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The financial news of the past few weeks has left many
a business owner panicked, anxious, and mentally writing
their company’s obituary. Chin up. You can actually use the
economic downturn to create a better organization.

T you're a business owner, its ikely that some

of vour recent workdays have gone some-

thing like this: You bolt awake (probably after

a sleepless night!), grab the financia section
of the paper, and turn an your TV 1o get the latest
wornsome financial news. Then, once you make
it to work, you lock yoursel in your office to cans-
fully examing your company's financial projections
for the next few months, wringing your hands as
vou fret over every possible worst case scenario.
Sound familiar? i so, it's fime for the handwringing
to stop—and the smart thinking to bagin.

The word "recession” by itsell has been known
to send business owners into a panic. Add in all
of the economic postulating by the media, and
vou rmught find £ easy 1o convince yourself it's
time to start counfing down the days untii your
business's demise. But all of that worrying s
counterproductive. You can't get anything done
when you're In panic mode.

Ihe business owners who use ther time o im-

prove ther business and seize every possible oppor-
unity —rather than wasting it on corstant womyng —
arg the ones whio will make #t through the economic
cownturn, Hlay your cands right, and you may even

come ot of these financial hard fimes with an even
more prosperous business than vou had before.

Making it through this economic slhowdown
won't be a piece of cake for anyone. But i you
know the best steps 1o iske, you will be able to
come out on the other side of this recession with a
vary sound business in place.

Here are a few lips for steerng your business
through the economic downturn;

REMEMEBER RULE #1: In business, only the strong
survive. During an economic doswniurm, many busi-
ness owners overtook the fact that their competitors
are sutienng too—and that what results from the
slowdown is still an even playing figld. The problems
vour organization struggles with due o the down-
turn also plague your competitors. Therefore, ywour
strategy for not only surviving the siowdown but also
prospenng dunng it remaing the same as it should
in good economic imes: Build the strongest busi-
ness you possicly can. And that means having a
strong value proposition, managing in a fiscally re-
sponsible manner, and providing great service o
get and keep important customers, Dont let all the
fype surmunding the slowdown distract vou from

side to the Downturn:

keeping these basic tenets in the forefront of your
mind. ¥ you're successil, you'll come out on the
other side of the economic dowrturn miles ahead
of wour competition.

USE THE HYPE TO FOLUS YOUR EMPLOYEES.
One postive thing about all of the fear-inducing
hwpe scarng business owners, execulves and
managers everywhene is that in the nght hanas, it
can be a great maofivational tool for emplovess. The
slowdown creates what | like to call a "momeantary
unifyirg factor” —something that allows each em-
ployee to sat aside his or her individual concems
and rally amound a greater commaon cause. Use the
econamy to drive home the fact that prowviading qual-
ity service to customers, and creating greater effec-
tveness and efliciency are the absolute best ways
for your employees o help the business through the
recession. Fear and the desire 1o kesp your busi-
nNess up and running will unify yvour ormanization in
ways you kel haven't seen before. The challenge
iz for yvou, as the leader, fo resist being overcome
by the same fear, and to present a vision and path
toward greater prosperity that evenyong in your or-
ganization will rally around.

EXPAND; DON'T CONTRACT. [t seems coun-

terntuitve, but greal companies expand during

slowaowns; they don™ pull back. Hemember, all

competitors within an industry arg dealing with

the same challenges. As a result, the weakest of
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these organizations will be going out of business,
losing crtical funding and cutting operations, and/
or letting go of cntical but expensive asseis and
people. Al of these things open up holes in the
market that a clear-thinking organization can fill,
Az thesa businesses fail, the market you are com-
peting in may very weall contract, and the death
of your competition actually creates holes in your
market—ones that your organization can fill —so
vou can actually expand through the slowdown.
When this happens, you will want fo be themre 1o
enatch up the customers of your faled competi-
tion. Be prepared to increase your sales, market-
ing and advertising efforts during the slowdown to
make sure that newly "available” customers reach
out to you first.

FIGURE OUT WHAT THESE TOUGH TIMES
MEAN FOR YOUR CUSTOMERS. You aren't the
only one suffering as a result of the slowadwn. Your
customers are, (oo, The faster you realize that, the
guicker vou will be able o better meet their nesds.
Just like wou, your customers are making fough
decisions on what they should spend their limited
funds on, and what thay can afford to give up. And
you don't want to end up on the latter list! Look
at vour organization from their perspective, and
make sure that every portion of your organization,
not just s product or primary sendce, is treating
your customers right. Go the extra mile—even if
that means spending extra money—to reach out
io your biggest and best customers. Make sume
you are meeting thair expectations, and Keep the
lines of communication cpen. That way, i you find
out they're planning to break off relations, wou can
do something about i before it's too late.

KNOW THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN PROFIT
AMD HEVENUE. It socunds like something every
exacutive should understand, but in many orga-
nizations, which customers, products, senvices
or gecgraphic locations provide the most profit
for the organization, are actuslly very difficult to
determine. All organizations can produce financial
statermnents of gain and loss, but these do noth-
ing fo help managers make hard decisions about
where thay should be cutting specific, unprofit-
able customers or segments, and where they
shouldr’™f, During a slowdown, you should apply

greater scrutiny in these areas. Its likely that at
some paird you will need o cut costs, and the
first places to cut should be those areas wherns
you are already [osing money.

STAY CURRENT AND CREATIVE. A bettar tomor-
row will coma, and you must be ready for it. Too
often during a slowdown, companies cut back
on the new products or services that represent
the future of their business. Once the slowdown
turns around—as it nevitably will—they 1ind that
they cannot calch back up o market demands
and expectations. oo many businesses fail while
the market is actually turning around rather than
durig the dip because they ame left with only
outdated products and services. That's why you
must evoid falling into this trap. BEven during the
dowriturn, kesp your creative juices flowing. Al-
ways be thinking about new ways to satisty your
customers and which new products will enable
you to better mesat thair nesds.

IF ¥OU ARE A PUBLIC COMPANY, BE TRANS-
PARENT AND REALISTIC. We have seen time
and again that the market actualy doas respect
firms that delver redlistic growth projects. BEven if
these projections were [ower than expected or de-
sired, the market will not react as badly as it would
have if vou stated higher eamings than you aciually
came in at. fyou know vou are going fo fall short of
vour projected eamings because of the slowdown,
el the market. The value of vour organization may
take g hit, but 4 will be much less than it would be
if wou surprise the market with previoushy unstated
losses at the last minute.

The point of all of this is that the words "eco-
nomic downtumn® don't have to mean only bad
naws fo vour business. [t you manage business
during the downiurm comacily—taking care to ad-
dress the needs of your employees and custom-
ers—it iz possible to make it through all of this with
a stronger business than the one you had before.
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