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The year 2009 will go down as the toughest year in the construction industry in more than three decades.  It will be remembered as a time marked by a challenging economy with fewer construction projects and squeezed maintenance budgets.  Many of my clients have restructured their companies to survive during the lean months so they can be more profitable during better months.  They have let go of reliable yet ineffective staff while simultaneously hiring commission-driven sales people to help them acquire new business.  Those who responded quickly experienced better financial results than their slower-responding competitors.  
While it has been a difficult year the economic projections for 2010 are much rosier.  Recent job reports suggest that the economy has hit bottom and is turning around.  If the stock market is a leading indicator it has experienced record growth recently.  U.S. construction spending rose for the second time in three months in June as residential building increased giving us new evidence that the housing sector may be recovering.  Public construction helped drive the increase, jumping one per cent for the biggest rise since March, according to the U.S. Commerce Department.   
My colleague, the founder of The Growth Coach Daniel M. Murphy says, “Small business owners and entrepreneurs continually battle against competition, the economy, finances, government regulations, employee issues, busyness, denial, distractions, and a host of other challenges.  Such COMPLEXITY is simply the ‘price of admission’ for being a successful entrepreneur.  However, if you don't learn to manage such complexity, it will crush you and your business.”  He continues and explains “that these issues are not the real problem for you.  The real problem is that most business owners don’t know how to think about and tackle these issues.  Entrepreneurs tend to lack the proper process to effectively think about and resolve their problems and seize their opportunities.  They have so much junk in their heads at one time that they can't even think.  Instead, they get overwhelmed and very often go into a state of denial.  That's how neglected issues become raging, critical problems.”
It’s a great time to get your thinking cap on and review your business plans for the coming year.  To drive success, small business owners need to constantly innovate and re-evaluate their business model.  Peter Drucker, the father of modern management theory, observed, “Because the purpose of business is to create a customer, the business enterprise has two and only two basic functions: marketing and innovation.  Marketing and innovation produce results, all the rest are costs.  Marketing is the distinguishing, unique function of the business.”  

Generating stronger revenues is undoubtedly your top business goal for 2010.  But, how will you achieve this?  What would happen if you planned more and worked less in your business?  Studies I have read demonstrate that planning can lead to a 50-80% growth in revenues.  
Most entrepreneurs get into business ownership for the love of the game – not the organizing, managing and planning functions of the business.  As a result, owners get so caught up in the day-t0-day that procrastination, which is human nature, becomes the norm.  It’s challenging for business owners to put their assumptions on paper and risk that they might be wrong.  
But if more owners did some form of planning, the 80% failure rate of businesses in the first five years would be reduced.   From my experience and research, companies who strategically plan have 50% more profits and revenue than non-planning companies.   
In 1989, I joined a business consulting firm that provided consulting, training and financing to small business owners in the San Fernando Valley.  Research we conducted that year demonstrated that 81% of the startup companies we developed business plans for were still in business 3-5 years after these plans were developed.  

Business failure, which comes about from some of the following reasons below, can be addressed and overcome through business planning:

· Poor management systems

· No overall vision

· Lack of market planning

· Not understanding the competition

· No strategic plan

· No established performance measures

· Inadequate financial planning

So, let’s review ten things you can do to work through this bad economy and prepare for the year ahead by doing some planning together.

Before we do that, let’s create a framework for the types of planning you need to do on a regular basis.  There is the application of fundamental and modern business management thinking.  Fundamental practices in business refocus you on the basics – things you know but may have forgotten to do or may not be doing because you’ve lost sight of these basics.  Modern management practices help you to apply the findings from current thought leaders.  For example, many experts agree that Jim Collins’ research on large corporations have important teachings for small business owners.  You also need to keep up with changes in the broader economy, your local economy and your industry.  This is critically important to help you innovate and is accomplished best through reading business and industry magazines, participating in trade association events and joining CEO and industry peer groups.
As a business coach who is actively involved in all these activities, I know from listening to my clients that it doesn’t matter what new things they learn about search engine optimization, website marketing and social media marketing.   They need help evaluating their business against the fundamentals to enjoy the incredible leverage that comes from such a simple and regular assessment of their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  In other words, without the clarity of what they are trying to achieve laid out alongside the options available to them, it is impossible to focus when confronted by bright silvery shiny objects.
to transform or get rid of ineffective people and behaviors as a means to insuring profitably in the year ahead.  
To overcome being overwhelmed by the complexity in your business, you need to simplify everything.  The best way I’ve found to do this is to conduct a SWOT Assessment of your business.  Regularly doing a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) Assessment enables you to regain your composure so you can tackle the real issues going on in your business.  A SWOT helps you to face the truth about where your business is right now (good, bad and ugly - what's working and what's not); regain clarity about where you want your business to be in one year and three years (paint that ideal future) and commit to close the performance gap between your current reality and your desired future by developing your key strategic activities.  

William Arthur Ward said, ““If you can imagine it, you can achieve it; if you can dream it, you can become it.”  So start with your vision.  Most likely to get there you will need to improve your organization in the following areas:

Management Training – Most managers at companies (except large corporations) fell into management.  They didn’t go to school for it.  They don’t know what it really means to be a manager.  Like you, they probably had superior skills and motivation to their peers. So they became managers.  Not by design, but by default.  To improve your company, you need to improve your people.  If you haven’t already, make sure you have the right people on your ship and throw the wrong people overboard.  Nothing holds back growth more than disengaged employees.  

Performance Tracking – Most companies don’t measure results or the right results.  If you want to evaluate your performance then define performance, effectiveness, etc.  Activity without measurement is activity without accountability.  To insure results are met, set goals and hold yourself and people accountable to them.   Requirements without measurements are nothing more than utterances and lack the conviction that makes entrepreneurs leaders. 
Estimating & Budgeting ​– In tough economic times when bids are fewer (so your won-loss ratio matters more) and requests from customers to reduce your construction or maintenance fees are all too common, you need to ‘sharpen your pencil’ (or more precisely get better at estimating).  Knowing your actual costs, like overhead, labor burden, etc. are always important, but never more important than in a tight economy.  I like to joke that there’s always someone willing to go out of business faster than you.  So, you really need to know your projected and actual profit on jobs.  What improvements, if any, do you need to make to your estimating or budgeting system?   
Production Control – You can’t insure profitability if you can’t estimate correctly and manage the production of jobs.  The goal of production control is to produce the end-product on time and on budget as the architect designed it; the estimator estimated it; and the owner wanted it.  In order to do this you need the right people, right equipment and right systems.  People need proper training in all of the above.  Top management has the responsibility to create the environment to ensure that budgets and schedules are met.  
Financing – Does the company have the best tools in place to keep score of the results?  Does it have adequate capital to keep the company going?  Are the rights systems and tools in place to capture accurately job costs and month-end results?  What about control over purchasing and cash flow?  
Marketing - There are three to five fundamental ways to grow any business using marketing.  Many smaller businesses don’t leverage the power of marketing relying instead upon sales tactics and people.  Understanding the difference between selling and marketing and revisiting the fundamentals of both help……..

Selling – Is sales the best paid function within most companies because: (a) it’s the hardest to do of the jobs in a business? Or (b) it’s a mystery misunderstood by many on how to do it effectively? Or (c) it’s the economic engine that fuels the business?  Answer:  All three.  Selling, like marketing, requires a system or web of processes that must be followed to be effective.  So do you have a process that is repeatable, reproducible and teachable?
Leadership – Leadership is like management but requires vision and the ability to motivate others.  Ross Perot said, “Inventories can be managed.  People need to be led.”  Improving leadership within your organization requires that people learn the soft skills of how to communicate, motivate, create a vision, promote that vision and execute it relentlessly to completion.
Planning – Strategic planning is not something you do once – say when you started your business – or once every ten years – and be done with it.  It something that do regularly and systematically.  During the times I’ve run companies, we regularly conducted strategic planning within the company.  While it was not always a pleasurable activity, the growth that came from it was reason enough to keep doing it.    
Outside Support – As owners and managers, I’m guessing you feel overworked and overwhelmed at times in your business.  Wearing multiple hats and functioning in multiple roles probably makes you feel like quitting, coasting, laying back or going on vacation.  But quitting is not part of your DNA.  And neither is crying for ‘help’.  But given the challenging economy, now is not the time for you to be a super hero or lone ranger.  Now is not the time to be isolated, alone and pretending to have all the answers.  It’s acceptable to end the superman/superwoman charade and get outside help.  If Tiger Woods can have several coaches to help him attain and maintain his peak performance, surely you can have one too.  Coaching is a leadership activity that brings out the best in yourself and your people.  You can’t grow yourself or your people if you’re not regularly challenging your thinking, behaviors and the results.  Consider creating or joining a mastermind group of other owners to discuss your issues, opportunities, challenges, etc. 
Whether in good times or bad, you should be receptive to asking for help.  But in challenging times, more is at stake.  Go ahead and pull the large S off your chest.  You don't need to be super business owner any longer.  You simply need to be a more strategic and effective business owner.   
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