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What if your business could
prosper during competitive
attack and economic chaos?
Lurching from good times to bad
times is stressful. Living such a
rollercoaster business life should
be, and can be, avoided even in
the most turbulent times.
Some businesses succeed
consistently, despite the most
turbulent conditions. Others in
the same industry and under the
same conditions fail!

What is it that Intel has done in a
volatile microprocessor industry,
and AMD has not? What is it that
Southwest Airlines did to make
profit through the OPEC oil crisis
and 9/11 when the rest of the
industry lost billions?
How come some businesses
survive and thrive in chaos while
others stutter and stall in such
chaos?

In a nutshell
Fail to be single-minded about the one
main thing in your business and you’ll be
defeated by the ravages of change in your
industry.
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So what can we learn from
businesses achieving consistent
results whilst surrounded by
chaos?

Learn from the heroes of the
South Pole…
On the 1st November 1911 Robert Falcon
Scott set off from Cardiff to become the first
man to reach the South Pole.
Unfortunately Scott failed to reach the
Pole first. Scott also failed to come back alive.
Roald Amundsen set off a few days earlier

Here’s a proven solution
for you…
Choose one goal and one daily (or
weekly) measure of success and be
fanatical and disciplined about them both.

and arrived at the Pole 34 days ahead of
Scott (if they’d set off together Amundsen
would still have been 23 days ahead of
Scott). Amundsen and his team also got
back alive.
Amundsen’s fanatical single-minded focus
is what stands out.

One goal not two…
Scott had his mind on two things – getting
to the Pole AND scientific research. Scott took
more than 2,000 photos and was carrying
34lb of rocks on the return trip. Amundsen
took 10 photos (and only on the way back);
he allowed no distractions. His plan was
clear…
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“Our plan is one, one and again
one alone – to reach the pole. For
that goal I have decided to throw
everything else aside.”
– Roald Amundsen
Amundsen was also fanatically disciplined
about his one daily strategy – 15 nautical
miles a day no matter what the weather.
Come hail, snow or shine Amundsen and
his team packed up every morning and set
off to do 15 miles.
On the bad-weather days (-60 degrees
centigrade and force 10 winds) Amundsen
only managed 8 miles, but his team always
set off to do 15 miles.
Scott’s daily strategy depended on the
weather. Sunny days with little wind and
Scott’s team travelled as far as they could.
Some days they dragged their sleds for more
than 10 hours.
On the bad-weather days, Scott’s team
would stay in the tent and wait out the storm.
Amundsen’s team did not allow the
weather to determine their routine. They
were fanatically disciplined about doing 15
miles a day, every day, without fail.

Even on the good days?!
Amundsen was increasingly worried
about Scott’s location. He was increasingly
concerned that Scott was close by and
worried Scott might win.
With good weather favouring Amundsen,
he knew one big push could put him on
the Pole.
And yet Amundsen’s fanatical discipline
shows up even when he’s within sight of
the Pole.
Yes, Amundsen is fanatical about his overall
goal. He’s also fanatical and disciplined about
his daily mileage goal. So Amundsen sticks
to his daily discipline and puts up camp after
travelling close to 15 miles.
He understood that a well-fed, well-rested
and well-repaired team (and kit) will deliver
15 miles a day.
Amundsen’s commitment to 15 miles a
day applies to bad-weather days AND goodweather days – even when pressure to go
more than 15 miles a day is at its maximum.

The main thing is…
Stephen Covey in his landmark ‘7 Habits’
book series said:
“The main thing is to keep the main
thing, the main thing.”
Scott’s experience shows how it can be
fatal if you fail to focus on one main thing.

Business experience proves it
true too…
Jim Collins, in his brilliant book ‘Great By
Choice’, writes how the Scott/Amundsen
insights show up in business. Collins shows
pairs of contrasting businesses in the same
industry, exposed to the same turbulence
and economic conditions.
For example: Intel and AMD make the
integrated circuits (ICs) that power your Macs
and PCs.
Intel started out as a memory chip maker.
But they took an important long hard look at
their business and worked out their one main
thing…
…Intel’s one main thing, since 1985
(when they decided to exit the memory
chip market and focus on one thing –
microprocessors –not two – memory chips
and microprocessors) has been to double
the processing power of their ICs every
18-24 months.
Intel re-engineered their business to
achieve this single focus.
AMD’s main thing was to become No.1 in
ICs by the end of 1990. This drove them to
over-extend their debt, rather than pursue
controlled growth. They were also focused on
what others were doing (external) as much
as what they were doing internally.
During good times (good-weather) both
companies grew but AMD increased revenues
2 times more than Intel. During chaotic
challenging industry times (bad-weather)
AMD substantially failed. Intel quietly grew
by 10% in good times which set them up
to survive the downturn and outgrow AMD
when the industry recovered.
Time has seen Intel become the
dominant, highly profitable and consistent
industry leader, outperforming AMD’s

shareholder value by more than 500% in the
early 1990s and 3000% in the early 2000s.
Fanatical discipline clearly pays off.

From little acorns, grows the
mighty oak…
From being a small Texas-only operator,
Southwest Airlines’ main thing has always
been ‘low-cost, no-frills air travel’.
Their main thing has been instrumental in
delivering 30 years of profitable trading.
“Southwest Airlines, for example,
demanded of itself a profit every
year, even when the entire industry
lost money.”
– Jim Collins ‘Great By Choice’
Southwest even made profits during the
chaos of the OPEC oil crisis in the 1970s.
During the turmoil that followed the 9/11
tragedies in 2001, Southwest made money
whilst every other airline lost money and
laid-off staff.

Fanatical discipline works
There is no way you would describe
Southwest as gung-ho.
They have consistently kept their main
thing the main thing – profitable low-cost nofrills air travel. They brilliantly demonstrate
fanatical discipline. They are crystal clear on
what they don’t do. They don’t touch cargo,
don’t provide in-flight meals and don’t sell
executive seats.
Southwest also demonstrate their
commitment to their ‘15 miles a day’
discipline, even when they could grow much
faster. From ‘Great By Choice’ again:
“In 1996 more than a hundred cities
clamoured for a Southwest service.
And how many cities did Southwest
open that year? Four.”

It can work for you too…
Are you ready to work out the one goal
you should focus on – what’s your ‘one main
thing’ for you and your business? What’s your
‘15 miles a day’ number for your business?
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TIME TO DISAGREE

But what is the one overriding singleminded focus you should have steering
your business? What one main thing should
influence your decisions, even when the
economy, your industry and your competition
are in turmoil?

“Amundsen prepared well
then set off. But business is
constant, we have to prepare
and keep going at the same
time! How do we manage
both?”
You’re right.
Your ongoing business is more like
Amundsen’s daily mileage and daily dose of
weather, good and bad.
1860 nautical miles in 99 days without
weekend breaks was Amundsen’s life, it must
have felt like it would never end!
But remember Amundsen limited the
mileage on the good-weather days so his
team could be well rested and ready for
bad weather. They’d also be well-fed and
do preventative maintenance on the tents,
sledges and other equipment (not easy on
bad-weather days in the Antarctic).
Scott just went as far as possible on good
days sacrificing rest and repair for more
miles. This works in the short term, like
AMD’s rapid growth during good times, but it
undermines your ability to win the race and
get back alive!
At Toyota you find engineers doing more
preventative maintenance than actual repair
maintenance. You service your car regularly
so it doesn’t break down. How do you apply
this approach to your business?

“Amundsen obsessed about
‘15 miles a day’. Should I
simply obsess about my net
profit?”
Clearly profit has to show up in your
business or you will fail.
But profit was a consequence at
Southwest. Their obsessional focus on lowcost, no-frills air travel is what delivered their
30 years of profits.
Intel make profit but obsess about
doubling processing power every 18 months.
Market leading technology is the driver in
this fast-paced innovative industry.
If you were FedEx, on-time delivery might
be your one number to obsess about.
If you are a plumber you might be
inspired by Charlie Mullins of Pimlico
Plumbers, whose main thing is to keep
things simple; to do the right job, at the right
price, at the right time for the customer.
If you run a restaurant you might obsess
about genuine TripAdvisor comments or food
critic comments.
If you run a recruitment company
you might obsess about candidate
recommendations.
If you want help talking through what
number you should obsess about in your
business please give us a call. We’d love to
help you identify your single-minded focus
and your ‘15 miles a day’ number.

“We aren’t Southwest or
Intel. We run a small business
and need to be focused and
disciplined about lots of
things not just one.”
Tell me more…
Intel, Southwest and many other business
successes prove the value of a single-minded
focus. You can find more examples in Jim
Collins’ book ‘Great By Choice’.
Clearly businesses like Intel and Southwest
have many things to manage. Just as you do
in your business.

Use the Business
Bitesize Support
Tools And Resources

to help you make the most of this
edition of Business Bitesize – go
here: www.businessbitesize.com/
we_all_count to download these

Jim Collins and his team perform highquality and extensive research to reach the
conclusions in his brilliant
book ‘Great By Choice’
We can’t recommend
this book highly enough
if you want to learn more
about prolonged success
whatever the weather.

Your feedback is
important to us. We’d love
to know what you think of this edition
of Business Bitesize and how you use
it or plan to use it. Also we’d welcome
your suggestions for future editions
of Business Bitesize. To give us your
thoughts please use the simple feedback
form here: www.businessbitesize.com/
we_all_count

4 helping
hands for
you…
If the main thing is, to keep the
main thing the main thing, you need
to work out your main thing!
Here are four helping hands to get
you started:

1. Work out a number of
possible options for the
‘one main thing’ for your
business
2. Narrow down your
choices by working out
which ones will pay off
in good times AND in
bad times
3. Ask customers,
suppliers, and outside
advisors their views
on your 2 or 3 best
possible options for
your ‘one main thing’
4. Work out what KPI you
could obsess about
to drive your business
every day or every week

ULTIMATE ARGUMENT:
“How will I know I have
found the right ‘main
thing’ for me and my
business?”
You don’t know until you test your
’main thing’ in the real world. And
test it in good times and bad times.

STOP: thinking you can

successfully focus on several things
at a time.

START: by choosing your

‘one main thing’ and choosing your
’15 miles a day’ number.
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Your next steps:
Choosing your ‘one main thing’ is a
big deal. It’s a big-picture, strategic,
and very significant decision.
It’s not to be taken lightly.

Start by asking
the ‘Intel Revolving
Door Question’ to
yourself…
“If we were to appoint a new
Chief Exec, what do you think they
would do?”
The answer to this question
prompted Intel to get out of making
memory chips, which they were
very good at, and wholeheartedly
pursue a singular future in making
integrated circuits.

More tools and
information for
you:
As well as the checklist here, you can
use the exercises, checklists and tools
in the online supporting material.
Together they’ll help you make more
of this bitesize business breakthrough.

4 steps to help you win your
personal business race no
matter how turbulent your
industry gets...
These tools will help you become more ‘Amundsen’ and less ‘Scott’
so you ‘win your race’ and ‘get back alive’ no matter how chaotic,
disruptive or turbulent your industry climate gets.

1. What could you have as a single long-term goal for
your business that will carry you through good and bad
times?
a) Rather than dream up the ‘one main thing’ instantly, work out a
number of possible ‘main things’. Go for at least 4 and be happy
if you create 7 or more possibilities – use the tools to help you
b) When you have your list of possibilities assess each one against a
number of criteria – you’ll find the 4 criteria in the support tools

2. Share your top 2 or 3 ‘main things’ with a selection of
valued and respected customers, suppliers, investors,
and advisers – which would they choose for you and why?
3. What has to happen every hour or every day or every
week in your business to help you achieve your ‘one
main thing’ and for you to succeed in the eyes of your
customers?
a) This activity, like Amundsen’s ‘15 miles a day’ will be a number, a
KPI you get fanatical about and disciplined about

4. What scale of number target do you want so it tests
you in bad weather and is comfortably achieved in good
weather?
For more details on this step-by-step process please visit the tools in the link below.

YOUR SUPPORT TOOLS ARE HERE: Go to the link below and you’ll find a selection of practical
support tools to help you apply single-minded fanatical discipline to your business.
These tools will help you identify your ‘one main thing’ and help you work out your
‘15 miles a day’ number to focus on.

Find the support tools to help you here - www.businessbitesize.com/we_all_count
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How can your business prosper during
competitive attack and economic chaos?


What is your ‘ be the first to reach the South pole and home safely’ goal for
your business?



What is the ‘one main thing’ that will drive you to make the correct decisions in
your business whatever the weather?



What measure will you put in place to help you win every day, week or month?

CONTENTS:
1. An inspiring story – how Amundsen
used his ‘one main thing’ to plan out his
entire race for the pole in 1911 (including
his team’s safe return)

2. Game: Scott and Amundsen
comparison - get your team engaged to
identify what to do to be more Amundsen
and less Scott

STOP:

thinking you can
successfully focus on several
things at the same time.

START: by choosing your
‘one main thing’ and identifying
your ‘15 miles a day’ number

3. Exercise: Finding your ‘main thing’ how can a small business that
experienced a catastrophic external
incident navigate their way back to profit
again.

4. Checklist : 7 point checklist to help
develop your ‘main thing’

5. Spider Diagram: Your ‘main thing’ must drive behaviour in all elements of your
business.

6. The Book – Great by Choice – Jim Collins
7. References
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1. An inspiring story:
In 1911 there was no satellite communication or GPS.
Setting out on their quest for the South Pole both Scott and Amundsen were using rough
maps, compasses and a sextent.
Both took identical sledges (although Amundsen modified his).
Scott took a route previously followed by Shackleton in 1908. Amundsen took an unproven
route.
Both faced similar weather conditions.
Scott travelled 120 miles more but Amundsen climbed a 10,000-foot high mountain.
Both took dogs but only Amundsen put his faith in dogs, sledges and skis as a proven mode
of transport. Scott tried unproven diesel vehicles and horses.
Both laid out stations of food stocks and supplies in advance of their eventual attempt on
the Pole.
So how come Amundsen made it and Scott didn’t?
The answer to this question is encapsulated in this one quote:-

“Our plan is one, one and again one alone – to reach the pole. For
that goal I have decided to throw everything else aside”
Roald Amundsen 1911

‘One, one and again one’
Here’s how this relates to your business life…
‘Financial markets are out of your control. Customers are out of your control. Earthquakes are out of your
control. Global competition is out of your control. Technological change is out of your control. Almost
everything is ultimately out of your control. But when you ‘15 mile march’ (like Amundsen did), you have
the tangible point of focus that keeps you and your team moving forward, despite confusion, uncertainty,
and even chaos.’
Great by Choice – Jim Collins
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2. Comparison Game – Are you more Scott or Amundsen?
Play this game (in a group or individually). Print out a few copies of the comparison table on
the next page (A3 is best).
1. Start by writing the name of your business
2. Read the Amundsen and Scott comparison columns
3. Does ‘S’ or ‘A’ best reflect your approach to your business. Mark an S for Scott and an
A for Amundsen in each row of the red column.
4. Give yourself a score in the yellow column (You score -2 for an S or +2 for an A)
5. Total up your score at the bottom. How’s it looking? What did you score out of a
possible +10?
The green column is green for ‘go take action’.
Write down in the green column what you can do to become more Amundsen and less
Scott.
Use the helping hands in this column to direct the action you must take to be more
‘Amundsen’.
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Name of Your Business Here …………………………………………………….
Amundsen, Intel,
Southwest Airlines

Scott, AMD, Your
competition?

Only 1 goal – get to the
South Pole first – 10 photos

More than 1 goal – get to
the South Pole first and
collect scientific data –
2000 photos and carry
rocks back

In bad weather – go 15
miles if possible (but settle
for 8 miles)

In bad weather – zero
miles – stay in tent

In good weather – go 15
miles (rest and repair
instead)

In good weather – go as
far as possible

Use proven transport –
arctic/antarctic mode of
transport – dogs, sleds and
skis
Over prepared – expecting
the unexpected – room for
error 4 thermometers

Are you more Scott (S)
or Amundsen (A) at the
moment?
(mark S or A for the
approach you recognise
in your business)

Test unproven transport –
vehicles and horses and
don’t use proven power of
dogs
Prepared just enough –
not expecting the
unexpected – no room for
error 1 thermometer
(which broke)

Score

Next Steps
What could you do to change your business to be
more A than S?

S=-2
A = +2

Helping hand: The main thing is to keep the main thing the
main thing – what should you do?

Helping hand: What one daily or weekly measure should
you obsess about?

Helping hand: What limit do you give yourself so you don’t
over stretch yourself and burn out?

Helping hand: What tried and tested ‘things that work well
in your industry that you should/could do more with?

Helping hand: What can you do to ensure that you and
your business are prepared to enable the one main thing to
happen
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3. Exercise: Finding your main thing?
Here’s a profile of a vehicle repair garage – this is a
true story.
John runs Blandford Hall Workshop a small garage
workshop based on a farm.
The business has been built entirely on word of mouth
recommendations and they have an outstanding
reputation in the area for service and flexibility.
Earlier this year there was a catastrophic fire and their
workshop garage burnt to the ground, taking with it all
of the tools, equipment, and courtesy vehicles.
John had to act quickly to keep the business going. He has been able to secure temporary
accommodation for their business in a nearby industrial unit.
The temporary arrangement is workable but is not a long-term solution for Blandford Hall
Workshop or their customers.
John and the team need to rebuild their premises. The cost of the rebuild involves a bank
loan for the significant capital outlay of £60,000. This feels like a huge mountain for a small
business to climb.
Before committing to this investment it makes sense for John to work out what his ‘main
thing’ focus must be. And what his one single measure should be, his ’15 miles a day’.

What would you have as your ‘main thing’ in John’s shoes?
On the next page are a series of questions that will guide you through determining the ‘Main
thing’ for this workshop business. You can then repeat the exercise to help you work out
the ‘main thing’ for your business.
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Part 1: OPTIONS
Rather than go straight into one ‘main thing’ it pays to generate several possible ‘main
things’ first.
What one ‘main thing’ could John have in each of these areas of his repairs business?
Intel’s one ‘main thing’ was to double the processing power of their chips every 18 months –
Intel’s one ‘main thing’ was operational.
N.B. This exercise works better when several people are involved.
Consider these areas:
i.

Operations

ii.

Marketing & Lead Generation

iii.

Selling

iv.

Customer Care

v.

Finance

vi.

People

Part 2: CHOOSE
Reject the ‘main things’ that are obviously not right. Discuss and choose the most likely
‘main thing’ from the remaining options.

PROFIT WARNING
It’s easy to make ‘Profit’ the ‘main thing’ but profit is a consequence of many things sales, costs, competition, number of clients. Southwest airlines ‘main thing’ was
“Profitable No Frills Low Cost Air Travel”. It defined the way in which the profit
would be achieved. Avoid just profit as your ‘main thing’.
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Part 3: MEASURE
Amundsen’s main thing was the South Pole, his measure was nautical miles.
Your measure like Amundsen’s has to show up as relevant to and in the same ‘currency’ as
your main thing.
If the ‘main thing’ is financial – your measure is financial.
If the ‘main thing’ is distance – your measure is distance.
If the ‘main thing’ is no frills low cost – your measure is no frills low cost.
Part 4: DOUBLE CHECK
In what ways could your chosen ‘main thing’ damage, hinder or undermine your business?


Does this tell you that this could be the wrong ‘main thing’ for your business?



If it’s too risky will it contribute to the chaos around you, rather than cut through the
chaos?



Are any of these things compromising/interfering with the values/principles and ethos
of the business.

If you have answered ‘yes’ to any of the 3 questions above you need to explore a different
main thing.
Example:
If John were to identify that collecting and dropping off customers cars for them at their
homes was reducing the number of hours that he could actually be fixing cars, he could
choose to stop doing this because it was impacting profits. However this undermines a core
value of his business around the customer service that he offers and has gained a good
reputation for. He will run the risk of losing valued customers as a result.
Next Steps: Repeat the exercise for your business and work out your ‘main thing’
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4. The ‘Main Thing’ Checklist
Deliver high performance in the good weather and the bad
 Provides crystal clear focus on what’s required every day or every week inside your
business
 Provides internal constraints to prevent over stretching people and resources
 Relevant to your industry/business
 Puts you in control
 A timescale measure that is long enough to be meaningful and short enough to spot
deviation away from the ‘main thing’ – hourly, daily, weekly.
 Can be done consistently in a disciplined way



Stops you doing the things that undermine your ‘main thing’

These checklist points are taken from the brilliant book ‘Great by Choice’ by Jim Collins.
You can read more about Jim’s book in section 6.
On the next page you can use the Spider Diagram to put your ‘main thing’ at the very heart
of all your business decisions.
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5. Spider Diagram
Your ‘main thing’ must drive behaviour in all elements of your business.
ACTION: Put your ‘main thing’ at the centre of this Spider Diagram and see how it
directs your business behaviours.

Operations

• Waiting time
• Efficiency
• Bottlenecks
• Unnecessary
processes

• Meetings/appointments
• High value service
• What does your
customer want/value?

Customer
Care

People

Your
'Main
Thing'

Lead
Conversion

Finanial
Control

• In line with company
values
• Low staff turnover
• Succesful recruitment
• Burnout/Stress
management

• Follow ups from
meetings, calls and
introductions
• Email marketing

• Chargeable hours
• Charging rates
• Job time monitoring
• Debt recovery

Anything
Else
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6. THE BOOK: Great by Choice
This brilliant book by Jim Collins focuses on why some
companies thrive when subjected to external chaos and
turbulence, and others do not. The findings are based
on the rigorous analysis of 9 years of research. The
books challenges 5 entrenched myths.


Entrenched myth 1: Successful leaders in a
turbulent world are bold, risk-taking visionaries.
On the contrary: Successful leaders built
foundations first – their actions are disciplined,
paranoid and evidence based.



Entrenched myth 2: Innovation distinguishes companies in a fast-moving, uncertain
and chaotic world.
On the contrary: Innovation for the sake of it does not win the race. Creative
discipline and the ability to scale innovation is more important.



Entrenched myth 3: A threat-filled world favours the speedy; you’re either the quick or
the dead
On the contrary: The tortoise wins the hare according to the evidence.



Entrenched myth 4: Radical change on the outside requires radical change on the
inside
On the contrary: The evidence showed that successful companies did not inflict
radical change internally in response to turbulence outside - “stick to your knitting”



Entrenched myth 5: Great enterprises with great success have a lot more good luck
On the contrary: It’s not how lucky you are it’s how you respond to good and bad
luck)

The dispelling of these entrenched myths is also backed up with real life stories of
companies that you know. Grab yourself a copy of this book, we can’t recommend it highly
enough if you want to learn about prolonged success whatever the weather.

7. References
For more on Scott and Amundsen here’s some valuable and fascinating websites:
http://www.scottslastexpedition.org/expedition/journey-to-the-south-pole/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amundsen%27s_South_Pole_expedition
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