NON EXECS

WORKING

WITH SME BUSINESSES

There is a growing need for medium-term non-executive advice
and support within cstablished and developing SME
businesses but the rule has some significantly different
requirements {rom the (raditional Non Exec role in large
companies.

Iranklvn Roberts, I'IBA discusses what it takes for a business
adviser tn be equipped appropriately for this kind of work,
what the client expects from their Non Exee, and some of the
prablems that can oreur

What it takes

An BME business has ypically 10 o 100 employees and such
businesses have very different requirements and cxpectations of a
Nou Exee. A modern Non Fxee working with an SME business
needs to fulfil several crileria and o be ol the right calibre and
experience to succeed in this still rather unusual role for an SML
business.

“The siongle mosl powerful determinant of success in an 5ME
business is having a Non Excc on board”

Business Schoo! 1999

Warwick Universily

An appropriate professional qualification will immediately
ditferentiate such an adviser [rom the many consultants aspiring
o be Non Ixecs and the best currently is as a Full Member or
Fellow of The Tnstitate of Business Advisers (TBA) You need to
be firet and foremost a senior generalisl dusiness adviser and you
need also to be vight up o date with vour advisory zkills and
business krowledge. This means undertaking rigorous and
appropriate continuons professional develepment, and many
Non Exec include in their CPD regular quarterly reviews by peer
mentors and annual reviews with externally qualified assessors.

It you come from a large corperate background, you need to be
comlorlable leaving largely alone some issues that misht he
important i larger companics, such as corporate governance and
independent directorships as these are not nearly so important in
SME businesses. Undersianding key SME business issies and
empathising with the key people in the client business is essential
and this can only realislically be achieved if you have relevant
experience advising SME businesses, and expericnee also in
runming at least one such business yourself,

What matters to the SME client?

In your Non Exec role in the ShLU business, you need to be
objeclive and challenging and yet hands off and not interfering.
You will gzint the trust and confidence of owners and direclors
and senior managers tnroueh vour independent vet informed
view of their business.

It you are more used Lo cilher pari-Uime or full-lime interim
execitive work, it is vital that vou understand the key and very
significant dilferences belween executive snd non-exerutve
roles. An mterim executrve will work inside the business and
will usually be 2 functional specialiist, one example being the
part-time financial dirccter working one day a week, To be a
Non Fxec, vou need to be a bie generalist and not a specialist
operaling beyond your [eld of experlise. You need (o speak the
client’s language and this should come naturally if you have tun
a similar siccd business vourselt.

It is vital thal vou add value al all {imes, and Le able to focus
cloarly on helping the cliont mexinise the commercial and
financial success of the business. Tt doesn't matter at all if vou
are on their boarc or not,



What problems can oocur?

You may be asked o undertake exeoutive work thal is bevond
the Non Exec role and this should be aveided. [t is better to
refuse to do tha: workt than to lase your objec
compromising your posilion. You may also be zaked Lo use snme
additional functional specialisl experlise, in which case vou
siould be mosl careful nol lo exceed your own knowledge
benmdaries. Tt may be best In encourage the clienl Inbring in a

Aty and risk

specialist to supplement vour role [F you do feel able and are
willing 1o [ullil the additional need, i@ worth &
one role slops and the olher starts inboth your and the disnt’s
besl inleresis.

g where

Your client may tind it difficnlt to aecept the new perspective van
give to his or her Businsss: isaes, Whilst it 15 important fo
express vour views honestly, vou may have to accept a decision
ditferent to the one vou would take, If vou feol that the business
will be adversely affocked, it may ke nocessary to put semething
in writing with your words of contion, for the ecord,

The client may demand more time than you are contractually
bound to give Lt is sensizle to have some flexibility built into
contracts so that il say approx 24 days a vear are contraclually
agreed, it deesn't have Lo be delivered evenly in exactly lwe days
every month. Clearly il lime spent is gelling oul of balance or
moere 12 expected of you than originally envisaged, it is sssentiz]
to renezoliaie the contract as saon as this iz recognised rather

k an argumen! al the end of each year,

than is

common area of misunderslanding is 23 lo how
L travelling and other pxpunses ane dealt with.
Cinoas long as it s clear

wluded and what i not

Al whal slage in the life of a business can the Non-Exec add
most value?

A Nen Exec can add value at all stages of a business life-cycle
and this is usually driven by the nead for sigrificant
develapment or change. A Doainess review, carried ool wilh Lhe
clienl business by a Mon Exec, somelimes in conjunciion with an
Accounlact, s te starling poinl, This review will resull in a
plan wehich in 1he early years usually inclndes &

srowth plam, whether oteanic or with external investment. n the

micldle years, conselidation is likely to be sn ebjechive with profit

irnprisvernent high on the agenda which in furn mey involve

prroduct reviews or cha LS i direction. With the lwlp of o Non
who will have experieneed and guided others through all
e sthiations befiore, business owners find the conrage to makse

Fwe,

the right decsions aned to then fmplement them with She
guidance of the Nun Lxee untl all objectives are suceesstally
met. It is at the later stapes of a business life that the presence of
a Mon Dxec is abeolutely critical, io when the business owner is
centemplaling exiting the business in x years Hoe.

Leing a Nem Exee can be very rewarding, and if vou are

comsidering such a role, one final word of advice, male surc that
lhe personal chemisliv seems righ! lor both partics before vou
accepl lhe assipnment, a3 many sage chsorvers beliove that this is
crudial lo a happy. long and preductive buginess ralationshio
betwesn the business owner and his or her Non Ixec.




