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Twelve business skills that deliver results
The twelve are the most important skills for achieving any kind of business objective. All managers should be proficient at many of them, and to know where to find people who are good at those at which they are not.

They include content skills, those that deliver a specific output, process skills, which are enablers, and leadership skills, which build common purpose:
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Selection of these essential skills has been based on a personal analysis of the reasons clients have sought outside help in over thirty years of consulting practice. We found that almost all the benefits of hiring consultants lay in accessing expertise in two, occasionally three, of these skill areas. Some companies had returned repeatedly to make good a shortage of the same skills.

Stonebeck identifies the priority skill areas early on in client work to focus the effort on providing the highest value possible. We are happy to transfer skills in the course of the relationship.

Click on one of the skill areas above to find out more. 

If you are even more curious, please contact us at Stonebeck:

Charles Coates

+44 (0)781 424 8431

ccoates@stonebeck.com

1. Ambitions / Objectives

How to set the level of ambition, and therefore the scale and scope of objectives, is fundamental to the performance of the company. Set it too high and you risk disillusionment; set it too low and full potential will not be realised. Here are some ways to set the optimal level:

· Review market growth rates, what competitors have achieved, what others in analogous industries have done

· Internally, benchmark against past levels of performance achieved by the company, or a division of it

· Look 10 years forward, and ask whether the managers of the business then might rue the lost opportunity of low ambition now

· Break down the ambitious target into bite-size chunks and focus effort on delivering the ‘bites’

· Put in place a management team used to achieving larger changes in performance (the traditional private equity route)

· Ring-fence skills and resources into the best for ‘business-as-usual’ and the best for step-change performance, and run the two separately.

An acceptable level of ambition is both inspiring and credible. Objectives are stretching, but achievable.
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2.
Prioritised agenda

One of the biggest challenges managers face is the shear breadth of things they have to address, from people issues to capital investments, operating budgets to strategic planning, building internal skills to countering competitive ones.

How well managers juggle these competing demands on their time is a factor in their effectiveness. The successful manager works against four types of agenda in parallel:
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The challenge is to address only the priority decisions and initiatives both within each agenda and across the whole. Paradoxically, most managers believe they are focused on the most important issues, but most management teams think collectively that they are not.

Lanchester’s Law

Suppose two opposing forces, armed with the same weapons of equal quality, face each other on equal ground. Depending on who fires first and how many extra soldiers one has over the other, these are the survival rates:
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Three lessons can be learnt from this simple model:

· By focusing attention and resources, you will win well, even if attacked first

· If you are evenly matched against your competitors, then find ways to attack them first before they attack you

· If you can add superior skills or technologies, then your out-performance will be much greater.
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The best managers have a ‘nose’ for the 80/20. They seek the simple way forward and apply their resources to where they can beat competitors.

3. 
Alignment

Lack of alignment is cited as the third most common cause of failure in implementation programmes, after insufficient resources and agenda overload.

Alignment is important in three ways:
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· Vertical alignment – everyone from the CEO to the front-line working to a coherent set of measures and objectives which ‘stack up’ to deliver the overall corporate objectives
· Horizontal alignment – people from all the functions and departments involved in the delivery of an efficient and responsive process working in concert, and with common objectives

· Management alignment - management at all levels working to deliver the same agenda, without any pet projects or other exceptions

The two most common causes of mis-alignment are measurement systems which reward the right behaviour within the department, but the wrong behaviour systemically and lack of communication about what is important and why.

4. Communication

Many companies are better at external communications with shareholders and the press, for example, than internal ones with their employees.

A list of what employees might want/ need to know:

· The objectives of specific improvement programmes, and as it relates to the company’s ambitions as a whole

· How the company will succeed by being better than its competitors at serving its priority customer segments

· How a particular function, department and role can best contribute – skills, behaviour, etc.

· What the company will invest in them, and the personal/ team rewards which will come with the success of the company.

Some of the most successful companies use regular, informative and inspiring communications to involve and motivate staff at all levels.
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5. Segmentation
Segmentation is the skeleton key of creative people by which they open up new opportunities in markets which appear to be mature and closed to them. It is the most valuable skill for a manager to possess, and the hardest to learn.

Segmentation is the process by which the characteristics of different markets, the needs and behaviour of different customers, and the service and quality requirements of different supply-chains are distinguished one from another.

For it to be valuable, it is both measurable economically and actionable. Richard Koch in ‘The Financial Times Guide to Strategy’ sets the following conditions on the definition of a unique ‘segment’:

· The segment must be capable of clear distinction, so that there is no doubt which customers and products fall inside and outside the segment
· The segment must have a clear and limited set of competitors that serve it
· It must be possible to organise supply of a product or service to the segment in a way that represents some specialisation, and is differentiated from the supply to other segments
· The segment must have purchase criteria that are different in important ways from other segments
· The segment must be one where competitors specialise, and where there is a characteristic market share ranking that can be described
· The segment must be capable of giving at least one competitor a profitability advantage, either by having lower costs, or higher prices, or both
· It must be possible to build barriers around the segment to deter new entrants
As part science and part art - part analytics and part intuition - segmentation offers the greatest challenges in aligning diverse management skills, but the greatest opportunities for fundamental performance gains. It is hard to give examples of great segmentation work, because they are so specific to the company and so important that they remain highly confidential.
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6. 
Economics

Economic analysis identifies where the company makes profit, where it invests cash and how that has changed in the past, and is expected to change in the future. It can therefore be used to highlight areas of opportunity, particularly when combined with creative segmentation, and so guide investment priorities:
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For any strategy or business plan to be worth its salt, it must be backed up with a rigorous economic analysis – revenues, operating profits, investments, cashflow, risk and net present value. This is where the finance function fully integrates with the business and plays a critical role in decision-making.

7.
Differentiation

With creative ideas about which customer segments to serve, and economics to show which is more attractive, the third piece of the puzzle is how to differentiate to win a greater market share:
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Maintaining differentiation over competitors is the life-blood of the company. Managers fear most that known and new competitors are striving to steal their most profitable customers.

The most successful companies continuously reinforce their differentiation by ‘layering’ advantage on advantage, leaving competitors struggling to keep up.

8. 
Capabilities

To establish and sustain competitive differentiation, a company invests to build on inherent skills, and to acquire new skills to augment them:

· People:  the skills, knowledge and creativity of key personnel is the main source of competitive advantage for most companies from John Lewis to John Deere

· Technology:  the combination of people’s skills can be built into patentable technologies, as exploited by Apple and Dyson.

· Process:  individual’s skills can be leveraged by building processes around them which other companies find hard to match, e.g. Toyota’s quality work circles and GE’s management reviews

· Brand:  delivering year-in, year-out on ‘the promise’ establishes a brand, which underpins customer loyalty and attracts new customers

It is worth getting both your customers and your suppliers (particularly if they also serve your competitors) to rate your capabilities.

Superior capabilities enable companies to spend less on serving and attracting new customers, who are willing to pay a little more for a proposition better tailored to their needs.

9. 
Inductive reasoning
There are two ways to approach issues where the answer is unknown. The deductive process assembles all known facts and then uses them to determine how they might answer the question. The inductive process hypothesizes the answer, and then collects those facts which are sufficient to either prove or disprove the answer.

In a business world  which is rich on data but sparse on insight, the inductive, hypothesis-driven technique is miles ahead. It rewards managers for first identifying the objectives, breaking them down into issues, and hypothesising what may be the answer, before resolving whether the answer is right or not: 
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Inductive reasoning uses hypotheses, which are guesses or speculation, based on knowledge, but also ‘gut-feel’. A good hypothesis should be provocative, challenging conventional wisdom and stimulating creativity – what if, not what is.

10.
Problem-solving

The ability to quickly solve problems is a skill required throughout a manager’s career. A lot of time can be lost through misreading the symptoms of a problem, and failing to link cause and effect.

By way of example, below is a fishbone diagram of cause and effect used to summarise the reasons why a product was not available on supermarket’s shelves, and which part of the process was responsible:


There are other problem-solving techniques worth exploring, depending on the situation, e.g. GE’s ‘Workout’, ToP and Kaizan.

11.
Decision-making

Most managers make the right decisions given the right facts and decision framework. We use a structured meeting environment – call it a workshop, awayday or whatever - to ensure that managers have the right facts, the right issues to debate, the right options to consider, the right criteria against which to evaluate options and the right follow-up to turn decisions into action:

[image: image5.png]Follow-up

Workshop Outbook.




The two most common reasons for poor decisions are:

· The facts, and how they are presented, have been skewed to favour a particular result

· The criteria for deciding between options are not consistent, transparent or objective

There are many instances when managers who have made critical decisions have been unable to explain why afterwards. This is because there has been insufficient rigour in hypothesising options, quantifying them, and subjecting them to a comprehensive set of decision criteria, some being ‘show-stoppers’, some ‘hurdle-based’ and others on a sliding scale.

It is worth remembering that in some organisations it is sensible not to make the hard decisions. After all, the new, ambitious boss will be gone soon, either upwards or out.

12. Planning / Project Management

Ambitions and good decisions come to nothing without the hard graft of translating them into detailed plans and carrying them through to completion. A single line in a top-level project plan requires an average of sixty lines of detailing before it is at a level that drives implementation. Plans then have to be glued to those responsible for their execution and tracked by the financial accounting process:


Koch – Strategy, p.157, 184

What is more / less profitable

What’s growing faster / slower

What is gaining / losing share

Needs vs. willingness to pay

Demand vs. supply axis


There are numerous capable project managers, but relatively few who can adapt in mid-stream to make a good project a great one.







“Never confuse motion with action.” Benjamin Franklin.








“Nothing is more difficult, and therefore more precious, than to be able to decide.” Napoleon. Maxims, 1804.








“The most serious mistakes are not being made as a result of wrong answers. The truly dangerous thing is asking the wrong questions.” Peter Drucker, ‘Men, Ideas & Politics’








“Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.” Albert Einstein.








Ambitions + Objectives = Purpose
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