
BUSINESS GROWTH

In my last article on 
business plans, I took 
inspiration from the 
book Alice in Wonderland.  

This time, I’d like to ask you if you 
have read Mary Shelley’s The Modern 
Prometheus. I thought not. The book 
also goes by the popular name 
Frankenstein. 

Some of you have seen the 
horror film, I’m sure! Let me quote 
a couple of lines from the book – 
lines that you might just relate to 
your business and state of mind. 

The creator of the monster, 
Dr. Frankenstein (yes it was his 
name, not the monster’s) recounts 
his thoughts on creating it, “For 
this I had deprived myself of 
rest and health. I had desired it 
with an ardour that far exceeded 
moderation; but now that I had 
finished, the beauty of the dream 
vanished, and breathless horror and 
disgust filled my heart.”

Every entrepreneur I know 
has toiled hard and given their 
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sweet and blood (and, often, tears) 
and sacrificed leisure, family life, 
holidays and more to build the 
business. After a few years you 
would expect the business to settle, 
time and money to be aplenty 
and everything more or less on 
auto pilot. More often than not, 
especially in the case of SMEs, this 
just does not happen.

Do you sometimes feel that your 
business has turned into a bit of a 
monster over which you seem to 
have lost some control? That it is 
not responding to you? That it has 
become an all-consuming being, 
continuing to suck up all your 
hours and effort, despite which 
some problems refuse to go away 
and little change happens? Here are 
some more symptoms:
 You are working far too much
 You seem to be doing everything
 Others don’t seem to be doing 

as much
 You have too many people 

reporting to you

 Everyone is making too many 
demands of you
 Poor servicing has crept in, 

mistakes occur, complaints are 
regular and frequent
 You know there are some wrong 

people in some jobs
 Sales and margins are flat – there 

is no growth
 Productivity is poor – you know 

it, but can’t measure it, therefore 
can’t do much

If your response is a 
resounding “Yes!!” to the above 
then, I’m afraid, your monster 
is suffering from a disease called 
organisational structuritis. It has 
to be disciplined, organised and 
tamed. Okay, you get it – now 
enough of the monster metaphors! 

Questions and answers
The answer to these problems 
is basically the organisational 
structure. This applies to your 
firm – whether small or medium. 
The phrase organisational 
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Do people 
have clear, 
written job 
descriptions 
that let them 
know what 
exactly they 
are meant to 
do? Do they 
have targets 
or goals? If 
they don’t 
know what 
they have to 
do, they won’t 
do it
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structure does not only apply to 
huge companies with hundreds 
of employees. Neither does it 
mean a hierarchy with levels, 
grades, titles, pay-bands and all 
the other paraphernalia that turn 
an entrepreneurial firm into a 
giant bureaucracy.

Remember there are two words 
in the phrase – organisation and 
structure. If you are suffering from 
the symptoms mentioned above, 
it is clear that you have to plug 
some large holes in your OS. This is 
not rocket science, it is just that as 
one expands, focus and attention 
are not evenly spread across the 
key elements that contribute to 
a smooth, efficient and effective 
functioning of the company. It is 
this that causes such heartburn, 
inefficiency and tardy growth. So 
what are these key elements, which 
you should ensure exist, to fix these 
problems? What impact do they 
have on the working of your firm? 
There are five basic questions you 
need to ask and answer.

1What are people in the 
company doing? 

a Are they doing what they are 
supposed to do? 
b Are they the right people to do it? 
c Are they aware of what exactly 
they are supposed to do? 

A crisp analysis of this will 
reveal the “fitment” of people – 
you don’t want square pegs in 
round holes.

2 How are they doing their jobs? 
a Are they organised into 

groups (or departments) that 
combine tasks with a common 
purpose or are conducive to a 
smooth and efficient work flow?
b If they are already organised 
into groups – are these groupings 
relevant now? When did you last 
check if they made sense in light 
of changing conditions? Are they 
organised by products, functions, 
geography or pure process? 

3 Are they doing it right? 
a Are they properly managed, 

coached and monitored? Are 

the people doing the managing 
competent? 
b Are they managed by people who 
know what you expect of them? 
c Are they managed by people who 
have too many people reporting 
to them? It’s tough for anyone to 
manage more than seven to eight 
direct reports!

4   How much can they really do? 
This is not about output or 

capacity alone; it is also about the 
ability to do what is right for your 
customer – sometimes by doing 
things differently or going out 
on a limb to fulfil client needs or 
breaking a few rules in the process. 
Therefore:
a Are they empowered enough – 
have you delegated enough?  
b Are the empowered people 
too few in numbers – in other 
words is your decision making 
completely centralised?

If you want to grow and not 
kill yourself in the process, you 
have to let go. Ronald Reagan 

was not the brightest of 
presidents, but he was one 
of the most effective, hugely 
popular and served two 
terms. His secret was his 
management style. He once 
said, “Trust. But verify.” 
This is outstanding in its 
simplicity and embodies the 
spirit of delegation.

5     Do they know what is 
truly important? 

Here is a key element:
a Do people have clear, 

written job descriptions that let 
them know what exactly they are 
meant to do? 
b Do they have targets or goals or 
to use management jargon – “key 
performance indicators”? 

If they don’t know what they 
have to do, they won’t do it. If they 
don’t know how much they have 
to do, they can never do it.

So there you have it. Simpler 
said than done. If you are 
wondering how to figure out what 
is wrong and how to sort out these 
issues, here are a few pointers: 
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Start with your own people and 
talk to them. The promise of 
change and your commitment will 
encourage them to tell you what 
is wrong and how to fix problems. 
They will also tell you how it was 
done in their previous jobs – which 
is great information about the 
competition too. 

Second, look at your competition 
and see how they do things. 

Third, look within you and align 
your personal goals with that of the 
company. If you don’t want to work 
14 hours a day, 7 days a week, you 
need to let go, trust (and verify) and 
delegate. 

Fourth, you could ask an outsider 
– a consultant or advisory firm – to 
look at your business. Their unbiased, 
external perspective will be fresh and 
some harsh truths will surely emerge.

I can’t help return to the 
metaphor: The Frankenstein 
monster turned out to be intelligent, 
sensitive and loving. If properly 
nurtured, understood and 
disciplined, he perhaps would not 
have resorted to devour his creators 
and mankind in general. Don’t let 
your baby go that way. 
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