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INTRODUCTION

In business, a downturn is never more than a few minutes away. Major customers can leave, disappear or refuse to pay; your brand can be damaged, fairly or unfairly, by ignorance or malice. Mistakes, acts of God or simple actions and unforeseen sequences of events can all conspire to create adversity.

The fact is that the best businesses are those that are energetic, thoughtful and restless, and that avoid complacency, are continuously learning, adapting and improving—in short, even if a downturn is not present, the best businesses act as if one is right around the corner and there is no time to waste. In a fast-moving, competitive global economy, this seems to be a sound approach to ensuring success.

Surviving a downturn is one of the hardest and most challenging tasks in business. Downturns can result from a range of factors, including economic shifts, external market changes, competitive pressures or simple mismanagement. While people tend to focus on immediate problems that cause an enterprise to fail, such as a lack of cash or sales problems, these may actually mask a range of business issues that result in failure. Such issues can include weak leadership, a lack of market awareness, poor use of information and an inability to innovate. The solutions to surviving a downturn or ‘competitive squeeze’ are therefore not simply financial or sales-focused, but much broader, covering the long and the short term, and they provide the focus for this book.

These issues affect the largest corporations as well as the smallest enterprises, so this book is illustrated with examples relevant to a diverse set of challenges: focusing on customers, controlling the money, thinking ahead, building trust, being creative, getting the right plan and working with people to succeed.

Whether you are surviving a current downturn or simply avoiding a future one, I hope this book will help you and your business to find firm ground, providing ideas and insights that ensure you prosper.

Jeremy Kourdi
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1 WHAT CAUSES A BUSINESS DOWNTURN?


The most simple but possibly alarming answer to this question is – you. Of course, this is both bad news and good. It’s bad because the potential for a downturn in business success is always there, but it’s also particularly good news as well. If the only potential pitfall is one that you know intimately and can control, then your chances of surviving a downturn are greatly increased.

The view that you are the potential pitfall is one that seems counter-intuitive. What about the myriad other things that decisively affect your business that you cannot control: customers’ cash flow, competitors’ products and pricing, the strength of the economy, legislation, unforeseen developments affecting your market, employees’ fraud? The list is almost endless. Surely these are the real causes of business failure or success?

Well, these are certainly the factors behind business fortunes, but they’re not the most significant when trying to survive a downturn. The truth is that you can’t control the world, you can’t control the market (regulators will prevent that), nor your customers or even the people who work in your business. While you may be able to influence all of these forces, the only one you truly control is yourself.



When you’re facing a downturn, you need to be aware of both the challenges and opportunities facing your business, and you need to reflect that understanding by taking decisions at the right time. To illustrate, consider the case of Gary Flandro.

During the mid-1960s Flandro was an undergraduate student on a work placement with the NASA space agency. At that time NASA was in the middle of the first Mariner missions to Mars, and Flandro was given the routine and (supposedly) far less interesting task of calculating, in detail, the movement and relative positions of the planets and the best time to launch a probe for a future expedition to Jupiter.

Flandro approached the task carefully and enthusiastically. He understood that the gravitational field of one planet could slingshot a probe on to another target at even greater speed, and he calculated when the four largest planets in the solar system would be on the same side of the sun, in the same proximity. He then calculated that a specific timing for a mission to Jupiter would, because of their proximity, also enable the probe to visit Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. Finally, Flandro worked out that only once every 175 years were the four planets close enough to make such a mission viable. This led NASA during the 1970s and 1980s to launch the enormously successful Pioneer and Voyager space probes, that dramatically increased our understanding of the solar system (Voyager is now the most distant and far travelled object in human history). Not bad for a young student given a routine task to complete!

So what does Gary Flandro have to do with our understanding of the causes of a business downturn? One point is worth noting at the outset: Flandro highlights the fact that inspiration and insight can come from anywhere—home, family, friends, public service, academia—not just business. More particularly, Flandro’s success shows that it’s what we do with the information around us that determines success or failure, not the information itself. Understanding the movement and position of the planets was not Flandro’s great achievement—this had been studied in a rudimentary way since ancient times. His great success was to build on this understanding and realise its implications (the chance for a slingshot mission once every 175 years). Events may be challenging but it’s our response that determines success.

We’ll discuss in detail how to avoid and survive a business downturn later, but for now, there’s one vital lesson. Surviving a business downturn means taking 100% responsibility for your business and its results. And this means not blaming, complaining, justifying, defending or withdrawing, but becoming actively involved, focusing your thinking and applying the skills and abilities you have to get the business out of its tailspin. As the business philosopher Jim Rohn noted, ‘You must take personal responsibility. You cannot change the circumstances, the seasons or the wind, but you can change yourself.’

To highlight how to take 100% responsibility, consider the formula

E + R = O

(Event + Response = Outcome)

To achieve a specific outcome, you need to take control of your reactions. Being able to influence events would help, but clearly this is not always possible; what is achievable, however, is a positive, productive response leading to the right outcome.

The basic premise is that every outcome you experience in your life is the result of how you have responded to an earlier event or events. If you want to improve the results you are getting, then you can simply change your response (R) to the events (E)—the way things are—until you achieve the outcome (O) that you want. To control your response, focus on three specific elements within your control: behaviour, thoughts and images.

Changing your response requires a change in attitude, but it helps to know that for most people a large proportion of their behaviour (85–90%) is habitual and unconscious. Simply managing this aspect of behaviour will make a significant difference. After all, your current habits will get you only as far as you are at the moment. What is needed is the ability to adopt—or sustain—the right mindset.

There is one final, positive point to note. Reversing the causes of a downturn results in real progress and success, not simply ‘an end to the rot’ but something much more positive. In business you are either going forwards or backwards, but never static. You may think you’re standing still—for example, this year’s results may look very similar to last year’s—but in fact your long-term prospects could be declining and you could be entering a downturn. So, don’t think of surviving a downturn as being defensive, defeatist or essentially negative: it’s entirely about

Challenge 1: adopt the right mindset


Believe in yourself







Decide what you want—and set goals to help you get there




Practise the ‘rule of five’


Stop complaining, and work with successful people




Challenge 2: stop being complacent, too focused on short-term goals or simply unaware


Develop your commercial awareness



Use knowledge and information



Avoid ‘business as usual’ thinking












Challenge 3: decide and then implement the right approach










Differentiate between ‘hygiene factors’ and the business idea



Get the business idea right
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Find your own way out of the downturn







Manage your hygiene factors







Challenge 4: develop creativity and innovation









Challenge 5: focus on customers







Challenge 6: develop business relationships












Challenge 7: don’t spend too much on the wrong things or too little on the right ones






The threat of moral hazard


Navigating around black swans


Are you facing a downturn?
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