Free Business (owners)!

Remember the taste of freedom? That exhilarating but slightly scary sensation you
had when you stepped out of wage or salary slavery and into your own business?

As business owners turn out the lights in the evening long after their last employee
has gone home, after they’ve spent a day dealing with endless paperwork, perennial
staff issues, difficult customers and clients, gnarly production issues, the question
occasionally pops into their tired minds: How did | lose my freedom?

The simple answer is that it was taken from you, bit by bit, by the endless demands of
running your own business.

Few of us thought that freedom was going to be free. Thomas Jefferson said that the
price of freedom is eternal vigilance, but as business owners, these noble words only
serve to remind us that we have to be everywhere, watch everybody, and know
everything.

Many business owners feel like they’ve traded in a corporate treadmill for a home-
made one. That’s when they hit a glass ceiling, where each year’s results look much
like last year’s. They’re still working the same long hours and aren’t seeing as much of
our family as they’d like to. Their health is OK, but it gets harder to muster the energy
and enthusiasm they had when they started out. Their business results are OK, but
they’re not getting much closer to the financial freedom they dreamed about. The
frustrating thing is they know they could get there if they could just get time to move
the business forward rather than spending all their time treading water.

So how can we get ourselves free? Ironically, freedom requires discipline. We need
to:

Identify those things we do every day that we are good at, and that really add
value to the business. Everything else has to be delegated. That means a lot
of time upfront, because for most of us the way we get our hands off the
business is going to be one finger at a time. We have to train staff and
monitor their performance until they’re performing the function at an
adequate level. Of course they can’t do it as well as us, but they don’t have to:
they just have to do it well enough for the purpose. The owner is the one who
needs the most training: we have to learn to let go. This will simplify our lives
as well as get us focused on the activities that give us growth

Segment our clients into the “first fifteen, second fifteen, and the rest”. Like
as not, 80% of our profits will come from 20% of our clients. Some of our
clients and customers actually cost us money when we take all the costs of
service into account. To grow your share of “first and second fifteen”
client/customer spend, you may have to jettison or reduce the service to C



class customers. Better still, if they cost you money, direct them to your
competition!
Manage our time. There are a number of different approaches to this. The
NBCoach time system involves the following kinds of time:
Time off, when we rejuvenate and recharge the batteries. Relaxation is
not a reward for effort, it is a prerequisite to the energy needed to
drive our business forward
Time on, when we focus on business development. This is when we
create our future through training staff, planning, implementing new
systems and processes — all the things that will create greater value
further down the track, but that we are not investing time in now
Time in, when we deal with all the administration and other urgent/not
important items

All this is easy to say. While a few people get the idea and make all this happen by
themselves, in our experience it takes up to three years to change the programming
of a lifetime. Over that time, most of us need a structure of accountability and review
to help us focus on implementing permanent and significant change.

But if we want to be free again, the first thing we have to change is the way we think.
Then we can build a business that works for us, not the other way round.

This article first appeared in Westpac’s “Good Business” magazine.

Dr Mike Ashby is Director of National Business Coaching. To find out more, go to
www.nbcoach.co.nz




