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Part I 

The seven 
misTakes

Over the last 10 years we’ve helped hundreds of business 
owners grow their businesses and improve their lifestyles. 
They’ve come from every sector, age group and qualification 
set. They’ve had good businesses in tough sectors, average 
businesses, well-established businesses at the very peak of 
their sector — you get the idea.

And despite the diversity, we always find that every one of 
them is making at least one of the common mistakes. 

The art of coaching is to remove the obstacles to great 
performance, providing detached advice that allows a 
performer to correct their technique. Our clients know much 
more about their businesses than we ever will; but we know 
more about a wider range of businesses than they ever will.

When We’re sitting With a business 
oWner, there’s only one expert on 
their business in the room.
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Up next
In this part we’re going to cover the symptoms of businesses 
that are stuck in a rut. Over the years we’ve identified seven 
mistakes or conditions that sit behind the symptoms:

 ■ thinking small 

 ■ under-marketing

 ■ settling for less

 ■ working too hard

 ■ complexicating 

 ■ spending too much Time In, not enough Time On

 ■ knowing but not doing.
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thinking small and 
under-marketing

Most business owners, at some point in their entrepreneurial 
lives, get stuck. This has two dimensions: swamped and 
stalled. Let’s look at each.

When we are swamped we feel overwhelmed. There are 
too many demands on our time from too many sources. 
We have all these great ideas but we never seem to get the 
time to close them out. We end the day with the distinct 
sense that we have made no progress towards our vision, 
let alone a sense of a day well spent. We’re drowning.

The good news is that we put ourselves there, and we 
can get ourselves out. In this chapter, I’m going to talk 
about some of the causes of feeling swamped, and in later 
chapters you’ll learn how to drag yourself out of the swamp. 

The other part of getting stuck is feeling stalled. This is 
when we reach a plateau in our business, we’ve achieved a 
good deal, but we have no idea what’s next. Actually, that’s 
not quite right: we know there is another level, but we can’t 
see it from where we stand.
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Sitting below both of these sticking points is one or more of 
the mistakes I’m about to describe. And if we can understand 
the mistake, we can begin to understand possible solutions.

Thinking small
There are many owners whose aspiration is determined by 
what they believe they are capable of right now. It’s not 
that they don’t want more; it’s just that they haven’t really 
thought of what they really want in the future. Underlying 
that lack of thought is a mental framework. It’s a way of 
thinking about yourself that is self-limiting.

If you define yourself as a small business, you’ll stay one. 
Think about successful people you know. They might be 
modest and humble but you know that they don’t think 
of themselves as incapable of achievement. They always 
seem to be playing a bigger game, with higher stakes and 
a bigger stage — and they seem confident in their right to 
be there. 

Let me give you some examples. At one of our Breakthrough 
workshops, Tim Rillstone talked about the journey he has 
been on with Cossiga, a food cabinet manufacturer and 
exporter.

Tim said that Cossiga’s first growth was completely market-
led, which sounds great, except it’s really code for ‘random’. 
The original owners could not control the beast, and it went 
into liquidation after a few years. Tim and his mentor, who 
were familiar with that market, could see the opportunity 
that was on offer at Cossiga if they could get it right. They 
bought the assets off the original owner and set about 
growth in a controlled, deliberate fashion. From the outset 
they focused on the brand, creating some brand values that 
they hold as the Cossiga way of doing things. As Tim said, 
working on your brand allows you to punch above your 
weight. Since then they have enjoyed excellent growth at 
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both top and bottom line, because they’ve adopted bigger-
business thinking in how they organise themselves.

Punching above your weight alloWs 
you to look bigger than you are. 
that’s leverage.

Thinking about brand like this is bigger-business thinking. 
Steve Bonnici has built Urgent Couriers into a highly 
successful business in the fast delivery niche. In his 
presentation to The Breakthrough group a couple of years 
ago, he mentioned brand a lot, and I asked him, ‘How long 
have you been so focused on your brand?’ He smiled and 
said, ‘Since day one’. 

Clive Lewis, founder of Kiwi Blue (a highly successful 
bottled water brand) talked to The Breakthrough group 
about lessons he has learned, and the one that stuck in my 
mind was this: don’t be afraid to knock on bigger doors. 
That’s what he did with Coca-Cola and in the end he sold 
the business to them.

Keep your thinking ahead of the curve
Your thinking has to be ahead of the company’s growth. 
There’s a quote that we use in our foundation days for 
people starting on our programs. Thomas Watson Sr, 
founder of IBM, wrote about IBM’s success. He said that he 
started with a vision of how IBM would look when it was 
built, and then he thought about how it would act when it 
looked like that. Then he realised that they had to act that 
way from the very beginning.

At the end of each day, we asked ourselves how well we did, 
discovered the disparity between where we were and where 
we had committed ourselves to be, and at the start of the 
following day, set out to make up the difference.
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Days at IBM were committed not to doing business, but to 
business development.

In other words, be today what you would become tomorrow. 
This concept of business development that Watson talks 
about is a fundamental theme of this book that I will return 
to repeatedly.

What does it look like when you don’t do that? I’ve been 
involved with companies that have grown faster than 
their thinking. There was one in particular that was really 
interesting (and painful) to watch. When it finally achieved 
the growth target it was after, the wheels started to fall off. 
The board became dysfunctional and political, management 
lost focus on their core competency, customers and senior 
managers started drifting away. The company is still there 
but it’s stalled. And it will stay that way until they get their 
thinking right. 

Thinking too big
At the other extreme I have worked with a few people 
whose thinking exceeded their business. We’ve all met 
them: people with big ideas that are worse than pipe 
dreams, dreamers who fail because their ideas can’t 
possibly succeed, people who are simply more confident 
than competent (listen to Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic’s 
Harvard Business Review podcast on the dangers of 
confidence — delicious but disturbing). But dangerous as 
those people are to themselves (and others unfortunately), 
they are a small number compared to those who take the 
risk of doing nothing too grand. 

No-one has said it better than Marianne Williamson who 
notes in A Return to Love:

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest 
fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, 
not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, 
Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? 
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Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. 
Your playing small does not serve the world.

Be less afraid of thinking too big than of thinking too small. 
You’re much more likely to undershoot your potential than 
overshoot it. You can afford to think bigger without much 
risk of your thinking exceeding your business.

Identify yourself
‘Identity’ is a powerful explanation of attitude and behaviour.  
You are who you think you are.

There is an interesting piece of research involving returning 
lost wallets. The single biggest group of wallet returners 
reported that they did so because they just don’t think 
of themselves as the kind of people who keep stuff that 
isn’t theirs. 

As I’ve got older I’ve got fitter and leaner. Part of what has 
happened is that I consciously make food choices based on 
the identity I’ve developed over the last few years — ‘I don’t 
eat that kind of thing’, ‘I prefer salads’. I don’t even have to 
think about some of those choices anymore because my 
identity doesn’t even let a question arise.

It’s the same with being an owner of a small business. 
Do you define yourself as a small business owner or as a 
growing business owner? Because how you define yourself 
will define the choices you make. You will see or not see 
opportunities depending on how you define yourself. You 
will choose (or not choose) to do things based on how they 
align with who you think you are.

To say you are a small business owner is to define yourself 
as small, now and in the future. To define yourself as a 
growing business owner is to define who you are becoming. 
That’s a much more interesting game to play, and this book 
is about you: the growing business owner. It doesn’t matter 
if the numbers don’t say that yet. They will.
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The effects of thinking small
How does thinking small play out? Underinvestment in 
marketing, people, systems, business development, product 
development, actually pretty much everything! We never 
have resources to make a worthwhile investment because 
we keep trying to scrape by as opposed to investing in 
growth and profit.

Usually we hang back and put up with resource shortages 
because we are concerned about the impact of investment 
on cash flow and profit. And of course, when we do invest, 
we often have a surplus of resources until activity catches 
up. Then we’re back to resource shortage again. This pattern 
is illustrated by figure 1.1, which shows the relationship 
between capacity and revenue.

Figure 1.1: step changes

Revenue��� ���� �

In figure 1.1, the jagged line is our capacity and the straight 
line is our revenue. It’s a gross simplification, but the point 
is simple: if we don’t increase capacity, the revenue line 
flattens out. This is where small thinking constrains the 
business. We decide we want to take some profit, we’re not 
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sure the demand is really there, we don’t want to add to 
overheads, so we don’t invest in capacity.

To grow, we need capacity, and that requires investment. 
When we invest for growth, we should of course try 
to do it as cost-effectively as possible. But there is no 
escaping that investing in capacity, either physical or 
human, means there is too much resource (cost) for 
a while. However, underinvesting creates a capacity 
shortage forever.

Here’s the thing: while it would be nice to follow the revenue 
line and increase our resources to catch up, most often the 
decision you have to make is to increase resources ahead 
of the revenue. Because if you don’t increase your capacity, 
you won’t grow your revenue. 

Resource shortages
It’s not a chicken-and-egg situation: getting more capacity 
will allow you to grow the business. You can’t grow the 
business when all your time is taken up doing jobs others 
could do better, faster and cheaper than you. Building 
capacity and capability (I’ll come back to the distinction in 
part V) is how you develop the business.

The thing is that resource shortage can be quite hard to 
detect. You might be busy but you’re not popping your 
rivets. There’s not enough work for another pair of hands 
so it doesn’t occur to you to bring in more resources. What 
you don’t know is how much more you could achieve if 
you had more capacity, and that’s the thing that most often 
stops owner-operators getting their lives back. Capacity can 
create growth as well as follow it.

I was in Melbourne not long ago. It’s a fabulous city, but 
what struck me was that the infrastructure underpinning it 
actually dates back a long way. We had dinner on Southbank 
looking across the river to the vast Flinders Street station. 
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That infrastructure — rail specifically — now serves 5 million 
people, but when it was built in the early 1900s, Melbourne 
was obviously much smaller.

The point is that they created far too much capacity for their 
needs then, but enough for some future they couldn’t see. 
They’re still doing it: the convention centre is enormously 
impressive but underused, and Docklands is a precinct 
without people. But there will be people one day. Partly 
because big cities attract population, but partly because the 
capacity is there.

I recall a Breakthrough member who had a real estate 
agency. She had no agents in her team when she signed 
a lease on a big premises, and it scared her silly. Every 
day she went to the office she was reminded of the need 
to fill that space with agents. That fear of failure and 
embarrassment drove her to focus on it intensely, and she 
filled the office in about three months. As the agents came 
in, so did the business. Quite quickly she was able to 
expand further.

Two messages from this: 

 ■ be prepared to invest

 ■ avoid false economies: things that look cheap but are 
actually just ineffective and inefficient.

There’s a postscript to that story. When the real estate boom 
came to an end, she was left exposed with some leases that 
she couldn’t shift. She could have cursed herself for taking 
on the risk, but she worked out that she was still well ahead 
on a net basis: all the extra returns she made over the boom 
years, less the cost of the leases. But even more importantly, 
she wouldn’t have missed the excitement, the challenge 
and the achievement for anything. She played big. As she 
put it, ‘the game was the thing’.

don’t die Wondering.



11

c01 11 August 28, 2015 11:41 AM

Thinking small and under-marketing

Under-marketing
A mistake related to small thinking — and they’re all related, 
because with our thinking we create our world — is under-
investment in marketing.

To be fair, marketing is changing under our feet with the 
ongoing and rapidly evolving impact of the internet. But 
regardless of the changing landscape there is often a failure 
of nerve when it comes to marketing, which I think relates to 
that basic lack of confidence in ourselves and our businesses.

The three marketing questions
Most small businesses struggle to answer the first big 
marketing question: what business are you in? To make 
a choice is sometimes painful because we worry about 
what we’re letting go of. In my own business, for example, 
are we in business education or advisory? Ultimately, the 
customer decides the answer to this. We might think we are 
in the business education market, but because of the way 
the market has been conditioned, our customers think of us 
as business advisers.

And then there is the second great marketing question: 
where do I find you? You can have the best product in the 
world, but if no-one can find it, the business will not grow. 
I think one of the critical things that keep businesses small 
is a failure to achieve scaled-up distribution.

the difference betWeen a struggling 
business and a sustainable business is 
often distribution.

And finally, the toughest question: why should I buy from 
you rather than your competitor? The answer to this question 
relies on our confidence in ourselves and our businesses. 
Do we genuinely believe in the value of our product — is it 
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worth all that money? Are we better than our competitors? 
Do our customers buy because we’re good or because 
we’re cheap?

We have to be able to answer those questions positively and 
passionately if our marketing is to be pitched effectively.

side noTe: PUmP UP The volUme

A few years ago we bought our son a sound system 
for his car. A real ‘duf duf’ system that you could hear 
several streets away if you played it at boy-racer levels. 
Both of my sons are audiophiles, which I guess comes 
from how hard they work at their passion for music.

So I’m taking Dom to school in his car — he has yet 
to navigate the absurdity that is the new licensing 
regime — and of course he’s chosen for me the song 
with the most preposterous bass line (a song by 
Ratatat). And when it comes on, he just laughs with 
the sheer pleasure of it. In fact he laughs pretty much 
all the way to school, which I suppose is a nice way to 
start the day. (At least I think he’s laughing. I can’t hear 
anything because my eardrums are bleeding.)

So I got to choose the music on the way home. I’d 
like to say I chose something contemporary and 
sophisticated so I could fully appreciate the layers 
of sound. But I didn’t. I chose ‘Jump’ by Van Halen 
because it was the song that leapt to my mind when I 
thought, ‘What would sound great really loud?’ It did.

Some things are meant to be done with subtlety and 
finesse, and some are best played really loud. They 
sound okay if we constrain them for fear of what 
others might think, but they only sound truly awesome 
when you pump the volume up past 11 (as they say in 
This Is Spinal Tap).
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Create a marketing machine
Let me get loud on this: you should play your brand in the 
streets at maximum volume. All the time.

The reasons we don’t are lack of confidence and lack of 
time. Marketing is a real business development activity, 
in that it is creating tomorrow’s business, but it’s the first 
to suffer when we get too busy on today’s job. This is 
why Watson’s dictum of devoting every day to business 
development is harder than it looks.

What often happens is that we end up binge marketing 
when we realise that our sales figures are stagnant or 
falling. We go hell for leather, overload the system and then 
do no marketing while we digest what we generated. Then 
we start again. We need to create a marketing machine 
that automatically generates qualified leads, not an utterly 
inefficient hand-cranked contraption.

Marketing is one of those areas where intent is necessary 
but not sufficient. You have to either learn for yourself or get 
an expert in to help you with the intricacies of marketing 
in an online world. As an experienced generalist, I can 
go a long way on marketing. I tend to think marketing is 
strategy, because everything you do should be aimed at 
improving your value proposition to a prospect. But I’m 
out of my depth when it comes to automated marketing 
campaigns and maximising an online profile. I’m fortunate 
to have a business partner who is skilled and passionate in 
these areas, because otherwise I would have to research 
them myself or get a consultant (and from what I’ve seen 
there is a gap in that particular market).

Passion is the key
But in the end it’s about enthusiasm and passion for your 
product or service. Here’s an example. I used to belong to 
one of those membership discount clubs for an international 
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hotel chain, but I decided I wasn’t using it enough to justify 
it so I let it lapse.

I got a call one morning from Cassandra, who wanted 
to take a couple of minutes just to bring me up to date 
on changes they’d made at the club. I said I didn’t travel 
enough to justify membership, yet five minutes later I was 
giving her my credit card details.

Why? Because she was really, really good at her job, and 
none of my objections and inertia could stand in the way of 
her cheerful determination. I know a bit about sales, and I 
could only admire her performance. She had a pretty good 
script, but she didn’t sound like she was using it. She talked 
about how she was based in my home city and how she 
had recently used the card herself (nice rapport-building).

But it was really about her. She was bright, enthusiastic and 
utterly irresistible. From her voice I had a picture of someone 
who was well presented, cheerful and full of energy — a 
real person. I complimented her on her performance, and 
she said it was easy because it was a product she used 
herself.

Artists are everywhere. Cassandra is an artist, projecting a 
passionate belief in her product and her job. She really 
wanted to share the joy of this fabulous card.

There is nothing that beats a truly passionate belief in your 
product. Enthusiasm such as this is so rare that it stands 
out, it attracts us, it empowers us. Joy is not a word we use 
much anymore, but when you see it displayed, you realise 
how enormously powerful it is. The mistake we make is to 
let it slip away from our lives and our businesses. Put it in 
your marketing where it can do some real good.


