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or how they are going to 
get there. This is
understandable, as they 
never know what dark
challenges might lurk 
around the corner.
    Similarly, most 
entrepreneurs have no idea 
why they behave in the
way they do. It can take 
much soul searching in
later life before they 
really understand what 
has happened to them,
and why.
    Take Peter Backman,
who left school with no
career plan and found a job

in a food testing laboratory
run by a friend of the 
family. He soon realised
that people in suits earned
more money than those in
laboratory coats, and ended
up in a market research
company operating in two
unconnected areas:
packaging and food service.
    He took on the food-
service division,
subsequently working for
an American publisher that
acquired the business,
before eventually buying
himself out. At the age of
57, this self-confessed late
developer found himself as
the owner manager of his 
own business, Horizons, in 
the niche area of providing
carefully researched and
well structured data on the
eating-out industry.
    This covers a wide
spectrum of user 
experiences from pubs and
restaurants to takeaways
and lunchtime cafés.
It is a highly dynamic
and competitive industry
but some very major
players now rely on
Backman’s expertise.
    He has become a
relatively big fish in this
small pond of specialist
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market research. In fact,
many of the terms and
techniques used in the
industry have been
developed by Backman
himself, so he has never
been short of customer
interest or revenue 
opportunities.
   However, he used to find 
himself constantly drawn in
several directions at once,
unable to do anything but 
react tactically to incoming 
opportunities.
    Fortunately, he met 
Alan Wick, an experienced
entrepreneur who was able 
to provide advice and a 
strategic plan. Wick’s first 
question was about
Backman’s ultimate aim for 
his company; did he plan to 
just switch off the lights 
and go home one day, or 
did he have some ultimate 
purpose for the business?
    One of Wick’s key 
recommendations was to 
employ a professional book-
keeper to put all the 
financial data into a proper 
accounting package, in 
preparation for a due
diligence process if
someone wanted to invest
in or buy the company.
    Together, they developed
a plan to replicate
Backman’s knowledge and 
experience into a database-
driven system that could
provide structured data
without his personal
involvement.
    Then a major
opportunity arose when
two rival companies began
looking for a £1bn
acquisition in the food-
service sector. Both
companies needed six
weeks’ solid research, as 
well as all of Horizons’
database information.
    Wick helped negotiate
the potentially hazardous
bidding war between the
two companies to a
successful commercial
outcome by providing
coaching and consulting 
skills, as well as a suite of
tools from business
coaching company
Shirlaws, which he had
just joined.
    Today, Backman now has
a viable, scalable business
that could be offered for a 
trade sale or management
buy-out based on excellent
data. More importantly,
Backman now understands
his position in the food-
service industry - as well 
as his own contribution to
its history. 
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Business challenges
Chief  executives need to 
recognise when it is time 
to let go, writes
Hugo Greenhalgh

R
tion: when is the best time 
for a chief executive to step 
down from the company he 
or she founded?
   How easy it is to let go – 
and the factors that should 
come into play when con-
sidering handing over the 
reins – can be tricky issues 
for small and large enter-
prises alike.
  For Damian Milkins, presi-
dent and co-founded of 
ControlCircle, a global IT 
services company, the mo-
ment to step down as chief 
executive came earlier this 
year.
   His business had gained a 
significant £6m investment 
from Scottish Equity Part-
ners in 2010 and, with it, the 
opportunity to expand the 
management team from two 
– Milkins and co-founder 
Simon Hancock – to its cur-
rent eight.
    It also indicated that Con-
trolCircle was, as Milkins 
puts it, “moving in the right 
direction”. As he explains: 
“We don’t have a concrete 
strategy for an exit, but there 
has been an awful lot of roll-
up [small companies being 
bought and merged] within 
our field, and I want us to be 
in the best position, should 
that happen.”
   Milkins’ experience is typi-
cal of what happens when 
a growing business takes 
on additional funding and 
reaches a certain level of

maturity.
  Stephen Fitzpatrick, found-
er and managing director of 
Ovo Energy, an energy pro-
vider, recalls that this kind 
of change happens rapidly.
 “In the beginning, there 
were only five of us, and 
I was the director of just 
about everything,” he says. 
“Two years later, we have 
nearly 100 people on the 
team. As a general rule, if 
you spend time doing work 
that is not the most valuable 
use of your time, and you 
can afford to hire someone 
else to do it for you, you 
should should do it.”
 Entrepreneurs will natu-
rally assume the role of the 
chief executive when their 
companies are launched 
but, as a business grows 
– and with the capacity to 
afford additional expertise – 
many would argue that there 
comes a time to bring in 
someone with a pure busi-
ness background.
 Not everyone with an inno-
vative business idea can go 
on to become a Steve Jobs or 
Bill Gates figure, argues Guy 
Rigby, head of entrepre-
neurs at Smith & William-
son, the accountancy and 
investment management 
group. “Entrepreneurs don’t 
always make great chief ex-
ecutives,” he observes.
 “Different kinds of leader-
ship are required at dif-
ferent stages of company 
growth,” says Kevin Eyres, 
a former managing director 
at LinkedIn, the social net-
work, who is now an advisor
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