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BY STEVEN S. LITTLE

In his last article, Steve described the importance of seeing the 
macro view of markets in order to achieve growth. Here, he 
suggests ways small business owners and managers can capi-
talize on opportunity through superior market intelligence.

Most small business owners want their 
companies to grow. Indeed, it is the most 
common topic of discussion among the 

thousands of small business owners and managers 
I talk with each year. 

However, there is no single strategy for 
achieving business growth. As much as we would 
like to fi nd it, the guaranteed 17-point checklist 
that leads to business growth simply doesn’t exist. 
But in my experience, I’ve seen that there are spe-
cifi c areas where growth companies concentrate 
their efforts. 

One of these areas is what is called “gaining 
superior market intelligence.” This can also be 
described as seeing a macro view of the changing 
marketplace. This would be a whole lot easier if 
the macros stayed the same, but the macro view 
keeps changing every day. So what can small 
business owners and managers do to stay on top 
of the macro changes happening in the world?    

Internal vs. external focus
Let’s start with focus. Most small business owners 
are great at internal focus. Knowing what is hap-
pening inside our own companies is one of the 
strengths that allows us to effectively compete 
with big businesses (because often, they aren’t 
very good at this.) However, we also tend to get 
mired within our insular view, and we ignore the 
importance of external focus. This is where big 
business, with their research budgets and market 
analysts, can often get the best of us. Finding the 
right balance between internal and external focus 
is a common trait among small business growth 
companies.      

Another common barrier to growth I see 
among small businesses is the inability to rec-
ognize and act upon subtle (or micro) changes 
in markets that lead to macro changes. Experts 
call these subtle changes “weak signals.” Even to 
the experienced owner or manager, these weak 
signals can often be dismissed as anomalies. To 
the growth-oriented manager who regularly con-
siders the macro forces affecting our world, these 
signals are seen as logical trends that represent 
opportunity and require immediate attention.

I knew one growth manager who understood 
these signals very well. My wife had an uncle who 
recently passed away. Uncle O, as we called him, 
was in the music recording industry for his entire 
career. He started out as a small label owner and 
eventually became president of one of the world’s 
largest recording labels. He had successfully navi-
gated the turbulent and confusing world of pop 
music from the late ‘50s through the early ‘90s. 

In the two years before he died, I spent con-
siderable time with Uncle O. While he had many 
compelling stories to share, I was most interested 
in understanding his uncanny ability to capital-
ize on the rapid rate of change in his industry. 
As much as any industry I know, the pop music 
business is made up of seemingly well-entrenched 
“status quos” that are overthrown on a regular 
basis by the latest incarnation of “new.”  

Consider the rapid rate of change in Uncle O’s 
industry. Everything — from the industry’s distri-
bution systems to the media formats sold to the 
styles of music people buy — changes quickly and 
completely. The only thing that stays the same 
is the rapid rate of change. Uncle O maintained 
that his success stemmed from an ability to see 
the periphery of a changing market more clearly 
than his competition.

Weak signal monitoring
Though he never used the term, Uncle O was an 
early practitioner of weak signal monitoring. Here 
are a few rules of weak signals that I learned from 
listening to Uncle O:
• The more irreverent and upsetting a new idea 

is to the status quo, the more chance it has of 
reaching a level of macro importance.

• The more often you hear “That’s just a fad,” 
the more likely it’s not.

• Identifying and monitoring weak signals 
should be an ongoing, systematic process.

• The ability to see the next big thing before it 
happens is equal parts art and science.

• If you hear about a new trend on the radio, in 
a popular magazine (including your trade pub-
lications) or on television, you are probably 
too late to capitalize on it. 

• Weak signals often grow by joining forces with 
other weak signals. Or, in other words, weak 
signals often need reinforcement from other 
ideas fl oating outside the established boundar-
ies before they can be seen or heard.

As a manager and a business leader, Uncle 
O believed his focus should be on the future. He 
estimated that, in his most productive periods, he 
was spending 75 percent of his time on identify-
ing, monitoring, developing and re-tooling initia-
tives designed to meet tomorrow’s opportunities. 
Overseeing the issues surrounding the day-to-day 
activities of today’s opportunity was something 
he could delegate with confi dence. 

Interestingly, it has been my experience that 
most small business owners spend the majority 
of their time on today’s issues (or even yesterday’s 
issues), while managers of growth organizations 
have their gaze fi rmly fi xed on tomorrow. 

To Uncle O, managing a current “hit” was 
relatively easy. Attempting to identify the next 
big thing is where he brought the most value to 
his organization.  ◆

Steven S. Little is a leading authority on 
small company growth. Formerly president 
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. Reach him at
stevenslittle@hotmail.com.

Achieving growth
through a macro view

(with a little help from weak signals)

“The illiterate of the 21st century
will not be those who cannot read and 

write, but those who cannot learn, 
unlearn, and relearn.” 

ALVIN TOFFLER


