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INTRODUCTION

No matter what industry you are in, or where you find yourself in the life cycle of 
your business, it would be reckless to think that you will never need some form of 
turnaround.

A turnaround may involve making colossal changes to everything in your business 
down to very DNA of your business and the way you do things, or it might be so 
minuscule that those around you will barely notice it. 

Some turnarounds are so all encompassing and comprehensive that they can be 
compared to the famous “Ship of Theseus” thought experiment, in which every 
individual component gets replaced until nothing of the original remains except – 
crucially – for a profitable entity securing an income for you and those who depend 
on you. 

By way of example, let’s consider the telecommunications giant Nokia that started 
off as a single paper mill operation in 1865. Accepting that a change was required, 
the business performed a dramatic pivot and started making radio phones for 
the military in the 1960s before ultimately becoming a market leader in mobile 
communications in the 1990s, which is what the business is best known for today. 
This ability to adapt, reinvent, and embrace turnaround is what has kept Nokia 
alive for over 150 years. 

In this book I do not attempt to provide tips for Nokia-sized turnarounds as these 
turnarounds are simply too complex and unique. Instead, I provide seven basic 
turnaround tips that can be adopted on a day-to-day basis, irrespective of the 
nature of your business and whether you are chalking up record sales or battling 
just to keep the doors open. 

Make no mistake, changing one small thing does not qualify as a turnaround, but 
changing a several small things could make a huge change. 
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Although these tips are tried and tested, they will only be effective if they are 
implemented with dedication and the sincere willingness to change. 

Just hoping for something, doesn’t mean it will happen. Just thinking and planning 
is also not enough, and hard work alone doesn’t make the right things happen 
either. 

It is only when hard work and dedication meet with strategy that true results can 
be achieved.

“ The more flaws a business has, the more 
opportunities it has to improve.” ” 

– Pat Pattinson
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1ST TURNAROUND TIP

SEPARATE DECISIONS FROM EMOTIONS

THE DETOUR 
Owners of businesses in distress find themselves experiencing the wise words of 
Yoda: “Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering”.

Business decisions based on personal emotion often cause more harm than it 
prevents, and the same goes for not making a decision in order to prevent emotional 
distress or discomfort.

Far too often business owners avoid having to make the hard decisions as they 
feel sorry or even responsible for those around them and they are clouded by the 
immediate outcomes on those affected. So much so that they neglect to consider 
the greater impact such inaction might have on a greater number of individuals at 
a later stage.

This again is not necessarily, the signs of a bad business owner. It is simply a bad 
way of doing business, contrary to what the business owner might feel. 

This following story is a very common example of the need to separate emotions 
and business decision. A business owner – let’s call him Mr Nice Guy – needs to 
immediately retrench some staff to save the business, but his concern about how 
staff will cope after losing their jobs prevents him from starting the necessary 
process. His inaction eventually results in the total closure of the business at a 
later stage and all staff losing their jobs. 
 
The job losses connected to the closure of Mir Nice Guy’s business is not limited 
to his business; the inability of the business to pay its debts further resulted in 
financial distress for its suppliers, forcing some of these suppliers to retrench their 
own staff or even close down entirely. 

In the end, this makes Mr Nice Guy responsible for so many more families ending 
up without food on the table.
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A better option for Mr Nice Guy would have been to set his emotions aside and 
rather concentrate on proper planning. Open, honest communication could have 
assisted those affected during an initial retrenchment well as secured the future 
of the business, its remaining staff and its suppliers.

TURNAROUND TIP
Do not let your emotion influence the hard choices you have to make. Rather have 
compassion for those affected, threat them with honesty and respect and – most 
importantly – consider the effects that both your action and in-actions may have in 
the future. If you’re struggling to do this, speak to an independent party to assist 
with your decision-making.

“ It is only a failure if the choice  
to stop trying is not your own. ” 

– Pat Pattinson
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2ND TURNAROUND TIP

TAKE A STEP BACK

THE DETOUR 
When business owners spend their days fighting fires just to keep the doors open, 
it is often very difficult for them to take a step back and find the true cause of 
decline. Business owners are often inclined to take a symptomatic approach, but a 
Band-Aid on a bullet wound can only do so much for so long.
 
Even if it seems like an unrealistic and daunting task, during times of distress it is 
necessary to stop gasping for air, to pause the fight, and to take a quiet moment 
to step back to simply breathe, consider the root cause of the problem and attack 
that problem, not just the more immediate problems that keep popping up. 

Taking this step back might not prevent further problems from rearing their heads, 
but unless you solve the root cause problem, you will keep fighting a losing battle.

Allow me to use an example from one of my projects. The client’s business was 
in the hospitality industry and there was a huge inherent problem with stock and 
money going missing. He literally spent months gathering information, analysing 
video footage, and interviewing staff to determine who the culprits were; all this 
while money was still going missing. 

I convinced the owner to take a step back and to prioritise the solution over 
allocating blame. It was decided to implement systems and checks to prevent 
further losses rather than catching the potential culprit or culprits. 

This resulted in the realisation that no one was taking money or stock from the 
business! The loss of revenue and downward trend of the business was found to 
be due to a simple tick box in his accounting software. The accounting system was 
not updating the ever-increasing “cost of sales” (the price he was paying for his 
stock) and he was selling the majority of his goods at a loss. The system indicated 
a healthy gross profit with strong margins but based on completely outdated 
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purchasing prices. 
When a ship is sinking, the captain often spends all his time and effort in getting 
the passengers off the ship. As admirable as this might seem, perhaps he would 
fare better to take a step back and determine the viability of fixing the leak and 
saving the ship, rather than look for the fastest way to get the passengers onto the 
open sea in little plastic bubbles. 

Not every business can be saved, but if action is taken soon enough, you might 
even get your ship to the harbour where all the repairs necessary to set sail again 
can be made. 

TURNAROUND TIP
Take a step back and peruse at least one more possible avenue to resolve the 
problem. Don’t jump to conclusions as this could result in alienating staff and – 
more importantly – customers. Solving a problem is always more important and 
more profitable than laying blame.

“ To keep trying may be the valiant option, but not 
always the legal, ethical or even right choice ” 

– Pat Pattinson
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3RD TURNAROUND TIP

CHANGE IS CONSTANT, SO CHANGE

THE DETOUR 
In order for any business to grow, it needs to constantly change. This, like most 
things in life, have better returns if change is anticipated and prepared for rather 
than just waiting for changes to happen and then trying to figure out how you 
fit into a new reality. Even though going with the flow seems like a safe enough 
option, being purely reactive to change will always leave you a few steps behind. 

Years back, change happened much slower, but in the digital world we live in today, 
change must happen faster. Furthermore, the smaller your business, the faster 
the change needs to be. This is how you stay ahead of your competition. 

Your personal motivation and even the desired outcome is irrelevant unless you 
have buy-in from other stakeholders. Your business is dependent on the people in 
and around it and without their buy-in, a simple change could turn your business 
into a battlefield between those supporting the change and those opposing it. 
Unfortunately, human beings are naturally averse to change. 

The reality that is often lost on managers is that people are frequently not so much 
resistant to change as they are resistant to being forced to change. If you make 
everybody a part of the process from the outset, you might be surprised how 
willing they are to drive the change with you. This does not mean that you always 
need to get consent, or even go through a period of extensive consultation. It 
simply requires transparency from as early on as possible in the process. 

Considering how often you and your business need to change, it is imperative to 
make the process run as smoothly as possible. The more regularly these changes 
occur, the easier it will become for those affected to accept them. Besides, not 
every change will be colossal and once change becomes a part of your corporate 
culture, stakeholders will not just understand the motivation behind it, they will 
embrace it and you will meet increasingly less resistance. 
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Do not attempt to revolutionise your business overnight. This was the case with 
one of my previous clients. The client owned a hotel, and for more than 15 years 
nothing really changed – not even the paint on the wall. What was once a popular 
venue for weddings and other similar functions became a relic where no functions 
were held for more than four years. 

The owners realised that they were no longer able to keep the doors of the business 
open and trusted their two grandchildren to come up with a turnaround strategy 
that would bring their landmark business into the 21st century. This in itself was 
not a bad idea. The problem was the speed at which the grandchildren wanted to 
achieve this, and the fact that despite having never worked in the business, they 
showed up one morning and began shouting orders and demanding that all staff 
simply do as they are told with no explanation.

Less than a month into their six-month plan, I was called in as most of the staff 
had resigned, some of whom had worked there for more than 30 years. More 
importantly, the clients had left, and the income was now non-existent. I was asked 
to help close the business. 

The grandchildren approached me with the same kind of entitlement with which 
they had approached the staff so I asked to be introduced to the actual owners 
instead. These owners, both in their 80s, had a very different attitude to their 
grandchildren who only wanted to improve and sell the business as soon as 
possible as they saw the income from the hotel as their rightful inheritance. 

At first, I thought closing the business was the only viable option as there was 
simply no money left to keep it going. But once I saw the turnaround plan that the 
grandchildren had created, I knew we could save this business. It was a good plan, 
very detailed, with a lot of potential. The only problem was that they wanted to get 
it done in 6 months, where I estimated it would take about 2 years.

Despite there being no money left in the business, the grandchildren fortunately 
surprised all of us and personally secured the funding needed to implement a 
more organic turnaround. 

It was agreed to shut the entire business, except for 10 rooms and the smaller of 
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three bars of the original hotel. This small bar had a big enough kitchen to cater for 
the bed and breakfast offering of the 10 rooms and for the adjacent dining room 
that we decided to keep open only for Sunday lunches and for small functions 
booked by clients.

Long story short; the plan worked and 14 months later, we catered for the first 
wedding in nine years, which was a great success. Up until the Covid-19 pandemic 
hit us shortly after this milestone, the hotel was going strong, with all three bars 
and the pool hall open, and more than 20 rooms available. It was even running 
bookings for functions three months in advance.

In the wake of the pandemic, I spoke to one of the grandchildren, who told me they 
were operating with a skeleton staff and were finally negotiating the sale of the 
hotel after running it successfully for more than five years.

TURNAROUND TIP
Change is a process and not a sprint. Therefore, it is more important to spend time 
planning and facilitating the change, than it is to implement the change. 

The conundrum here is that sometimes you need to rip off the Band-Aid and the 
implementation must be immediate. Even in these cases time must be spent on 
planning so that the implementation can then be prompt. 

“ Experience will always beat Qualifications ” 
– Pat Pattinson
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4TH TURNAROUND TIP

PERFECTION IS NOT COST EFFECTIVE

THE DETOUR 
Perfection comes at a price and – in my experience – if you keep developing any 
product until it’s perfect, it will be either too expensive or no longer in demand.

You can create the perfect burger and serve it in a perfectly laid out restaurant with 
the best trained staff and it is almost certain that McDonalds will still sell a couple 
of burgers more than you in any given area or timeframe. It is not because their 
burgers are any better, or that their restaurants are better situated, or that their 
staff treat customers better; it is simply because their burgers are cost effective, 
convenient and consistent. 

The key to any successful business is to provide a reasonable product at a 
reasonable price with the best possible service and support. A perfect example of 
this is Microsoft products. It has been a couple of decades now and we are yet to 
receive a version of Windows that is perfect. Strangely enough most of us are still 
buying Microsoft products, not because it works perfectly, but it provides us with 
what we need, and a certainty that they will keep improving. Some may argue that 
it is the only product available, but that would really upset Android, iOS and Linux 
users.

I recently assisted a Business Rescue Practitioner with a client who created a 
revolutionary concept of matching the management of two non-complimentary 
product offerings into one software package. The client spent a considerable 
amount of funding from both his own pocket and from investors in creating this 
“Internet of Things” solution.

What got the business into trouble was not a lack of funding, the concept, its 
implementation or even a lack of potential clients; the problem was the ongoing 
development and addition of bells and whistles that would have no major impact 
on the original Idea. If the creator had limited the project to its original proposal 
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and brought it to market, he would have had a working product almost two years 
earlier, and he then could have used the feedback and income generated from 
clients to improve on the product.

Instead, the business was liquidated and only his intellectual property ended 
up having any value. The concept and the owner are now both tainted and this 
revolutionary solution will probably never see the light of day.

TURNAROUND TIP
Bring your reliable, cost-effective product to the market as soon as possible and 
keep improving on it. If your clients were satisfied with their first purchase, they will 
be back for the next improved option.

“ Consistency is almost always better,  
than being better ” 

– Pat Pattinson
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5TH TURNAROUND TIP

PROFIT IS NOT CREATED IN SPREADSHEETS

THE DETOUR 
I have been assisting distressed businesses for some time now and I’ve come to 
the realisation that any business can be made to look like a shiny diamond in the 
rough; it just depends on how creative the owners or their accountants are. 

This can be done without telling a single lie or making any “mistakes”. It is simply 
done by using accounting tools that best suits the narrative and then relying on 
misleading statements to project figures and statistics often based on completely 
accurate but irrelevant facts. This version of the truth is then provided as gospel.

Let’s consider concepts such as projections, provisions, future value and so on. 
The outcome of these concepts is carefully entered into a spreadsheet with 
visually stunning graphs and pie charts that leaves investors drooling all over the 
boardroom table. This is often followed by a small disclaimer here that projections 
are based on the information “provided to and as understood by us”, which reduces 
all the impressive graphs and pie charts to little more than guesswork projected 
onto a screen.

The unadulterated bank accounts however show that there is not even enough 
cash left for this week’s wage run, let alone continuing with the operations of the 
business, thus the need for a persuasive presentation to convince funders. 

Business owners and managers far too often spend so much time in capturing 
results that will impress or calculating convincing projections that they completely 
lose touch with reality. The considerable amount of time spent on these reports 
should rather be spent on actual efforts to generate a profit. 

The truth of the matter is that to honestly evaluate the health of the business you 
need to look at profit, not projections, as profit is what ultimately pays the bills. 
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Possibly the biggest problem when it comes to these projections is future potential 
that is calculated before the sale of a business. The owners calculate their asking 
price based on the current financial stance of the business and then add the 
potential of the business to the asking price. 

Potential is used to measure the profit that the business could be making should 
the business continue on the trends projected based on current financials. If 
this trend is not favourable, the potential is calculated based on the new owners 
implementing different proposed strategies. 
The reality however is that the potential buyer is not interested in potential future 
value; they only want to pay for the business as it stands now. Asking a potential 
buyer and or investor to consider potential is like selling a vacant piece of land and 
charging for the house that could potentially be built on it. It simply does not make 
sense!

TURNAROUND TIP
Spend less time on projections and budgets and more time on generating profits. 
No matter how pretty and colourful your charts, without profit reality will eventually 
catch up with you and this could result in your business becoming another statistic 
of businesses that did not make it.

“ By the time we agree on the projections,  
it may no longer be relevant ” 

– Pat Pattinson
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6TH TURNAROUND TIP

CASH IS KING, BUT KINGDOMS  
ARE BUILD ON CREDIT

THE DETOUR 
We are constantly bombarded with the sentiment” “pay it with cash, don’t buy it on 
credit!” While paying with cash is better when you wish to live within your means, 
but you are going to need credit in some way or form if you wish to grow your 
business.

One of the ways that a business can improve its cash flow is to use and properly 
control the credit facilities it has been granted. This allows a business to buy stock 
and/or assets, whilst incurring certain necessary expenses, even if the business 
does not have the cash available to do so immediately or in full.

A lot of businesses purchase stock with cash and then sell this stock on credit to its 
customers. In my mind this form of trade is not sustainable and alludes to strategic 
suicide for a business, especially one that is planning on growth. 

Why buy your stock with cash when your suppliers are giving you interest free 
payment for 30 days, sometimes even offering you discount if you pay sooner? 
Why not thank the bank for allowing you to pay off the vehicle in five years rather 
than buying it cash? 

If you use your available credit facilities smartly, your cash flow will be stronger, 
allowing for further growth and the comfort of a measure of security to deal with 
the unforeseen. In addition to the improved cash flow, you will also enjoy some tax 
benefits, but this is a conversation you must have with your accountant as there 
are simply to many variables to include in this book.

Credit to your customers is equally important as you need to keep them happy, 
but control your debtors’ days and do not let your customers dictate terms to 
you. Allowing your customers to control your finances is not good business and 
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business has no place for emotions. You cannot continue to supply a customer – 
not even your best friend or your mother-in-law – if they do not honour the terms 
offered to them.

In order to synchronise the debt you grant a customer with the credit you are 
given by a supplier, you must control the credit you are granted by your suppliers 
carefully, but the credit you offer your customers is where forgiveness or grace is 
completely forbidden. 

• A customer cannot be permitted to purchase for more than its credit  
 agreement allows.

• A customer cannot be permitted to purchase if it is late with its payments, not  
 even for a day, or even on COD until its payments are made.

• You must start charging Mora Interest from the first day the customer  is late  
 with payments. If you are Mr Nice Guy you can always credit the interest later.

• Do not hesitate to hand an account over for collections if you can not collect  
 from your customers timeously. The future value of money” is  always greater  
 than the cost of collection.

TURNAROUND TIP
Use credit facilities with your suppliers wisely and use the bank’s money to grow 
your business. If you can pay your creditors quicker because of more cash in the 
bank, then ask for a settlement discount and only make early payment to those 
that allow the discount. 

“ Know your Numbers,  
is not a rhetorical statement ” 

– Pat Pattinson
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7th TURNAROUND TIP

CONCENTRATE ON PROFIT,  
NOT TURNOVER

THE DETOUR 
I have found that that business owners often believe that increasing turnover will result 
in more cash in the bank. The fact of the matter is that in most cases this is not true. 

The reality is that it is very easy to increase your turnover; all you need to do is sell 
your product at a loss, it will then be cheaper than your competitors and you will 
capture market share ensuring ongoing sales. 

It should be blatantly obvious to all business owners that you cannot sell a product 
at a loss. What is not so obvious is the fact that some business owners measure the 
profitability of a product by simply comparing the purchase price with the selling 
price and sometimes – although the cost of an item has increased – they pride 
themselves on not having passed this increase on to their customers. 

This reduced cost may lead to increased sales, and these increased sales often 
result in a situation of negative economies of scales where a business must 
increase its stock holding to compensate for demand, triggering requirement for 
bigger floor space and more staff, not to mention increased cost of deliveries and 
accounting services.

There is almost always more to the cost of selling a product than simply the 
purchase price, but if you measure only the Sales vs Cost of Sales, as indicated on 
your income statement, you could be in for a frightening surprise.

I once had a client that was in the security industry, supplying gate motors, alarm 
systems and electric fencing equipment. This client had a healthy turnover and 
was known in the area for having the best price, yet somehow never had money 
left at the end of the month to cover all expenses. So, the client decided to create 
special deal promotions. The turnover kept climbing but unfortunately so did the 
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debt. The owner was dumbfounded because turnover was at an all-time high, but 
he still could not fully pay suppliers, staff, rent or taxes.

I was contacted from a shareholder that was not active in the business, but who 
became concerned that something was very wrong in the business and was not 
willing to provide any further funding. The director of the business and his staff 
allowed me on site, but it was made clear that I was not welcome.

The first and most obvious fact that jumped out at me from the financial trends was 
that the higher turnover was, the bigger the losses were. The obvious conclusion 
was that they were selling something at a loss. I then compared the purchase 
price and sales price. While the profit margin was not great, it was well within the 
expected margins of the industry.

I also briefly considered that someone had long fingers, but there were no cookies 
left in the cookie jar to take. 

During a process of elimination, I pointed out the relationship between their best-
selling item and the courier cost to have this item delivered to the branch. This 
courier cost was sometimes more than the cost of the actual stock, but because 
the courier cost was an expense and not part of the cost of sales, it was never 
taken into consideration when determining a selling price.

Once I showed this to the shocked client and he got over the denial phase, he also 
realised why they were so much cheaper than their opposition. As an extreme 
measure, this entire line was cut from his product offering, resulting in almost 
halving his turnover, but more than doubling his net profit in the second month. 

Sometimes, some products are simply not worth selling.

TURNAROUND TIP
Measure the profitability of all your product lines and include all the costs associated 
with carrying the respective product.

“ Profit beats rock, Profit beats paper, profit beats 
turnover every time ” – Pat Pattinson
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CONCLUSION

Consider reducing your product offering to allow you to increase your stock holding 
on the reduced line and possibly increase your purchasing power on the items you 
decide to keep. This will result in a better overall profit margin, irrespective of your 
turnover.

This eBook was not written to be a life changing, page turner of a book, it is not 
intended to change your perspective of the world or your business, its’ simple 
purpose is to try and get the entrepreneurs to change their thinking ever so slightly  
in terms of the manner in which  they plan for the future of their business. 

Hopefully, in the  unlikely event that things start going in the wrong direction, that 
those entrepreneurs who read this book can identify the early warning signs and 
use the tips in this book as a simple start to many more turnaround strategies that 
will prevent the need for distressed solutions and/or liqidation.

The seven Turnaround tips in this book are just the start and are written in the 
hopes that you never need them, but that you will implement them as a matter 
good governance if nothing else.

It is always better to have and not need, than to need and not have.
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