
Survivor delivers 
sound advice

ood advice comes
in many forms. 
but sometimes it 
conflicts withG
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other things we’re taught.
For example, business
coaches insist we define our
goals, while philosophers
tell us that achieving
happiness is about enjoying
the journey, not focusing on
the destination.
    However, both agree that
studying the past is a good
way to learn from mistakes.
Wise entrepreneurs should
seek advice from those
who have been around the
block several times. One
such mentor is Alan Wick.
    Wick was a rebel at
school and preferred to
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skills lay in acting as a
conduit between pro-audio
designers and the rapidly
growing market for live
equipment. So, during the
next 10 years, he helped
build Turbosound into a
successful business,
winning a Queens’ Award
for Export before selling to
AKG in 1990.
    He then worked with 3i,
and went on to invest in a
company in the hospitality
sector, which was also
successfully sold.
    But despite this later
success, his heart was
always in professional
audio. When he got a call
from a former colleague
telling him that
Turbosound, then owned by 
Harman Industries, was
up for sale again, he
therefore leapt at the
chance to put together a
multi-million pound buy-
out deal.
    With the benefit of
hindsight, Wick admits
that he was led too much
by his heart and carried
out little due diligence,
relying only on
information from the 
management.
    Sales forecasts were
over-optimistic, there had
been little investment in
research and development
or marketing in the
intervening years, and
competitors had seriously
eroded Turbosound’s
position.
    Wick worked flat out
and after four years.
turned the company round
but left rather
battered and bruised.
     Today, he uses his
experience and self-
awareness as a business
coach for Shirlaws, the
development adviser, to
help companies improve
their performance.
     From his own hard
experience, Wick is
perfectly suited to counsel
against arrogance and
sentimentality. He might
even provide his clients
with a message, not from a 
great philosopher, but from
the much more pragmatic
rock star, Don Henley of
The Eagles.
     In his solo hit, “Boys of
Summer”, Henley wistfully
recalls a previous life as a
Grateful Dead fan: “Out on
the road today I saw a
Dead Head sticker on a 
Cadillac; a voice inside my
head said ‘don’t look back,
you can never look back’.”

Alan Wick’s profile can be
found at www.alanwick.com
mike@beermat.biz
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play drums in a rock band
than go to university.
He embarked on a career
as a professional musician,
but soon realised that
others were more 
talented. So he then looked
at how he could best use
his skills.
    A friendship with the
owner of a top rehearsal
studio helped him identify
a business opportunity
renting out sound
equipment. Wick started
working as a live sound
engineer for artists such as
The Jam and Frank
Sinatra, before going on to
design large-scale systems.
    Once, The Jam asked
him for a system for a gig
but he had run out of 
equipment. He approached
Turbosound, as he admired
their technology, and they
provided it instead. The
sound quality was far
superior and he wanted to
invest in the company but
needed cash. Wick
successfully negotiated a
deal with Paul Weller’s
father and manager to sell
them equipment for
£60,000 as they happened
to be flying at 60,000ft on
Concorde at the time.
    Wick believed his true
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demons 
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Business challenges
From refusing risky clients to 
insisting on payment by direct 
debit, companies can protect
cashflow, says Jonathan Moules

customer going 
bust before paying 
up is one of the 
painful realities ofA

business – and one that 
Bruce Dodworth is still get-
ting used to.
        Last Friday, he received 
a letter explaining that one 
of his clients – a small de-
sign firm in Cambridge – 
had entered into a company 
voluntary arrangement. As a 
result, Bruce’s public rela-
tions agency is going to have 
to kiss goodbye to payment 
for the work it did for the 
firm back in February.
       “I feel pretty angry about 
the situation,” Dodworth 
says – although he admits 
that he is also angry with 
himself for not chasing the 
debt.
     But he is also lucky – in 
two respects. This is his 
first experience of bad 
debit in four years of trad-
ing, and the debt is only for 
a few hundred pounds. If it 
has been for thousands of 
pounds, his Lincolnshire 
business might be in trou-
ble.
      Plenty of other compa-
nies are now in that situ-
ation.
    Stephen Law, president 
of R3, the insolvency practi-
tioners’ trade body, says he 
has just visited a company 
that is staring failure in the 
face because more than half 
its sales come from a single 
customer that has just en-
tered administration.
       “We are seeing a lot more 
of this,” he says. “Last year,

there was a lot of goodwill 
within the business com-
munity. But now that the re-
cession is over, it has almost 
given businesses an excuse 
to push people to pay their 
bills on time.”
    According to the Bank 
of England, write-offs and 
other revaluations of loans 
by UK financial institutions 
reached £16.1bn in 2009, up 
from £9.3bn in 2008.
     One option to avoid bad   
debt is to pre-empt the is-
sue by refusing to take work 
from customers considered 
to be at risk.
       John Kelley, of roof con-
tracting business Weather-
proofing Advisors, turned 
down an £800,000 contract 
from Vauxhall Motors last 
year after its parent, Gener-
al Motors, made a Chapter 
11 bankruptcy filing. Kelly 
was worried that it would 
not be able to pay.
   Blantyne-based Weath-
erproofing, which prides 
itself on being considered 
a reputable operator in the 
building trade, also decided 
to pull out of any public fi-
nance initiative (PFI) work 
after seeing three competi-
tors go out of business be-
cause of failed PFI deals.
    This was not an easy 
decision at the time, as it 
led to a 33 per cent drop in 
Weatherproofing’s annual 
revenues, to £12m.
      “It was an absolute night-
mare,” Kelly recalls.
   However, it gave the busi-
ness a chance to reorgan-
ise the way it dealt with
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