
SALES & GROWTH
From technology to consumer expectations, the art 
of attracting and retaining shoppers changes daily. 
Discover how forward-thinking SMEs have improved by 
listening to their customers.



Market your business on a budget

The prospect of competing with corporate competitors can 
be overwhelming. Many are likely to have large marketing 
budgets, a wider audience or more accessible products or 
services. How do you convince customers to break their 
routine and spend money with your company, rather than 
pick up a familiar, established item at a conveniently close 
supermarket?

When Shashi and Sanjay Aggarwal founded their artisanal 
spice company, Spice Kitchen, the brand didn’t just have 
to compete with supermarket products – it had to change 
the way people bought spices from in-store to online. The 
company didn’t have a big marketing budget, so they have 
used word of mouth to grow their business.

“We make the buying process simple and effortless, and 
allow customers to easily review our products,” Sanjay said. 
“Then we regularly share these reviews online to drive 
confidence in our products.”

Spice Kitchen has been built on a sense of community, 
which has given the business a marketing advantage over 
their bigger competitors. The company encourages its 
customers to share “cooking creations” with their spices 
that they will then upload on site.

This active involvement from customers has become key 
to their retention strategy.

“It’s all about brand loyalty and repeat sales,” Sanjay 
explained. “It’s incredibly important to put our customers 
first and design the business to give them the best 
experience possible.”

Structure your sales approach

At Bristol-based agency PracticeWeb, the sales team fell 
into the habit of chasing any leads that came up. It meant 
staff were wasting time attending meetings for projects 
they were unlikely to win or that would be painful to 
deliver. For sales director Stuart Pringle, taking the time to 
really understand their audience was a “big wake up call”.

“We knew we had a talented bunch of people. It was about 
educating them on who our customers were, what they felt 
and what they hoped for, rather than trying to go straight 
for the sale.

“Once we identified a need within our accountancy 
audience, we focused on three key personas. Finding a 
niche has made selling much easier because you start to be 
part of that world. You don’t have to jump between sectors 
and ask inane, vanilla questions,” Stuart said.

Pringle is an advocate of the GROW coaching method. 
GROW, which stands for Goals Realities Options Will, gives 
the sales team a set structure to base their questions on. 
It’s helped the team to establish and prioritise their clients’ 
needs and learn about what’s worked and what hasn’t. 

“It makes clients think, plus it stops you pitching your 
services on that first call,” Stuart explained. “It all takes 
time.”

MA R K E T I N G A N D SA L E S

““It’s all about brand 
loyalty and repeat 
sales.”

Shashi & Sanjay Aggarwal Spice Kitchen



MA R K E T I N G A N D SA L E S Maintain existing relationships

Generating new business is integral to any sales strategy. 
But once a sale is completed, it’s crucial to put the time 
into keeping your customers. As Bain & Company found, 
attracting a new customer is anywhere from five to 25 
times more expensive than retaining an existing one.

Birmingham-based virtual assistant firm Time Etc spent 
10 years putting new business first. After discovering 
their customer retention rate had been “quietly slipping”, 
founder Barnaby Lashbrooke switched the focus to 
retention and success.

“The curious thing is that sales have increased and become 
a lot more consistent,” Barnaby said. “We’ve significantly 
increased our retention too. By really digging into why 
customers leave, we’ve become experts and learnt to sell 
better. 

“Before, we were trying to do things on a huge scale, so 
people could just apply online. But we found that if we 

spent time on the phone with customers the sale was 
25 per cent more likely to succeed. It’s a classic example 
and probably something we already knew – that our sales 
process creates a relationship and helps to retain them.”

““Finding a niche 
has made selling 
much easier 
because you start 
to be part of that 
world”

Stuart Pringle PracticeWeb

““ By really digging 
into why customers 
leave, we’ve 
become experts 
and learnt to sell 
better. ”

Barnaby Lashbrooke Time Etc



Prepare for expansion

Business is thriving and it’s time to start looking at 
expansion. So what’s next? For a growing number of SMEs, 
the answer lies overseas.

According to 2018 figures from the Office for National 
Statistics, 232,000 UK SMEs (9.8 per cent of all small 
businesses) are exporting abroad, marking a substantial 
increase of 6.6 per cent on the previous year. 

One of the biggest developments in the market has been 
the increase in new businesses who are taking advantage of 
international opportunities. The number of new companies 
(less than two years old) who have exported in the last year 
has grown by 19.9 per cent.

For those new to the export industry, the prospect of selling 
internationally can be daunting. Many businesses struggle 
to build an entry strategy or kickstart relationships. There’s 
also a  common perception that their products or services 
won’t be applicable to the international market. 

So where should SMEs start?

Find local contacts

When you’re expanding globally, find contacts with 
regional expertise. They’ll be able to build relationships in 
the area and make you aware of important local customs or 
laws that you won’t have time to learn by yourself.

Ian Stone expanded his consultancy business, Vuealta, 
in 2018. He believes it’s especially important not to 
underestimate local nuances.

“To succeed in a new territory, businesses need to 
understand the economic, cultural, governmental and 
market conditions of that region,” Ian said. “A one-size-fits-
all model for a global company doesn’t work.”

E X PA N D I N G/ E X P O RT I N G

““A one-size-fits-all 
model for a global 
company doesn’t 
work.”

Ian Stone Vuealta



E X PA N D I N G/ E X P O RT I N G

Taking the time to learn (or have a rudimentary knowledge 
of) the local language, cultural differences of doing business 
and regulatory framework can be an invaluable part of 
setting up operations in a new market. 

“It might be knowing whether to handshake, bow or use 
formal titles at a business meeting through to country-
specific policies on consumer data protection and storage,” 
Ian said. “That’s why it’s critical that you are able to hire local 
talent with regional knowledge when opening an office in a 
new market.”

Learn to say no

Jacob Thundil’s biggest exporting challenge was learning 
to turn down opportunities. His coconut water company, 
Cocofina, was closely targeted at the health market in the 
UK and Jacob knew that the wrong export opportunity could 
undermine the brand.

“We didn’t want to have our product in confectionary stores 
or some small-town Woolworths in Australia because that’s 
not our market,” Jacob said. “If you’ve got a brand in London, 
you don’t want them to go to a different country and see that 
the brand’s perceived differently there. You have to be as 
consistent as possible and stay true to your values.”

Jacob emphasised the importance of preparation when it 
comes to exporting. Identify your target market first and stay 
focused on your end goal.

“Don’t go where the market’s asking you to go, go where you 
want to go. If you don’t have a set plan, you’re going to get 
pushed in lots of different directions,” he said.

““Don’t go where 
the market’s 
asking you to go, 
go where you 
want to go”

Jacob Thundil Cocofina

““Our relationship 
with customers is 
based on honesty, 
which creates 
trust.”

Rune Sovndahl Fantastic Services

“It’s all about working with the right contacts. Some 
salespeople can be quite forceful and they’ll really push an 
agenda, so you have to learn to say no.”

Change your customers’ perceptions

In the last ten years, Fantastic Services has expanded from a 
small London-based cleaning company to a global franchise 
that provides services like removals, gardening and pet care. 
The firm has succeeded by disrupting sectors with typically 
poor reputations, particularly where customer service is 
concerned.

“We started our cleaning business in a dirty industry,” CEO 
Rune Sovndahl said. “At that time, people didn’t trust letting 
someone they didn’t know into their homes. There were a lot 
of unreliable small cleaning firms who exploited labour and 
offered slim-to-no customer service.

“It gave us leverage to become the first company within 
the domestic cleaning sector which offers a high standard 
of service and takes care of its team. Our relationship with 
customers is based on honesty, which creates trust.”

Changing customer perceptions has become a valuable 
niche for the company. They encourage customers to give 
feedback often and have grown the business by adding 
similar domestic services to their portfolio based on 
customer needs and requests.

“We’ve worked incredibly hard to change the common 
misconception that outsourcing small tasks like gardening 
or home cleaning to professionals is a thing to be ashamed 
of,” Rune added.



It’s easy to get caught up in everyday tasks, but regularly 
checking your basic processes is crucial if you want to grow 
the business.

It’s a common challenge for business owners to find the 
time for tasks considered non-essential, particularly when 
there’s always so much to do. But some of those tasks, like 
adding structure to your sales calls or chasing customer 
feedback, are an essential part of ensuring the longevity 
of your business.

When Simon Phelan launched Hometree, a home services 
business, he went into a market dominated by household 
names like BT. To identify a niche, Simon ran feedback 
sessions to understand his potential customers and the 
problems they needed solving. 

This unique customer insight has shaped Hometree’s sales 
approach and fuelled company growth. In less than two 
years of trading, the business has grown to five times the 
original size.

The most important part of his research was doing it on a 
regular basis. Customers’ tastes change and evolve rapidly, 
and relying on user insights from five years ago can risk 
leaving you stuck in the past.

“You don’t just do market research once and you’ve got 
a unique position for the rest of time,” Simon said. “It has 
to be ongoing. We work with a marketing agency and run 
evenings once a month, where we get customers in and 
test propositions.”

S UMMA RY

For potential exporters, the prospect of growing into 
an overseas market is unnerving. Over 60 per cent of 
potential exporters cite a lack of understanding about 
overseas markets as their biggest concern, ahead of local 
regulations or language and cultural barriers. 

A clear understanding of your domestic audience can be 
a great place to start. It will help you to keep your brand 
consistent overseas and understand which countries and 
suppliers are the right options. 

“If you pray for rain, you need to make sure you bring an 
umbrella,” Cocofina’s Jacob Thundil advised. “You don’t 
export without being prepared. You’re not just trying 
to export to anywhere; you want to support the right 
audience.”

To get ahead of the competition and build a credible, 
popular brand, it’s important to consider how your sales 
and marketing approach can inspire lasting relationships 
with your customers. By concentrating on customer 
loyalty, you’ll not only save money on repeat business but 
establish a strong foundation for growth.

As Time Etc’s Barnaby Lashbrooke found, something as 
simple as human conversation can make all the difference 
to your sales processes. “We worked out that if we have a 
fantastic conversation and dig into their business they’re 
much more likely to stay.”



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/

