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TEN STEPS TO PROFITABLE GROWTH
Many owner managers ask;
“What do I need to do to ensure that my business grows profitably?”
Through the Business Growth and Development Programme (BGP) at Cranfield, we’ve
worked with nearly 1,000 owner managers over 20 years. Many of these owner managers
have gone on to achieve remarkable things and our data shows that their businesses grow
more quickly than the average smaller business and more quickly after BGP than they did
before. As a result, we’ve observed ten characteristics which seem to distinguish businesses
which successfully achieve growth from those which do not. No single one of these steps alone
is sufficient to ensure that your business grows. On the other hand, businesses which grow
more quickly than the average tend to exhibit most of these characteristics.

We call them the “Ten Steps to Profitable Growth”. We describe each of them
below, together with a key question to ask yourself.

Growth Step 1

Keep the fires burning

1
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Business growth is challenging to achieve, so the owner manager must want it
passionately. It takes passion to get a business up and running in the first place.
Arguably, it takes even more passion to sustain and grow the business over a period
of years. Keeping that passion going, even through the inevitable ups and downs of
growth, is fundamental to success. Champion growers are three times more likely
to be “as passionate about the business today as when I first set it up”.
Reconnecting with what excites you is energising and key to growth.
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Know where you are going

Yogi Berra, the great coach of the hugely successful New York Yankees baseball team is
quoted as saying,
“If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll probably end up somewhere else!”
A business which knows where it is going is more likely to have superior performance than
one that muddles through from day to day. Over two thirds of the fastest growing companies
have written business plans, compared to only 44% of slow growers or decliners.
Since in the owner managed business, the future of the business is inextricably linked with the
personal ambitions, goals and drivers of the owner manager themselves, these plans
need to start with the owner manager articulating what future they want for themselves.

Q

Key Question:
What future do you want for your business and for yourself?

Growth Step 3

Stick to the knitting
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Here is a remarkable statistic which is based on two separate pieces of rigourous research.
88% of high growth firms succeed by selling more of the same products/services to their
existing customers and others just like them. In order words, they stick to the knitting. And this
seems to be an important part of the strategy for most successful growth businesses most of
the time. They know that it pays to stick to what they know and do best. If changing conditions
necessitate product or market development, or even diversification, they recognise the
risks associated with this.

Key Question:
What do you do best? How can you do more of that?

Key Question:
What excites you about your business?

“

Growth Step 2

The whole BGP experience has been
uplifting and exhilarating.

”

Chris Short (BGP 2006), Far Frontiers

“

Without the support of BGP, TDC would never have
become so focused on finding new ways to sell more
of broadly the same thing to broadly the same sorts
of customer.

”

Jerry Sandys (BGP 2001), TDC

Growth Step 4

Grow up!

Growth Step 6
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Businesses which grow successfully recognise that they need to change – they can not
be the same as they were when they first started. It is not enough to simply get bigger.
As they grow, they must make changes in processes, people and leadership style.
Successful growth businesses become “small, big businesses”, not “big, small businesses”.

Key Question:
What changes need to be made to enable you to grow?

Growth Step 5
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Know your enemy
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We operate in a fast moving, global business environment where information is readily
available and the costs of entry may be low. Successful growers know this and watch
competitors; they keep track of what their competitors are doing and regularly benchmark
their products/services and performance against them. They also aspire to greatness and
yardstick against “the next division up”.

Key Question:
Who are your competitors?
What are they doing that you can learn from?

Watch the pennies

Too many businesses equate growth with increased revenue, when what is important
is increased profitability. This may involve saying “no” to low margin work – after all,
there’s no point being a “busy fool”. And yet, less than a third of SMEs across Europe
set objectives in terms of profits and margins.
In addition, successful growers employ a finance person with the skills appropriate to
their stage of growth. They also know their cash position and consistently monitor
profitability.
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Key Question:
What’s the margin on each of your products/services?

“

Growth Step 7

It’s all about the people
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In the end, it doesn’t matter how much thought you’ve put into your strategy and plan,
or how well documented it is. It’s what your people actually do that defines your strategy.
Growth can only be achieved through ensuring that you have good people, with the
appropriate abilities, undertaking the important activities. Owner managers of fast
growing businesses know this and invest in developing and empowering the people
within the business. In fast growing businesses, nearly two thirds of owner managers
spend most of their time motivating and coaching their team.

Key Question:
What more could you do to encourage, support and challenge your team?

In the first full year since BGP, our profits have
gone from zero to £1.5 million!

”

Richard Salvage (BGP 2004), Shield Medicare

“

The work you do goes way beyond transforming
businesses. In such a short space of time, I’m already
seeing positive changes in the attitudes of our staff to
their work – it’s as though a light has been switched on!
Adrian Wheeler (BGP 2007), Creator

”

Growth Step 8
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Become a strategist

Growth Step 10

Many owner managers spend a great deal of their time on day-to-day operational activities
and on managing crises and fighting fires. As a result, they work long hours and the business
is dependent upon them personally. Clearly, this is self-limiting – there are only 24 hours in
the day!
The business can only grow if the owner manager makes the transition from working in
the business, to working on the business. This involves delegating operational activities
so that the owner manager is free to look forwards and outwards, developing and articulating
a vision of the future and making it happen. In successful growth businesses, the owner
manager has successfully made this transition and become a strategist.

Q
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Key Question:
How can you create space to spend more time working on your business?

Growth Step 9

It’s down to the owner manager

Owner managers of successful growth businesses realise that they are both part of the
challenge of growth and of the solution. In too many businesses, growth is limited by
the behaviour of the owner manager – they can’t stop meddling in day-to-day operational
activities which really should be someone else’s job! Owner managers who aspire to grow
invest in developing themselves and understand that they will need help and support in
making the behavioural transitions necessary.

Work smarter, not harder
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If you can successfully make the transition to working on your business, then there is a pay
off. Owner managers of growth businesses are more likely to work less than 35 hours a
week compared to those running declining businesses! They have learnt to delegate
effectively and they are no longer being the hero all the time. They are working smarter,
not harder.

Key Question:
How could you work smarter?

The Business Growth and Development Programme (BGP)
is specifically designed to help ambitious owner managers to take more of
these steps in their businesses and make the changes required so that their
businesses grow and flourish. And, the great thing is, it works!
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Key Question:
Are you prepared to invest in creating the future you want for your
business and yourself?

The best owner managers invest in their own development, learn the skills required
for the next stage of growth, and release the full potential of their businesses.

Intrigued to find out more? Join us at one of our FREE BGP Briefing Events.
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To book your place, call Kristy Wilkinson on 01234 754880, email

Key Question:
What are your development needs?

“

bgp@cranfield.ac.uk or book online at www.cranfield.ac.uk/som/bgp.

BGP was worth every penny and I’m no
longer flying by the seat of my pants!

”

Lara Morgan (BGP 1999), Pacific Direct

“

My attitude to the business changed almost
immediately - energy, direction, enthusiasm and FUN!
Alan Robinson (BGP 2005), Arc Energy

”

BGP at Cranfield
Helping owner managers create the future they
want for their businesses and themselves
www.cranfield.ac.uk/som/bgp
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