
   Media 3 Publications 16

BY STEVEN S. LITTLE

There are as many different 

ways to grow a small business 

as there are small businesses 

that are growing. In fact, I 

believe the only way to grow 

your business over a sustained 

period of time is to do it differ-

ently than everyone else is.   

However, I also believe there are 
specifi c areas where growth compa-
nies concentrate their efforts, and 
these areas of concentration repre-
sent learning opportunities for all of 
us. One of these areas is what I call 
gaining superior market intelligence. 
This is an organization’s ability to 
fi rst recognize, and then adapt to, 
macro changes in the marketplace.

On the whole, small businesses 
are pretty lousy at this. We become 
so myopically focused on our day-
to-day operations that we don’t 
take the time to regularly consider 
the important fundamental shifts 
taking place in the general or macro 
market. A personal story helps illus-
trate this point.

In the mid-80s I became presi-
dent of a small company that manu-
factured aprons — not the type 
of aprons consumers buy at retail 
stores to wear in their kitchens, but 
the kind you see employees wearing 
in bars, hotels, restaurants, grocery 
stores, etc. These garments serve 
the dual purpose of protecting an 
employee’s clothes and serving as 
an identity tool for the business. For 
example, are you ever unclear about 
who the employees are when shop-
ping at a Home Depot? Aprons serve 
as a highly effective uniform look at 
a relatively low cost.

The changing defi nition
of a uniform
In the Industrial Age, the word 
“uniform” connoted something 
quite different than it does today — 
a shirt, a pair of pants, maybe even 
a hat which were worn in a grimy 
industrial environment. Invariably, 
these uniforms were provided by an 
industrial laundry service, which had 
been contracted by the employer to 

regularly deliver clean, well-fi tted 
garments. The employer paid for 
this service for a primarily male 
workforce. This system worked 
because the employees were of 
one sex, stayed in their jobs for 
a relatively long period of time, 

and were centralized in a single loca-
tion, making distribution of the gar-
ments effi cient. 

As we moved out of the Indus-
trial Age into a more service-based 
economy, all of this began to 
change. Women began entering 
the workforce in droves, and people 
began to take jobs for shorter dura-
tions. Many industrial jobs were 
moving offshore and, by the mid-
80s, the majority of jobs were 
in service businesses, the fastest 
growing industry segment. The 
existing model of a uniform — what 
it was, where it was purchased, who 
paid for it, who wore it and even 
why they wore it — was changing 
forever. 

The lowly apron became the 
perfect uniform solution for the 
service-based economy, where 
employers were looking for a low-
cost way to protect and identify 
their unisex, short-term, decentral-
ized employees. It was a fundamen-
tal shift that anyone who had a 
vested interest in aprons or uniforms 
should have seen early. Yet very
few did. 

The two leading apron compa-
nies that we competed with directly 
were small businesses, although they 
were many times bigger than we 
were when I took over the manage-
ment of the company. I knew both 
presidents from industry functions 
and the occasional “Can you help us 
out on a fabric overage?” that peri-
odically cropped up.

Hindsight is 20/20
Looking back, it is now apparent 
that neither saw a macro view of the 
changes in the overall market and 
the opportunities they presented. 
One would have described his 
company as “making tea aprons for 
maids and waitresses sold through 
specialty retailers and department 
stores.” The other would have 
described his company as “manu-
facturing sewn products made of 
woven fabrics (including aprons) 
that could be sold to screen print-
ers.” But neither would have said:

“We provide the growing service 
economy with a low-cost substitute 
for traditional uniforms.”

Thanks to our ability to see and 
react to the macro changes taking 
place in the general market, sales 
at our small apron company grew 
more than 2,000 percent in less than 

seven years. Our growth represented 
a tremendous loss of opportunity for 
our chief competitors — one failed 
to grow in the apron market and the 
other eventually went out of business. 

The lesson learned
Why did this happen? Not because 
we were so smart, but instead because 
the other guys were so slow to fi rst 
recognize, and then adapt to, funda-
mental changes in the marketplace.

I would also argue that it was 
my relative ignorance regarding 
the “proper” day-to-day opera-
tion of this kind of  business that 
gave me the time to see the macro
view. Had I known more about 

fabric utilization software or the 
latest sewing machine attachments, 
I might never have taken the time to 
consider the fundamental, near-term 
future of our company and industry. 

Ultimately, “seeing the macro” 
proved to be our most important 
competitive advantage. ◆

Steven S. Little is a leading authority on 
small company growth. Formerly presi-
dent of three fast-growth 
companies, he is now a 
sought-after speaker and 
consultant. Last year, 
Steve delivered his growth-
oriented message to over 
10,000 small business 
owners and managers. 

Take a macro view

Growth strategies
for small businesses

Do companies mirror nature during a recession, with only the fi t surviving 
or even thriving? The answer, according to a study from Accenture, is a 
resounding yes. 

The study, “When Good Management Shows: Creating Value in an 
Uncertain Economy,” found that making the right moves to manage 
through an economic downturn can help companies establish a com-
petitive edge for years to come. In a rising economy, all boats fl oat, and 
the value of good management isn’t so clear. But that all changes in an 
economic downturn, when companies that are well-managed rise dis-
tinctly to the top.

Successful companies do things differently than poor performers in both 
good times and bad. The winners forged resilient strategies during good 
times and stuck with them during recessions. Winning fi rms also set 
more conservative fi nancial policies than losers, and the resulting cash 
position gave them the fl exibility to sustain critical investments despite a 
challenging economy. The authors of the study found that winning com-
panies strengthened their strategic position during bad times by: 

• Acting decisively when trouble is at hand. Executives watch for down-
turns and take actions quickly, rather than holding their collective breath 
in the hope that things will improve before any diffi cult actions become 
necessary. 

• Setting priorities based on a detailed knowledge of how the company 
creates value. This entails not just cutting costs, but cutting the right 
costs and diverting resources to activities that create value.

• Leveraging unique information systems. An organization needs to have 
critical data available in order to manage its key value drivers and, more 
importantly, to use the output.

• Collaborating with customers to improve value propositions. According 
to one executive interviewed, “Downturns are a great time to be involved 
with your customers, to work with them and fi nd ways to reduce your 
costs as well as theirs.”

• Pricing for profi tability. Winning companies can use pricing fl exibility to 
pick up market share in a downturn. This is also a time when a company 
needs to walk away from unprofi table business.  

For more details on the study, contact Ed Trapasso at Accenture at
ed.trapasso@accenture.com.

Survival of the fi ttest


