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Bob comments: “I’ve never had the luxury of being able to win business on price. I’ve always had to

demonstrate why my company is the best and best value, not the cheapest”.

With a �rst class honours degree in Computing from Imperial, Bob began work in software development,

IT support and training, working for small companies as well as major blue chips whilst employed by

Accenture and later Coopers and Lybrand. Whilst in the latter role he transitioned to leading the South

Coast practice of a division specialising in advising hypergrowth businesses, utilising knowledge from the

Cran�eld MBA he’d completed in his spare time.

Building upon that he decided to go hands on and found his niche leading, transforming and

reenergising medium sized �rms. His last employed role was leading a £16M, 200 person family business

having previously been Chief Executive of a listed plc for which he raised £5M funding and grew from £4M

to £12M in three years through two acquisitions and organic growth, and a corporate subsidiary where he

was responsible for leading 450 sta� to deliver £10M pro�t on £45M revenues.

He has also built two businesses of his own. Through the latter he has worked closely with over 300

established SME business leaders so has a real in-depth understanding of the way they think and their

perceptions, drivers and fears.

The author : Bob Bradley

Bob Bradley is a specialist in leading premium / professional service businesses. Businesses that succeed

and grow by delivering consistent quality, service and experience in premium segments, having run �ve

such businesses as Managing Director or Chief Executive.
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Tips on turning tough economic times into great times for your business

Written by Bob Bradley, an experienced business leader who's led businesses and worked with fellow

leaders through at least four recessions, this book sets out why tough economic times can be great

times for business and more importantly good for YOUR business ... if you are smart and agile, follow a

clear strategy, focus on cost and pro�t, and navigate the tricky decisions carefully ... using a sounding

board of advisors, mentors, coaches and fellow business leaders in peer groups such as those run by

MD2MD

So a recession, or even just tough times,   don't have to be a death sentence for your business or even a

time of retrenchment. The current economic climate may be uncertain, but that doesn't mean that there

aren't opportunities for businesses to thrive. With the right strategy, well planned and executed, you can

weather the storm and come out stronger on the other side.

Tough times create a chance for your smart, agile and adaptable business to draw away from slower

moving competitors. It';s a time to streamline your operations, cut costs and improve pro�tability without

compromising quality. And an opportunity to retain customers through excellent customer service whilst

investing in marketing and sales to win more from less well managed competitors.

With a clear strategy, a focus on cash and pro�t, and good independent advice your business can

emerge from tough economic times stronger than ever before!

Preface

From the take o� of Apple during the dark days following the dot-com crash to the launch of Google in the

recession of 1990 right back to the launch of the US General Electric during what was a big recession in

1890,  there is no end of evidence that tough times are a good time for the best businesses.

It's a phenomenum that been discussed at length by all sorts of gurus and thinkers. Whether it is Darwin

in the 1800s recognising that natural selection sorts out the useful adaptations in the natural economy to

economist Joseph Schumpter identifying how "Creative Destruction" leads economies to be improved by

recessions and more recently to author and radio presenter Tim Hardford discussing in his book "Messy"

how good ideas grow and bad ones are ruthlessly weeded, the gurus agree. Challenges and di�culties

lead to innovation and improvement. And in the economy to new and better businesses developing and

growing relative to their competitors.

The reason is obvious really.   When times are good business is easy.   Indeed when demand exceeds

supply, many sloppy businesses succeed despite being poorly run because buyers have little choice. 

We've all experienced that I guess! By contrast, during tough times, when supply exceeds demand,

customers have choice so there is more opportunity for the good business to di�erentiate themselves by

being better at developing the right product, selling it e�ciently and delivering it reliably.
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I have been a member of a business leader peer group

and facilitated them for a quarter of a century.   During

that time I’ve experienced three recessions and I

noticed that many members emerged stronger as a

result of the recession.

The global pandemic caused an unprecedented

economic shock, with businesses of all sizes facing

challenges like never before. Many ended up shut down

and many more were severely disrupted. Now, before

we’ve had time to recover, we’re dealing with a war on

the borders of Europe disrupting global security,

creating an energy crisis and probably leading us into

recession. 

These days it seems like there's nothing but bad news. 

Times are tough

But it doesn't have to be this way. There is a silver lining

to all of this bad news: it's an opportunity.   For smart,

agile businesses, a recession is actually a great

opportunity for your business to pull away from its

competitors.

An opportunity for smart, agile businesses

With the right strategy your company can thrive in

uncertain times and come out of a recession stronger

than ever before.

Looking back it’s clear that in tough, recessionary times

those successful leaders focused on three key things. 

Read on overleaf for an introduction to the three things

those great business leaders focused on when dealing

with the challenge of tough economy.   And when I say

great, don't be put o�.   They were simply operational

business leaders like you who made some good

choices, often after using their business leader peer

group as a sounding board for their ideas.

As a business leader you are likely to have a positive

attitude but it's enough to make even the most

optimistic leader feel pessimistic about the future.  You

know that a recession can be a tough time for any

company and in the face of such uncertainty, it can be

tempting to hunker down and focus on simply

weathering the storm.

The economy is struggling, businesses are being forced

to tighten their belts. layo�s are increasing, and

consumers are cutting back.
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Now, more than ever, it is crucial to focus on your own

business, your people, your customers, and your

competitors in your sector. This is not the time to cut

corners or to shy away from investment. Instead, it is

time to double down on your e�orts to di�erentiate

yourself from the competition and to gain market share.

Focus strongly on cash and pro�t

For most businesses, now is not the

time to drive fast growth. Instead focus

on cash and pro�t. There is more detail

on this later in this book.   By focusing

on cash and then pro�t you ensure

that your business survives even if

times are tough.

To achieve those results it's more important than ever

to make full use of the resources and tools at your

disposal to help you navigate these challenges and

come out the other side even stronger.

Work to a clear and focused strategy

MD2MD provides you with access to some of the

brightest minds in business, as well as a powerful

network of fellow leaders who, through con�dential peer

group discussion, can o�er advice and support when

you need it most, as well as challenge your thinking

when you think you might know it all!

Three clear priorities for the

business leader when facing a

tough economic environment

If you're looking to survive and thrive through tough

times, read more detailed tips in the rest of this book

and  don’t forget to join and make use of the powerful

MD2MD community. 

Firstly by ensuring that you have a clear understanding

of your target market and what they are looking for.

Then by investing in marketing e�orts that will help you

reach your target market e�ciently and e�ectively. And

�nally by making sure that your product or service is

meeting the needs of your target market more

accurately than that of your competitors.

A key resource for business leaders in all times, and

especially in tough times, is their network of advisers

and con�dants.   People they can turn to for advice,

support and even challenge; who can act as an

independent sounding board when facing di�cult

decision.

Share the challenges ... and the journey

For articles reinforcing the importance of business

leaders utilising a sounding board  see Harvard business

review: "CEOs need mentors too" and Forbes: "3

Reasons All Great Leaders Have Mentors".

If alongside that you simply maintain revenues during a

recession, you'll be in a great position when the

economy picks up again. You'll have gained market

share as the market shrunk and some of your

competitors went out of business. Then you can

accelerate revenue growth from a strong position in the

market.

Traditional sounding boards are a non-executive, a

mentor or a coach. Each has its merits.   but today we

�nd the majority business leaders value most the input

of fellow real leaders. Which is, of course, one reason

why the MD2MD community is so valuable.
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Insights from experienced leaders

I have been a member of a business leader peer group

and facilitated them for a quarter of a century.   During

that time I’ve experienced four recessions and

observed how I and over a hundred other business

leaders have behaved to take advantage of those

di�cult times and emerge stronger.

Be agile and adaptable. Focus on your

business, not on the economy

Here are some tips based on what I’ve learnt from

observing my fellow business leaders successfully

leading their organisations through those di�cult times:

But don’t stop there.   Tough times are when some

forget that advice and take their eye o� the ball of their

customer service.  So invest in

tightly focused marketing and

sales. This means making sure

that your marketing

campaigns reach your target

market and, to avoid waste,

only your target market. It also

means making sure that your

sales team is well-trained and

very prepared to close deals.

Serve your customers well and win more

from struggling competitors

Finally, whether they are existing or new customers,

ensure you provide great service.   Providing excellent

customer service is an important way to di�erentiate

yourself from your competitors and build loyalty among

your customer base.   When customers know they can

count on you for quality products and services at a fair

price, they'll keep coming back. This will help you stand

out from the crowd. When the economy recovers, these

customers will be more likely to stick with you instead

of switching to a competitor.

In times of economic uncertainty, customers become

more discerning about where they spend their money.

They're looking for good value for their money, so it's

important that you provide it. With businesses vying for

attention, now is the time to focus on customer

retention. In other words keeping your existing

customers happy and �nding ways to keep them coming

back for more.

One of the most important things you can do for your

business in times of economic uncertainty is to focus

on your business, not the economy. You can't control

what's happening in the world around you, but you can

control how you respond to it. Are you going to hunker

down and ride out the storm, or are you going to seize

the opportunity and use it to your advantage? The

businesses that thrive in uncertain times are those that

focus on their own products and services, sta� and

customers and cash and pro�t, not on the ups and

downs of the stock market or GDP growth rates.

During a recession, businesses

need to be agile in order to

adapt to changing market

conditions. This means being

willing to change your products

or services in order to meet the

needs of your customers. It also

means being open to new ways

of doing things in order to stay

ahead of the competition.
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Protect cash

Invest in your best people

During a recession, it's more

important than ever to maintain

a strong cash position. 

That might actually mean investing in

projects and technologies that will

enhance pro�ts quickly.   IT and other

forms of automation are often deployed

during a recession when enhancing the

bottom line takes precedence over

growth. Funding that might mean putting

o� other non-essential projects. Either way, make sure

you're focused on investments that generate pro�ts

rather than just the fastest possible growth.

As is often said, your employees are your most valuable

asset, so it's important to invest in them even when

times are tough. Whilst focusing your business may lead

to restructuring and consequent people challenges,

now is not the time for across the

board decisions unrelated to

business strategy and

performance. Most sta�

understand the need for tough

decisions and will support you if

you make the right decisions and

implement them fairly and

professionally. So focus your

investment on your key sta� and in

training and developing them to add value to your

business. When you invest in your people, they'll be

more engaged and more likely to stick with you.

The key in maximising pro�t is making sure that your

products or services closely match what your

customers value. So focus on eliminating unnecessary

cost elements (those not valued by customers) so you

free up resources to invest in elements and activities

that customers value directly or indirectly.

Key to this is managing credit.

 An invoice that’s never paid is a

direct hit to the bottom line so

ensure you only o�er credit to

customers that can and will pay

- on time!    Cash management

also means keeping your

spending under control and making sure that you have

enough cash on hand to cover any unexpected

expenses that may come up. One way to do this is to

establish a line of credit with your bank yourself before

times get tough. That way, if you need access to

additional funds, you'll already have the �nancing in

place.

Drive pro�tability

While cash �ow is critical to survival, pro�t is what drives

long term success. Pro�ts are what enables businesses

to grow and expand. A recession is a good time to

refocus your business on pro�t.   Use the downturn as

an opportunity to streamline your operations and

become more e�cient by �nding ways to cut costs

without compromising quality or service. That might

mean making some tough decisions to focus on selling

higher-margin products and services. The challenge is to

cut back on discretionary spending whilst avoiding

cutting corners that will lead to bigger problems down

the road. For example, if you cut corners on quality, your

customers will notice and may take their business

elsewhere. Similarly, if you don't invest in marketing,

you'll have a hard time attracting new customers.
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Take advantage of the fact that your competitors are

almost certainly facing the same economic challenges

as you are and may make some decisions that create an

opportunity for you.   If they're cutting prices, maybe you

can cut costs without sacri�cing quality so that you can

stay competitive on price without compromising your

bottom line too much.

Know your competitors

During a recession, many

businesses cut back on

marketing and advertising

budgets. This presents a

great opportunity for you to

step in and take advantage

of the fact that your

competition will be less

visible. If you can maintain

or even increase your level

of activity, you'll be in a

much better position to

steal market share. If you

can hold revenues when

the market declines and competitors withdraw, you will

have gained market share and will be in a strong place

when the economy picks up … as it will.  The key is not

to panic—uncertainty creates opportunities as well as

challenges, so keep a cool head and seize the

opportunities when they come along.

As an operational business leader

you undoubtedly have a lot on your

plate whether you are called

Managing Director, CEO, Chief

Executive, VP or anything else. Not

only do you have to worry about

the day-to-day running of the

business, but you also have to

make di�cult decisions that can a�ect the future of the

company.

It's especially di�cult when the decision relates to a

tricky restructuring which involves tackling long-standing

sacred cows or changing and losing roles.   These types

of decision often involve real human emotion and carry

emotional baggage of all sorts.

Get independent, impartial advice

If those decisions cause a question about whether you

can continue to trade, or to use the precise term "pay

your debts as they fall due" it's important to realise that

has major legal implications. So if you �nd yourself in

that invidious position, consult a �nancial specialist.

They say the earlier they are consulted, the more

chance there is they can resolve the problem gracefully.

Hopefully that isn't the case so being rather less

dramatic, anyone in a position of authority knows that

it's not easy to make all the decisions on your own.

Whilst they shouldn't dominate the conversation, it's

important to keep tabs on your competitors. That's true

when times are good, but it becomes even more

important in times of economic uncertainty when every

customer counts. Don’t let their behaviour drive you,

but do keep an eye on what they're doing so that you

can adjust your own strategy as needed.
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In these circumstances as well as many others, it can

be di�cult to get objective feedback from people within

your company. After all, they may be worried about

losing their jobs or upsetting you if they give you honest

feedback ... or more positively they may see an  option

as a chance to enhance their own position and so are

not neutral.

That's why a detached, unbiased perspective is

invaluable. You need around you independent advisors

that can help you make well-informed and objectively

sound decisions. People who will suggest valuable,

implementable ideas, provide insights into areas that

you are less familiar with and give sound advice that

isn't clouded by their personal situation.

Many business leaders know others they can talk to and

sometimes that is su�cient.   Inevitably though a

business leader's main contacts are usually suppliers,

customers or even competitors - Not always the best

people with whom to have an open conversation about

your challenges. Likewise even best mates at the golf

club can be a tricky to talk to when there is an image to 

protect!

The ideal source of counsel for many operational

business leaders is an experienced and practical fellow

business leader. One that is prepared to give unbiased

feedback from an independent perspective not

in�uenced by internal politics or ulterior motives.

Someone there solely to help you see the situation

more clearly and make the best decision for your

company – even if it's not the popular opinion.

MD2MD - Your vital resource in a recession

Getting ideas and independent, impartial advice from

fellow business leaders in MD2MD is important at any

time.   It’s even more so when the going gets tough.

Being a member of MD2MD ensures your company is

better positioned to weather the storm and, as many

members have done before, come out on top as the

storm subsides.

MD2MD expert speakers complement the peer groups

by providing you - and indeed your leadership team -

with further thoughts, tips and tools to help you identify

and take advantage of the pro�table growth

opportunities available to your business.

Make full use of MD2MD membership during this

recession and you'll be positioning your company to

survive tough times and thrive when the economy

recovers. Not only will you be able to deliver better

results, but you'll also be able to build a stronger

foundation on which to grow your business in the

future.
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1. Work to a clear and focused strategy

2. Focus on cash and pro�t not revenues and growth

3. Share insights and get help with the challenges from

fellow leaders

4. Focus on your business not the economy

5. Look after your existing customers �rst

6. Protect cash by managing credit and ensuring you

don't face bad debts

7. Drive pro�tability by taking out non value added cost

components

8. Invest in your best people - You need them engaged

in the battle

9. Monitor your competitors' situation and activity

10. Steal market share when you can

Survive and Thrive - A checklist
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