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CHAPTER 17: SMALL AND MEDIUM SIZE FIRMS

By Rosemary Harris-Loxley and Tony Page

______________________________________________________________________________________

Small and medium size firms are highly important to the economy and require a distinctively different approach from consultants. 

With large companies shedding jobs, and outsourcing all but their core work-force, we are moving into a new post-industrial age in which the proportion of smaller, knowledge-based service companies is set to go on increasing. In the UK there are 2.65 million businesses employing fewer than 200 people, out of a total of 2.70 million UK businesses. Small businesses employ nearly 70% of the private sector work-force1and are a growing sector.

Potentially small and medium-size enterprises (SME's) could be our economic dynamo. Some of them are very dynamic, generating new jobs and growing at 40-50% pa, but most SMEs may be under-performing, and many of them without realising it. A 1994 survey showed that 70% of companies thought they performed at world class levels when only 2.3% were found to do so!2 If as consultants we can find really effective ways of assisting these companies, both the leading firms and the laggards, to develop and maintain world class performance, then we are achieving something very valuable for them, for us and for the wider economy.

Does this really require a different approach? Doesn’t what you already know about consulting apply just as well when you are dealing with SMEs as with large firms? Our answer is no. We will try to illustrate why.

Imagine a situation. Last week you had a briefing meeting with the MD of a small company employing 25 staff. You spent yesterday preparing a development workshop and filled with optimism you rose early today to arrive in time to prepare the meeting room. The management team enters, and you open with some rousing words about using the workshop to create an exciting future. But slightly disturbingly three directors leave the room and at coffee break your heart sinks as the MD informs you that a big order from their major customer was cancelled this morning. The workshop is also cancelled and the MD asks you to stay on and help the directors formulate a list of actions needed today to stay in business.

This story, based on a real life case, illustrates how consulting with SMEs is immediate and fast moving. There is not much slack in the system and priorities can shift suddenly, so you need exceptional flexibility and responsiveness. Beyond speed of reaction, there is a less obvious and more important point to make: an entirely different approach to consulting is needed. It is no use simply importing consulting practices developed with larger organisations, you need to make a deliberate style shift (see box 1).

Box 1: typical mistakes made by experienced consultants when consulting with small firms

1. Assuming that the experience and skills they have acquired in large firms can be easily transferred

2. Assuming the CEO’s success criteria are mainly related to growth of the company. Not finding out the personal motivation, and long-term aspirations of the CEO, especially if that person is owner or major shareholder.

3. Not appreciating the need for multiskilling and whole brain thinking in order to manage at speed all the elements that impact the business

4. Assuming the directors are unprofessional amateurs who have nothing to teach and no interest in learning

5. Assuming directors will want to make time for training courses laid on by educational establishments

6. Assuming a set of recommendations in a report is the answer to a firm’s development needs

7. Not recognising that the most successful projects are the result of ‘learning partner’ relationships between directors and consultants

8. Applying short-term solutions such as staff cuts and financial controls without considering the loss of tacit knowledge of experienced people made redundant

9. Not questioning whether their own personality and values fit with those of the client so that a productive working relationship is possible.

In our experience, what makes the greatest difference to SMEs is sustained support to the leaders, probably extending over one year, two years or more. The familiar packages of government grant assistance tend to overlook this point and the widely available short training courses for staff tend to leave SME leaders high and dry afterwards. 

When SME leaders want help, they typically value a trusted generalist, a sort of GP, with whom they can have a special but jargon-free conversation that grows their strategic thinking capacity, leaving them better equipped to address future challenges. But in seeking to offer this special level of attention, the question for you is how to be time effective, how to provide a compact and practical means of delivery which does not consume too much of the client’s time or profit.

In this chapter we seek to convey an understanding of approaches to consulting with SME leaders that we believe work. We draw from operating experience, case examples and research to cover:

Why to shed some assumptions

What issues SME leaders typically want help with

A practical tool for entering the client’s thought process

Why being different can add to your impact

Understanding personal agendas

Helping people find the business direction

Growing the leaders’ thinking capacity

The Business Performance Workshop approach

Why to shed some assumptions

Many large companies in transforming themselves for world-class performance, appear to have damaged the relationship with their employees3. We must not blindly carry assumptions from the world of large companies into SMEs. In fact large companies may have something valuable to learn from successful smaller companies about trust and how to get the best from their people.

Take a minute to check your assumptions. Many people think that because large organisations are so complex, smaller firms are simpler to work with. Do you? Many people think that in smaller companies, it is easier or faster to bring about change? Do you? 

You may remember an episode in the BBC series Troubleshooter in which Sir John Harvey-Jones sought to assist the Morgan Car company. His thorough analysis pointed to the conclusion that Morgan needed to change radically to remain viable, by reducing the handmade element, shortening the waiting list, rationalising and expanding production. The father and son running the company could not agree with this analysis, argued vociferously and implemented few of his recommendations.

Although the analysis step might appear easier, really effective consulting in SMEs is often not simple, or fast. This is particularly so when dealing with family businesses, perhaps run by second or third generation owners. The personal qualities and prevailing business environment which led to the founders' business success, are not always apparent in the current executive team. Sometimes, positions have been created to justify high salaries for family members, or individuals have been given responsibilities which do not match their capabilities. This inevitably leads to decline in the performance of the functions for which they are accountable, erosion of credibility and self-esteem. In other words damage to the business and the the individual concerned. 

Let’s look at another example. See box 2.

Box 2. Hotel Company Case Example

Imagine you have been asked to assist a small hotel group.

- three hotels, inherited by four children from parents

- two of the hotels profitable and one not profitable

- a younger brother in charge of unprofitable hotel, struggling

- the siblings realise he’s not right for this, it’s tearing him apart.

What do you do? A strategic analysis on their behalf? Provide a course on business analysis and managing change?

We began with 1-1 interviews in order to build a relationship with each of the directors and start to bring the issues to the surface. This was followed by a weekend workshop with the theme “What’s right for the business?”

The workshop was emotional at times. It was a family after all, They were facing the difficult issue that "it’s not working". They learned that when you inherit a hotel company you cannot play at being in business, that moving to the next phase in the company’s development requires focus and commitment. 

Once the workshop had identified what was right for the business, attention turned to the needs of individuals, the personalities, relationships and possible solutions. It became clear that the younger brother and the company were headed in different directions.

What would the brother do instead? He loved the hotel business. With some help, he decided his interest was in marketing. He enrolled in a degree course in Marketing, funded by the company of whic he continued to be a director, obtained a degree and became a successful consultant to the hotel sector. He later obtained an MBA and is now a college lecturer

This short case underlines the point that SME consulting is not necessarily a cool and detached activity. You are dealing with the owners of a business who are also directors, managers and hands-on workers. They are pulled in many different directions.

There may be muddled and conflicted thinking both within a single person and between people in a business team. You may, as in the hotel company example, become for a period of time quite deeply involved in other people’s lives, their past, present and future. You can become involved in helping the relationships between people to end, or to move on to a new phase.

So the point is, in SMEs you rely a little less on your analytical skills. You need to shed some assumptions, suspend judgement. You help the SME director to think through issues for themselves, you engage in their thought process and together you produce solutions which you then support them in implementing. Later on we will describe a tool that can help you in such conversations with your client. 

What issues SME leaders typically want help with

The first request by a business for outside help often arises from their first major transition: when the founder realises they can no longer control everything themself. This marks a shift from small to medium-sized, a time to install a management structure, to appoint trusted managers and to delegate responsibility for the first time. So, during the last decade or so, while so many large firms have been removing layers of management, successful small and medium-sized firms have been adding layers!

As a consultant, it is important to understand the deeper implications, and therefore the client’s underlying needs, when something apparently clear and rational, like a new layer of management, is being added. There is a change in the relationship between the founder and long-standing employees, bringing more formality and distance. Usually there is a review of competencies of senior staff, some of whom are appointed to management positions bringing a perception of winners and losers. There is a formalisation of accountability and performance measurement. Staff may experience feelings of rejection and betrayal while the founder experiences greater loneliness, isolation and anxiety. At the same time the founder may be afraid of endangering loyalty and affection that has built up over the years. Spouses being part of a tight informal network can exert behind the scenes pressure to maintain the status quo. The whole transition process can be very emotionally charged, on a par with marriage break-up.

Countless surveys have revealed the low interest of SME directors in training for themselves or their staff. (eg. 40% small firms spend 1 day or less pa on training, only 12% spend 5 days or more pa on training4). Local educational bodies and government grants have sought to raise awareness of the importance of training. It appears that well-intended solutions may often be marketed at SMEs without sufficient listening. 

So what assistance do the leaders of SMEs really want? In box 3 is a list of the questions we have most often been asked.

Box 3. What do SME leaders want from consultants? Typical questions asked.
•
How can we become more professional, giving an image to our customers that we are bigger than we actually are, having efficient processes and systems?

•
How can we manage to grow and take advantage of market opportunities without being ruined by punitive bank loans and overdrafts?

•
How can we improve without taking time away from our job to have training courses?

•
Can you keep us up to date and aware of what is going on ‘out there’, recommend useful books on key topics and be our conscience about the things in our ‘good intentions’ box?

•
How can we cope with sudden growth?

•
How can we manage a particularly sensitive and difficult issue eg. a director who is no longer effective, or not needed by the business in the future?

•
How much do you charge and how can we get you for nothing using grants?

Some SME directors have become keen badge collectors, recognising that a means of winning credibility with customers is to demonstrate their firm has a quality management system (BS 5750 or ISO 9000), is dedicated to continuous quality improvement (TQM programme, customer service training), invests in its people (Investors in People or IiP), and is benchmarking its way  to excellence (Business Excellence Model, EFQM, Baldridge). 

Other SME directors remain cynical about the value of all this, perhaps having tried BS 5750 or IiP they had their fingers burned, believing the promise of business benefits and finding instead that they got bogged down in the onerous, bureaucratic and distracting task of writing down quality procedures, or assembling an IiP portfolio.

In our experience, directors of SMEs are keen to learn: they know their success depends on it. Their success also depends on keeping focused on the business, not being distracted, or sent off on interesting but irrelevant tangents. Like many of us today, they work long hours, feel swamped with information and do not feel they can devote the time to reading books and attending courses. 

There is potential value to each of the standardised approaches (BSI/ISO, TQM, IiP etc) provided they are adopted at an appropriate stage in a firm’s development, but there are few, if any, universal rules about when is the right time: it all depends. The damage is done when the SME director is persuaded by a heavy sell from a specialist provider, without taking time first to explore what is truly needed now. 

Some form of external benchmarking is undoubtedly a good idea given the widespread tendency to denial revealed in the LBS/IBM study2. Without an objective external benchmark, the SME leader is vulnerable because:

•
if they do not know how bad they are they have no incentive to improve

•
there is a risk of improvements being misdirected, focused on the wrong processes

•
they reinvent the wheel in ignorance of best practice

•
they set targets unrealistically, too high or too low.

Firms can draw on the benchmarking expertise that already exists in British Quality Foundation and the firm’s own local TECs/LECs and Business Links. 

Benchmarking whilst often necessary is certainly not sufficient. Beyond knowing how they match up with the outside world, every firm needs to know what makes it unique, how to measure its own success and how it should manage the vital relationships that will ensure its continuing success. The Centre for Tomorrow’s Company provides a useful practical framework for helping companies define what makes them unique and distinctive. (See box 4).

Box 4: Tomorrow's Company Framework1



Using this framework, the SME director finds answers to fundamental questions such as:

•
Purpose: what are you in business for?

•
Vision: where do you want this business to be in 1/3/5 years?

•
Values: what really represents success? Why is that important?

•
Measures: how will you measure success?

•
Relationships: which are the relationships that you depend upon to achieve success?

•
Licence to operate: what are the risks and dangers?

In working with a consultant, SME directors seem to value a relationship with a trustworthy, well-informed and experienced outsider, like a GP, through whom they can access the best, most relevant learning, knowledge, and new ways of thinking. In other words, the client wants you to read the books and attend the courses for them! They then need to be given a way to benefit from what you have learned.

Some government sponsored agencies have gone some way down this route by providing Personal Business Advisors who seek to build a long-term relationship as “business friend” to the SME leader. But the advisor is not allowed to do “consultancy”, and in practice they can sink to an analysis and report writing approach, bringing with it frustration at the SME leader’s attitude as he cherry-picks from the advisor’s list of recommendations.

A practical tool for entering the client’s thought process

So how do you get though the busy SME leader’s “attitude” and deliver something that is highly valued and makes a profound difference to their business performance? 

We believe that you start one step back, on whatever problem or issue is real and pressing in the business today. This means that what you are doing is classed as essential “work” rather than “nice to have”, fanciful or tangential. You use a lot of questioning and listening to enter the client’s thinking and you follow a process that produces learning, insight and lasting impact in the client, leading on to their implementing solutions and also to their seeing their world differently in some way. This approach derives from Reg Revans’ pioneering method called action learning5 and recognises that consultants who ask the client questions tend to trigger more active and therefore profound learning in the client, than those consultants who solve the problem for the client and serve up pre-formed solutions.

In our conversations with clients, we use a simple sequence of questions in which we move with the client from identifying the problem, to implementing the solution. This is presented in box 5 below and derives from the Kolb learning cycle6. Starting with "1. Describing Current Issue", that is, the problem that is occupying the client right now, today, we move clockwise through the cycle, drawing on our shared pool of knowledge. The client reflects, gains insight, explores alternative ways forward and thinks their way towards implementing a solution. Often there is a looping back to explore new alternatives (step 3) after piloting or implementing something (steps 5 and 6).

Box 5 A practical tool



The case example box 6 below describes this tool in use in a control systems company.

Box 6: Case Example: Control Systems Company

1. Describing current issue

MD: We are a control systems company with specialised industry divisions covering oil & gas, mining, water and power.


It is hard for us to be profitable because we need to fund specialists in each industry division.

2. Reflecting

MD: Some divisions are under great pressure, while others are under-utilised


Some research is duplicated in different divisions. We’re wasting money reinventing wheels.

3. Exploring alternatives

Consultant: Is it possible to reduce the duplication of research without upsetting our customers?

MD: I’m not certain.

Consultant: How would you find out?

MD: We could test the idea with our customers.

4. Testing implications

Joint report from Customer perception survey undertaken by consultant and market research undertaken by another agency: 


Finding 1: Need for mega changes, customer reporting they love you to death, they want to remain loyal but needing new products and not certain you can deliver them.


Finding 2: Losing money and goodwill by sales people promising products that engineering/production cannot deliver 

MD: I’m seeing this differently now! We HAVE TO fund new product development. We have to get our engineers and sales people to liaise more effectively with our customers. Let’s see if our customers will help us fund new product development.

5. Piloting and measures

A few sales people and engineers began joint visits to customers, finding ways to say “yes but...” to customer: YES we can do it, BUT it will take some time and some money.

Customers happier, some new product development part funded by customer.

6. Implementing and measures

Joint working between sales people and engineers and customer funded product development established as the norm.

In the control systems company example, the MD and consultant worked closely together, with the MD leading and the consultant supporting. Clearly this was not achieved through a single conversation but the framework above provides a clear route through the project. 

In practice how do you make this method work? First agree an amount of time, say one and a half to two hours, to begin the conversation with the client, without interruptions. As it is “work” and it is what’s really important to the client right now, gaining the time is usually possible. You begin by opening your mind, shedding as many preconceptions as you can. Try to listen without taking many notes at first. Treat it as a conversation in which you question the client with the aim of helping them to learn, to make new connections, to gain insights, rather than with the aim of gathering data for yourself. Explain to the client the process you are using and aim to end each meeting with clarity about next steps, a review of how useful the client found the meeting and a further meeting booked.

Why does it work? Well, it is a means of activating a thought process in the company leader which creates new knowledge, that can then work its way outwards into the company. The underlying process is described by Ikujiro Nonaka7 as the “spiral of knowledge” which has helped to make Honda, Canon, Matsushita, Sharp and NEC into highly successful world class companies. 

Essentially what happens is you draw your client’s deep experience, or tacit, unarticulated “know-how” to the surface, where it can be challenged, tested and changed in conversation with you, then you help the client to internalise and embed the new know-how in revised operating practices.

Why being different can add to your impact

Are some consultants better at doing this than others? It appears yes. A few years back one of us (Rosemary) participated in action research conducted by Alistair Mant, in assocaition with HR Partnership seeking to explain the factors underlying effectiveness of consultants working on government-sponsored business growth programmes with SMEs. This revealed that the greater the differences between the client and consultant, the more learning occurs. So for example, male-female pairings were more effective than same gender, and age differences between client and consultant were also helpful. 

A female consultant for example might say to a male MD who was reluctant to delegate: “still doing it aren’t you!”. From a male consultant this could provoke competitive hostility, but from a female it is perceived as a gentle but useful reminder. This suggests that the challenge experienced by the client may be as much to do with “who you are being”, as what questions you ask!

This research points to the conclusion that if you are different from the client, provided that you are reasonably confident about the difference, and that the client feels you are not too strange, hostile or threatening to be let into their thought process, then the more they feel positively challenged by working with you, and the more they learn and the more their business stands to gain.

Successful consulting therefore rests not only on your being able to enter and work within the client’s thought process, but on there being a level of creative tension between you, that arises from a difference that you represent, perhaps in your age, life-stage, background or gender.

Understanding personal agendas

When an experienced colleague was recently asked what he would offer as the best advice for consulting with SMEs, he said: “understand the directors’ motivations and all the rest falls into place!”.

The most difficult, emotional and hard to understand moments in a business conversation with the client, may also be the keys to your having the most profound impact and adding the greatest possible value to their business. Why? Because there is always a personal agenda, that rarely breaks to the surface of your business conversation until something the client deeply wants is being threatened. When it does break to the surace, you know you are on to something, but you need to handle the situation with great skill and sensitivity. In spite of this being difficult territory, you continue there knowing that when the client’s personal agenda is in conflict with the business direction, they are unable to be fully effective.

Everyone has a personal agenda, but when consulting with SME leaders it is particularly important to kno it and to work with it, because as owners as well as managers of a dynamic fast-moving business, a personal-business agenda conflict can be very damaging. A story of one of our clients serves to illustrate the influence of his personal agenda. See box 7.

Box 7: John Roberts Personal Motivation

John attended a Business Performance Workshop with owner managers from 9 other companies. He was selling used DEC computers. Having started the business from his kitchen table with help from his wife and a colleague from his previous job, he grew the company without any outside investment to become a team of 20 people operating from a small industrial unit.

John now needed to borrow a considerable sum of money in order to take a giant step into custom-built premises and become a recognised DEC distributor. He said this “scares the pants off me”. At the workshop he explored the implications of taking and not taking this step and decided to go ahead.

A recession followed that pushed the expanding and financially-exposed company into a crisis lasting for two to three years by the end of which John had succeeded in becoming a recognised DEC dealer, but after problems with his original business partner realised he needed further investment in the business.

At this point he began to question his own motivation and realised he was bored with running the business, and dissatisfied with his life. All he had ever wanted was to establish the business, then sell it and do something different.

Now he has sold the business to a larger company, and started a new, quite different business which is successfully trading through outlets in Singapore and the US. He no longer works so many hours and feels he is managing to maintain the more balanced life he was looking for.

To understand person-business conflicts as a consultant we have first to know what motivates the SME leader personally. In box 8 below are some answers given by SME directors to the question “what are you in business for?”. 

Box 8: What are you in business for? Answers given by SME directors

•
To maintain and fund the lifestyle I enjoy today

•
I want to build up the business, sell it and then do something else eg. go into consultancy, become a non-executive director, start a new baby business

•
I thrive on the excitement, the thrill, the buzz, doing deals, something new all the time. I get bored easily

•
I just love being a hotelier/making things/selling things etc etc. I couldn’t see myself doing anything else.

The range of motivations reminds us of the danger of making assumptions. When you assume a client wants the business to grow, do not be surprised if they point to their Rolls Royce in the car park and their bank balance and throw your assumption back at you. An apocryphal story underlines the dangers of a consultant ignoring the client’s personal agenda: 

Every day a man goes to a lake to catch a fish for his tea. A consultant comes up to him and says why don’t you catch two fish, eat one and sell one. The man says what for? Consultant answers if you do this each day you can save up some money and start a fishing company. Man says what for? Consultant says then you can build up the company and put in a manager. Man says what for? Then you can take some time off each afternoon. Man says what for? Consultant says then you can go fishing!

Helping people find the business direction

We saw in the hotel company case study earlier how there is a need to separate the personal from the business issues and after being clear on “What are you in business for?”, the next step is to identify as objectively as possible “What’s best for the business?”. To understand this it can help to stand back and take a life-time perspective on the business.

Larry Greiner in 19728 described the growth of a small company as consisting of a series of predictable crises: of leadership, autonomy, control, red tape and so on. Just as children grow into adults through discontinuous phases: baby, toddler, schoolchild, adolescent, etc, so do companies. Within each phase there is relative calm and certainty followed by an unsettling crisis or revolution, marking the threshold to a new phase. 

Since Greiner’s work we have become used to slimmer, flatter organisations, with greater delegation and faster communication and it may be wrong to assume that in every company crises occur in the same predictable sequence, but the underlying idea that there are phases and each requires a different approach to managing the business seems to hold true. It is also likely that the periods of stability between crises have become shorter.

The example in box 9 illustrates a company moving from one phase to the next.

Box 9: Moving from one phase to the next

Richard Green and his brother were market traders, selling a top store seconds and bankrupt stock. Richard was young, ambitious and intelligent. He wanted to leapfrog into a new line of business.

He attended a Business Performance Workshop, and after the module from a financial specialist, set about professionalising both himself and the company. 

With help from the financial specialist he has now set up a chain of jewellery concessions in department stores throughout the UK. His brother is running the original market trading business.

At the Business Performance Workshop he met John Roberts (see Box 7 above). They have remained in contact over many years since, as friends, helping one another through business dilemmas. From such contact new business possibilities constantly emerge. Richard may soon be starting a new venture in Singapore as an outlet for John Roberts. Is another new phase being born? We do not know what will happen next!

As a consultant you can help the SME leader find their purpose, their business path, what new phase they are entering and how best to work within this phase. You can use the Tomorrow’s Company framework (see box 4 above) to establish what makes the company distinctive, and what it needs in the current and emerging phases of development

You may use some simple analytical methods such as:

•
business position audit using SWOT: strengths weaknesses, opportunities and threats

•
outer context using PEST: political, economic, social and technological trends 

•
organisation effectiveness using 7S: strategy, structure, systems, style, staff, skills, shared values.

But helping find the direction or path is not usually sufficient. You have to take people with you: the client, their colleagues on the management team, customers, suppliers, investors, even the surrounding community and, of course, all the staff. 

We know from the work of Bill Bridges9 that it takes people time to adjust to change, to move their energy and attention away from the past into the present and future. Bridges describes a three phase transition process of ending, neutral zone and new beginnings. This implies that you give people time to let go, that you let people bring something from the past with them, that you help them articulate what is ending both personally and in the company, that you encourage rites of passage such as leaving parties and office warming parties to ease people into the new world that is beginning for them now.

A very valuable role for you as a consultant is to monitor where people's energy and attention is focused: are they locked counter-productively in the past, busily engaged head-down in the present, or dreaming of the future missing the practical reality of what needs doing today? See box 10.

Box 10: Case study of a professional services agency locked in the past

The relationships amongst the directors of this company had over recent months become fraught, tense and ineffective

- one of the two co-founders was now chairman. His female co-founder was a director. 

- the board had recently decided to bring in a new MD to help run the business

- the new MD was having difficulty establishing himself.

We began with a series of 1-1 listening conversations, without taking notes, getting a feeling for what needed to take place.

This was followed by a workshop addressing “What does the business need now to go forward?”. It became clear that hiring the MD had been the right thing for the business, but that the female co-founder has long since become ineffective and emotionally adrift from the development of the business. Through a misguided sense of loyalty this had not been faced up to and had become a serious blockage. There were feelings of failure, betrayal and resentment. There had been had been various bizarre attempts to undermine the new organisation, including an accusation of sexual harassment, later proved to be false. 

It emerged that the female co-founder no longer had a role in taking the company forward and compassionate arrangements were made to enable a parting of the ways.

In the case example in Box 10, emotional baggage from the past was interfering with morale and performance in the present situation, and preventing the company from moving forward into the future. Although the directors in this company all had advanced interpersonal skills, their relationships had become seized up, and they needed a third party, not actively involved, to help move them on.

As a consultant, you are like a midwife, helping the client and their company through a painful transition, helping the future, a new phase, to be born. 

Growing the leaders’ thinking capacity

One way of growing the leader, that we have not be advocating, is to download knowledge and information directly, as you would if you were giving them a sort of mini-MBA course covering all the tools and methods that are known and used in business today. But we have seen how SME leaders are less interested in this type of learning than in the learning they can access through you while tackling work issues directly, and we have described a special mode of conversation that achieves this.

Over a period of time, your client will have learned to work more effectively with you than without you. Your conversations give them double the brain power, access to different ways of thinking about their business problems and a sort of enthusiasm and sense of possibility. When they are getting carried away with enthusiasm, you help bring them back to the ground. When they are lost in their problems, you help inject enthusiasm and possibility. You remind them to balance the needs of the task and the people. You make them more intelligent (using "intelligence" in its widest sense). 

A risk arises when you go away, and the leader’s thinking reverts to its old habitual patterns. It is a truism in a dynamic world that the thinking that got them through the last three years, may not be the thinking they need to move ahead. Ideally, before you have left, your client will have learned new thinking habits. But how do you teach someone new ways of thinking?

We use a method called Brain Mapping. Leaders complete a simple self-report questionnaire to identify their preferred patterns of thinking which are mapped against four quadrants of the brain to provide their personal brain map. See box 11.
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Different people think in different ways. We use this information to help the SME leader understand how their own characteristic ways of thinking can interact most productively with others. Typically they gain some immediate insights into why they find it hard to get on with so and so. But more importantly they start to understand how valuable it can be to get colleagues with inherently different viewpoints to collaborate. 

Conversely they come to understand that because conflict often becomes personal and people avoid it, you get what Leonard and Strauss11 call “comfortable clone syndrome” and you fail to harness the many kinds of intelligence needed by the company to stay ahead. Using Brain Mapping and other personality indicators such as Myers Briggs11 you start to build an understanding of how the client can lead their company as an intelligent network, drawing the greatest possible benefit from being wired up together, connected like cells in a powerful brain, acessing all of its diverse resources.

As a consultant, before being capable of using these methods effectively with a client, you will find it is important to have gained insight into your own thought process and what happens when you interact with others of different types. So you need to try Brain Mapping and Myers Briggs on yourself. Recognising that the impact and value of your work to the client depends on the rate at which you are able to learn, you might adopt an attitude towards your own professional life as a kind of "development journey", in which you are constantly converting new experiences through reflection into powerful insights and uniquely appropriate new interventions. This method has been developed by one of us (Tony), using a personal learning diary, and is described in his book Diary of a Change Agent12. 

Having built this leader's basic understanding of his thinking patterns, we introduce a simple practical method from Edward DeBono called Six Thinking Hats13 which is valauble both for new product development and for strategic problem-solving. Since we all know the benefits of playing devil’s advocate, or “wearing a black hat” sometimes, this method can be quick to learn and apply. We can produce better strategies and more innovative and practical solutions when instead of using a single back hat, we use a series of six different coloured hats in sequence to pool and focus our thinking about an issue:

•
White hat - for the facts

•
Red hat - for feelings

•
Yellow hat - for optimistic thoughts, possibilities

•
Black hat - for pessimistic thoughts, identfiying risk, danger

•
Green hat- for wild, absurd, creative, lateral, thinking outside the box

•
Blue hat - for helicopter, overview, summary thinking.

When we have encouraged SME leaders to use this simple way of extending their thinking habits, both 1-1 and in groups, we find it makes a big difference. It gives permission to left-brain analysts to engage their right-brain creative and empathic talents. It makes brainstorming fun, allowing all the people in a team a better sense of involvement and better solutions and strategies as a result.

Beyond our initial work addressing today’s problems, and helping the client find their path forwards into the future, we like to leave behind with our clients these ways of working and thinking that enable continuous future learning and adaptation. Clients have learned not only our working/learning conversation process, but also a great deal about ways of thinking that they have already started to teach and apply in all conversations with their people. 

The Business Performance Workshop approach

At the start of this chapter, we referred to the challenge of finding a compact and practical way to deliver your consultancy to SME leaders whose time and funds are limited. If you were to follow all the steps in the consulting process that we have described so far, you would exhaust and bankrupt many small companies...or you might end up feeling resentful at the sheer amount of free consulting you were having to provide.

Our answer to this dilemma is a consortium approach, in which you bring the leaders of typically 10 non-competing firms from a region together for a series of Business Performance Workshops. During a single workshop, each day of your time is bringing benefits to 10 companies instead of one. The benefits are further multiplied many times because of the rapid learning that occurs between participants.

An initial two day Business Performance Workshop is outlined in Box 12 below. 

Box 12. Initial 2 day Business Performance Workshop (Foundation)

The new world of business

Your personal agenda


Who you are?


What are you in business for?


Brain mapping and personality profiles

The working/learning conversation

The needs of your business


Business past/present/future


Working on your business issues today


How you measure success

The way forward: 


Wants and offers


Future workshops, group identity, network, dinners, learning events

Learning review and next steps

Further specialist workshops are offered according to the emerging needs of participants typically covering:

•
Your Tomorrow’s Company Strategy

•
Financial Management

•
People management

•
Performance measurement

•
Supply chain management

•
Total quality

•
Change management

•
Breakthrough thinking

Each workshop is highly practical giving leaders the chance both to focus on finding solutions for their own business, and also to learn from the experience of colleagues.

Over a 12 month period there are five workshops, three of them of one day duration and two of them two days duration. In additional there are two days in-company consulting (which might be taken as workshops) for each participant. A float of time is held to provide ad-hoc assistance needed. Workshops are interspersed with a series of dinners, talks, company visits and other participant organised learning events. 

The programme gives you a way of delivering high value to SME directors, sustained over a year, but also putting them on a path for future success with a learning and support network built round them.

In box 13 below is the story of the first group who went through this approach.

Box 13: Quorn Associates

The first series of Business Performance Workshops was held in Leicester in 1984. The SME directors who participated named themselves “Quorn Associates” and continued to meet, for learning, for networking, for dinners, both with spouses and without, sometimes with visiting speakers. 

Since 1984, 144 companies in the East Midlands have been through Business Performance Workshops. Many of the participants have taken their businesses dramatically forward, some have since sold their businesses, some have retired, some have become consultants, some provided business opportunities for one another, or pursued opportunities together. Many of the original relationships have been maintained to the present day. 

Due to the huge and growing number of SMEs and the widespread needs for these programmes, we have also become involved in expanding the delivery capacity of government agencies, by training other consultants in the Business Performance Workshop approach.

Moving forwards

Being the leader of an SME can be a lonely business. To be able to add something as a consultant you are taking on the role of a trusted friend and mentor. The path is not easy or predictable. You are having conversations with your client that help to transform their business and their life. We have tried to simplify this process in order to communicate it clearly in this chapter, but since the world is turbulent and frequently unclear we’re tempted to close on a cautionary note with the words of Albert Einstein who when asked “How do you work?” replied “I grope!”.

By the way, do you want to know what happened to the 25 person company that cancelled their workshop at the start of this chapter? They had to make all their staff redundant. They made their offices available to staff as a sort of job shop, with the consultant's help. The MD used his contacts to place some of the staff in new jobs elsewhere. The directors continued to run the business on their own for one year. They found a part-time commercial manager who helped them through a financial restructuring. But they survived! They moved on to a new phase in the company’s life. They now have a much reduced cost base and are profitable again.
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