
Better Business Focus
Expert Inspiration for a Better Business

Better Business Focus is the essential key for business owners and managers. It achieves that by focusing on the way in which successful 
businesses in the UK compete and manage their organisations.

It focuses on how people are recruited, coached and developed; on how marketing and selling is undertaken in professional markets as well as in 
markets with intense competition; on how technology and the Internet is reshaping the face of domestic and home business; and on how people are 
being equipped with new skills and techniques.  In short, it off ers expert inspiration for a better business.
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After the frantic merger and 
acquisitions (M&A) party of recent 
years, there is a growing hangover 
feeling of “Was it really worth it?” A 
recent article in “Money Week” was 
headlined “Why most M&A’s turn into 
disasters!”

So what could be happening in your 
account or prospect if it has been 
on the M&A trail? A good chance 
of breaking up. 2007 recorded over 
12,200 break up sales worth $1.5 
trillion according to the “Economist” .

                                         

Breaking up is good 
for you

By Philip Foster
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It’s about: Mergers
It applies to:  Business Owner/Managers

Main slant: 
M&A opportunities

What can you learn from this article

In plain English – a Merger is usually 
a friendly version of two companies 
coming together – usually one 
company absorbing the other. An 
Acquisition usually means that 
there was some resistance by the 
target company. The resistance 
was overcome and the target was 
absorbed.

Astonishingly, these larger companies 
often fail to deliver the promised 
returns. One latest survey published 
in “Money Week”, suggested only 30% 
ever do! The new companies fail by 
being stricken by the “winner’s curse”, 
the predator paid a huge premium 
i.e. paid too much for the target 
company.

So how does this happen – you may 
wonder? Well the management 
textbooks talk about synergy – the 
interaction of two or more parts to 
produce a greater result than the sum 
of their separate effects e.g. 2 plus 
2 equals 5! Essentially there are two 
forms of synergy.

Revenue Synergy
Revenue Synergy where sales growth 
will be boosted by sharing customer 
lists, aligning marketing strategies, 
and combining sales forces. The 
problem here is that the combined 
sales force members may not hit it 
off; find each other’s methods difficult 
to harmonise, and dislike the new 
management. So in the interest of job 
security each sales person goes into 
a very low risk method of operation, 
innovation is stifled and sales leads 
and contact names are not shared. 
Combining logistics operations with 
different warehouses, fleets, colleagues 
and software systems becomes a 
nightmare. I know of one newly 
merged logistics operation where the 
only way senior management knew 
what was really happening was by 
walking around the warehouses. The 
new software told them that goods 
had been delivered when customers 
were telling them the opposite in 
no uncertain terms. So this revenue 
synergy can result in a higher 
probability of the sales performance 
failing to match the promise, resulting 
in complaints, refunds, low customer 
loyalty, and low sales morale.

Cost Synergy
Cost Synergy or 2 plus 2 equals 3 in 
other words. Surplus staff members 
are fired, spare premises are to be off 
loaded, and savings are expected from 
bulk buying. However the firing goes 
too far and many ex staff are rehired 
as “contractors”. Spare premises are 
on long leases, which cannot easily 
terminate and are difficult to sub let.

Due diligence then misses out on the 
potential skeletons in the cupboard. 

The predator is outside of the target 
company and no matter how thorough 
the due diligence – and I think that we 
are going to read more about  less than 
thorough due diligence this year – there 
is always something that is going to go 
wrong. It could be a flag ship deal, which 
eventually is won with no margin, or a 
project with a huge cost over run or a 
new project, which cannot be completed 
without a huge extra injection of cash.

So what is the source of the real 
motivation? Just look at the CEO and 
the board. Using shareholder’s and the 
bank’s money to buy another company 
is quicker than organically and slowly 
growing your own. There is plenty of 
press coverage organised by a hyped 
up PR agency and encouragement by 
management consultants, lawyers, and 
auditors who see loads of fee time on 
the clock. Within the secret confines of 
the predator there will be a “war room” or 
“special projects group” masterminding 
this acquisition high on adrenalin and 
giving off clear signals that this is where 
careers are rapidly advanced.

Much more exciting than poring over 
quality reports, operational stats, 
evaluating sales pitches and reviewing 
the monthly accounts. In addition there 
is always the nagging doubt that if the 
company is not a predator it could soon 
be a target – better to hunt than be 
hunted! 

Then when the deal is completed and the 
vanquished board is despatched, and the 
victorious senior managers are walking 
around the newly acquired offices the 
party soon ends and the hangover kicks 
in. The cure is a strong injection of cash. 
What are the symptoms?
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Some of the cost synergies are failing.

The banks want loan repayments.

There are cost over runs for the new 
integration software, the new brands 
and other integration projects.

The fees for the professional services 
incurred during the heady days of the 
acquisition have to be paid.

Some shareholders are questioning 
the wisdom of the deal.

As an Account Manager, stay positive 
and close. Given the proliferation of 
termination interviews you may be 
the only person with the “corporate 
memory” of how some goods and 
services are sold, distributed, installed 
and invoiced. After all few newcomers 
read the files of their predecessors.

Stay close to your account’s managers 
and build new relationships. They 
will need all of the help available to 
make these huge new profits. This will 
also impress your directors who may 
be nervous about this new account’s 
instability.

When the break comes
 Analyse the facts, opinions, and trends 
– even with a simple SWOT analysis 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
threats) 

Track all developments closely and if 
say 30% of your account is sold off you 
could have a new account. This sort of 
initiative will impress your directors. 

I don’t design 
clothes, I design 
dreams.

                                     
 Ralph Lauren

Each day seems to bring worse 
economic news, and vying for top 
billing in the hard knocks competition 
is the retail industry. Even online, times 
are getting tougher. Chris Barling, 
CEO of ecommerce and EPOS supplier, 
Actinic (www.actinic.co.uk) has been 
seeking out tips from web retailers on 
how to get in fighting trim. The advice 
given ranges from getting the basics 
really right to improving marketing and 
using some Web 2.0 techniques to fully 
engage customers. 

Below is a summary of tips, by web store 
owners:

1.  Treat customers just the same as 
you would if they visit your shop and 
personalise their experience wherever 
possible. If you give them a great 
experience, they are likely to come back 
and order repeatedly. 

2. Use customers’ comments to improve 
your site. “There’s no better (and honest) 
critics to keep you on your toes and 
constantly improving,” says James 
Auckland of www.lunaspas.com.

3. Traditionally in any downturn 
marketing and advertising budgets
are the first to be cut. But marketing 
is probably the last area that should 
see the axe. Try different things, and 
balance cuts in one area with increased 
spending in another. Christianne James 
of www.4little1s.com says that the key 
point is, “the ability to measure the 
results of the campaign, as an ongoing 
exercise in fine tuning, learning what 
produces results and what doesn’t.”

4. Optimise your site for the search 
engines. Check what terms people use 
to find your site.

5. Let your shoppers interact directly 
with other potential buyers and with 
you, e.g. using feedback forms, product 
reviews and social networking sites. 
“New reviews also add extra 

content to your site, which can help 
search rankings,” comments Nigel 
Berman from www.nigelsecostore.
com.

6. Make the page content appealing, 
e.g. add video clips to explain 
your offering, and “add frequently 
changing news to your website to 
show customers that your business 
is active and dynamic,” advises Mark 
Fraser of www.greenjersey.co.uk.

7. Build a community round your 
business and get people involved.

Chris Barling comments, “There are 
many ideas around, but one clear 
lesson seems to emerge. This is that 
everyone is planning to redouble 
their efforts – and your competitors 
are sure to as well. So if you are to 
survive the current difficult times, it’s 
necessary to work even harder. Those 
that prosper will emerge stronger and 
into a world with less competition 
– that’s the big upside.”

     © Copyright 2009 Actinic

Founded in 1996, Actinic (www.
actinic.co.uk) is a British company 
specialising in helping small and 
medium retailers trade, both online 
and offline, using its ecommerce 
and electronic point of sale (EPOS) 
packages. 

Some better known Actinic users 
include the Royal Opera House, the 
Scout Association, Vivienne Westwood 
and the Henley Royal Regatta. 

Further information
Actinic PR: Jane Lee, Dexterity. 
Tel +44 (0)1273 470199 or 
e-mail jane.lee@dexterity.co.uk

About the author:

Maximise your 
online sales in 
tough times

By Chris Barling

It’s about: Maximising your online sales
It applies to:  Business Owner/Managers
Sales Managers/Directors

Main slant: 
Prosper and emerge stronger into a world
with less compeition

What can you learn from this article
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It’s about: ‘Top Gun’ sales leaders
It applies to: Sales Directors/Managers

Main slant: 
Only the best will qualify as a ‘Top Gun’   
salesperson

What can you learn from this article

‘Top Gun’ sales 
leaders

By Seán Weafer

In the eighties film of the same 
name, one of the scenes that sticks 
in my mind was the one where the 
pilots were welcomed to the ‘Top 
Gun’ academy. This place is reserved 
for the best of the best only.  It was 
hallowed ground where they would 
compete for the honour of being 
the very best. 

Let’s take a look at just some of the 
‘Top Gun’ questions that I ask my 
sales director clients to consider so 
that they can compete successfully 
for ‘Top Gun’ honours of their own.  

1. How secure am I in terms of 
my ability to deliver sales targets 
in the next 12 months?
A key skill for directors is sales 
forecasting, as well as having a keen 
understanding of the commercial 
elements of the sales process and 
how it contributes to the bottom 
line in the business. 

Forecasting allows us to be able 
to plan to do the best with that 
we have, identify the resource 
gaps that we might need to 
deliver on the objectives as well as 
getting a good sense of the kind 
of environment we are likely to 
be facing along the way.  Only by 
effective forecasting can we start to 

create the sales environment in which 
we can be consistently successful.  
Forecasting and planning are key 
skills for sales directors which often 
do not come naturally to us. 

Effective forecasting is not an option, 
especially in challenging times such 
as these, because it allows us to get 
the kind of clarity and create the kind 
of conviction that we need in our 
communication with our board – and 
if we are to empower our ‘troops’ on 
the front line.

Also, we need to be constantly alert 
to what else is happening in the 
business and company environment. 
Are we fully staffed, what level of 
skills have our sales people, how up-
to-date are our customer databases, 
are we on top of our customers and 
have we ‘locked them in’, what special 
events or offers might add revenue.

Our security is dependent on our 
ability to spot what’s coming down 
the line and ‘adapt, innovate and 
overcome’ to whatever challenges 
there may be.

2. Do I have clarity about what 
specifically I should focus on to 
ensure success?
Success has always been defined 
as the achievement of pre-defined 
goals. As sales leaders, we should 
certainly have highly specific goals for 
our business and what the business 
expects us to deliver. 

For many of us our business goals 
tend to be just top-line goals – 
a sales number or a figure maybe 
but with little ‘soul’ or ‘heart’ imbued 

within it. By ‘soul’ or ‘heart’ I mean 
that all goals – as well as having the 
‘what’ piece – most certainly should 
also have the reason as to ‘why’ the 
achievement of that goal has a value 
for each and every person concerned 
with that goal. 

This is what I term the ‘emotional 
trigger’ behind the goal. When you 
make the goals happen – what do 
you personally (forget the company 
for a minute) get out of this – what 
will you have that you don’t have at 
the moment when the business goal 
is achieved? What will your managers 
have, what will each and every 
individual sales executive have when 
the goal is reached? 

Try these two questions when asking 
your staff when setting their sales 
objectives 1. ‘What specifically do you 
want to do about your sales targets?’ 
and 2. ‘Why specifically is that 
valuable to you – what will you have 
that you don’t have at the moment 
when you make this happen?’ Try 
these questions and see what the 
responses are. You may be surprised.

If you want to empower your team 
to reach new heights – goals for each 
and every person should be clearly 
broken down into what is expected 
of them (right down to the actions 
or steps that they need to be taking) 
and how they will benefit personally 
when it’s done. (Hint: it’s not about 
the sales bonus, it’s about what they 
can do with the bonus). 

That clarity must start with us first.

What does it take to create 
‘Top Gun’ best of breed sales 
directors? Directors who can 
communicate and connect with 
their board and with their teams 
to achieve extraordinary sales 
performance in challenging 
times? 




