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A food-for-thought guide 
for SME leaders

Do you feel like  
a leader yet?
Finding a leadership style that 
fits you best, fires up growth 
and fosters productivity



Who is this guide for?

Whether you think of yourself as a leader or not, you are.  
And we’d like to offer you some support. 

If you worked for a corporate, running a department the size 
of your business, you’d be swimming in support. You’d have 
free courses and resources coming at you from all sides. You’d 
be exploring your leadership mojo and enjoying it. 

This e-book is designed to give SMEs a bit of that. Whether 
you’re confident or curious about your leadership potential, 
whether you’ve got your leadership style nailed or want to 
nail it better, we hope this is a good place to start. 

Who is this guide from?

Be the Business is a small, not-for-profit organisation 
dedicated to boosting productivity among UK businesses. 

We’re doing it by helping leaders in small and medium-sized 
firms do what you do best: improve, innovate and inspire. We 
aren’t selling you anything. Our content doesn’t carry ads or 
sponsors. There’s no catch. We just want to help.

What’s in  
this guide?

Let’s dive in: Do you feel like a leader yet? 
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Do you feel like  
a leader yet?

Next: Why is leadership MORE important for SMEs?

Many of the small business owners we talk 
to don’t think of themselves as leaders. 
Even some of the people we know running mid-sized businesses with 
50 plus staff don’t identify that way. They say owner, manager, founder, 
MD – anything but leader. We think there are a couple of reasons: 

So leadership might not be a word SMEs use very much. But those who 
do see themselves as leaders might begin to think of themselves as 
an asset, like any other business asset, closely aligned with business 
growth. Once they see leadership that way, they’re more likely to 
devote time and resource to it – and crucially – feel less guilty about 
taking that time and resource to develop themselves as leaders.

            I don’t feel like I’m leading this  
            business; I feel like I’m pushing it 

You’re probably still doing a lot of the hands-on day-to-day stuff: 
the payroll, the hiring, the firing, the customers, the marketing, 
the logistics. You might not get much chance to lift your head, 
think about the future, the vision, your team, your role, your 
growth. Leadership might feel like it’s for bigger businesses, for 
people with more time and deeper pockets.

            I  know I’m a leader, but first and foremost  
            I feel like something else

You make products, you provide services, you own a shop or run 
a café, you have an environmental mission or a social purpose. 
That’s why you started out. And that’s where your expertise, 
experience, pride and passion still lie. Leadership is not the thing 
you love, it’s a consequence of being good at the thing you love. 
It might actually not be that appealing to you – or you might feel 
unqualified for it. 

1

2

Those who do see 
themselves as leaders 
begin to think of 
themselves as an  
asset, like any other 
business asset.

“
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Why is leadership more  
important for SMEs?

Next: Why is leadership HARDER for SMEs?

In big businesses, the boss 
affects more people. 
In small businesses, the 
boss affects people more.

“

The point is, as a leader of a smaller business, how you think, feel and 
behave make a much bigger difference to the people around you. The 
pressure on you to hide your bad day is much greater. There are fewer 
people to support you on your bad day. There are fewer shoulders to 
share the load. In big businesses, the boss affects more people. In small 
businesses, the boss affects people more.

A lack of leadership will always send a business off course. In a small 
business, it happens a lot faster. A sustained vacuum of direction can 
send an SME into a tailspin they can’t recover from, especially if they 
don’t have the cash reserves to ride out a rough spot. 

This makes your leadership really important. It’s one of the biggest 
levers of morale, motivation, growth, productivity and profit. 

No pressure then.

Let’s imagine you’re CEO of a 1000-employee company and 
you’re having a really bad day. After your first few meetings and 
phone calls, the people you’ve spoken to are now also having 
a bad day. That’s around one or two per cent of your business 
having a bad day.

Now let’s imagine you’re the boss of a 10-person business and 
you’re also having a bad day. After your first few hours at work, 
your entire business is also now having a bad day. 



Why is leadership  
harder for SMEs?

Next: Why is leadership EASIER for SMEs? 

Your role 
changes  
all the time 

You’re still 
needed in  
the business 

You can’t 
be good at 
everything 

You can’t 
always  
let go

If you’re doing it right, your business 
will be evolving, maybe even growing. 
The kind of leader your business 
needs as a start-up is different to 
the one it needs as a scale-up. And 
in turn, a business going through a 
step-change in strategy, expansion, 
merger, acquisition or aggressive 
growth will call on very different sets 
of leadership skills. 

All small business owners get to the 
point where they’re busy enough to 
need a layer of senior management, but 
not yet ready to share any responsibility. 
Without anyone to really trust, it feels 
risky to let go. Some business owners, 
particularly founders, experience this 
as a sense of loss, which leadership 
coaches encourage them to grieve 
for before they can embrace the 
next phase. If you want to lead your 
businesses to its growth potential, 
finding a way to grow with it is key.

New parents will tell you they just got 
the hang of one phase of their baby’s 
development, before another one starts. 
Same with leadership. We tend to get 
heavily attached to a certain role or a 
mode of leadership and find that our 
skills or motivations don’t always match 
up to a new phase. The challenge for 
you is to keep up with your business and 
adapt your style to each new phase.

The tasks associated with 
leadership sometimes feel like extra 
responsibilities. Leadership courses, 
coaching and mentoring, or reading 
resources like this ebook often feel 
like time away from the business. The 
leadership trainers we’ve spoken to say 
this perception is the first thing they 
work on with small business owners: 
getting you to see yourself as a business 
asset that requires its own downtime, 
maintenance and upgrades.
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Why is leadership  
easier for SMEs?
The flip side of all this is 
that the opportunities of 
positive leadership are 
also hugely magnified in 
small businesses. 

As a SME leader, you can make your influence more easily felt; you’re 
more visible, you can have more direct contact with your employees.
If you’re a people person or blessed with charisma, you can walk the 
floor, physically inject energy, motivation and direction every day. If 
you’re an introvert leader, you can still inspire your employees with 
your focus, competence, skill and passion. 

Whatever your style, you have a much better shot at creating the 
intangible holy grail of successful leadership – trust. Trust means your 
staff are more likely to be your champions. They might see that you’re 
winging it in certain areas and work with you not against you. There’s 
less pressure on you to be the all-singing, all-dancing CEO of dreams. 
Employees you know and trust can also be solid source of honest 
feedback about your decisions, actions and leadership in general. 

Next: What’s in your leadership repertoire? 

Employees you know and 
trust can also be solid 
source of honest feedback

“
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The 6 leadership styles 

Next we’re going to look at six well-researched 
leadership styles. 
The idea isn’t that you pick one and stick to it, it’s more about adding 
strings to your bow. You might find that you gravitate more naturally 
towards one modus operandi but try to put the others into practice 
from time to time.

Let’s look at the first case study 

The six styles on the next page are based on Leadership That 
Gets Results by Daniel Goleman in Harvard Business Review. 
There are plenty of other models to explore if you have time. 
We like this one because it’s flexible, doesn’t limit you to one 
leadership style and doesn’t link leadership style to personality. 
It talks about moving between styles as required and 
developing new leadership skills over time. 

Choose your 
player



The Democratic Leader The Pace-setting Leader The Commanding Leader

The Coaching LeaderThe Visionary Leader The Bonding Leader

Let’s look at the first case study 

Says: “Try this”

Uses it when... they need to help 
an employee improve performance over 
time or develop them into a new role; 

Avoids it if... they need a quick 
result or doesn’t have the time to invest;  
when staff aren’t ready to work on their 
weaknesses

Balances it with... other 
leadership styles that are more 
performance-related, don’t require as 
much time or don’t require such equal 
commitment from employees

Says: “Do exactly what I’m doing”

Uses it when... they need to set 
high standards and get quick results 
from a self-motivated or skilled team

Avoids it if... they find themselves 
using it too much, too often, or 
with every employee, as it can be 
demotivating

Balances it with... other 
leadership styles, listening more, asking 
questions and letting people make 
their own decisions

Says: “People come first”

Uses it when... they need to 
create harmony, repair broken trust, 
reduce friction and build relationships 
between people 

Avoids it if... performance is 
mediocre, praise isn’t merited or 
people are suffering from an overall 
lack of direction 

Balances it with... the visionary 
leadership mode, communicating 
a clear vision and giving people 
achievable targets and constructive 
advice as well as general praise

Says: “My way or the highway”

Uses it when... all else has failed, 
as a last resort, it’s the only way to 
get immediate compliance, in a crisis 
or emergency, or to manage a toxic 
employee

Avoids it if... there’s no other way, 
it’s not a real crisis, if they haven’t tried 
other approaches

Balances it with... more 
nurturing morale-boosting measures 
that won’t threaten morale or creativity

Says: “Come with me”

Uses it when... they need to 
show the big picture, inspire in a new 
direction, show people why what 
they’re doing really matters

Avoids it if... the vision is too far 
removed from day-to-day reality and 
employees can’t relate it to their roles; 
when they’re working with experts who 
are more experienced than them

Balances it with... showing 
people the concrete benefits of the 
vision and what’s in it for them

Says: “What do you think?”

Uses it when... they need to 
build trust, and get buy-in on a difficult 
subject and forge consensus among 
multiple stakeholders

Avoids it if... people don’t 
have the skills or knowledge to make 
decisions, or if consensus isn’t being 
reached after endless meetings 

Balances it with... adding 
clarity to people’s roles building smaller 
decision-support teams
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Research shows that leaders who can master 
the first four styles (Visionary, Bonding, 
Democratic and Coaching) and are able to 
step in and out of them as appropriate, have 
the greatest impact on staff motivation and 
business performance. The last two (Pace-
setting and Commanding) have their place,  
but are nowhere near as useful.
In the next chapter we’ll look at case studies that show there isn’t just 
one way for SME leaders to do this. It depends on your business, your 
personality and your goals. There are plenty of leadership books and 
courses out there but none of them is tailor-made for you. You’re better 
off gradually developing a range of skills and styles you can call on 
when you need them, when your business requires them and when your 
team needs them.

Whatever  
you are, be  
a good one 
William Makepeace Thackeray

“

Which style is my style?
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TechSoftware Manufacturing

RestaurantProfessional 
services

Event supplies

SME leadership in practice – 
6 mini case studies
Let’s explore the subject of 
SME leadership through a 
collection of mini-case studies 
from six industry sectors. 

Meet our leadership commentators

£
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Let’s look at the first case study 

Rory is an executive counsellor and mentor specialising 
in leadership advice, alignment and strategic cohesion. 
He has experience, organisation development, HR and 
communications. After several years advising senior leaders 
at The John Lewis Partnership, Rory is now a small business 
mentor in the Be the Business Mentoring for Growth 
programme, helping inspiring leaders and purposeful 
businesses achieve their ambitions. He is also co-founder of 
New Vantage Consulting.

Paula is a certified leadership development coach and 
specialises in culture change, change management, 
motivation and emotional intelligence. She is the founder 
and managing director of LALLO and has successfully worked 
with over 100 business leaders across the UK, Europe, US and 
Middle East delivering programmes that help them connect 
with their people, build trust, open communication and 
improve performance.

A note about our case studies 

We know how tough it can be running a business. No one on the outside can know what it’s really like. 
The last thing you need is criticism. Our contributors make comments on case studies knowing that they 

show only a small part of a bigger picture. We have every respect and admiration for the businesses 
involved and thank them for sharing their story with us as a talking point.

Rory Campbell Paula Milligan

Let’s look at the first case study

We’ll go through the 
case studies alongside 
two leadership coaches/
developers who will help us 
pull out key themes, tips and 
principles as well as practical 
steps you can use to translate 
these ideas and look at your 
own leadership.
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Joined a mentoring scheme to help him to 
refine his management style and role as CEO

Developed a new communication style to seek 
opinion without asking open-ended questions 
or inviting endless discussion

Worked on adapting his leadership style to 
create a sense of responsibility, confidence and 
strong decision-making

Sector 
Data-driven software that uses 
personalised algorithms and machine 
learning to help businesses accurately 
predict staffing needs, develop rotas 
and forecast demand. 

People 
29

Founded 
2009

Location 
London

Challenge 
As a former A&E doctor this business 
founder was used to being open, 
collaborative and taking on board 
the opinions of his team. In the early 
stages of growing his business, he 
realised his employees thought this 
meant he lacked direction. How 
do you stay consultative and keep 
asking questions without giving the 
impression you are uninformed and 
indecisive? 

A clear management style – open but 
challenging – now filters down through 
the company, guiding good recruitment 
decisions and fuelling rapid growth.

Results:

Steps taken:

1

2

3

Being open to changing  
your leadership style

How can you develop yourself as a leader? 

Mini case study 1: 

Mentoring and coaching are great ways 
for leaders to balance the elements in 
their style. If you think of a sliding scale 
with confident (“I know the answer”) at 
one end and vulnerable (“I don’t know the 
answer”) at the other, the ideal balance 
for generating trust as a leader is in the 
middle – a mix of both confidence and 
vulnerability. 

This means admitting when you don’t know 
how to fix a problem but pledge to work 
with your team to find the solution. 

Most leaders prefer to project confidence, 
so a lot of my work is encouraging them to 
get more comfortable with vulnerability. 
But if, like this leader, you have too much 
vulnerability, your team might see you as 
wavering or weak. 

He needs to move up the scale towards 
confidence which is where a mentoring or 
coaching programme over 6-12 months 
can really help. These are fundamental 
behavioural changes so they don’t 
happen overnight. 

Leadership coaches talk about the dangers 
of being overly “vulnerable” in your 
approach. It means being collaborative, 
open, consultative, questioning, consensus-
seeking. But for me that’s a strength. The 
bigger danger is leaders who try to delete 
their vulnerability or pretend it’s not there.

The business owner in this case has come 
from a culture where his team were all 
experts who already knew what to do, how 
and when. Now running an SME, he can 
still value his vulnerability but needs to 
understand how it lands and communicate 
so people know what his strengths really 
are. It is possible to say “I don’t know”  
with confidence!

Look at it this way: his team told him he 
lacked direction, but if he was more overtly 
confident he wouldn’t be getting open and 
honest feedback at all. Employees might be 
afraid or competitive around him. And in his 
industry, he needs to stay open to new ideas 
all the time, so he’s actually a great fit. 

“Paula says... Rory says...

Your goal is to hire people who will stay 
with you and thrive under your leadership.

“
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Chose an executive leadership course in 
Cambridge to minimise time away from the 
business and still respond to clients between 
sessions

Chose a short-module course that combined 
classroom-learning with mentoring and a 
structured day-release programme

Chose a course with a strong social element that 
would allow her to meet and share experiences 
with other business leaders, often from larger 
organisations

Made the most of opportunities to rub shoulders 
with guest speakers and subject experts to 
discuss concerns and ideas for her business

Sector 
A user experience design studio and 
innovation lab that uses behavioural 
science to design better products 
and services. Specialising in human-
machine interactions for artificial 
intelligence, Internet of Everything 
and other digital environments. 

People 
10

Founded 
2011

Location 
Cambridge

Challenge 
A year after founding her tech 
business, this leader was keen to 
develop her leadership skills at the 
same time as growing her business. 
Not willing to take too much time 
away from the business, she devoured 
books on leadership and read up on 
various topics, but found the content 
too general, theoretical and difficult 
to apply to her own situation.

New leadership skills, focus and clarity, 
extended through continued networking 
with other participants and course leaders.

Results:

Steps taken:

1

2

3

4

Being open to change  
your leadership style

How do you validate your own thinking when you’re the leader of your business?

Mini case study 2: 

I like the fact that this leader took 
responsibility for her own development. I 
think she’s also recognised that learning 
as a leader is a continuous process, not a 
one-off thing. And she’s investing in herself, 
this is all great.

She’s gone for a good combination of 
learning that mixes an academic approach 
with the social aspects of networking. This 
will make it easier to apply her learning 
directly to her business. Books can only get 
you so far because a huge part of being 
a successful leader is about emotional 
intelligence, being aware of how your 
behaviour is affecting the culture and the 
people around you. 

What I’d like her to add in as the next 
stage is some kind of in-organisation 
development. The business is still quite 
small so as she recruits and promotes 
people she’ll find it useful to know what 
skills and personal characteristics she 
needs to complement hers.

I like what she did. She read all the books 
only to find they weren’t meeting her needs 
– but I wouldn’t see that as a waste of time. It 
probably opened her mind to a broad range 
of topics which she was able to narrow down 
as she went forward. The world is constantly 
shifting, especially in tech, so having too 
narrow a lens to your learning can be 
limiting for a leader. 

All that reading also helped her find her 
preferred learning style. She discovered that 
she needed a more social, practice-based 
format. It’s important when you go into any 
leadership development programme to be 
sure and how you will take it back into your 
business and apply it. If you can’t see that, 
ask yourself if it’s the right course, or if the 
timing’s right. 

I’m glad she’s still nurturing relationships 
she started the course. That can become 
a kind of informal peer-to-peer coaching 
network. You help remind each other what 
you learned and hold each other to account 
a little bit. 

“Paula says... Rory says...

Look to your own learning style, I learnt 
faster when I was able to discuss the 
course content with others who were 
covering the same topic.

“
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Enlisted the services of an external advisory 
board for the next year – four experienced 
business professionals who are willing to help 
challenge and refine their strategy

For their first session, they produced a five-year 
plan and walked the advisory board through 
it to get advice, validation and feedback on 
their thinking

At the next session, they reported back to 
the board on progress against the plan, 
and sounded them out on ideas for two new 
initiatives

Sector 
Hydraulic design consultancy, and 
leading supplier of hydraulic products 
to dozens of industry sectors. With 
customers in 130 countries

People 
7

Founded 
2004

Location 
Cheshire

Challenge 
This successful husband-and-wife 
leadership team feel they are on 
the cusp of real growth. Their aim is 
to grow 20 per cent a year over the 
next five years to become a world 
leader in their engineering space. 
But without external strategic input, 
they were concerned that the next 
phase could easily have seen them just 
treading water or making small-scale 
tactical improvements rather than the 
ambitious leap they want. 

A clearly-defined route to growth over 
the next five years and joined-up thinking 
across the whole business as a solid 
foundation for the next phase of change. 

Results:

Steps taken:

1

2

Tap into other people’s  
experience to validate your thinking

Leaders who learn to trust and let go as the business grows 

Mini case study 3: 

This is a sensible move at their stage of 
business, on the brink of a big exciting 
phase of growth. My hunch is that, in large 
part, it’s a confidence thing. They know 
what they’re doing, they’ve got big plans, 
they just need validation. 

Leaders through growth have to deal 
with a lot of risk and decision-making; 
the best combination is a good balance 
of confidence (“we have the answers”) 
and vulnerability (“I don’t know all the 
answers”). It sounds like this couple are 
getting it right. As they recruit a leadership 
team around them for the next phase, they 
should aim to keep an element of that 
vulnerability. 

I’d expect their five-year plan to include a 
solid people strategy, a way for them to 
bolster talent internally, so that confidence 
grows as they take risks as a team. An 
external board won’t know your market 
that well, so recruitment will be key as they 
aim high. 

Testing the level of your ambition is always 
good for a leader. You might find you’re 
being too ambitious or not ambitious 
enough. For that, you need people who don’t 
think like you. 

And hats off to these leaders. Let’s not 
underestimate the level of bravery involved 
in taking your five-year plan for review and 
being challenged by people outside your 
business. It’s your work, your dreams and 
ambitions you’re laying out there. It sounds 
like this couple went into it with an open 
mind, ready for an advice they might get. 
That’s the best way to invite challenge.

Finally, it sounds like they’re planning big, 
root-and-branch change, so I hope their 
advisory board warned them about the 
impact transformation will have on their 
leadership. It’s probably going to get tough 
in places, they might have new sites, they 
might have to travel, at some point they’ll 
have employees they don’t know personally. 
They won’t be able to own it all. They need 
to be ready.

“Paula says... Rory says...

As business owners we are wise enough to 
know that we haven’t got all the answers 
and the bright ideas. It’s important to tap 
into other people’s experiences and  
best practice.

3

“
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Used an external business coach to transform 
her management style and create a safe space 
to try out new ways of communicating with  
her team

Worked through two stages of change: firstly 
learning to develop and trust the people 
around her and secondly letting go of the reins 
to the point of not being hands-on at all

Sector 
Large regional branch of a top 15 
national chartered accountancy 
firm, offering business planning, 
accounting, advice and growth 
support

People 
37

Founded 
1950

Location 
Worcestershire 

Challenge 
Before overseeing a merger with 
another accountancy firm, this 
founder/MD was used to being 
involved in every aspect of the 
business. After the merger, their 
headcount and client list doubled 
overnight; it was no longer physically 
possible to maintain her level of 
involvement and her work-life 
balance suffered. In addition to that, 
new senior specialists she’d hired 
weren’t responding well to micro-
management.

As this leader has settled into a leadership 
role that is entirely strategic and hands-off, 
her work/life balance has tipped back in 
her favour. A solid management team has 
led to a 120 per cent increase in turnover.

Results:

Steps taken:

1

2

Learning to trust and  
let go as you grow

Can you lead your way to a self-managing business? 

Mini case study 4: 

This business leader had to learn how not 
to take on people’s problems. Not only to 
avoid being overburdened, but also to 
empower the team. This won’t have been 
easy and won’t have happened overnight 
because behaviour and culture are 
slow-burn changes. You also have to give 
yourself chance to get it wrong a fair bit as 
you find a new way of leading. Running a 
business is deeply personal.

There’s a lot of research on the leader-
leader model where you push ownership, 
power and responsibility down the 
business so you can focus on leadership. 
You have to trust those below you to make 
good decisions. I think she’s probably not 
stepped out of all decisions, but it looks like 
she’s certainly stepped back. A coach will 
have helped her get to that point because 
you need that regular, high-touch, small-
steps relationship to make real behavioural 
changes. On your own it’s tough to see how 
you need to change and even tougher to 
make the change.

Founder’s syndrome is real! People who have 
created businesses often struggle to share 
the power or make big changes, even when 
it’s really clear it would benefit the business. 
When you try to change a founder’s 
business, you’re not just changing their job, 
you’re changing their personal sense of 
identity. Change can create a real sense of 
loss or fear of loss. That makes them hold on 
tighter to micro-decisions at the expense of 
the big picture.

Micro-managing is often a lack of 
confidence, usually among new leaders. 
Micro-managing has clear, tangible 
outcomes and that’s more comfortable than 
dealing with the uncertainties that you have 
to face as a leader. I feel for her because 
she’s also inherited a team of people she 
doesn’t know, and a new head office. I’d be 
interested to know how she’s being measured 
and whether she’s being given the freedom 
to lead. She hired some specialists but 
delayed a middle layer of management. 
Inviting people to join you in your leadership 
space will help.

“Paula says... Rory says...

As difficult as it feels at the time, 
letting go of a business that was “your 
baby” is ultimately satisfying. There’s a 
real pride in seeing the business grow 
in directions that you couldn’t have 
taken it on your own.

“

£
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Sought out mentors in the industry with an  
honest and upfront approach to his own lack  
of knowledge

Started by immersing himself in all aspects of 
the business and over the years has worked his 
way towards a completely hands-off approach, 
empowering his staff to make decisions and learn 
from their own mistakes

Invited staff to challenge his decisions and rewards 
them for doing so, generating sense of loyalty and 
ownership

Developed systems, processes and a scoreboard to 
give him confidence that everything is running as 
it should be, breaking his year down into quarters 
and then having 3-4 big tasks for each period

Sector 
Hugely successful award-winning fish 
and chip shop chain in Cornwall, listed 
in the UK’s top ten list of chippies.

People 
55

Founded 
2000

Location 
Falmouth

Challenge 
This business founder left the Royal 
Navy at the age of 40 knowing that 
he wanted to set up his own business, 
despite having no prior experience. 
How do you turn an absence of 
management experience to your 
advantage?

While building a self-managing business 
does not happen overnight, over 20 years this 
management approach has allowed the founder 
to build a turnover of £1.7m and open a second 
site near his home, while achieving an enviable 
work-life balance.

Results:

Steps taken:

1

2

3

4

Hands-off leaders who  
let the business run itself

When to admit you just don’t know?

Mini case study 5: 

You’d normally expect invisible or 
remote leadership like this to present 
problems like poor staff motivation, high 
absenteeism, low retention, and even 
cultural and behavioural issues. But this 
business seems to be doing ok. That’s not 
to say it couldn’t be doing better if he was 
more involved though. 

He recruits and rewards confident 
challengers, so perhaps he has a layer 
of people underneath him who actually 
have strong leadership skills themselves. 
Generally recruiting a management team 
in your own likeness is not the best thing 
to do, but for someone who doesn’t spend 
much time inside the business, that  
might work. 

His naval background has given him a 
strong sense of structure and discipline. It 
reminds me of David Marquet, a US Navy 
captain, who wrote “Turn the Ship Around” 
– a book on how leaders can give away 
control to create other leaders instead  
of followers.

He’s clearly doing what he set out to do and 
has a very strong sense of the financial and 
lifestyle outcomes he wants – a hands-off 
approach to leadership. He also sounds 
organised: developing systems, processes 
and a scoreboard to give him confidence 
that everything is running as it should 
be. I like the way he started by scanning 
the market, meeting with people, and 
learning from them – this is good outside-in 
leadership thinking. 

Another type of leader might insist on 
popping into his own store every day or week 
to chat to his staff, but this is proof you don’t 
have to if that’s not your style. You often 
hear good leadership being associated with 
good people skills. But to be a great leader 
you don’t have to be great with people – you 
don’t even have to enjoy working with them. 
Don’t forget you’re leading resources and 
assets to create an outcome, not just people. 
I imagine he’s employed a fantastic general 
manager and given him or her lots of 
autonomy. That would allow him to delegate 
all the day-to-day people issues. 

“Paula says... Rory says...

In the Navy you recruit the best staff 
and then give them free rein. When 
people make mistakes, don’t bite their 
heads off, help them learn from it.

“
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Decided to be 100 per cent open about the 
gaps in her knowledge and experience from 
day one. Inspired by management thinker 
Peter Drucker – “The leader of the past was a 
person who knew how to tell. The leader of the 
future will be a person who knows how to ask.”

Focused on building a complementary team 
around her and asking them for advice, 
taking every opportunity to admit when she 
didn’t know something or when she had made 
a mistake

Sector 
Event supplies 

Provides tipis and sailcloth tents 
for festivals, weddings, parties and 
glamping events across the south  
and east.

People 
30

Founded 
2013

Location 
Suffolk

Challenge 
This MD founded her business at the 
age of 21 and was keen to inspire 
confidence in her staff, suppliers and 
clients. Should brand-new leaders 
resist the temptation to pretend 
they know what to do or should they 
acknowledge when they have no idea 
what the right move should be and 
risk being seen as weak?

This MD’s honesty as a leader has helped 
create a culture of trust, empowerment 
and support, where staff are encouraged 
to do their roles autonomously and to take 
responsibility for their actions.

Results:

Steps taken:

1

2

Honest leaders who admit  
they just don’t know

Let’s sum up, what next

Mini case study 6: 

This business leader has lovely curiosity 
and an urge to learn, which I’m glad she’s 
holding on to as she grows her business. 
However saying “I don’t know” too often 
is risky and can come across a general 
uncertainty, which could be destabilising 
not inspiring for her team. She might 
try seeking education or development 
externally, rather than asking the people 
around her all the time. This could be 
a leadership development course or it 
could be networking programmes that 
regularly get her in a room with other 
business leaders. 

She’s building a culture where people 
expect to be included in decisions and 
when she doesn’t include them, it could 
breed resentment. So if she cultivates her 
independence slowly in small steps, taking 
small decisions on her own, it will be a 
natural transition. 

It’s refreshing to see how she’s just stepped 
into business, learning as she goes, owning 
her inexperience and flipping it round as 
defining strength. She knows herself and 
she’s not hiding anything or bluffing her 
way which gains respect. She’s probably 
created a “we’re in this together” family 
culture where people truly feel they have a 
meaningful stake in the business. I imagine 
retention, loyalty and morale are really 
high. It’s a culture where it’s ok to not have 
all the answers. Psychologically speaking 
it’s a safe space.

If she wants to grow the business this might 
need to evolve. Her default response is to 
throw decisions open to the group but she’ll 
need to make some decisions independently. 
The danger is that any failure will be a 
collective failure rather than her failure. 

“Paula says... Rory says...

“ Our auto response is to blag or pretend 
when we don’t know something. 
Admitting we don’t know takes practice.



Summary: what next

And finally, if you love this guide you might love us

How do you know if you’re an effective leader? 
Ask yourself this…

In a growing SME: Am I finding the right balance 
between operational and strategic tasks while 
keeping the team motivated?

SMEs in consolidation phase: Am I developing people 
and formalising processes to allow me to delegate 
operational tasks?

In an established SME: Am I making sure day-to-
day activities areas are aligned with our strategic 
direction and long-term targets?

?
?
?
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Try this

And finally, if you love this guide you might love us

          Surround yourself with the right people           
          inside and outside the business
              This month: Join a peer-to-peer networking group or a                                                                                             
              mentoring programme to give you an outside-in perspective on                
              your leadership

              This year: Think carefully about how your senior management  
              team can best complement your style and recruit or promote to                                           
              create a good balance

          Stop trouble-shooting and talk about                
              the big picture
              This month: Next time someone comes to you with a                
              problem, don’t fix it, even if you can; help them figure out                
              what they’re going to do

              This year: If you don’t know the answer to a question, say “I   
              don’t know, but here’s what we’re trying to achieve” 

          Practise letting go of some control to      
          develop trust in your team
              This week: Choose a small short-term project that you can hand  
              over to a junior member of your team, and set aside time to  
              feedback or coach them through it 

              This month: Choose an upcoming business decision you would  
              normally make alone and seek input from a wider circle  
              of people

          Find a learning style that works for  
              you  and  keep expanding your leadership                                            
              skillset
              This week: Find someone who can provide some objective  
              feedback about your leadership style and help suggest some  
              behaviour changes

              This year: Allocate one or two days a month to pursue your  
              own development as a leader, whether that’s networking,  
              exec training or just reading. 
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And finally remember this…
Don’t get bogged down in deciding what your leadership style is.  

Just be yourself, develop your skillset and adapt your style to each new phase.  
This is what makes you effective and inspirational.

Good luck!
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Businesses like yours don’t have deep pockets or layers of 
management to throw at productivity. And quite frankly you’re 
doing a superb job all on your own. Be the Business is just here 
to support you with relevant programmes and useful content 
that might help you nudge productivity in the right direction. 

We believe that inside every business there’s at least one 
Change Maker who’s looking for tips and tools they can use. You 
might be the owner, you might be leading a marketing, HR or 
ops team – or you might be doing it all at the same time. Either 
way, you’re pretty amazing at many things, but you could be 
facing challenges in areas like scaling up, efficiency, tech, staff 
retention, customer service, innovation or strategic planning. 

Our content aims to support you on all these topics, helping you 
develop your ability to run your business, lead your team, make 
decisions, and get the best out of the resources you have. 

Subscribe to our monthly newsletter 
five small things and you’ll be sure to 
get all our content first, including more 
guides like this one. 

www.bethebusiness.com/five-small-things

Be the Business is a small, 
not-for-profit organisation 
dedicated to boosting 
productivity among UK 
businesses. 
We’re doing it by helping leaders of 
small to mid-sized firms do what you 
do best: improve, innovate  
& inspire. 

Follow us

https://www.bethebusiness.com/2019/10/five-small-things-drive-business-improvement-efforts/
http://www.bethebusiness.com/five-small-things
http://www.bethebusiness.com/five-small-things
https://twitter.com/bethebusiness
https://www.linkedin.com/company/bethebusiness/?feedView=documents

