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Making consistent improvements to your business 
is a conscious choice – one that will go a long way in 

determining its success. Smart business owners know 
that there is no such thing as perfection – there are 

always positive improvements to be made.

Doing business improvement properly is not for 
the faint-hearted; it requires a lot of time and 

effort. Businesses need to continuously improve 
their products, services, and processes to remain 

competitive, yet many struggle in this area.

Based on many years of experience with SME 
businesses, Hanrick Curran have developed a business 

improvement series that will aid you in taking your 
business to the level it needs to be at. This 7 part 

series will walk you step by step through strategies 
that have had significant impact on business success. 



What’s wrong with a 
short term focus 
when improving a 
business?

STRATEGY 1



Quite often the first step people go to when they look to improve or 
turnaround a business is to cut costs or identify other immediate changes. 
They squeeze everything a little harder to achieve savings or better results 
that will have an immediate impact on the bottom line. For example:

�� Reducing staffing levels

�� Demanding increased productivity from staff

�� Cutting back on marketing and advertising

�� Reduce staff training

�� Look for cheaper suppliers

�� Discounting prices to boost sales

These changes can be superficial and produce only short term 
improvements to the bottom line. The most important questions to ask is 
how are these changes impacting on the long term success of the business?

 � Reducing staffing levels or staff training could lead to a drop in 
customer service, annoying existing customers who eventually decide 
to patron your competition.

 � Demanding increased productivity from staff through the 
implementation of KPIs without the appropriate consideration to the 
business culture or effective change management techniques can 
lead to the turnover of staff that may include highly talented future 
leaders.

 � Cutting back or significantly changing marketing and advertising could 
lead to fewer potential customers finding out about your business, 
hurting future growth including replenishment of customer numbers 
that have gone to competitors.

 � Engaging with cheaper suppliers could lead to quality issues for 
customers such as the products they purchased. It could also lead 
to quality issues for supplies into the business operations that may 
impact on efficiency/productivity that in turn leads to higher costs 
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 � Discounting prices to boost sales and improve cash flow in the short 
term can be a good move. However if that exercise just brings forward 
existing customers spending then the business is worse off in the 
longer term, with sales in future periods lower by the higher prices 
that customers would have paid if not for the discounting now. Further 
this can diminish stock levels that could impede the businesses ability 
to service customers in the immediate future after the sale.

A recent high profile example of this short term focus is Dick Smith 
Electronics. Venture Capitalist purchased the business from Woolworths in 
November 2012 for $20million. They embarked on a rapid change program 
that took the EBITDA of the business from $23m in 2013 to $71m in 2014. 
They then sold the business via an IPO just a year after acquiring it, making a 
profit of approximately $500m in the process. On face value an exceptional 
achievement in such a short period of time.

However the subsequent failure of the company two years after the sale 
demonstrates that the changes that were made to achieve the extraordinary 
turnaround in the short term results appears to have caused irreparable 
damage to the long term prospects of the business.

Therefore before jumping headlong into a business improvement process 
that could send you down the wrong track, pause and consider the long term 
strategic objectives of the business.



The long term focus 
for clarity.

STRATEGY 2



Running a business is not for the faint hearted 
and requires strategic thinking to 

achieve optimal results.

For the best long term success where should we start?

We need to think strategically and start with the end in mind. Strategy is 
defined as a plan, method, or series of manoeuvres for obtaining a specific 
goal or result.

To put this into context let’s look a simple example. The objective is to dig 
a ditch for a water pipe in the backyard. Do you just go into the back yard 
and start digging? This would result in some very early progress but would 
probably take longer to complete the task, especially if you start digging in 
the wrong place and head in the wrong direction.

To kick things off you need to clearly know where the pipe needs to start, 
where it needs to end, and the path that you need it to take through the 
yard. By planning this out at the start you can create the most efficient path 
for the ditch and in turn the least amount of digging required.

It is important to note that this will not necessarily mean that everything will 
go smoothly during your ditch digging. You may encounter issues along the 
way such as an existing pipe in your way or a rocky patch that is hard dig 
through. A little bit of time should be spent at the start to anticipate some 
of the barriers that may crop up and consider what you should do if they do 
arise. 

In this example acquiring some plans for the house may allow you check the 
location of any existing pipes or digging a few small holes along the route 
could identify the consistency of the soil.
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When it comes to tackling strategic improvement for anything 
that is significant spending the time to go through the following 
process up front is essential to ensuring that we can achieve the 
best possible result.

1. Define the objective/vision.

2. What are the goals to achieve the vision?

3. Where are we now in relation to our goals and what is the 
gap we need to bridge?

4. What are the strategies that will bridge the gap to those 
goals?

5. What are the actions that will implement those strategies?

6. What will the barriers to implementation be?
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Define your 
objective / vision.

STRATEGY 3



Whether you are a sole trader or a listed company it’s very important you 
have a clear sense of the ultimate vision and objective of your business. Why 
does it exist? What function does it perform in society? Why do customers/
clients believe in your business? What are the long term outcomes/results? 
Visions are intended to clarify the pathway forward, after all, if you don’t 
know where you are going, any road will get you there.

So far we’ve outlined key strategies to take your business to the next level. 
Now let’s take a deeper look at why defining your business vision and 
objective is paramount.

Why is it important to work out the big picture first? As an example think of 
a high end retail business with very good margins, targeting wealthy clients 
with high quality products. As a cost cutting measure they looked at how 
much rent they were paying and decided to relocate to an out of the way 
location in a poor quality building with an inferior fit out. What would their 
clients think of this relocation? Would they still be willing to pay the same 
pricing?

Alternatively let’s look at a large discount store with a range of products sold 
in high volumes at low margins. The business prides itself on having new 
and interesting products all the time. As a cost cutting measure this business 
looked at halving the number of staff in the team responsible for sourcing 
new products. How would the regular customers expecting the regular 
flow of new and exciting products react to this? Would they stop visiting the 
store?

These are two extreme examples that are very obvious when read. However, 
the point being made is that it is very important to be very clear on the 
objective or vision of the business. Being clear will ensure that any changes/
ideas can be quickly assessed to see if they are consistent with the objective 
of the business thereby supporting the long term success of the business. 
Furthermore, improvement strategies or ideas can be more easily prioritised 
when measured against the vision.
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The value a business will take from getting 
clarity of vision includes:

Your employees know why your company exists. When your 
employees understand the purpose of your company and why you 
started in the first place, it’s easy for them to opt in or out. Those 
who opt in become valuable employees and those who opt out 
shouldn’t have been there in the first place. A clear vision helps you 
communicate with your customers. If you aren’t a ‘me too’ business 
then a vision will pin point what it is that makes you the perfect choice 
for your customer / client, what you need to do and keep doing to 
retain them and attract more.

Having a clear ‘why’ results in better outcomes. If your employees 
know why their role/job/task is important and can connect to a tangible 
reason, the business vision, they are far more likely come up with good 
ideas for improvement.
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once the vision is clear it is time to

 define the goals 
that if achieved will result in the business 

achieving the vision.



once the vision is clear it is time to

 define the goals 
that if achieved will result in the business 

achieving the vision.

What are the goals 
to achieve the vision?

STRATEGY 4
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Specific – well defined and clear

Measurable – capable of being measured to confirm achievement

Achievable – within the bounds of available time and resources

Relevant – within the context of the vision/objective

Time based – set to a deadline

SMART Goals

Now that you have a clear vision as to where you want to be it’s time to set 
the goals that will have you achieve the vision.

When we talk about goals it is best to think of them in the context of SMART 
Goals. These are:

For example, saying that we want the business to achieve increased sales 
in not SMART.  However, if we said we want a 10% increase in sales for the 
2017 financial year over the previous financial year this would be SMART.

First, start out with determining what goals need to be achieved at the end 
of 5 years to move the business towards its vision.  Once these have been 
set determine what those goals are at end of 1 year to move towards the 5 
year goals?

To assist with the brainstorming process some examples of SMART Goals 
are listed on the following page to get your thoughts flowing - assume all 
goals are measured at 30 June 2022 for that financial year.
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EXAMPLES
 � $1 million of average monthly sales

 � Average annual customer spend $100k

 � Average order delivery time less than 2 days

 � 75% of customers rating our service as Good or better

 � Employee turnover less than 10%

 � Employee job satisfaction greater than 90% positive

 � Average training hours per employee greater than 20

 � Net Profit of $1million

 � Debtors days less 35

 � Creditors days less than 30

 � Warranty claim value less than $50,000

Using the first example we can then bring the goals back to 1 year by setting 
a target for average monthly sales of $600k by 30 June 2018.

Once all of these SMART Goals are set for the next 12 months it is time to 
look at the gap from these goals to where you are now and how you will go 
about bridging that gap.



Where are you now 
in relation to your 
goals and how to 
bridge the gap.

STRATEGY 5
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You will by now have addressed short term focus, applied a long term focus, 
defined your business vision and determined your goals to achieve your 
vision.

Having set 5 year and 1 year SMART goals as part of Strategy 4 it’s important 
now to understand what the gap is between your current situation and the 
goals set for 12 months’ time.

To help grasp the gap that needs to be filled, assign tangible figures to your 
goals and measure these against the actual results for the previous 12 
months.

Using the example in Strategy 4 of average monthly sales of $600k in 
2018, it is determined that the average monthly sales in 2017 were $550k. 
Therefore, the gap to our objective in 2018 is to increase sales by an average 
of $50k per month.

Gaining a good understanding of the 
quantum of this gap sets clarity for 
what needs to be achieved in the next 12 
months to move towards the vision.



Strategies to bridge the gap

Now that the quantum of the gaps for the next year are established a 
brainstorming session needs to be held to determine the best strategies to 
increase sales by $50k per month. For example, this could include:

�� signing up new customers by:

• marketing in new geographic regions

• setting up a referral program

• commence advertising on various media

�� launching a new product or service

�� increasing prices across the board

�� broaden the range of existing product/services that existing customers       

are buying

The idea is to have all key team members in the session and gather as many 
ideas as possible. Do not filter these ideas during the brainstorming phase, 
just record as many ideas as possible.

There will never be enough resources or time to implement all of the ideas 
that come from this session. Therefore, the next step is to look at all the 
ideas documented and prioritise them into the most important/effective. 
This is often referred to as applying the Pareto principle and there are many 
ways to do this.

Select the top 2-4 ideas to take into the next
step of documenting the actions required 
to implement these ideas.
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What are the actions 
that will implement 
those strategies?

STRATEGY 6



Now that the ideas, vision and goals for the next 12 months are determined 
it’s important to ensure that they are implemented effectively.

Quite often strategic planning sessions will stop at this point with everyone 
feeling very positive that improvement can be made and the goals 
achieved. However, stopping here would inevitably lead to stagnation 
in the improvement activities within the following 2-4 weeks. Therefore, 
before calling the session to a close it is important to determine the actions 
required to implement each idea/strategy as well as identifying a due date 
for that action and a person responsible for ensuring that it happens.

Using the previous example of increasing prices across the board an action 
plan may look something like this:

1. Collate a report for all current products listing the current sale price, 
current average buy price, date of last price increase, and previous 
sale price. John Jones (15 January)

2. Determine an initial price increase recommendation for each current 
product and include it in the report prepared for the previous step. 
Jane Smith (30 January)

3. Meeting with senior management to review (modify where required) 
and approve new prices. Sarah Conner (7 February)

4. Prepare and send customer communication piece to advise of the 
new prices. James Potter (14 February)

5. Update all prices in the accounting software. John Jones (30 February)

By setting these actions with responsibility and deadlines before the 
planning session is complete will feed off the momentum of the previous 
steps. 

This will create a clear series of steps required to create the 
best opportunity for success.
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Identify barriers to 
implementation.

STRATEGY 7



Making consistent improvements to your business is a conscious choice 
and not for the faint hearted. Over the last six chapters we broke down key 
strategies that can be used continuously to improve business performance. 
Throughout the series we have addressed short term focus, applied a long 
term focus, defined your business vision and determined your goals to 
achieve your vision, identified what’s needed to bridge the gap to your goals 
and defined the actions required to implement strategies.

The final strategy is to ensure your implementation doesn’t derail easily.  To 
give you a leg up on what lies ahead it’s important to identify the barriers 
you may encounter during the implementation process.

If you’re sitting back thinking, there’s not much that can challenge the 
success of the implementation, I encourage you to think again.  There will be 
always be barriers to making change.  A few classic examples include:

�� Time, we are too busy to fit in these actions required.

�� We don’t have the money for some of those actions.

�� The team members are worried about the change and may 
subconsciously sabotage the implementation.

�� It is too hard or too big a task to complete.

Hold one last brainstorming with those that will be responsible for the 
implementation to bring out all the barriers that may be a factor.  Then for 
each of the barriers identified determine what can be done to eliminate or 
mitigate them.

By embarking on this full process and approaching business improvement 
with a long term strategic perspective we believe that the organisation will 

have the best opportunity for success.

?

www.hanr ickcurran.com.au
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?

www.ha nr i ckcurran . com . au
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HEAD OFFICE - BRISBANE
Level 11, 307 Queen Street Brisbane  |  GPO Box 2268 Brisbane QLD 4001
P. 07 3218 3900  |  F. 07 3218 3901  |  E. mail@hanrickcurran.com.au

For other locations visit:
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