
PLANNING
Discover how taking a step back helped UK businesses 
from a wide variety of sectors put in place a plan that 
helped harness ambition and capitalise on potential.



Business leaders are more often than not driven by 
ambition. They want to build an enterprise, solve problems 
customers care about and make an impact. But that 
ambition needs to be framed in a systematic approach 
to planning, employee engagement and utilising external 
contacts.

That means creating a structure in which you can 
quantify growth and justify investment – something small 
businesses in the UK can do more of. 

The State of Small Business Britain report found “underlying 
concerns” about SMEs’ willingness to borrow and invest for 
future growth. The 2017 survey found 62 per cent of SME 
leaders planned to grow the turnover of their business over 
the next three years – the lowest figure since the survey 
began over a decade ago.

How today’s solution creates                        
tomorrow’s business evolution

Anthony Rose built and sold two businesses before 
launching SeedLegals, which aims to change the way seed 
funding is managed. He believes technology innovation 
happens in two distinct phases: 

Step one is finding a better way to solve a problem 

Step two is changing the way things are done. 

Framing his ambitions in this way helped create short-
term milestones that build towards long-term goals. 
SeedLegals uses technology to automatically prepare 
funding documents. Phase one is making it faster and 
cheaper. “The computer does in one second what a lawyer 
could do in three days,” according to Anthony. Phase two 
is allowing a “rolling close” where startups can top up the 
amount that’s invested as and when it’s needed without 
doing a new round.

Identifying customer pain points is the cornerstone of 
creating a service or product that stands out in the market. 
Having the ambition to parlay this expertise into long-term 
innovation helps create an offering that will stand the test 
of time.

Make employees ambitious about R&D

The ambition for innovation needs to be present 
throughout the company. Creating an environment where 
staff feel enthusiastic about Research and Development 
(R&D) is an important part of this. 

Fast Web Media’s head of agency Rob Weatherhead argues 
businesses leaders need to work hard to encourage and 
reward innovation. 

“It’s not easy. Everyone‘s got their heads down trying 
to do their day job and innovation often sits outside of 
that. Reward them. Not necessarily promotions, but 
awards, vouchers for ideas or competitions on how you 
can innovate. I’ve tried to open people up to the idea. To 
challenge them,” he said.

The marketing agency’s team has to build a business case 
around R&D and bringing in innovative third-party tools, 
which includes the cost, efficiencies and competitive 
advantages, as well as intangibles like client satisfaction. 
Effectively setting employee expectations ensures team 
members don’t get disenfranchised – Rob stresses the 
need to demonstrate progress is being made too.

AMB I T I O N

““The computer does 
in one second what 
a lawyer could do in 
three days”

Anthony Rose SeedLegals



AMB I T I O N Get inspiration from outside the business

Looking outside the business for inspiration and advice 
makes a big difference, whether it’s accessing new 
technology or skill sets.

Corte Diletto managing director Kalina Halatchev said it 
was impossible to develop its sugar-free ice cream flavour 
without external support. The company’s Stevia supplier, 
milk producer and other manufacturers shared advice and 
R&D expertise that was used to create the final recipe.

The key for Kalina was winning people over. At first, 
people thought making sugar-free ice cream at scale was 
impossible. It required a dogged approach to convince 
people to give up their time and experiment.

Think about other businesses in your ecosystem that could 
help your business create a distinct offering. Are there 
companies with different expertise that could benefit 
from what you know? Could you arrange a secondment 
with another business? What training courses or events 
would help the management team learn about new areas?

““Everyone‘s got 
their heads down 
trying to do their 
day job and 
innovation often 
sits outside of that”

Rob Weatherhead Fast Web Media

““ The key is winning 
over people”

Kalina Halatchev Corte Diletto



Target setting is a key driver of company growth. Goals 
define what success looks like and encourage employees. 
A poorly thought out approach risks damaging employee 
morale, misleading external stakeholders and creating 
financial stress.

The Management and Expectations Survey found targets 
and KPIs were the two weakest categories of the four 
planks of management practices it identifies (the other two 
being continuous improvement and employment practices). 
Performance is worse among smaller businesses, too.

Develop insight for goal setting

An effective goal setting process starts with making sure 
the management team has the insight it needs.

Planning became a major part of the Blue Bay Travel 
management team’s lives following a 2017 investment of 
£6.5m from LDC, a private equity firm. Staff developed 
a growing appetite for market insight, according to its 
head of marketing Lauren Taylor. The company added a 
marketing intelligence team in response and data now 
plays a critical role in the target setting process.

“We were lucky enough to already have an experienced 
and data-passionate team member on board. Tom, our 
then marketing team leader, stepped up to marketing 
intelligence manager and now leads a three-strong team,” 
said Lauren. She added that the data and analysis provide 
the foundation for management decisions. 

Having a mindset of planning for the 
future

It’s important to challenge the assumptions in your planning 
process and examine what happens if they are wrong. This 
process should continually evolve as a business grows.

When digital design firm Studio Graphene launched, they 
experienced the feast-to-famine cycle that lots of new 
businesses face. The management team worked hard to 
build sustainability into its revenue pipeline and improve its 
approach to forecasting. Today, the five-year-old business 
has 36 staff.

“Think through those scenarios and have a plan for how 
you will deal with them. When the scenarios occur, you’re 
too busy fire fighting. You need to grab every chance you 
can to look back and think about those assumptions,” said 
founder Ritam Gandhi.

Communication is critical

Think about ways to incorporate company targets into 
communication. Staff rewards, from regular bonuses to 
one-off prizes, should be clearly tied to company-wide 
objectives. The approach to targets and goal setting should 
be part of the employee on-boarding process too. 

Blue Bay Travel’s target setting process starts with a 
discussion about the team’s ambition for the next few 
years, historical performance analysis and insights from 
each department. The long-term view is then broken down 
into yearly, monthly and weekly targets.

TA RG E T S E T T I N G

““Data and 
analysis provide 
the foundation 
of management 
decisions”

Lauren Taylor Blue Bay Travel



TA RG E T S E T T I N G Lauren said Blue Bay Travel made a “big push” to increase 
the visibility of targets and forecasts throughout the 
team. That includes regularly sharing information about 
company performance and providing clarity on everyone’s 
contributions to shared goals. Daily sessions are held to 
discuss performance and maintain a flexible strategy.

“One key lesson we learnt when it comes to target setting 
is to keep it simple. We set realistic growth targets that 
are achievable and based on real-world data. Although we 
have a rigorous target-setting process, the logic behind it 
is simple,” said Lauren.

The approach of cascading company-wide targets to 
different departments and employees is common. Having a 
framework that allows you to relate company-wide targets 
to the activities of individual teams and staff members 
helps with communication. It means employees can clearly 
understand how their actions propel the whole business 
forwards, making them more motivated.

““We set realistic 
growth targets that 
are achievable and 
based on real-world 
data”

Lauren Taylor Blue Bay Travel

““Think through 
those scenarios 
and have a plan 
for how you will 
deal with them” 

Ritam Gandhi Studio Graphene



Planning is integral to business productivity and success. 
It’s not a discipline that leaders can approach lightly or 
attempt to deal with only after issues arise. The business 
leaders we spoke to are making a proactive effort to 
develop the processes they use.

Developing your approach to business planning will 
often require the support of mentors, advisors and board 
members – and engaging with your staff. It’s important to 
set aside development time to improve your skills. 

Think about the external support you need to grow as a 
leader. There are more opportunities to connect with peers 
than ever before. Non-executive directors, department 
heads and investors can provide a sounding board, and 
specialist training makes a big difference.

Beyond the skill set of the management team, the whole 
business needs to have a proactive approach to reaching 
ambitious goals. This means giving staff the tools and 
resources needed to analyse the way they work. 

Staff at every level need to understand the forecasting 
process. Why do goals exist? What assumptions were used 
to arrive at these targets? And – likely most importantly – 
what can they do to make an impact? Without knowing the 
management team’s rationale for an objective, staff can be 
left wondering why they are making the effort. 

S UMMA RY:  G E T 
E V E RYO N E I N VO LV E D

Blue Bay Travel is a big advocate of this approach. The 
company invested in recruiting staff to a new department 
to focus on business intelligence and ensure every team 
member has access to the insight it needs.

“We hold daily sessions where we discuss performance and 
maintain a flexible strategy,” said  marking head Lauren. 
“Teams take ownership of reporting within their own areas, 
increasing their understanding of targets, commercial 
awareness and empowerment.”

Outside influences can be a game-changer when it 
comes to setting future goals. Specialised consultancies 
can provide new perspectives and kickstart R&D efforts. 
Suppliers may be able to help too, whether it’s providing 
insight for an ice cream recipe or figuring out what skill set 
is needed for AI development. 

Whether you’re thinking about an ambitious new project 
or setting targets for your business, successful strategies 
require leaders to set aside time and proactively develop 
their approach. Make sure you have the space to step away 
from day-to-day business operations and try to build a 
better future.

https://www.bethebusiness.com/be-the-business-case-study-guides/


We talk to SME leaders every day about the challenges they’re facing and the opportunities 
they’re most excited about. That’s given us dozens of case studies, stories, tips and ideas. 
We’ve collected some of the most interesting ones in this series of e-books. They’re quick to 
read, practical, actionable and best of all, they’re from people like you, exploring new ideas 
in their business, making small changes that give big improvements. Download them here.

Be the Business is a not-for-profit on a mission to improve the UK’s productivity. We’re doing 
it by helping small and medium-sized business leaders do more of what they do best: 

improve, inspire and innovate. 

Join our mission here. 

G E T T H E C AS E ST U DY 
C O L L EC T I O N F R E E

https://www.bethebusiness.com/be-the-business-case-study-guides/
 https://www.bethebusiness.com/2019/10/let-be-the-business-help-drive-your-improvement-efforts/
https://www.bethebusiness.com/be-the-business-case-study-guides/

