
Capitalising on a recovering economy  
Officially, New Zealand has exited the recession. How can your 
business take advantage of the opportunity this brings?  
 
In this article, I discuss how businesses can take advantage of a more optimistic economy, 
in the face of a still uncertain economic future.  
 

In 2007, I was bewildered how New Zealand beat the rest of the world into recession, 
simply by talking ourselves into it. And, just as we realised our mistake, the real global 
recession took hold and dragged us back down into the hole. I remember talking to business 
owners at the time, discussing how they intended coping with the recession. They all spoke 
about cutting staff and costs, mostly as a preventative measure, not through necessity. 
Barely a single owner talked about capitalising on the opportunity that would undoubtedly 
arise as we emerged into another growth phase. 
 

However, there was one example of a business owner I spoke to who had used the 
economic boom of 2003-2007 to stockpile assetsðmostly in the form of imported stock. As 
his business increased profits, he continued to pay himself a modest salary and put the 
profits back into holding more stock than he required, utilising the strong dollar of the day. 
When the economy slumped, he was able start selling down his stockpile. Cash-flow 
flourished as he did not need to buy stock, only doing so when the dollar was favourable. 
Although unprofitable for the past two years, he has turned his stockpile into a cash pile. 
During this phase, his competitors have cut staff and marketing budget as they retrenched 
for their survival, or simply gone out of business altogether. In an emerging economy, he 
will again turn his cash pile into a growth machine for the business. He is well resourced in 
staff, cash and optimism to launch ahead of his competitors.  
 

The main lesson to draw from this business owner is simple. Understand the full lifecycle of 
your business. This gives you the ability to plan a long term growth strategy ðminimum 5 
years. The farmers weren't wrong when they said ñMake hay while the sun shines.ò More 
importantly though, store it up for the winter.  
 

For those that did not have the benefit of building assets during the boom, what can you be 
doing? Here are a couple of tips: 

¶ Invest in technology and staff now. Your bargaining power is much stronger at the 

moment and you will get a better deal.  

¶ Systemise everything. Your systems and procedures should be completely independent 

of the people that run them ðie; anyone could step in and do it.  

¶ Share knowledge and train. In the growing economy, the shift towards technology and 

efficiency will be more staggering than before, as businesses become more aware of 
the need to outsmart competition. Staff will need to be very adept with their new tools, 
and now is the time for them to start learning.  

¶ As you start growing again, now is a good time to sack yourself from the role of ñself 
employedò, and re-employ yourself in a new role of ñstrategic plannerò. 

 

Finally, donôt forget the lesson of the past 2 years. When the economy starts growing, 
start planning for the next recession. What can you stockpile? 
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1st November  
Official launch 
of Superlight. 
Small business or home businesses can backup 
for less than $1 per day. 
 
Schools Program Launched  
Nexus Backup for Schools is now available. 
Official launches in Wellington and Christchurch 
 
25 th  December  
Christmas is less two months away. Comes 
around quickly doesnôt it! 
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The promise of better retailing  
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We are all retail customers, and we can all 
recall situations where the service we 
received is simply below standard. Usually 
the root cause of this poor service can be 
traced back to the store management who 
have failed to set and enforce good 
standards, or failed to provide the 
leadership and resources needed by their 
staff. 
 
One of the resources needed by todayôs 
frontline retail sales and service 
professionals is good information. Without 
it, there is no way they can answer 
customersô questions such as: ñDo you 
have one of those in another colour?ò or 
ñCan you get three of these in for me by 
Monday?ò Computer systems at the point-
of-sale should have made answering these 
customer enquiries a piece of cake ï but 
there are very few stores where you will 
find the staff or the system available when 
you need help. Why is this? 
 

Self service  
The answer lies in the self-service culture 
that has become the norm over the past 
30 years. Remember when petrol stations 
were called service stations and someone 
actually pumped the petrol and washed 
your car windows? And when I was a child 
the corner dairy owner held my familyôs 
regular daily bread order and knew all of 
my motherôs favourite brands. Oh - and 
milk was delivered to our gate and the 
empty bottles were taken away each 
morning! 
 
This old-fashioned, personalised service 
was available from the local butcher, 
greengrocer and clothing store, and even 
the doctor and dentist knew all of our 
personal needs because their relationship 
with us was truly personal.  
 

Supermarkets and discount stores have 
become bigger and bigger in the quest to 
keep operating expenses and prices down, 
and almost every type of business has 
followed this trend. Bigger and cheaper 
always means less service, but why 
havenôt retailers made the maximum use 
of smart technology to replace some of the 
service benefits that customers would 
love? 

 
Technology  
Part of the answer is that the technology 
used by businesses has failed to deliver, 
because it has been too complicated, too 
expensive, or too slow. The biggest single 
advance in retail technology has been the 
barcode scanner. By connecting the ñtillò to 
a retailerôs product database this 
technology has made it simple to capture 
real-time data about what sold, at what 
price and how many are left on the shelf.  

 
Smart retailers have used this to track 
sales trends and quickly react to the need 
for more stock before it runs low. Even 
smarter retailers have found ways to 
capture the customerôs details at the till 
too, so that they know who bought what, 
when. 

 
But has any of this made your shopping 
experience more personal or improved 
service? The advertised brands still seem 
to be ñout-of-stockò when I arrive at the 
store, especially in clothing promotions 
(unless youôre  XXS or XXL size!). 
 
Surely the retailers can use their sales data 
to predict how many will be needed more 
accurately. Or at least they should be able 
to spot a surge in sales before the popular 
products run out.  
 

Retail intelligence  
When computerised P.O.S. systems 
became common in the 1980ôs I was one 
person who thought that these systems 
would tell retailers how to optimise their 
prices, stock and staffing, and thereby 
provide a real competitive advantage to 
the stores using them. Having worked with 
hundreds of retailers I now realise that 
computer systems in retail have no 
ñintelligence.ò In effect all they do is make 
capturing data more efficient ï but they 
leave the decision-making about what to 
do differently to humans.  
 
Our company has developed a retail rules 
engine that comes pre-configured with in -
built intelligence, and then ñlearnsò what 
can be done better by processing 
thousands of bits of information. For the 
last 7 years weôve been developing the 
worldôs first ñexpert systemò for retailers ï 
and now itôs being used by leading chains 
throughout New Zealand to suggest 
improvements their stores can make every 
day. Our mission is to improve the 
profitability of retailers by motivating staff 
to ñdo the right thingò ï and weôre proving 
that better customer service is one of the 
many advantages for groups using our 
software Â 
 
 

 
John Saywell is the founder 
and Managing Director of RPM 
Retail. His companyôs 
revolutionary RPM software 
improves the profits of 
spec ia l t y  r e ta i le r s  by 
automatically delivering expert 
advice to every store, every 
day. www.rpmretail.com  

 


