and reliable, but crucially, I knew them and how they ticked. Just as importantly, they knew me, and they knew how I ticked.

8. [image: ] Tip: Plan Your Breaks

A surprisingly effective way of forcing yourself to delegate is to plan a break. At first it might be taking half a day off to go to a networking event or some other business meeting. However, gradually, it could evolve into taking one, two or even three days off. My word, perhaps a week! The more you leave the business, the more two things have to happen:

	You have to ask people to do things in your absence
	People have to step up to do those things while you’re not there.


In my experience, not being there has a galvanising effect on the team, as the following demonstrates.

[image: ] Case Study
Sumit Anand is the proprietor of AN& Foods, a rapidly growing West London catering business focusing on offering high-quality fusion Indian cuisine to the food and beverage retail sector of London Airports.
I met Sumit for our monthly accountability mentoring session and immediately noticed a huge difference in his demeanour and tone. He seemed more relaxed, happier and focused.
So I was not surprised when he told me that he just had a week in Lanzarote with his wife. It was the first holiday that he’d had for ages, and he had really enjoyed himself.
Without prompting, he said, “The team I’ve created since talking to you, Colin, was able to run the whole show, and for once, my phone was not buzzing for operational requirements. A lot of time has gone into creating a team that manages key strategic areas of the business, and it was wonderful to see this all come together.”


EXERCISE 18: MEASURE YOUR DELEGATION


The ability to delegate is the key to growing your business and reducing stress levels. To assess how well you are delegating, complete the following questionnaire.
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Scoring A = 5 points B = 3 points C = 0 point

	35–45 points? You barely need to show up!
	25–35 points? Keep going.
	<25 points? You must be a good firefighter!



CHAPTER 13


EMPLOYING DISADVANTAGED PEOPLE

One of the biggest challenges facing modern businesses is recruitment. Gone are the days when finding qualified people was relatively easy.

Despite this, many employers are reluctant to recruit people from disadvantaged backgrounds. These people are discriminated against in the job market for several reasons. This section will illustrate the potential benefits of widening your recruitment criteria.

Unexpected Talent

I have often been surprised by the talent and resilience of those I’ve hired from disadvantaged or marginalised backgrounds. Recruiting individuals from these backgrounds will challenge you to step outside your comfort zone, but it’s a journey worth taking, as the following examples will show.

[image: ] Case Study
As part of Green-Works’ mission, we employed several people from homeless backgrounds or who had been out of work for many months, if not years. As our experience grew, I decided we should explore the possibility of employing serving prisoners. After all, 99% of these people will be released, and it’s in everyone’s interest that they are not forced back into a life of crime and can absorb themselves back into society.
The prison authorities had advised me to start by employing female prisoners. So, I went to a large women’s prison in South London to interview a young lady. I’ll call her Kate.
Kate presented to me as an enthusiastic and intelligent person keen to develop a career in administration. She had spent her time in prison learning typing, dictation, filing, etc. We needed those skills, and I agreed to give her an opportunity. The authorities explained to me that Kate was serving six years for arson, which, given we ran a massive furniture warehouse, could be pretty concerning.
Confidentially, I explained what we were doing to the warehouse manager. His reaction was to promptly grab some petty cash and purchase a load of ‘No Smoking’ and ‘Fire Exit’ signs, which he very quickly put up across the warehouse!
The negativity I received was less amusing, such as “Why are we employing a prisoner?” I always replied that it’s part of the Green-Works mission and what we do. “Give Kate a chance,” I said.
The day came when Kate started work in the main office. She worked well over the next two or three weeks and seemed reasonably engaged.
One day, Kate came in to see me and explained that she had realised she wasn’t cut out for office work. She wanted to work in the warehouse. This was where the other staff disassembled all the poor-quality furniture into component parts for recycling, and the good-quality furniture was cleaned up and put out for sale.
Breaking the old furniture was dirty and physically demanding work. The warehouse could be freezing and draughty, but I thought, why not give Kate a chance if that’s what she wants? The next day, she started with the team of five or six tough lads already working there.
The space was not well-managed, and I’d often thought that it could be run more efficiently, neatly and probably more safely (one of the pitfalls of delegation is that you don’t necessarily get everything you want).
A few days later, I returned to the warehouse and took a quick tour. I was immediately struck by the change that Kate had made. Almost overnight, she had rearranged the recycling area. Everything was in its place, waste materials were neatly stacked, and the environment was much safer and cleaner. You could walk around without treading on anything. It was a miraculous transformation.
Kate worked for us for several months and became an integral part of the team. She brought new energy, drive and tremendous organisational skills, but she also had a fantastic way with her that enabled her to get things done.
Sadly, as the day of her release drew nearer, she decided to return to her family, who lived far from our warehouse and had to stop working for us. When news broke that Kate was leaving us, I couldn’t believe how many of the same staff who had queried her employment asked if we could persuade her to stay. It was one of the most heartening experiences.
Kate had transformed people’s attitudes about what it could be like to work with someone serving time in prison.


This is not to say that all the individuals I employed from prisons, or indeed those recently released, were completely successful. However, I encountered fewer issues with individuals from prison backgrounds than those I recruited through conventional hiring processes. Only two of the more than 1,000 people I employed stole anything from me, and both were recruited through normal employment channels.

When hiring individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds, it can be challenging to identify their strengths and potential. Often, these individuals haven’t had the opportunities or exposure to learn about the possibilities available to them. The following case study about Jason is a good example of what I mean.

[image: ] Case Study
In 2010, Green-Works won a contract with the Department of Work and Pensions via the Future Jobs Fund programme. As part of that programme, we took on several young people who had been unemployed for more than six months.
Our idea was to introduce them to all the different aspects of our work in the company. They all started in the warehouse, loading and unloading vehicles and moving and cleaning furniture. It was accessible work that they all thought they could do, and it helped build their confidence.
After a couple of weeks, we organised for them to move around various departments from marketing to HR and credit control to administration. Then, we would give them the option of deciding which one of those departments they’d like to spend the rest of their time.
Jason followed that path. He was a young man who had played truant from school and left at 16 with no qualifications whatsoever. He had no idea what work really was or what it could be. Everything he did in our warehouse opened his eyes to new possibilities. The two days he spent in credit control were even more impactful — they were life-changing.
Jason had never seen an Excel spreadsheet or worked on a computer before. When he discovered what he could do with Excel and started talking to customers about money owed, he realised it was a perfect fit for him. Before long, Jason became our trainee credit controller. Neither he nor we could ever have predicted how well he would thrive in this role.


The Economic Argument

More than two-thirds of companies in manufacturing, hospitality, logistics, construction and engineering are experiencing severe problems with recruitment.XI

Relatively few of these companies consider employing people from more challenging backgrounds, such as those with a disability or who have chequered work histories.

There is a lot of academic research about the benefits of employing people with a disability or social disadvantage, and I have to say that my experience would back this up.

Thomas Aichner references three compelling reasons companies are missing out if they don’t employ people with disabilities.XII

	Their qualifications match or are superior to the rest of the population, so companies risk missing out on significant talent by not including them in recruitment drives.
	Disabled people often demonstrate much higher levels of resourcefulness and problem-solving skills, which are increasingly important for businesses.
	With 15% or more of the world’s population registering some form of disability, employing disabled people gives a firm deeper market insight into society.


[image: ] Resource
If this section has provoked some interest in employing disadvantaged people, go to this link or scan the QR code for links to organisations that can help:
www.intentionality.co.uk/people
[image: ]




CHAPTER 14


KEY PARTNERS

You will have noticed that the Key Partners box forms a significant part of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas, which you first saw in Chapter 6. Its position at the top of the canvas indicates strongly how important key partners can be to a business. However, most people struggle to identify their key partners.

Defining a Key Partner

A key partner is another organisation which plays a significant role in providing your product or service to your customers. Despite their significance, they can be invisible until something goes wrong.

Partnerships are essential for business success and can be categorised into two main types: operational and strategic. It is crucial to understand and nurture both forms of partnerships. Operational partnerships are important to ensure the smooth running of daily operations, while strategic partnerships can unlock significant potential for long-term growth and innovation.

Operational partners are the organisations you rely on to deliver your products or services to customers. This can include logistics providers handling deliveries, venue and catering teams supporting training events or companies maintaining your online store. These partners often operate behind the scenes and only get attention when issues arise. Their contributions are fundamental to meeting customer expectations.

On the other hand, strategic partners are those who help you broaden your horizons, access new markets or enhance your competitive edge. These partnerships thrive when they focus on shared goals, collaboration and long-term opportunities for mutual growth.

The distinction between operational and strategic partnerships is not rigid. With the right nurturing, operational partners can evolve into valuable contributors to your strategic development. By working closely with them, they can offer insights and innovations that elevate your business to new heights.

Key partners can play an important role in your growth. By understanding their roles and investing in their success, you can maximise the relationship to not only provide operational excellence but also strategic value.

Growth Through Partnership

Partnerships are not only useful to help you deliver the service to your customers; they can be fundamental to your growth plans. One of the most stressful strategies I’ve seen played out by business owners is trying to do everything themselves. It is very challenging for a small company to excel in all stages of business.

It may well be your long-term goal to have an end-to-end service where you capture value along the whole chain, but initially, it’s difficult to be good at all aspects of the business.

The reason for this is that you’re spreading yourself too thinly. The following case study illustrates how, by working with partners, you can deliver to more and larger customers whilst maintaining a high quality of service.

[image: ] Case Study
In Chapter 2, you’ll remember the moment at HSBC when I agreed to take on the contract to clear all their offices in the City of London. As I left the building, I had literally no idea how I’d be able to fulfil such a gigantic task.
The next day, I was due to meet a charity, First Fruit, which supported homeless people into work. In effect, they were an employment agency for people from homeless backgrounds. I’d used them occasionally for temporary workers to help with some office clearances
The meeting was to discuss how we could work better together and improve the communications and administration. They were astonished when I asked them to completely rip up the agenda and talk about potentially setting up a huge warehouse in East London to receive the furniture I hoped to clear from HSBC.
They may have been astonished, but they still leapt at the opportunity because it was a way of creating significant employment for the people they were helping. For me, it was a way of setting up a warehouse operation that I didn’t have the time or resources to do and which, as a startup, I didn’t have the collateral to secure.
The boss of First Fruit was a lovely man called Peter Watherston, and we seemed to create a bond of trust almost immediately. This was vital given that we would both invest a large amount of time, effort and money into developing Green-Works’ capacity.
Throughout the contract negotiations with HSBC, I received a huge amount of pro bono support from Lovell’s solicitors. They helped me negotiate a 59-page supply contract in a way that gave us the confidence to take on a five-year commitment to a warehouse. I say ‘us’ because I was sharing the draughts of revised contracts with Peter in real time.
The solicitor helping me with both the contract between Green-Works and HSBC and the one between Green-Works and First Fruit was astonished that I was sharing the draught contract terms with the counterparty, Peter Watherston. I remember her shock. “Colin, you’ve shared the draught with the counterparty?!”
I explained, “Yes, of course! I plan to have a long-term relationship with Peter and his team at First Fruit and get off on the right foot. We have to be in lockstep on what the contract is committing us to with HSBC.”
Within less than six months, we secured the contract with HSBC and identified and leased a 35,000-square-feet warehouse in Silvertown, East London.
We were only just in time. We signed the contracts as the first vehicles arrived laden with furniture. They were the first of 450 deliveries totalling 3,500 tonnes of furniture from the bank. The journey to making a significant difference to the amount of furniture going to landfill had begun.


Without the partnership agreement with First Fruit, Green-Works could not have delivered that seminal contract with HSBC. Therefore, we would not have gone on to recycle and reuse nearly 50,000 tonnes of office furniture over the next decade.

Nor would I have been able to employ and train 700 people from marginalised backgrounds. A strategic partnership can be an effective way of not only getting your business off the ground but growing it.

Managing Partnerships

To maximise the benefits of a partnership, it’s essential to manage it effectively and focus on the relationships that underpin its success. The first step is to establish regular meetings that promote a culture of openness and transparency, allowing for honest discussions about any issues that arise.

It’s equally important to involve staff members who have direct interactions with the partner organisation. Without their participation, minor misunderstandings can escalate into significant resentments, which often surface at the most inconvenient times, such as during a crisis.

It’s precisely in these moments — when collaboration is critical to resolving the issue — that the mutual understanding built through many meetings becomes invaluable.

I recommend exchanging written contracts or service-level agreements with contractors whenever possible. As illustrated in the case study with First Fruit, the terms of the contract should be fair and sustainable for both parties, with provisions for discussion if circumstances change.

The contract should clearly outline the necessary requirements, designate responsibilities for each task, establish timelines for completion, and specify procedures for addressing problems if they arise. Additionally, it should detail how performance will be measured and set quality standards.

This approach remains important even when the relationship appears strong. When things are going well, these details might seem unnecessary. However, as we know, issues can arise, or situations can change. Having a contract in such cases is invaluable. It clarifies the requirements under new circumstances, making the situation easier to navigate and ultimately less stressful.

EXERCISE 19: FOCUS ON PARTNERS


[image: ]

Figure 11: Are You Doing Too Much?

As Figure 11 demonstrates, you should aim to keep the balance between the tasks at which you aspire to be excellent and those you contract out. Good partners can bolster your capabilities and boost your reputation.

In this exercise, I’m asking you to consider all the key partners that you currently have and assess your relationship with them.

The final question asks if there are any other areas where partnering might be beneficial.
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CHAPTER 15


PEOPLE: SUMMARY

We’ve reached the end of Part 2: People section of Prosper With Purpose. We’ve discussed your responsibility as a business owner and leader to create an atmosphere where a team can thrive.

The culture of a business, especially a small business, tends to reflect the attitudes and demeanour of the owner. It’s therefore, incumbent on you to set the tone and model the behaviours you want to see.

Establishing what is most important to you and the business is critical to this task. Through a deep understanding of what is important to your customers and to you as the business owner, you can set the expectations and requirements and the all-important tone for the business.

Next, get the right people in the right seats for your business. You’re looking for people who champion your values, not just echo them.

You’re looking for people who will go above and beyond to maintain and enhance the company’s reputation. With the right people doing the right jobs, you will find it much easier to delegate.

Delegation is the key to business growth. Without it, the business will hit the buffers of your ability and time limitations. Delegation is hard, and many small business owners struggle with it. The good news is that it gets easier with practice.

As you shed more and more time-consuming tasks to other people, you will increasingly liberate yourself to focus on the important things that drive your business — your customers and their needs.

In addition to developing talent from within by delegating, a lot of companies also miss out on potential talent when recruiting. Almost all businesses find it difficult to recruit good people, but very few consider recruiting people from less advantaged backgrounds. You might be missing a crucial trick, as there is so much talent in these groups of people that open-minded companies can benefit from.

Another group of people that businesses often neglect in business planning are your business partners. In this section, you assessed what services are being provided by key partners that are critically important to your delivery.

These organisations need to be nurtured and supported. Losing their services abruptly could be catastrophic. You can also improve your customer service by working more closely with them.

So far, we’ve looked at how to create a plan and the power of delegating and trusting people. In Part 3: Profits, we will look at how to ensure profitability and how to get paid promptly and in full.

Cash is the perennial worry of every business. So many businesspeople report high stress levels and an inability to sleep at night because of a lack of cash. In this section, you’re going to fix that.


PART 3:


PROFITS

“You must gain control over your money or the lack of it will forever control you.”
Dave Ramsey
CEO Ramsey Solutions, bestselling author, personal finance expert and host of The Ramsey Show.



CHAPTER 16


MAKING MONEY AND GETTING PAID

“Turnover is vanity, profit is sanity, cash is reality”

The quote above neatly sums up one of the most important rules of business. There are many good reasons to grow, but growth without profit is unsustainable, and a lack of cash is fatal to any business.
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Making Money

Profitability is the backbone of a business’s long-term success and stability. Unlike turnover, which only reflects revenue, profit demonstrates the efficiency and financial health of the business, allowing it to reinvest, repay debts, and weather economic challenges. Achieving and sustaining profitability is not just a goal — it’s essential for achieving your exit strategy (see Chapter 4).

Profitability brings peace of mind, opens doors for strategic growth, and helps safeguard the future of both the business and the individuals who are passionate about it.

Recognising that profitability is not merely a measure of business efficiency is crucial. It directly impacts cash flow as well. If profits are insufficient, it’s difficult to accumulate funds for reinvestment or create a safety net against economic downturns. I understand the challenges of managing cash flow in ventures where profits are tight. The importance of getting paid on time becomes glaringly clear when even the smallest decision is coloured by worries about cash. In these circumstances, even small setbacks can feel overwhelming, causing minor issues to escalate into significant risks.

Getting Paid

A shortage of cash can be extremely stressful for a business owner, and it’s known to be a major cause of business failure. Despite generating profits on paper, businesses can collapse if they lack the necessary cash to meet short-term obligations like payroll, supplier payments, or debt servicing.

Research published by American ExpressXIII shows that nearly half of UK business owners worry about poor cash flow. 57% feel that the challenges linked with poor cash flow prevent them from growing their business. A quarter of businesses said that poor cash flow keeps them awake at night, and they feel stressed about it.

There are four main aspects to achieving profitability and good cash flow. I’m going to cover them all in this section.

	business model
	gross margin
	contracts
	cash flow management


Before delving into how to create a good cash management system, you need to ensure that your business model is viable in the first place.

Too many businesses start on a flawed premise. It’s important to honestly assess the business model, perhaps with a third party, to ensure that it is sound and profitable.

Owners often forget to include their fixed costs when calculating their pricing. Many make optimistic assumptions about sales and the effort required to achieve them.

Do You Need to Grow to Make a Profit?

[image: ] Warning
In Chapter 1, I asked if you felt that you needed growth to make a profit. This is something I often hear in my business surgeries. The client is working extremely hard but is not achieving any tangible profit.
My alarm bells start ringing when I hear this. Instead of expanding a non-viable model, the answer is to make the current activity more profitable.
Do not do more of the same when failing to bring in a profit, as you will likely work even harder and longer hours for even less money.


Are You at Full Capacity?

“Yes, I’m at full capacity, but I’m still not making a profit,” I often hear in my business surgeries. You’re flat-out working all hours but can’t see any reward for your effort.

The harsh reality is that if, despite all your efforts, you cannot make a profit and pay yourself properly, your business model is not viable. Please turn directly to Chapter 15 for what to do in this situation.

“No, I’m not at full capacity.” If your business is at an early stage and you’re still building it up, it’s unlikely that you’re seeing much profit yet. This is precisely when you should ensure your business model is correct. The last thing you want to do is get to full capacity, i.e., you’re working as many hours as possible and still not making any money.

While you’re not working at that level, it’s easy to imagine you’ll be in the black with just a bit more work or just a few more jobs. Sadly, no matter how hard you work, you’ll never make a profit if your business model is wrong.

If you think you fit either of these scenarios, please pause and do some analysis to ensure you’ve got the fundamentals right regarding margin and price.

In the following section, I’ll talk about gross profit margin and ask you to run this calculation for your business to see whether you’re on track to making a profit as you get near capacity.

Please note that this is the bare minimum. You should make a profit at much less than full capacity because you need slack for holidays and other downtime like sickness.


CHAPTER 17


GROSS MARGIN

Only 50% of my clients can confidently tell me their gross margin. If you’re in the other 50%, here’s the formula.

Knowing your gross margin helps you understand if your model will enable you to adequately cover your costs, pay yourself and give you some return on the effort.

Calculating Your Gross Margin

The equation is:

[image: ]

As you can see, the calculation is relatively straightforward. Net sales are the total amount that you have invoiced. The cost of goods sold [COGS] can be slightly harder to work out. The COGS are those costs directly associated with making the product or providing the service.

Sometimes, it takes some thought to disentangle these direct costs from the accounts that your accountant might give to you. I’ll give two examples of why that might be the case.

	Labour: Accountants tend to allocate all your salaries to one line, ‘salary,’ in your accounts. You will likely have to disentangle the salaries of those people who are directly associated with delivering your product or service from the salaries of those people who work in the back office. 
The simple test is whether making the product or providing the service relies on that person. If it does, you should include their salary in the COGS.

	Energy: Similarly, the accountant would put your utility bills (gas, water and electricity) together on one line in your accounts. However, depending on what your business does, you should allocate a proportion of those utilities to the production of your product or service. I’ll illustrate this by using two extreme examples: 
[image: ] A brewery typically uses most of its energy and water to brew the beer and a tiny amount of power for the office. The utilities are only consumed when the beer is being brewed, so they are direct costs or COGS. You would allocate the whole amount to COGS because it’s difficult to separate the amount the office uses from the overall bill.
[image: ] For a consultancy, the energy used in the office for lighting and computers is a predictable, fixed cost. These resources are utilised regardless of the workload and are, therefore, not part of the COGS.



The gross margin equation is quite simple, but it requires some care before you run it to ensure you’ve captured the correct costs within the COGS. Once done, you can easily run the calculation and work out your gross margin.

EXERCISE 20: CALCULATE YOUR GROSS MARGIN


The formula for calculating gross margin is relatively straightforward. The main complication is ensuring you have the correct direct costs or COGS sold in the equation (as discussed at the beginning of this chapter).

However, if you are unsure, I would start with a simple model for your COGS, which only includes the cost of the raw materials required to make the product you sell.

If you’re in the professional services sector and you sell people’s time, I would include in your COGS the cost of those who directly deliver the service to your customers, such as therapists, freelancers, consultants or advisers.
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Do You Have a Good Gross Margin?

The next obvious question is, “What is a good gross margin?”

Gross profit margins can vary significantly across different sectors in the UK, and understanding these variations can help businesses benchmark their performance.

Here are some insights based on recent research and industry data:

[image: ]
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These benchmarks provide a general guide but can vary within sub-sectors and for specific company circumstances.

[image: ] Resource
For a more detailed and tailored analysis, you should refer to industry-specific reports and data services like Industry Watch:
industry-averages.co.uk
You can also find this site by scanning this QR code:
[image: ]



Various factors influence these margins, such as market demand, cost of goods sold (COGS), operational efficiency and the competitive landscape. Businesses in these sectors must manage their costs meticulously and optimise their supply chain to maintain healthy profit margins.

Your industry standard is a useful comparative measurement that will help you determine if you’re on the right track with your gross profit.

It’s also an excellent idea to look at your current gross profit in relation to periods in the past. This way, you can see which way it’s headed. Is it getting better or worse?

If your gross margin is too low or declining, you need to do something. In practice, you can only do two things: reduce costs (preferably not your wages, though — what’s the point?) or put up prices. It’s as simple as that.

Before making either decision, you must look at what the competition is offering and how you compare.

How Can You Improve Your Margin?

Is Your Pricing Right? If Not, Renegotiate

A constant preoccupation of every small business is pricing. Speaking plainly, are you charging enough?

For many business owners, that’s not an easy question to answer. You know that pricing is more an art than a science, and it’s tough to get it right.

There’s clearly some maths involved, but you also need to consider what the customer will accept and what the competition offers. However, your price must give you sufficient margin to run the business and pay you fairly.

It can take a period of trading before you can fully understand your true costs. Consequently, many business owners find themselves trading at a mere break-even point or even at a loss. As the following case study demonstrates, rectifying this situation before it becomes too serious is crucial.

[image: ] Case Study
In the early days of Green-Works, I had to have a painful conversation with the facilities manager at a large blue-chip firm. The company wanted to refurbish its offices over several months, one floor per month.
Based on my limited knowledge, I quoted to clear the first floor and completed the work on time. However, I realised I hadn’t completed it within the budget. I’d lost money on that first-floor clearance.
With six more floors to clear, I had no choice but to go back to the facilities manager and explain that I had utterly undercharged for the work. Whilst I was happy to honour the price for the first floor, I couldn’t continue the work unless I could double the fee. That’s right. I was so far out that I literally had to double the price!
After a challenging negotiation, the facilities manager agreed to the increased fee for the subsequent floor clearances. This was a close call, but it was a necessary step.
It’s important to remember that there’s no point in securing high-profile customers if you end up losing money. It’s often better to lose a contract than to continue servicing it at a loss. This was the choice I had to make, and I was fortunate to successfully renegotiate the price, which enabled me to keep the contract and make a profit.
The key to this successful negotiation was open and honest communication. I patiently explained the actual costs involved in doing the work, that there was no malintent and that it was a genuine error of judgement.
This open communication helped me to rebuild trust with the facilities manager despite the initial undercharging.


How Efficient Are You?

Aside from your pricing, I want you to ask yourself if there is anything else you can do to make your business more viable. What can you do internally to reduce costs or make yourself more efficient?

Irrespective of what stage your business is at, startup, growing or mature, you should regularly assess your business’s competitiveness.

I’ve designed the following exercise to prompt you to dive deeply into your business cost base and relative efficiency.

EXERCISE 21: CAN YOU REDUCE YOUR COSTS?


The best way to do this exercise is to bring together a small team involved in the business’s operational and financial management and someone less closely connected, such as administration or sales.

Take time to discuss each question and record your agreed-upon responses. It is good to have a vigorous discussion, provided that you come to an agreement at the end.

You may agree that more research is required. If so, designate one of the team to conduct that research and set a mutually agreed deadline for when they will complete it.
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Do You Have the Right Customers?

At first glance, it may seem counterintuitive to question whether every customer is a good customer. After all, you’ve worked hard to attract them, so retaining them seems logical. While most customers are valuable, parting ways with certain challenging customers can actually drive growth. Are you and your team focusing on productive activities and getting paid, or are you wasting time on demanding customers?

The following case study shows how painful it can be when you have the latter situation and how acting decisively can be liberating.

[image: ] Case Study
At Tree Shepherd, we secured a training contract with a local authority. At the time, it was a significant breakthrough, as it enabled us to reach more low-income and other marginalised residents and support them in their business ideas.
However, the bureaucratic demands of the local authority’s contract began to strangle us. The costs of managing and administering the contract started to outweigh the benefits significantly.
The only way we could afford those costs was to quintuple the training provision. However, there wasn’t enough demand for our course to justify that level of provision.
We were effectively trapped; we couldn’t grow the training or reduce the management requirement.
The bottom line was that we did not have the right client. This was a very painful realisation, but once we had that light bulb moment, there really was only one thing to do.
I met with the local authority oversight team and told them we no longer wanted to participate in the contract. As I left the meeting, I felt a huge sense of relief. I knew how much strain it had put on the team and how much it was costing us. Freeing ourselves of the contract’s bureaucracy felt very liberating.
It wasn’t quite as simple as that. I had to make the training manager redundant because her work was totally predicated on supporting this contract. We also had to find alternative funding to continue supporting the clients we already had in that borough.
Overall, however, it was entirely the right decision that transformed the atmosphere of the business, injecting a sense of freedom and renewed focus.



CHAPTER 18


CONTRACTS

Much of the advice around cash flow management tends to focus on the period following your invoicing. However, discussions should start before you agree on the contract. Typically, the larger organisation in the deal sets the terms of the contract. Whether they are the supplier or the purchaser, size matters. Where you are the recipient of a contract, it’s essential that you study it thoroughly and fully understand it. In particular, you need to understand the payment terms and termination clauses.

Knowing how the payment terms operate before agreeing on the contract can save enormous stress and, as you’ll see in the next case study, save the business.

Payment Terms

For small businesses, payment terms are a big factor in whether a business flourishes or dies. They should be a material component of the contract you negotiate. A contract can appear profitable, but long payment terms can take your business to the brink before you get a chance to enjoy the profit. The following case study shows how hairy it can be!

[image: ] Case Study
When I was running Papercycle, my first large contract was with an international airline. It was hugely exciting and was likely to transform my business and put me on the map.
They ordered a significant number of my wireframe wastepaper bins. Naively I had assumed that I would be paid for them within the normal 30 days. However, something inside me made me read the small print of the contract. There, I saw the payment terms were 54 days from the end of the month in which the invoice was dated.
Wow! That meant that if I delivered in early April and invoiced the products, I’d have to wait until the end of April before the 54-day clock started ticking and only after 54 days had passed was I likely to get paid.
When I added on the time it took for money to clear in my bank, I was looking at something like 80 and possibly up to 100 days between delivering the product and getting paid. That’s a tremendous amount of time to wait for any business, let alone a small startup like Papercycle.
As a small startup, it was inconceivable that I could negotiate faster payment terms from such a large international organisation. If I wanted the business, I would have to cut my cloth accordingly. I had to cut back immediately and borrow from friends to keep the business afloat.
The critical point here is that, by noticing the terms and conditions (albeit a bit late in the day), I was able to put a plan into action. Having a plan gives you a sense of control and is a very effective way of reducing stress.
Imagine how much worse it would have been if, after 30 days, I’d called the airline about payment only to find out that it would be another 60 or more days before I’d see the money. That would have been a much more stressful situation.


[image: ] Resource
In 2016, the Government set up the Small Business Commissioner (OSBC), an independent public body dedicated to tackling late payment and unfavourable payment practices in the private sector.
If you’re worried about an unfair contract or experiencing problems getting paid, contact them for advice and support:
smallbusinesscommissioner.gov.uk
You can also find this site by scanning this QR code:
[image: ]



Blending Fast and Slow-Payers

My experience with the airline made me more cautious about taking on large contracts where there was a risk of slow payment. I learned to balance the more lucrative clients who took their time to pay with those who would pay in advance or upon delivery. The following case study provides an example of how I did this.

[image: ] Case Study
Remember the save-and-share contracts I discussed in Chapter 8? They are a classic example of slow-playing contracts which need to be blended with faster-paying contracts.
When we looked at the numbers, we saw they would be extremely lucrative. Ordinarily, we could only charge for a few days of consulting, but the fees we could get on a save-and-share basis could be twice or even three times higher.
You will have already spotted the big downside with this model — cash flow. The whole purpose of save-and-share was the client only paid when there was a demonstrable saving. That would take several months to materialise.
The only way I could manage it was to ensure we only took on a limited number of these contracts at any one time, and maintain the standard consulting model of day rate charges for most of the business.
Save and share contracts were a lucrative boost, but taking on too many of them at one time would have sunk the company. We would have joined the 70% of failing businesses that were profitable when they ceased trading.XIV


Get Paid in Advance

Asking for an advance payment is an entirely rational and sensible way to run your business. It should not be a cause of embarrassment, irrespective of the type of business you run.

In a situation where you need to purchase additional raw materials or recruit labour to begin the contract, advance payment is essential. You’re probably familiar with the classic decorator or tradesperson business proposition. They come to your house, quote for the work, and say they can start very soon, but you must pay them for the paint and materials in advance.

That is a very sensible business model. It reduces the risk for the tradesperson of ending up with materials they’ve paid for but can’t use elsewhere.

It also massively helps the tradesman’s cash flow, which, as you know, is critical. If the contract is to run over a long period, you should also agree to phased payments within the contract. For instance, you could negotiate a 30% upfront payment, 30% upon completion of a milestone, and the remaining 40% within 30 days of project completion

Wherever possible, I have requested advance payments from my clients for at least a proportion of the total fee. This cautious approach to cash flow is even more important when dealing with large contracts.

High-Risk Contracts?

As your business grows, you will engage in ever-larger contracts. Often, these larger contracts require you to scale up the company by investing in new equipment or recruiting additional staff.

As you incur these increased costs, the consequences of not being paid on time grow. You need to take measures to guard against these risks, as the following case study illustrates.

[image: ] Case Study
My chairman at Green-Works, Peter Lehmann, was laser-focused on cash flow and contract terms. When we were negotiating with another major bank three years after completing the HSBC contract, he insisted we take proactive steps to ensure our cash flow.
In this instance, we were part of a large contractor team led by the bank itself, working through, on an almost biweekly basis, all the logistical details that needed to be dealt with for a successful move to go forward.
The group discussed all the issues involved in clearing a building, from removing computers and dismantling equipment to access, security and parking permits from the local authorities, in detail. A comprehensive Gantt chart showed the dates for each building vacation and all the interdependencies between different contractors.
Our contribution was to ensure our new warehouse in Northeast London was ready to take furniture from, if I remember rightly, February 17th, 2005. On that day, we were expected to take three to four lorry loads of furniture and continue receiving at that rate through March and into late spring and summer.
On paper, it looked bulletproof, so we signed a lease for the warehouse, paid our deposit and started commissioning the new warehouse, recruiting and equipping staff, setting up the recycling bays and setting up the shop.
Peter wanted to know what would happen if the programme didn’t go to plan. We only got paid on receipt of furniture, so what would happen if it didn’t turn up or was delayed?
This was a major risk for us, and we negotiated a clause into that contract that required the bank to pay us according to the timetable embedded in their clearance plan and not on the actual delivery of furniture.
That saved us.
On February 17th, we opened our warehouse doors as planned. We were fully prepared, with all staff trained and equipped, the warehouse marked up, and systems in place.
Nothing happened.
Then, a call came in the middle of the morning. “Colin, I’m sorry, but there’s a big delay. You won’t be getting anything today or tomorrow.” As it turned out, we didn’t receive any furniture for two weeks.
The entire month of February was a write-off, and furniture only started arriving in the middle of the first week of March and at much lower volumes than planned.
However, thanks to the clause we had negotiated, we could invoice the bank according to the original plan despite the delay in deliveries. This proactive risk management strategy saved us from a potential financial disaster.


Planning Ahead

As a small company, negotiating advance payments from larger customers is often impossible. In these circumstances, the onus is on you to make provision for the strong likelihood that payment will be received later than expected.

This case study illustrates how planning in advance can enable you to take on larger, riskier contracts.

[image: ] Case Study
At Tree Shepherd, our model was to work very closely with local authorities. They were the major organisations that shared our values and strategic objectives. They had:
	an interest in the local community and
	an interest in developing the local economy

The downside of working with local authorities is that they cannot pay for anything in advance and tend to pay in arrears after you meet particular milestones.
To take a contract with a local authority, you require sufficient cash reserves to get you through those early stages of recruitment, rollout, project development and initial delivery.
In 2015, we were in pole position on two completely different local authority contracts, which were likely to start at about the same time. I immediately saw that there could be a major cash flow problem if one of these local authorities delayed the payment of the first invoice.
The only way I could entertain taking both contracts on simultaneously and mitigate the risk of running out of money was to borrow. As a not-for-profit, that meant attracting quasi-equity funding from a social entrepreneur venture capitalist prepared to cover the risk (albeit at a steep interest rate!)
Once I had secured the funds, I could confidently negotiate the contracts with these local authorities.
There are two key lessons here. Firstly, planning enabled me to foresee the pitfalls of taking on these large contracts. This enabled me to pre-emptively negotiate a contingency finance package.
Secondly, obtaining that finance was much easier because I demonstrated a degree of commercial awareness, which gave the lender confidence to support me. If I’d gone to that lender after I secured the contracts and when a council had already delayed the first payment, I would have looked desperate. In that situation, do you think I would have secured the money?



CHAPTER 19


CASH FLOW FORECASTS

An essential tool for managing cash flow is the cash flow forecast. My work with business owners shows that many do not operate this essential business tool. This can cause undue stress, as the following demonstrates.

[image: ] Case Study
When I first started running Papercycle, I had no idea about cash flow forecasting. I kept a running log in my head of the money owed to me and what I needed to pay out in wages and diesel, but I didn’t have it written down anywhere.
When I was dealing with the cash dilemma caused by the extended payment terms of the airline, which I described in Chapter 18, I was running all the scenarios in my head. I continually revised the calculations, counting the days of the week and how many days were left in the month before I would get paid. I frequently reviewed how to stretch my finances during that time.
For the first three or four years of running Papercycle, I juggled multiple scenarios in my head, particularly as the business was growing and I was hiring new staff almost every month. I was also taking on new premises and purchasing new vehicles.
I only had an instinctual understanding of how these decisions would affect cash flow. I was aware of the bank balances and petty cash, and I had a rough idea of what I could expect to earn and what I needed to pay out in the next few days..
The net effect was that I was in a permanent state of stress about money throughout the early years of running Papercycle. I kept asking myself, “Would I have enough to pay the wages? Would I have enough to pay the rent?” and “Can I make the vehicle payments?”
I think anxiety regarding cash clouded my judgement on many occasions; it made me more desperate when I was selling to a client. It certainly meant I lost a lot of sleep and an enormous amount of hair!


Cash Flow Forecasting: A Revelation

Having spent the first few years at Papercycle continuously stressed about money, when I was finally introduced to cash flow forecasting, it was like the heavens opened and sunlight streamed into my world.

I was shown a spreadsheet that could predict months and months in advance how much cash I would likely have in the bank. Until then, I had no idea I could do such a thing.

From that moment on, I have managed my cash flow forecast religiously. It has reduced my stress levels enormously, which has had a knock-on effect in the way I’ve talked to my customers and managed my staff.

Nothing is more corrosive to managing people than worrying about whether you can afford to pay them. Such concerns can undermine a relationship and amplify minor performance issues into major problems.

Finding out about cash flow forecasting has not restored my hair, but it has restored my sanity!

EXERCISE 22: DO YOUR CASH FLOW FORECAST


A cash flow forecast typically covers a period of at least 12 months. It can also include separate lines for a wide range of expenses, depending on the type of business you operate. To illustrate what a cash flow forecast should look like, I’ve reproduced a condensed version in Figure 12. This example highlights the essential details needed to complete the forecast accurately.

At first, this task may seem overwhelming and tedious. The cash flow spreadsheet is quite detailed and will require you to consider what expenses you might incur over the next 12 months. However, as you work through it, the overall picture will become clearer, and the process will become more manageable.

This example also shows how you can use a cash flow forecast to address a common challenge — when can you afford to invest? It shows the income and expenditure projections for a start-up company. The owner knows that she will need some new equipment costing £2,000 to increase efficiency but doesn’t have the cash at the start and cannot get a bank loan. The cash flow forecast tells her she should be able to afford the new equipment in ‘Month 5’ if everything goes to plan. She can also use it to calculate what she would need to do in terms of income and costs if she wants to bring forward the purchase of the equipment. By enabling you to ‘see’ the future, the cash flow forecast is a powerful planning tool that can relieve a lot of stress.

[image: ]

Figure 12: Condensed Cash Flow Forecast

It also makes you focus on when your customers are likely to pay you. Which month do you expect that money to roll into your bank? What evidence do you have for that estimate? What actions have you taken to give you confidence it will arrive then?

[image: ] Resource
I’d be delighted to send you a full blank cash flow forecast template and provide a free online session on how to complete it — go to this link to book your free session:
intentionality.co.uk/contact (type this offer code into the subject line: CFF24)



4 Tips for Getting Paid Promptly

1. [image: ] Tip: Due Diligence

What are the risks of not getting paid? According to research published by Bibby and reported by LeasingLife,XV the answer is increasingly likely. Their recent report revealed that average bad debt amongst UK SMEs has jumped 61% – from £10,329 in Spring 2022 to £16,641. Currently, around 1.5 million – or 27% – of SMEs are struggling with this issue.”

With this in mind, whenever you get a new customer or an old customer returns, it’s essential to ask, “What is the risk of this customer not paying me?”

Where it is a large, well-known corporate brand, the risk is relatively low, provided you’ve got the correct paperwork (see the following tip) and you follow the correct invoicing procedures. You will still need to be on guard for extended payment periods, as described in Chapter 18, but you should get paid eventually.

With smaller, less well-known companies and individuals, you need to be more than just on guard. You must be vigilant.

It’s worth looking them up in places like Companies House to see any evidence of financial stress in their accounts. Late filing or a downward trend in their balance sheet value are red flags.

Many companies now run a standard credit check on most new businesses, which may be right for you. Increasingly, it’s good practice, irrespective of the company’s creditworthiness, to require them to pay a proportion, if not all, of the invoice in advance.

Obtaining payment in advance can be difficult, but the fact of meeting obstacles to this request should act as a warning signal.

2. [image: ] Tip: Beware First Invoice Syndrome

Recently, I experienced a prolonged delay in receiving payment from a large organisation. The delay happened because my invoice was not in the correct format. I had followed their guidelines on how to invoice the organisation, and there was no mention of any specific formatting requirements. Nothing was flagged when I submitted the invoice. I only discovered the problem when I contacted the finance department several weeks after sending my invoice.

When I inquired about the delay in my payment, the department explained that my invoice was incompatible with their system and had never even been logged into it. Had I not reached out, my invoice would never have been paid. Even after I reformatted the invoice, it still took several weeks to receive my payment.

Payment delays are common when working with a large organisation for the first time, whether in the private or public sector. Therefore, it's important to be cautious when predicting when you will receive payment for your initial invoices to a new large customer. You should factor this uncertainty into your cash flow forecast and not assume you'll be paid within the timeframe specified on the purchase order. It may take significantly longer than expected.

3. [image: ] Tip: Pay Attention to Detail

You need to be very diligent about following the organisation's requirements for invoicing. You should consider the following questions:

	Do you need a purchase order?
	What format should that take?
	Do you need to be a registered supplier?
	What is the process for registering?
	What are the registration requirements?
	What are the format requirements for invoices?
	Is there a portal or system through which you need to send invoices?


As you read this, you may be concerned that you haven’t got time for that detail. I understand this sentiment. As an entrepreneur, I’ve often struggled with arcane administrative tasks, grinding through supplier forms, reformatting invoices and doing whatever it takes to get an invoice paid.
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However, when all’s said and done, ‘cash is king,’ and the stress of not getting paid is much greater than the stress of filling out a few forms.

4. [image: ] Tip: Create a Simple Credit Control System

This case study shows that a regular, consistent approach to the whole credit control process, from supplier registration to chasing invoices, pays enormous dividends.

After I closed Papercycle, I set up a waste consultancy called 3RE. One of the things that I did at that time was to employ a marvellous lady called Shelagh to do my credit control. She would come in every Thursday and work through the list of people who owed 3RE money, whether it was for recycling equipment or consulting work I had done.
Her approach was marvellous to watch. She was very calm, but she was very persistent. She would phone people and say, “Hello, Mr X We spoke last week, and you said we would have a payment before the weekend. I’m just wondering what happened to that payment?”
Within weeks, this persistent, polite approach dramatically reduced my debt level.
Shelagh’s role was not just about getting the money in but also about helping me navigate the bureaucracy involved in presenting an invoice in the first place, such as supplier registration, invoice formatting, etc. I significantly reduced my debtors and enhanced my cash flow by hiring Shelagh to oversee the entire invoicing and credit control process. This also allowed me more time to focus on growing the business.


At this point, I’d like to refer you to a fabulous book written by Craig Alexander Rattray. Mastering Cash FlowXVI is about managing your finances from an accounting point of view.

Until now, I’ve been describing the commercial elements of ensuring you’ll get paid and the contractual concerns you must pay attention to. However, Craig is the expert in running internal systems to ensure you know what cash you’ve got and what money you can expect, creating a complete picture of your cash position now and in the future.

EXERCISE 23: BUILDING CASH FLOW INTO CONTRACTS


Cash is the lifeblood of your business and managing it is critical. In this chapter, I’ve illustrated several good practice disciplines you can adopt to improve your cash flow.

Take the cash flow quiz and see how you are currently performing.
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Scoring A = 5 points B = 3 points C = 0 point

	30–35 points?  You are in the black.
	20–30 points?  Month-end juggler.
	<20 points?  How do you get on with the bank?



CHAPTER 20


PROFITS: SUMMARY

“Turnover is vanity, profit is sanity, cash is reality.” This mantra should act as a permanent guide for how you run your business.

Businesses need cash; it’s like petrol in a car. As soon as you go below a quarter tank, you’re worried. Will you find a petrol station in time? Having enough cash is something you can and should plan for in the same way as you fill your car up in advance of a journey.

It starts before you even meet a customer. Your pricing model and business operation have to generate a sufficiently high gross margin to support the fixed costs of your business. If you don’t have that right in the first place, you will always be struggling for cash.

Once we’ve got the business model right and the gross margin is appropriate to your type of business, you can then focus on how you will contract for cash.

Payment terms are an obvious area to focus on, and in many cases, can be negotiated. In those situations where the power imbalance is too significant, and the customer refuses to move, you need to take other steps to mitigate the cash risk.

Securing a blend of fast-paying and slow-paying customers is one way. If that’s not possible, having an appropriate overdraft or loan facility with your bank may be the only answer. Either way, it’s essential that you enter every contract with your eyes fully open to its cash implications.

Having contracted for cash as best you can, you then need to ensure that the contract is adhered to, and this is where cash flow management comes to the fore. Creating a consistent and reliable approach to getting the cash in is essential. This improves the speed at which you get paid and reduces stress levels.

We’ve come to the end of Part 3: Profits section of Prosper With Purpose. Parts 1–3 covered the ‘3 Ps’ — Plan, People and Profits

So far, I hope you’ve agreed with most of what I’ve said, but I assume you’ve been worried about how on earth you could do all these things. How can you find the time to do all this planning, people management, profit enhancement and payment control?

In the upcoming section, I’ll share how I managed to make it all work. In the first decade of my business career, I was in the dark about these crucial aspects. In the latter half of my career, I learned these valuable actions, which I’m excited to share with you. This is where you’ll see the tangible benefits of focusing on the ‘3 Ps.’


PART 4:


MAKE IT HAPPEN

“To achieve great things, two things are needed: a plan and not quite enough time.”
Leonard Bernstein



CHAPTER 21


GET A MENTOR

Owning a business can be a lonely experience. It’s hard to find someone who truly understands what it’s like to run a business and with whom you can share ideas. Additionally, it can be difficult to find someone who can hold you accountable and help you prioritise your tasks. Many commitments and good intentions made during the planning phase are forgotten amidst the hustle and bustle of daily operations.

In the moment, it can be very tempting to seize a new opportunity, even if it doesn’t align with what you originally intended to pursue. As we’ve seen, creating a plan is the most critical factor in building a successful business. A well-structured plan helps focus your energy, provides direction for your team, and offers clarity to your customers.

After creating the plan, the next challenge is sticking to it. Finding a business mentor who can help you stay committed to the plan will be the most important step you can take to turn your plan into reality.

How a Mentor Can Help

The Chartered Institute of Housing, a respected body that supports housing professionals, reports that mentoring can have an astonishingly positive effect not only on managers and directors but also on entrepreneurs and small business owners.

Their report shows these extraordinary results.

	70% of small businesses that receive mentoring survive five years or more, twice the rate of those who don’t have mentoring relationships.
	93% of small and medium-sized businesses recognise that mentoring can help them succeed.
	Only 25% of small and medium business owners have a mentor.
	92% of small business owners with a mentor agree that it has directly impacted the growth and survival of their business.
	A massive 89% of small business owners that don’t have a mentor wish they did.
	84% of CEOs stated that mentoring has helped them avoid mistakes within their businesses.
	67% of businesses reported an increase in productivity due to mentoring.
	55% of businesses state that mentoring positively impacted their profits.


Even more important are the findings of the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy in their November 2021 survey, which I quoted in the Introduction to this book.

They found that “despite the pressures that small business owners face, almost three quarters (71%) agreed they often pretend to family, friends and work colleagues that everything is okay.

More than two-thirds (68%) feel like they have nobody to talk to about their problems, 43% claimed it was because no one understands the pressures of running a business, while a further 35% don’t want to burden others with their problems.”

Objectivity and Neutrality

Based on my personal experiences as both a mentee and a business mentor, I recognise these statistics.

The businesses I ran lasted longer and did better with the advice and support of the mentor than they ever would have done with just my insights. I’ve also seen how I can help business owners come to difficult decisions by talking through the issues objectively and neutrally.

It’s precisely that objectivity and neutrality that is difficult for business owners to find anywhere else. Family members, staff and friends cannot be objective or knowledgeable enough to help you make essential decisions.

I would strongly recommend getting a mentor. Talking regularly with an experienced businessperson can be so enlightening and at the same time reassuring.

Resolution

Having a mentor can be especially valuable when you’re facing difficult decisions. Often, issues can seem insurmountable, but a mentor can help you work through the difficulty.

They can also give you the resolution to carry out the actions you know, in your heart, you must take. This case study illustrates how useful they can be at critical moments.

[image: ] Case Study
Green-Works faced huge financial issues and challenges in the months and years following the financial crash in 2007–2008.
Not least was the cost of renting the warehouse in Northwest London. As our volumes decreased and our income declined, the expense of this warehouse began to weigh heavier and heavier to the point where I feared we would not be able to pay the rent.
At a point of despair, I sought advice from my mentor. I couldn’t see a way out. I’d cut our costs as much as possible and laid off staff, but the elephant in the room was the warehouse rent. I had signed a 10-year lease with a five-year break clause, and we had another two years left till we could exercise the break.
After unpacking my woes, Tony looked at me coolly and said, “Colin, this is the critical moment. You have to do something to save your business. You need to get on the phone and start negotiating with the landlord to reduce the rent.” His advice was like a guiding light in the darkness, showing me the way forward.
Buoyed with a new sense of resolution, I phoned the landlord, who came to see me. He turned up in a bright canary yellow Ferrari, and we went for a drive. It was the most surreal experience — whizzing around London in a supercar while discussing my urgent need for a rent reduction.
I discussed my dilemma regarding the challenges of running the business in the new post-financial crisis environment. I explained that the cost of the warehouse was very difficult to manage. Amazingly, he was empathetic to my situation, which enabled me to negotiate a rent reduction that allowed us to continue for another three years. I had developed a belief that the rent was non-negotiable and it was my mentor who encouraged me to rethink and challenge that assumption.


EXERCISE 24: FIND A MENTOR


If you’ve not already got one, now is the time to look for a business mentor. The evidence is clear: having the support of a business mentor will significantly improve your business and help reduce your stress levels.

One essential tip for selecting a mentor is to prioritise open communication. It’s not about finding someone who can assist with a specific area of your business. Instead, it’s about finding a mentor with whom you feel comfortable sharing your doubts and concerns about leading a company. Open and trusting communication can lead to genuinely insightful support tailored specifically for you.

In the following table, write down the names and details of the preferred business mentors you have identified on Enterprise Nation.

[image: ]

[image: ] Resource
Enterprise Nation is a fantastic website where you can find your ideal adviser. Check out this link:
enterprisenation.com/get-connected/find-an-adviser
You can also find this site by scanning this QR code:
[image: ]




CHAPTER 22


MAKING CHOICES

With or without a mentor, the plan you’ve crafted in Part 1: Plan should empower you to say no. This is because it’s not the things you say yes to that drive your business. It’s the things you say no to.

In the moment, it’s tempting to say yes and take on a new challenge or do anything a customer wants. However, in the medium and long term, some of those spontaneous decisions can backfire.

Sticking To the Plan

It’s far better to have a plan. The plan will describe your preferred customer, the resources you need to meet their requirements and the desired gross margin. With it, you will have the confidence to say no when you have the wrong customer, don’t have the resources to meet the customer’s needs or can’t get the right margin.

As a business owner, I wanted to seize every opportunity that came my way. I believed we could handle every contract, and I was able to identify innovation at every turn. However, this approach made me a challenge for my team. I constantly pushed them beyond their limits, frequently changing direction and insisting we focus on a new priority almost every week.

As an entrepreneur, it’s easy to overlook the amount of work required to implement each decision. While you’re exploring new opportunities, your team is still focused on delivering the previous ones. Learning to say no is a crucial skill that can enhance both your and your team’s confidence in your decisions.

Why would you say no?

	Lack of capability. i.e., your staff team don’t have the right skills, or you don’t have the right equipment to do the work to the standard required.
	Insufficient capacity, i.e., your team is flat out delivering to your current customers, or you don’t have enough space or money to support the needs of the new project or customer.
	Inadequate resources, i.e., you don’t have enough cash to sustain the gap between taking the contract and when you get paid (an example is the save-and-share model I adopted at 3RE in Chapter 8).
	The project is not viable, i.e., the customer demands changes to your service that are uneconomic (see the next section for an example of this).


Does an Idea Fit the Plan?

Whilst your ultimate goal should be fixed, your plan for how you get there should not be set in stone. There should always be the flexibility to bring new ideas and innovations on board. However, one of the main challenges is deciding whether an innovation or new idea genuinely fits within the plan or is a distraction that will divert valuable resources and staff time from the strategic direction.

It’s easy to say yes to a new idea, only to find out painfully that it requires a lot more effort and energy to implement and, worse still, takes you away from your main objective.

[image: ]

Figure 13: Business Decision Tool

You’ve invested substantial time and effort in crafting your business plan. It’s crucial not to squander that effort by pursuing unrealistic projects or straying from your goals.

To prevent this, you need a structured process to determine which new ideas or innovations are feasible and sensible. While this may seem bureaucratic and time-consuming, it’s a necessary step to ensure you stay focused on activities that take you where you want to go.

Is the new idea in line with your commitment and mission statement? Does it add value for your customer? Is it practical within your current resources?

To help you discover if a new idea or innovation is feasible, check out Figure 13, the Business Decision Tool

The following example shows how, by following the Business Decision Tool, you can discard inappropriate ideas and enhance those that pass the test.

[image: ] Case Study
Around 2007, I heard about a project in Sierra Leone to build a library in the township of Waterloo, which had been badly damaged in the civil war there.
I approached Claire Curtis Thomas, MP for Crosby, who led the project, and I asked her if the library needed any furniture. Her response was very enthusiastic. Not only was there a tremendous need for new furniture in the library, but due to the war and the vandalism and destruction carried out by the rebel armies, there was a massive demand for furniture across the government estate and in all the schools in Sierra Leone.
It struck me that it would be an excellent use of our furniture to help re-equip the schools and government departments of Sierra Leone that had suffered so egregiously during that terrible war.
However, my board was more cautious. They were initially sceptical, questioning how it fitted in with our strategy, how practically it could be delivered, and what the risks would be.
This scepticism added a layer of tension and uncertainty to the decision-making process. We had to carefully assess a project of this scale and ambition.
If you look at the Business Decision Tool in Figure 13, you will see that the first question to answer is, does this new idea fit with the mission? The answer, in this case, was a resounding yes.
Our mission was to reuse as much furniture as possible and divert it from landfill. Shipping furniture to Sierra Leone would enable us to reuse container loads of furniture.
We had a huge excess of supply. There was not enough demand from smaller organisations to consume the vast amounts of furniture that we were collecting. As a result, we were breaking up perfectly good furniture and sending the components for recycling - the next best rung of the waste hierarchy.XVII
Reusing this furniture on environmental grounds and international development criteria would be far better than breaking it up.
My trustees felt this was true, provided we could export multiple containers. Their logic was that if we were to invest time and effort in learning how to ship one container, we should capitalise on that learning and ship many more. In this way, not only would we be achieving higher levels of furniture reuse, but we would also further differentiate ourselves from our competition.
The next question on the Business Decision Tool is whether it was aligned with our current priorities. At the time, one of our major priorities was to increase demand to match the huge supply of furniture we were receiving.
It was essential for the business model to work that we reused as much furniture as possible because the costs of breaking it down for recycling were very high and not covered by the revenue from the recyclate (the raw materials) we created. So yes, if we could manage the export to Sierra Leone in a way that didn’t add cost, this was aligned with our priorities.
The next question was more difficult. Do we have the right skills? The answer to that was clearly no. We had yet to gain experience exporting anywhere, let alone Africa. To enable us to say yes to exporting, we would have to be creative and find a cost-effective way of securing those skills.
We knew that producing the documentation at the UK end was relatively straightforward, but securing clearance at the receiving port was far more challenging.
It was essential to have local representatives with the appropriate skills and knowledge to clear the container promptly to avoid additional unfunded port fees and demurrage.
We found the necessary skills through our partnership with Claire Curtis Thomas MP and Waterloo Partnership.XVIII She also secured sponsorship to ship the first container of furniture.
The next question in the Business Decision Tool is easier to answer: did we have the resources? In terms of good-quality furniture, the answer was a resounding yes. We had an abundance of furniture from several bank clearances, and we were more than capable of supporting the re-equipment of numerous government buildings, schools and community centres in Sierra Leone.
We also had the labour. Loading a container with intact furniture would save labour as it was much quicker than breaking down furniture for recycling.
When approached through a logical series of questions via the Business Decision Tool, what the board initially thought was a madcap idea increasingly looked like a pioneering solution that would do enormous social good while being commercially viable for Green-Works.
The board remained concerned about whether I should personally go to Sierra Leone to see the process in action. They were worried that, as the key man driving sales, the business would struggle if anything should happen to me in what was still a high-risk travel zone.
Fortunately, I managed to reassure them on the risk front and went to Sierra Leone several times over the next two years. Without a doubt, it was one of my most rewarding experiences.
As I mentioned earlier in Chapter 5, our work in Sierra Leone was hugely popular both with our partners at Interface and many of our corporate clients. They were delighted to be able to sponsor the shipment of their furniture not only to Sierra Leone but to many other countries as we developed our knowledge about exporting.
Over the next few years, we secured sponsorship to export 84 containers of furniture to over 20 countries in the developing world. We made a significant and positive impact on international development projects and, at the same time, boosted our reputation and reduced our costs.


The Danger of Straying

Getting the business model right is an essential part of starting a business. If you have done the modelling well, you should understand precisely what the customer requires and the costs of delivering that service.

In the following example, you will see that misunderstanding these two elements can be disastrous. The business owner extended the service for the client’s convenience without adequately assessing the additional costs that would impose on her.

[image: ] Case Study
At Papercycle, we established a successful paper collection round a few miles outside of our London base in Surrey. Although the increased distance meant we couldn't complete two rounds in a single day, the high quality of the paper we collected made the operation profitable.
When a recycling startup based in Surrey approached us about purchasing the round, it was a great opportunity. The deal would provide us with some cash while allowing a local business to take over the work more cost-effectively. Additionally, it would free us up to expand in London where we had a stronger presence.
We made the deal, and after a short induction period, she took over the round. After about six or eight months, she rang up and said that she’d had a change of heart. It was proving very difficult for her. Would we be willing to buy back the round?
We were still in growth mode and had the capacity to take the round back in theory. My partner, Peter, agreed to check it out and do the round himself before we committed to a valuation.
The round hadn’t developed much; it was still the same client list we had sold to her, but there was one crucial difference. Whereas in our business model, the client was responsible for getting the paper to a central loading point, the new company had agreed to walk around all the offices collecting individual bags of paper, placing a fresh bag in the bin and carrying all the bags out to the van.
As you can imagine, this added hugely to the time required to complete the work. Instead of being able to complete the round in five or six hours, it had become two days’ work.
In less than eight months, the new owner had hollowed out the value of the round by agreeing to increase the level of service to uneconomical levels. The round had become worthless.
We had to explain that, while we could take it back, we certainly weren’t going to pay anything for it, let alone the price that she had paid us, because we would have to spend weeks, if not months, re-educating the clients.


This case study shows the importance of understanding and adhering to the business model's core principles. The Papercycle business model revolved around a specific balance of effort between the collector and the customer. When the customers wanted to change that balance, the new company should have renegotiated the whole arrangement.

EXERCISE 25: APPLY THE BUSINESS DECISION TOOL


This is your opportunity to practise using the Business Decision Tool.

If, as you read this, you have an immediate decision to make (such as the one I faced about exporting to Sierra Leone) or adopting an innovation, then apply the Business Decision Tool process.

If you don’t have an impending decision, I recommend reviewing a previous one. The secret is to apply the logic rigorously and accurately.
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CHAPTER 23


THE PLAN: WHAT TO MEASURE

The essential elements of the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas are the Value Proposition and the Customer Segment to which you deliver that proposition.

It follows then that the most important things to measure are how well your company is delivering against its value proposition and how well it keeps its customers happy. Measuring these sorts of things can be tricky. With some creative thinking, you can develop a mechanism that gives you a good snapshot of your effectiveness on both these fronts.

You will remember my story in Chapter 10 about reliability being a fundamental value of Papercycle. To ensure that we were living up to this value, I checked our collection data daily and weekly.

I knew every evening whether we had missed any of our clients. At the end of each week, I measured the percentage of missed collections. The aim was to achieve 100% every day and every week. If we ever slipped below that mark, I would investigate rigorously.

I also contacted the client we’d missed and arranged an emergency collection. As the business grew, I developed a system that my administrator, Lorraine, could perform every day. I saw the data at the end of each week.

Value Proposition

Every business is unique. Revisit the value proposition and customer requirements which you set out in Chapter 6, and ask yourself, ‘How can I measure whether we deliver our value proposition to those customers?’

A value proposition can be aspirational and, as such, challenging to measure. In such cases, you must be creative and use data as a proxy for the value you are trying to measure. The key is to determine how to obtain the relevant data.

At Papercycle, we used collection records to understand our reliability. At Tree Shepherd (where our values were trust and patience), we looked at returning customers and the time between visits as an indicator of our patience.

As explained previously, measurable data points like these are called key performance indicators (KPIs). You already have the information you need for your KPIs. It may just require some creativity to know where it is and how to extract it.

EXERCISE 26: IDENTIFY KPIS FOR YOUR VALUE PROPOSITION


Cast your mind back to the value proposition and the ‘1+1’ that you prepared in Chapter 6. You will have identified a primary value and a ‘+1.’ Use the following template to determine how to measure the ‘1+1’ values.

You may think of a variety of options for measuring a value. List them all and then work through the practicalities and accuracy of each approach before deciding which one to adopt.
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Sometimes, the value proposition has subjective qualities and is challenging to measure in hard data. However, it should always be possible to work out a method of measuring whether you’re achieving the key elements of your value proposition.

[image: ] Resource
If you’re stuck on this, I would be pleased to help. You can always jump on a call with me via my website, and we can work through what’s really important to your business and how you might measure it.
Go to this link to book your free session:
intentionality.co.uk (type this offer code into the subject line: KPI24.)



Customer Relationships

Understanding your customers and their preferences is the key to a successful relationship.

You will find a Customer Relationships box on the Future-Fit Business Model Canvas in Chapter 6. In this section, insert the actions and activities you think your particular customers would most appreciate.

For some customers, this may involve entertainment and hosting events. For others, it is the timely distribution of accurate information. It’s incumbent on you to work out what your customers would most appreciate.

Keep in Touch With Key Customers

In addition to the quantitative data that you should be getting around your customers and what you’re doing for them, it’s invaluable to get qualitative insights into their experience of your business.

I strongly recommend having regular meetings with your top 5–10 customers. Meet them for coffee or lunch, relax and have a conversation that’s not just about business.

These are the conditions in which you truly get to understand what concerns them and what they truly value about the service you provide.

If you tune in and listen carefully, a customer can give you invaluable insights into what’s important to them.

Do you remember in Chapter 6 how pleased Mike Tregent was with the paper recycling scheme I set up for him at BBC Broadcasting House?

Of course, I was delighted to get this sort of feedback. It pleased me to have a happy customer. However, the real insight I gleaned from the conversation was the staff reaction to the ‘Trees Saved’ certificates.

It reinforced my sense that people wanted to know what they were achieving through their recycling. From that point, I doubled down on collecting the ‘Trees Saved’ data and made it an integral part of our process.

In those days, collecting data was extremely time-consuming as everything was paper-based. Our drivers would visit scores of businesses each day and manually record the number of sacks collected at each site.

The following morning, staff transcribed the numbers onto a long computer printout. We had over 200 clients, so creating reports at the end of the month involved a considerable amount of manual calculation and certificate printing. Although tedious, it was critical for maintaining our brand, reputation and client satisfaction.

[image: ] Tip: Have Something Original to Say

Keeping regular contact with your key customers is essential. You need to know what’s happening on the ground and any changes regarding personnel and leadership. You can also get valuable insights on the market from these meetings.

However, that intelligence is quite hard to get if you haven’t added something new to the conversation. Keeping the conversation original and fresh can be challenging when you’ve had a customer for a long time. There are only so many times you can review your performance and delivery with a customer who is quite happy with what you do.

Hence, the temptation is only to contact them when you’ve got something to sell them, which erodes the trust in the relationship because it could appear that’s the only reason you talk to them. How can you change this dynamic?

This is where your environmental and social credentials come into play. Aside from the positive benefits of protecting the environment and supporting social outcomes, these are great topics to discuss with your customers.

Your support for a local initiative or good cause is an intrinsically good thing to do. I recommend that you support something connected with what you do as a business or the values your business embodies.

To illustrate this, consider ANewIcon.com, an organisation I’ve worked with. It creates fantastic opportunities for local companies and small firms to support up-and-coming local athletes in their community.

As you can imagine, getting to and from training and competition events is both time-consuming and expensive. Young athletes in the early part of their careers need considerable support.

This is where ANewIcon.com comes in. It enables small firms to support local athletes and promote that support online, thereby becoming a community cheerleader for that athlete and hopefully encouraging others to support them as well.

There’s a clear opportunity for a company to select the sport or athlete most in tune with the service or product they offer. A delivery company offering fast service might support a sprinter, a maintenance company offering long-term support might sponsor a marathon runner, or a local marina might support a rowing team.

The benefit of supporting an organisation like ANewIcon.com is that it gives you an original and interesting point of differentiation from your competition and enables you to connect at a higher level with your customers.

The Second Order Is What Counts

The things that matter most to your business are trends. They show you how the business is going and empower you to make informed decisions.

On their own as a snapshot, most of the numbers I will describe don’t really help you. However, when viewed in a series, you can identify trends and draw tremendous value from them, giving you the control to steer your business in the right direction.

An important measure of commercial success is whether your hard-won new customers are returning for more. Are they coming back for that second order?

Everyone is delighted when they make a first sale to a new customer. Sometimes, you even crack open the champagne. However, the true test is whether that customer comes back a second time.

It’s often said that getting a new customer is between six and seven times more expensive than keeping an existing one. Understanding if new customers become regular customers is crucial to the long-term health of your business.

The first time is often a test. The second time shows that you passed the test. The customer liked what you did, the price you charged and the service you provided.

For instance, companies like Amazon and Starbucks have successfully implemented customer retention strategies, such as personalised recommendations and loyalty programmes, to keep their customers returning for more.

Therefore, it’s useful to record how many of your customers come back a second time and how many become regular customers.

Early Warning: Spotting Problems Quickly

One of the biggest causes of stress in small businesses is unexpected problems. You can’t avoid many of these, but as the following case study demonstrates, it’s possible to set up some basic systems to give you a ‘heads-up’ on what’s happening with your customers.

[image: ] Case Study
Earlier in this chapter, I described how, at Papercycle, we meticulously recorded the weight of paper collected from each customer. We used the information to produce certificates showing how many trees worth of paper the client had saved.
A significant by-product of keeping this data was that we could quickly spot anomalies. Most buildings generated a similar amount of paper at each collection. When a collection dropped off to zero, it was a red flag.
It triggered us to call the client and ask them if something had changed operationally in the building and, in particular, whether they had changed their cleaning contractor. That’s precisely what had happened most of the time. The new contractor had not been shown the system and was dumping the recycling in the general waste.
We were able to take quick remedial action because of our meticulous daily data collection. Sometimes, we went to see the cleaners themselves. Sometimes, we just had to speak to the supervisor or the facilities manager, and within a week, you could see that the system was back on track, and the paper reappeared.
Our data was invaluable on two fronts. Firstly, it enabled us to keep the loyalty of our clients, and secondly, it helped us to maintain a steady flow of paper from each client and plug any issues as soon as possible.


In this section, I have asked you to reflect on how well you know your customers, both old and new. My key learning has been that keeping track of your main customers is essential. This means talking to them directly and regularly.

It also means monitoring the level of business they have with you consistently so you can identify trends, which you can discuss with them at your regular meetings.

Keeping regular contact with your main customers, in person and systematically, helps you maintain relationships and gain insights that will also help you develop first-time buyers into regular customers.

EXERCISE 27: KNOW YOUR KEY CUSTOMERS


In this exercise list your main customers and then consider the quality of your relationship with them.

Ask yourself how many of these customers you know well and what you can do to increase that number. What else can you do to improve the quality of your relationships?
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Figure 14: How Well Do You Know Your Key Customers?


CHAPTER 24


PEOPLE: WHAT TO MEASURE

The main benefit of owning and running a business is that it should give you some control over your time and greater opportunities to get away and enjoy yourself.

Unfortunately, many business owners find themselves tied to their businesses, unable to take a break, and feeling like they’re not in control of their time.

Can Your Business Run Without You?

This is an ‘acid test’ for any business owner. Firstly, it determines the value of a company. The more dependent the company is on its owner, the less it is worth. Secondly, it’s vital for you to be able to recharge your batteries and feel in control of your time. You should be able to take time off without being interrupted by calls from your staff or customers about minor issues the team should have handled.

How many days could you truly leave the business to run itself?

	half a day
	one day
	three days
	one week
	two weeks


The minimum level you’re aiming for should be a week, and the target should be two weeks (or more!)

Staff Turnover

As the company grows and you take on more staff, you slowly lose the direct and regular contact you had when the business was smaller. You will need a way of flagging any arising staff issues.

A useful KPI is your staff turnover rate. As with most KPIs, it can be helpful as a snapshot but more informative when you use it to track trends. Are you starting to lose staff more frequently, or, more positively, are you retaining them for longer? If you maintain the data consistently, you will be able to see exactly when the trend started and potentially identify what happened at that point to cause the change.

EXERCISE 28: CALCULATE YOUR STAFF TURNOVER RATE


To calculate the staff turnover rate, you need three numbers:

	the number of active employees at the beginning of a period
	the number of active employees at the end of that period
	the number of employees who left during that period


The first step is to calculate your average number of employees by adding your beginning and ending workforce and dividing by two.

Now, you should divide the number of employees who left your company by the average number of employees. Multiply by 100 to get your final turnover percentage.

Here’s the formula for the annual staff turnover rate:
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As an example, if you started with 15 staff and ended the year with 21, your average number of staff would be:
15+21 = 36 / 2 = 18
If six people left in that period, your turnover rate would be:
6/18 *100 = 33%


Use the formula to calculate your annual staff turnover rate over the last three years or longer.

Look at the trend; is it getting better or worse? It’s important to understand the underlying trend and to account for exceptional years.


CHAPTER 25


PROFITS: WHAT TO MEASURE

Before diving into what to measure regarding profits and payments, let’s briefly discuss how to measure and get proper, insightful and timely financial information.

All too often, in response to my question, “Who manages your finances?” my clients respond, “My accountant.” For my follow-up question, “How do you know how your business is doing?” I’m told, “I check my bank balance every day.”

To be brutally honest, that’s not good enough. You need to know your business finances much better than that. It’s essential to develop a deep knowledge of your finances if you are to achieve your goals and keep your stress levels in check.

You are the one with the most at stake. Accountants don’t have any skin in the game. More importantly, accountants only report historical information and rarely provide any analysis of the underlying health of the business. As I illustrated in Chapter 19, when I had no idea about cash flow forecasting while running Papercycle, just knowing your bank balance leaves you in a constant doom loop of mentally second-guessing what will happen over the next few days and weeks.

All businesses need access to near real-time information on how they’re doing financially. The bank balance on a given day does not provide you with anything like the information you need for managing your day-to-day business.

How to Measure Profits

To grow your business and manage your stress levels, you need to be proactive in managing your finances and have an accurate and up-to-date understanding of your financial position. I strongly advocate that you take control of your business finances and either:

	hire a bookkeeper or
	adopt accounting software


Either option should reduce your accountancy costs and, at the same time, give you much better real-time information about your finances, and give you more control.

With up-to-date, real-time information, you will have a far better understanding of your business and access to the metrics I will describe later in this chapter.

It’s important to acknowledge that having an accountant is essential, but we need to put their role in perspective. The primary purpose of accountancy is to provide historical compliance data to Companies House and HMRC. Accountants rarely provide management accounts that truly help you grasp what is happening in your business.

Another significant concern about relying on accountants is that they typically present data behind the times. Even if you receive quarterly accounts for your VAT return, the information might be up to four months old. This is like driving a car while only looking in the rearview mirror—it’s scary.

I’ve encountered clients who wait until the end of the year to hear from their accountants about their performance. As a result, they lack any understanding of their profitability, costs and other critical metrics throughout the year.

Working closely with two bookkeepers, Mimi and Zoe, who assisted me at Green-Works and Tree Shepherd, respectively, I received regular, accurate financial data.

Their role in ensuring the accuracy and timeliness of our financial records was crucial, as it allowed me to fully comprehend our financial situation and concentrate on areas that required attention, such as debtors or gross margin analysis.

Bust the Myth: Know Your Numbers

In Chapter 2, I told you how I cheekily recruited Peter Lehmann as my chairman. He initially took the role for one year only as he wanted to avoid committing himself.

As it was, Peter stayed with Green-Works for nine years and supported me throughout that period in an extraordinary number of ways until, sadly, ill health overtook him, and he passed away in 2008.

After the first year, he said he would stay on but on one condition: I get much better at reporting the finances to the board. I’d run three firms before and thought I knew about finances, but frankly, I wasn’t at the level I needed to be now that I was running a much bigger organisation with serious board members.

I committed myself to learning about business finance by taking a short course on “Finance for Non-Financial Managers,” which was incredibly enlightening. In addition to the course, I did some private study. Honestly, I found it enjoyable. It provided valuable insights into my business and deepened my understanding of it.

Interestingly, I had hated maths at school, so it wasn’t natural maths skill that helped me understand business finance. It was relating the maths to my business that drew me in.

I passed this ‘business finance’ challenge to one of my clients, Loveness Lee, who runs her eponymous bespoke jewellery company in South London. As you will see, Loveness overcame her aversion to finances and took control of them in ways that saved her money and gave her clarity on what was happening in her business.

[image: ] Case Study
Loveness Lee will admit that she was one of those business owners who didn’t know how she was doing financially and relied very much on her accountant to produce all of her numbers.
Once she understood the need for financial control and understanding, she took to it very quickly. She pushed herself to learn about her finances. As a result, she reduced her accounting costs by 80%, and she is now much closer to her numbers.
“After taking advice from my mentor, Colin, I’ve dived into knowing more about where I spend my money rather than just reading the financial report from my accountant.
By doing my own bookkeeping and using accounting software such as Xero to do VAT returns, I could not just know where I was spending big chunks of money but also when and how frequently. This way, I could pinpoint if there is any room for saving.
I could also look at the return on investment (ROI), so it’s not just about saving or spending the money, but also spending it at the right place.”


Spot the Trend — What’s Changing?

When faced with concerns about a facet of the business, a reassuring strategy I’ve discovered is to compare it to similar periods in the past.

Sumit Anand, who you met earlier in Chapter 12, was worried about rising wage costs. The wage bill was scary and seemed to be growing exponentially. During high inflation, he needed to know whether the cost of wages had grown disproportionately to the prices charged, thereby reducing his gross margin. Only a comparison of gross margins achieved in previous periods would show Sumit whether he had a problem.

By analysing business activity over the preceding years, you can identify specific trends and cycles in your business. This knowledge empowers you to plan ahead for busy and quiet periods and adjust your costs accordingly.

Cash Flow Crises

By far and away, the single biggest, apparently ‘unforeseen’ problem that hits companies the most severely is the lack of cash.

According to accounting software Xero’s recent (November 2023) Money Matters report,XIX “Ongoing economic challenges have caused two in five (41%) small business owners to sacrifice their salaries and one in three (34%) to use their personal funds to keep their businesses running.”

This is not only stressful for you, it’s damaging to the business. It’s also avoidable. As I demonstrated in Chapter 19, you can avoid ‘unforeseen’ cash issues by creating and maintaining a cash flow forecast (see Exercise 22).

Debtor and Creditor Days

Allied with a cash flow forecast, I highly recommend you keep a regular account of your debtor days. This will give you an instant understanding of whether your debts are under control.

Debtor days is a simple formula for understanding how quickly you are getting paid on average. The lower the number, the quicker you’re getting paid. The benefit of knowing your debtor days is that it tells you in one number how well your delegated credit control systems are working and removes the need to dive into the details of each and every account.
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EXERCISE 29: TAKE THE FINANCE DATA QUIZ


How well do you know your business? Imagine you’re answering questions from the dragons in Dragons DenXX. In the den, you’re expected to know these numbers off the top of your head.

Without referring to your accounts, write down your answers to the following questions and check how accurate you were after completing the quiz.
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Scoring

	33–42 points? You nailed it.
	24–32 points? How’s your crystal ball?
	20–32 points? Hanging on by your fingernails.
	<20 points? Are you sleeping OK?



CHAPTER 26


MAKE IT HAPPEN: SUMMARY

We’re at the end of Part 4: Make It Happen section of Prosper With Purpose.

To help you stick to the plan or even write the plan in the first place, we’ve talked about how a mentor can be instrumental. Having an experienced person to share issues with you, bounce ideas off and compare notes and experiences will relieve tremendous stress and help you focus your mind on what the business truly needs.

One essential service a mentor can help with is sticking to the plan. It’s so easy in the maelstrom of actions and decisions you make daily as a business owner to find yourself going astray, taking on challenges you don’t have the right resources for, or which will take you in the wrong direction.

A business mentor can help you stay on the correct path, make the right decisions and help you say no. After all, what was the planning process for? Why put so much effort into drawing up a plan if you stray from it at the first opportunity? The plan is designed to help you make choices and understand the best route for you to achieve the goals you set.

In the planning process, you’ve also identified what is truly important to your business. You’ve identified what your customers value and the most important things you must do consistently to win new customers and keep your existing ones.

Creating an effective system for measuring critical parts of your business is one of the most crucial tasks for an owner. It will give you oversight of what’s truly important in your business without having to wade into detail. You will be like a ship’s captain checking the horizon with your binoculars while knowing the ship is on the right course.

In so doing, you have a better business and get a full night’s sleep!


PART 5:


WHAT HAVE WE LEARNT?

“There are only three measurements that tell you nearly everything you need to know about your organization’s overall performance: employee engagement, customer satisfaction and cash flow. It goes without saying that no company, small or large, can win over the long run without energized employees who believe in the mission and understand how to achieve it.”
Jack Welch, Former CEO of GE



CHAPTER 27


WRAP UP

The main objective of Prosper With Purpose is to help you to focus on what’s important to your business.

Much of the stress that business owners experience comes from working very long hours. Typically, the owner is working those hours to complete much less important tasks than the ‘3 Ps.’

Focus on the ‘3 Ps,’ i.e., what’s really important to your business, and two things will happen — your business will grow, and your stress levels will go down.

Plan: Think about Your Future

Know Where You Want to Go

As the business owner, your priority is ensuring your business delivers what you want it to provide.

At Green-Works, I had the ambition of making a measurable and significant difference in the amount of waste office furniture going to landfill. This enabled me to create a business that I was proud of, as it fulfilled that objective.

People start businesses for a wide variety of reasons and have different ambitions and priorities. These can include focusing on something they’re good at, achieving recognition, maintaining a happy family and social life, obtaining financial freedom, or simply being independent.

The main point of the plan is to provide you with a roadmap to achieve your goals, ensuring that you have a clear and structured path to success.

Know Your Customers

To achieve your goals, you need to understand your customers. Understanding their hopes and fears is critical to enabling you to achieve your goals.

As I better understood my customers’ priorities while running Papercycle, I realised that I could meet their desire for security and reliability while also achieving my goal of recycling their paper and other materials. By knowing what my clients really needed, I could achieve my goals.

Understanding the key elements of your customer offer and establishing a system to monitor how effectively your staff deliver them will help you manage the business with less direct oversight, ultimately reducing your stress levels. Additionally, this approach will empower your staff to reach their full potential.

Work on Not in the Business

You need a plan for systemising your business and how you run it. You should focus on making it easier for others to know what you want to do. In other words, the plan should take a leaf out of Michael E Gerber’s E-Myth Revisited, which I referred to in Chapter 12.

As Gerber would say, “How can I create a business whose results are systems-dependent rather than people-dependent?” This fundamental concept can revolutionise your business operations and reduce stress.

It’s about creating a business that does not rely on individual efforts but on efficient systems that produce consistent results. This shift in focus should be a powerful driver for change in your business.

People: Think of Others

Learn to Delegate

It’s often said, if less frequently lived up to, that the value of a company resides in its people. You’ve seen in this book that people want autonomy and respect. They want to be part of something that offers value to society. It’s incumbent on you to enable your staff as far as possible to realise those wants.

The primary way of achieving that is to delegate as much as possible to individuals and encourage and support the creation of teamwork so that everyone is fulfilled and works together and supports each other.

Think Beyond Your Business

When we watch the news, most of us are troubled by what’s happening locally and the changes happening to our planet. Increasingly, these issues are intruding on our lives and businesses.

It’s in our self-interest to address these issues to the extent possible for a small business. By supporting local organisations, you will foster a sense of community among staff, which should increase retention rates. Additionally, by taking sensible steps to reduce your impact on the environment and adapting to the consequences of climate change, you’ll create a positive sense of activity in the face of these overwhelming concerns.

These are powerful psychological supports for both you and your employees.

Profits: Control for Profit and Focus on Cash

The fundamental premise of Prosper With Purpose is that you, as a business owner, can take control of your business, increase its profitability and reduce your stress levels.

The two biggest causes of stress in a small company are tight margins and lack of cash.

Ensuring a Healthy Gross Profit

It’s essential to focus on both your pricing strategy and cost management to maintain a strong gross margin. Regularly evaluate your pricing to ensure it reflects the true value of your products or services, covers all direct costs, and includes a healthy profit margin. This evaluation should involve market research to understand what customers are willing to pay and what competitors are charging.

Simultaneously, monitor and control costs closely. Consistently seek better terms with suppliers, look for efficiencies, and reduce waste. By aligning your pricing with the value you provide and managing costs effectively, you can secure healthy gross margins and keep your business profitable.

Cash Is King: Treat It Like Royalty

Integrate cash considerations into all your customer systems, from securing business and obtaining purchase orders to timely invoicing and credit control. For every new contract, prioritise cash flow. Assess the amount of money required to initiate the contract and the timeline for receiving payment.

Continuously ask yourself, “How can I minimise the gap between when I pay staff and suppliers and when I get paid by the customer?” By placing a strong emphasis on cash management, you can enhance your business’s financial health and sustainability.

Final Thoughts

To thrive in your business, adopting the ‘3 Ps’ as a daily discipline is essential. Dedicate time each day to focus on:

	assessing your progress against your plan and strategy
	understanding how well you are serving your customers and supporting your staff
	effectively maintaining profitability and managing payments


By committing to the ‘3 Ps’ each day and fostering a culture of delegation and engagement among your team, you will not only reduce your stress levels but also free up valuable time. This approach allows you to share the responsibilities of growing your business and empowers your staff to contribute actively.
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affecting the customer experience.

4. Can you reduce your inventory?
Are you casrying excess stock of raw
‘matesials or finished products? What
is the industry norm and how much

do you carry?
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Question A B Answer
What were your sales A

for (4) last month B

and (B) year to date? | 2pts 3pts

What was your gross
masgin (A) last month
and (B) year-to-date?

What is your cash
position today?

What was it projected
to be?

Can you explain why
there’s a difference
between the two

figutes?

Do you maintain a
rolling 12-month cash

flow forecast?

Ts the forecast updated
at least monthly?

What are your (4)
debtor days currently

(B) what were they
last quarter?
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How do you react under stress? Do you:
(tick all that apply)

look for thrills or over-indulge?

stop taking things seriously?

become directive, even aggressive?

make snap decisions and tell people what to do?

become over-friendly?

become more demanding?

become obsessive about detail?

‘withdraw?
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Answer these questions for each of your key
delivery partners

1. Who do you depend on
to perform business-
critical tasks?

2. Do you have a written
service level agreement
with them?

3. How well do you know
them?

4. Have you ever met them?

5. Do you have regular
reviews with them?

6. Could you improve any
other current in-house

tasks by partnering?
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8. Do you give away too much for
free?

Examples:

® Conching time is paid for, but
extras, like write-ups and docu-
ment reviews, aze not charged.

® Not including postage costs — the
classic eBay error.

® Offering too much for free in
advance.

® Being too keen to keep the cus-

tomer happy (check out the
example in Chapter 22).

9. What holds you up?

® Do suppliers keep you waiting?

® Can you access your workspace
whenever you need to?

® Do you always have the people you
need to do the work?
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Put the right people
in the right seats.
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Where do they ive?

What's their personal situation? (Masried?
Divorced? Children? Homeowner? Renter?
Etc)

Do they do any voluntary work or
support any environmental or societal
campaigns?

2. What do they do?

What is their job?

Horw do they spend their spare time?

What is their disposable income or project
budget?

What is their highest qualification?

3. What are their concerns?

What are their biggest challenges?

What are their biggest fears?

What do they want to avoid?

Hor concerned are they about environmen-
tal or societal issues?

What eavironmental or social issues are they
most concerned about and why?

4. What do they want to achieve?

Describe the big result they want to achieve
atwork.
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Media types Examples Your persona?

News sources Newspapers

Social media TikTok

Spare time reading/ | Magazines
listening Podcasts

Professional reading | Industry publi-
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“Colin has helped me question why as well as what | am doing.”
— Andy Hall, Co-founder and Managing Director, Just Electronics Ltd

Prs:sper
With
Purpose

Your Essential Guide

to a More Balanced and
Successful Business Life

Colin Crooks MBE
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Elements of the mission statement

Team response

1. Who do we help/empower/equip
fivho is our target customer]?

2. What do we help them achieve/
reach/eliminate
[what is it they desire or what diffi-

culty ase they seeking to resolve]?

3. How do we provide/build/create/
reduce that
fivhat do we do that can be measuzed]?
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Client demand | Papercyele Tree Shepherd
and value offer
Client demand | Health, safety | Affordability and
and fire concerns | ongoing support.
are paramouant. i
Relatability is essen-
Must meet staff | tial (style of teach-
demand for ing, jargon-free
recycling: ‘matesials).
Primary value | Delivery Price (Frec)
offer
Relisble collec-
tions to remove
obstruction and
fire risk.
+1offer Service Quality
Bespoke recy- | Informal style of
cling system and | delivery to ensure a
information to | feeling of comfort.
directly address

staff concerns.
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6. Areyour |Yes,we have Mostly, but | No. We rely

processes writ- |a compre- |theyrein |on word of

tendown?  |hensive |different |mouth.
manual |files.

7. Do you train |Yes, there | Wehave [Tt ad hoc.

yourteam?  lisacom- |atraining |If staff tell
prehensive |budget, and |me they
training  |as needs are |need train-
plan for the |identified, |ing, T decide
[whole team. |we useit. |if we can

afford it.

5. Howoften |Everyweek Oncea |Very rarely

do you leave imonth.

the office?

9.Whenwas |Inthelast6 |Overayear |Thon-

the last time  |months.  [ago. lestly can't

you had a remember.
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Do you:

PARTIALLY

NO

1. have an up-to-date
12-month rolling cash
flow forecast?

2. check contracts for
payment terms?

3. routinely negotiate con-
tracts for cash flow?

4. offer incentives for cus-

tomers to pay early?
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Business Sector Data type | Gross Margin
Grocery retailers Range | 20-25%
Speciality retail Averge | 38%
Manufacturing Average | 9.4%
Construction Range | 5-10%
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Exit Strategy Challenge

Your responses

1. Do you have an exit strategy?

2. When would you like to exit?

3. Do you have a plan for mak-

ing the exit strategy happen in
that timeframe?

4. What steps have you put
in place to make the plan
‘happen?

5. How much time and resources
have you allocated to making
this strategy happen?
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List all the customers who
make up 80% of your revenue

How many are
there?

How often do you
meet them?
How well do you
know them?
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become unable to make a decision?

unable to act untl every possibility has been

esplored?

withdraw to solve problems by yourself?

ignore other people?

ignore facts that do not fit your viewpoint®
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Turmover is vanity,

profitis sanity, cash
is reality.
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5. Can you employ less skilled
people to do part of the work at
a lower rate?

ie, by breaking the process down into
individual tasks

6. Can your customers do some of
the work for you?
TKEA asks their customers to self-

assemble, therapists require customers
to complete health declazations, etc.

7. Where can you be more
efficient?

Can you:
o make or deliver the product in less
time?

® organise your delivery/collections
‘more efficiently, ic., by nominating

certain days for specific areas.
® ceduce the materials required? ic.,

using principles of Desiga for
Environment (DfE)?

® ceduce wastage?
® ceduce the time it takes to starta
new job? (see section 9)

o computesise production and/oz
mvou:ng?
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Question.

Your answer

1. Ts expansion consistent with

your mission?

2. How much is the new area worth?

3. How much will setting up in the

new area (including oversight
and management time) cost?

4. How long will it take to estab-
lish the new area?

5. What is the travel cost and time
requirement to oversee the new
area?
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Networking opportunities

Your thoughts

Trade networks (for your industry)

Supplier networks (for organisa-
tions that supply you)

Customer networks (where your
preferred customers go)

‘Thematic networks (support ser-
vices, such as finance, environmen-

al, employment, logisties, etc.)

Any others?







OEBPS/image_rsrc35R.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc352.jpg
‘Question A B [ Your

answer

1. How well do |I know them | Quite well. | Not very
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4. Howoften | Atleast Every other |About every
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45 minutes)?
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Business Decision Tool

What is the question?

1.Is it on mission? Yes
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No Yes

(Is there a
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Also by Colin Crooks MBE

How to Make a Million Jobs:
A Charter for Social Enterprise
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Cash is king.
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Describe the big result they want to achieve
in their spare time.

5. Why you?

‘What makes this customer or client ideal for you?

How can you attract them to you?
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