
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	

	 

	Business Acumen 

	for Managers

	Managing with Awareness—Connecting Daily Work to Business Impact.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hendrik Lim, Ir. MBA

	 

	

	

	



	




	 

	Introduction: 

	From Managing Tasks to Driving Business

	 

	This book, Business Acumen for Managers, was written with one primary goal: to help managers understand how business truly works—holistically, end-to-end, rather than in departmental silos.

	I want to invite you to shift your perspective: from "this is my job" to "this is my contribution to the business." This isn't about lecturing you; it’s about building an alignment mindset—ensuring that your daily work is clearly connected to the company’s direction.

	Many managers are not lacking in skill. They are competent, hardworking, and strong on the management side. However, quite a few have never been encouraged to see the "Big Picture" of the business. This isn't due to a lack of intelligence, but simply because that perspective is rarely cultivated.

	 

	As a result, we often encounter situations like these:

	
		Working in silos, while "synergy" remains nothing more than a slogan— jargon.

		Chasing KPIs without understanding the why behind the numbers.

		Struggling to link departmental work with the company’s strategy.

		Being more reactive than anticipatory.

		Feeling unprepared to step up to a General Manager or Business Leader role.



	This is where business acumen becomes vital.

	 

	Business acumen is not about memorizing financial terms, nor is it about being a spreadsheet wizard. It is the ability to understand how daily decisions, priorities, and actions affect:

	
		Value creation,

		Profitability,

		And business sustainability.



	 

	Over the years, I have discussed and worked with many managers. Almost all of them have attended various management and leadership trainings. They execute processes neatly, lead teams well, and manage conflicts effectively.

	Yet, many still do not truly understand the business they are in—in terms of "business sense" and a commercial perspective. Consequently, small decisions are often made without realizing their impact on profit, cash flow, or the overall company’s trajectory.

	At this point, business acumen is what distinguishes an ordinary manager from a manager who thinks like a businessperson.

	This book is not written to make you work faster, memorize more concepts, or add new burdens to your work routine. It is written to help you work with business awareness.

	 

	If, after reading this book, you don't necessarily become a busier manager, but rather a more aware manager—more sensitive to the impact of your decisions and better at understanding the business context behind your daily work—then this book has done its job.

	Beyond that, this book promises no miracles. It simply invites you to look at the same job through a slightly different lens.

	With this awareness in mind, the next question becomes unavoidable: what exactly is business acumen, and why does it matter so much for managers today? To answer that, we must first understand why good management alone is no longer sufficient to keep a business truly alive.

	Best regards,

	Hendrik Lim

	 

	 

	"The secret of business is to know something that nobody else knows." > — Aristotle Onassis

	 


Chapter 1 – What is Business Acumen, and Why Does It Matter?

	 

	 

	Running Case – Orion Logistics
Integrated Logistics: Shipping · Port · Trucking · Warehousing

	At Orion Logistics, everything looked right on paper. Processes ran smoothly, targets were met, yet the business was quietly under pressure.  At Orion Logistics, targets are met and SOPs are followed across shipping, port, trucking, and warehousing. On paper, the business looks under control.

	However, customers experience delays, handover issues, and unclear accountability. No single function fails, yet the business struggles to move forward.

	 

	 

	“Good management keeps functions healthy. Business acumen keeps the business alive.”

	 

	This chapter explains why integration without business awareness often creates friction instead of value.

	I want to start with one simple observation.

	Many business problems are not caused by bad managers, but by good managers working without business context. This may sound like a paradox, but it is a stark reality on the ground.

	 

	For clarifying, our case Orion Logistics can serve the purpose. In the Orion Logistics running case, the nature of the business is fundamentally about selling capacity, space, and time. It is a heavy, asset-based business that requires substantial upfront investment. Every facility—ships, ports, transportation fleets, and warehouses—demands significant capital expenditure.

	Depreciation runs continuously, regardless of whether there are customer orders or not. The overhead costs of vessels, port operations, transportation, and warehousing continue to accrue. These costs do not stop simply because capacity goes unused. Similarly, your bank interest charges will continue to haunt, if the facility was financed by commercial lending institution.

	Managers with strong business acumen understand this reality and therefore operate with a high sense of urgency. They recognize that every additional load creates incremental profit. Each extra container or passenger represents additional contribution, because in most cases it does not materially increase variable costs. Fuel consumption, crew costs, and depreciation do not rise simply because one more order is added.

	This is why such incremental volume is often referred to as extra profit. It explains why urgency is not optional. There must be a constant drive—a healthy tension—to maximize loading and order flow. Capacity cannot be taken for granted, nor can managers afford to operate with a silo mindset of “as long as I have done my own job, the rest is not my concern.”

	In logistics, transportation, and similar capacity-driven businesses, unsold capacity is wasted capacity. Once time has passed, it cannot be recovered. A seat or a slot left empty on today’s journey cannot be reclaimed on the next route.
What is gone is gone.

	 

	You might notice that by understanding the nature of our business and its model, it can help tuning up our business acumen.

	 

	 

	When Hard Work Doesn't Equal Business Contribution

	I was once in an internal discussion where a manager presented his team's achievements very neatly. Targets were met. Processes were followed according to procedure. There were no violations. Yet, after the meeting, a leader spoke quietly:

	“Functionally, it’s good. But our business is actually under pressure.”

	There was nothing wrong with the manager's work. What was missing was the connection to the business context. This is where many managers get trapped. They work hard, but they work in silos.

	Think of it like a football team where every athlete is individually talented and brilliant. However, as a team, they rarely win and lose every match—even though "team solidarity and synergy" training is provided every week.

	 

	SOPs Can Run, But the Business Can Stagnate

	Procedures are important. Discipline is important. However, SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) are created to maintain consistency, not to replace the understanding of context.

	I often see situations like this:

	
		HR follows the rules perfectly but loses key talent.

		Maintenance follows the schedule, yet downtime remains high.

		Purchasing drives prices down, but vendor relationships deteriorate.

		General Affairs (GA) saves on small costs but creates major friction in operations.



	 

	Everything is done with good intentions. Everything is done according to the role. But a business does not survive on good intentions alone. A business survives on the impact of interconnected decisions.

	“I’m Just Doing My Job” — A Phrase That Needs Expanding

	These phrases appear often:

	
		"I'm just carrying out my duties as a functional manager."

		"What matters is that my task is finished; I have done my part."

		"My business is only my department, nothing else."



	These statements are natural. They even seem logical. The problem isn't the statement itself, but the mental boundary that follows it.

	When a manager stops at their function alone, they lose the opportunity to see:

	
		The implications of their decisions on other teams.

		The impact on the customer.

		The consequences for business sustainability.



	 

	Business acumen isn't asking you to take over someone else’s role. Not at all. That is not the goal. It only asks for one thing: the awareness that your work does not stand alone.

	 

	Why Does This Problem Occur?

	Most managers are never taught to see the business as a whole. They are promoted because of:

	
		Technical expertise.

		Loyalty and tenure.

		Consistent performance.

		"Seniority-based" progression.



	 

	However, once they become managers, they are rarely given the "Big Picture" map of:

	
		How the company generates Value—contribution, relevance, and benefits.

		Where business pressures arise.

		What is the nature of our business, and its implication

		Why management makes certain decisions.



	As a result, many managers work under the assumption: "As long as my division or department is safe, the business will be fine." Yet, in modern business reality, no function truly stands alone.

	 

	The Beginning of Business Acumen

	Business acumen doesn't start with financial reports. It starts with a simple realization:

	
		"My decisions always have an impact outside my area."

		"Whatever we do or don't do within this department will ultimately impact the customer out there."



	This awareness changes the way a manager:

	
		Sees and solves problems.

		Communicates across functions and hierarchical structures.

		Understands the organization’s direction.

		Understand the challenge that the nature of their business instrinsically pose.



	 

	The following chapters will help you see:

	
		How business works in simple terms.

		How to read signals without being a finance expert.

		How to remain a functional manager who is business-relevant.



	No heavy theories. No excessive jargon. No need to change who you are.

	If there is one thing to take away from this chapter, it is perhaps this: Many managers don't need to work harder. They just need to work with a more holistic awareness. 

	Seeing the overall picture. 

	Seeing the Big Picture. 

	And that is the starting point of business acumen.

	 

	

	

	How Do We Explain Business Acumen Practically?

	Imagine two managers. Both are equally smart, diligent, and have solid teams. The difference is that the first only focuses on daily tasks, while the second has a broader view: every small decision is linked to its impact on finances, customers, and the company's overall direction.

	The result? The second manager isn't just seen as "good at their job," but as a "future leader." That is the power of business acumen.

	 

	A Simple Definition

	Business acumen might sound like a complicated term, but its meaning is simple: The sharpness to understand how a business runs, makes money, and survives in the long term. In other words, it’s the ability to "read the business game," not just execute technical tasks.

	 

	Everyday Analogies

	
		At a Restaurant: A chef without business acumen only focuses on making tasty food. A chef with business acumen thinks: ingredients must be efficient, the price must be right, customers must be satisfied, and the restaurant must remain profitable.

		In a Logistics Company: An operator without business acumen says: "The important thing is the goods arrive quickly." An operator with business acumen says: "The goods arrive quickly at an efficient cost, so the customer is happy and the company remains healthy."



	 

	Common Myth: “Business Acumen is a Talent”

	Many think business acumen is a natural-born gift. In fact, it is a skill that can be trained. The way to do it:

	
		Learn to see the connections between departments.

		Read basic financial numbers.

		Stay sensitive to customer needs.

		Ask: "If I make this decision, what is the impact on the business?"



	 

	 

	Why Managers Need Business Acumen

	
	1) To avoid the silo trap. A manager is not just a department head, but a part of the company's large engine.

	2) To be valued more. Superiors judge not just hard work, but smart work with real business impact.

	3) To be ready for leadership. Leadership without business acumen is like a ship captain who doesn't understand the wind and sea currents.



	 

	Business acumen is not an academic theory; it’s a way of thinking. It is the ability to see the connection between activities, numbers, customers, and the final business result. Managers with business acumen know that every decision—no matter how small—has financial and strategic impacts.

	Many professionals get stuck in a "comfort zone": busy working but unaware if their work is still relevant to the market. Consequently, they might be highly efficient but irrelevant. Business acumen makes you aware of the context, not just the procedure.

	We can no longer survive in a work world filled with calls to "just focus on your own job; if everyone does their best, everything will be fine." If you are only busy working in a "dark room" silo, the company might produce many things but lose its relevance. Its products could be abandoned by consumers because they no longer sell.

	While re-reading that sentence, "efficient but irrelevant," I invite you to recall the bitter but true words of the then-CEO of Nokia, Stephen Elop:

	 

	"We didn't do anything wrong, but somehow, we lost."

	 

	Remember, not making a mistake is no guarantee that a company will continue to exist and progress. No one doubted Nokia's efficiency or management governance—they were among the best; They can also hire any best in the world management consultant anyway.  But they lost. That is a painful fact.

	This statement was made in 2014 when Nokia sold its Devices & Services division to Microsoft. They couldn't compete with the two giants of the time: Apple’s iOS and Google’s Android. The legendary king of mobile phones lost its throne.

	When I say "business acumen makes you aware of context, not just procedure," it means having a broad perspective, strong business instincts, and the ability to see the "Big Picture" of the business model. This is what people often call being "business savvy."

	When you have business sense, you stop being an "employee" and start being an "owner of responsibility." You see the business as a living ecosystem—one that can grow, fail, or change depending on your decisions today.

	This brief eBook explains the three main components of business acumen: Financial Understanding, Market Awareness, and Strategic Judgment. These three will make you sharper in decision-making and more trusted by your superiors. Because in the end, companies look for managers who can think about the business, not just follow instructions.

	 

	"Efficiency without relevance is a fast track to obsolescence."

	 

	Once we understand why business acumen matters, the next challenge emerges.
If managers are already competent and disciplined, why does business performance still fall short?
The answer lies beyond management techniques—and begins with how managers see their role in the business.

	 

	 

	 

	"A manager who does not understand the business is like a pilot who does not understand the weather." > — Anonymous

	



	
Chapter 2 – Beyond Management and Leadership

	 

	 

	Running Case – Orion Logistics
Integrated Logistics: Shipping · Port · Trucking · Warehousing

	Orion Logistics was managed by competent, disciplined managers.  Yet despite strong execution, something essential was missing—business impact.    Orion Logistics is an integrated logistics company managing shipping lines, port operations, trucking fleets, and warehouse facilities. Each unit is professionally managed and operationally disciplined. 

	Yet, when managers focus only on their own functions, integration slowly turns into fragmentation. Performance looks solid locally, but business impact weakens at the system level.

	 

	 

	“Managing work keeps things running. Understanding the business determines where it is going”.

	 

	This chapter explores why being a good functional manager is no longer enough in an integrated, fast-changing business environment—where customers are more demanding and expectations continue to rise.

	Many managers are already experts in managerial functions: planning, delegating, supervising, and ensuring targets are met. But today’s business world moves too fast to rely solely on classic management skills. Modern managers are required to look beyond their specific functions.

	They must understand:

	
		How the business operates.

		How value is created (value creation).

		How to detect if their business model is becoming obsolete or outdated.

		How operational decisions affect customers.

		How small changes on the ground can have a massive impact on profit.



	 

	Going "beyond" being a conventional manager means you no longer think like a fixed-salary employee. Instead, you adopt the perspective, skills, and agility of a business owner who has skin in the game. In other words, you will see numbers not just as report results, but as a reflection of your own decisions.

	Many people stop at the level of a "good manager." They know how to lead a team and organize work. 

	But great managers go further: 

	they understand why the business runs the way

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		"I'm just doing my job."

		"As long as the SOP is followed."

		"That’s not my area."



	
	
	
		"Just focus on your own work."

		"If everyone does their own job well, everything will be fine."



	
	
	
	
	
	
		More sensitive to the impact of your decisions,

		Better able to understand management’s direction,

		And more capable of aligning your role with business reality,
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