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Week of December 18-24, 2009

Ten tips to help you get your business in shape next year
With 2010 nearly upon us, it’s time to think 

about getting in shape for a new year. No, this 
isn’t about your waistline, 
but rather about your busi-
ness’ bottom line.

For many industries, the 
past 18 months have been 
anything but kind. If you’re 
lucky, your company is still 
relatively fit — it may just 
need to tone up a bit. Other 
companies, however, are 
far from peak condition — 
they could even be consid-
ered unhealthy.

As smart business own-
ers, you know what you 
need to do to keep your 
companies in shape, but like so many of us, 
even you need reminders to motivate you oc-
casionally. The following 10 tips are just that. 
Simple reminders of what you need to do to 
get your business in tip-top shape and ensure 
your company is strong enough to bear the 
weight of whatever lies ahead in 2010.

• Refocus on fundamentals: Before the 
current economic downturn, many business 
owners were focused externally in an effort 
to identify growth and expansion opportuni-
ties. Now, you may want to refocus internally. 
Examine the core functions of your business 
operations to be sure the fundamentals are 
sound and the infrastructure is strong.

• Repair what’s broken: If some aspect of 
your business isn’t working as it should, now 
may be the opportune time to fix it. When 
business is booming, managers are often too 
busy to focus on and repair functions that 
aren’t as efficient or effective as they should 
be. Take time now to examine your processes, 
procedures and even people, and make chang-
es or improvements where necessary.

• Reevaluate your business strategy: The 
one luxury a slowdown offers is time. Make 
the most of the slower pace by reevaluating 
your business strategy. Consider your prod-
ucts and service offerings. Have you expand-
ed into areas outside of your wheelhouse or 

beyond your core? If so, take a hard look at 
what is working and what isn’t.

• Retrench if necessary: Just as a few ex-
tra pounds can make you feel uncomfortable 
and out of shape, growing beyond a level your 
company can comfortably maintain can cause 
it to feel unfit as well. And any fitness expert 
will tell you that it is easier to lose five pounds 
before those five pounds can double into 10. 
In the same way, it is better to recognize po-
tential issues and retrench now, if necessary, 
than wait and let an added burden take a toll 
on your business’ long-term health.

• Reduce waste: Reducing your waistline is 
one way to shape up, but may we also suggest 
reducing your “waste line.” Look around your 
company. Where is money being spent unnec-
essarily? Where can you reduce costs? Per-
haps you could cut back on business travel, 
holiday celebrations or client gifts. Your em-
ployees and clients will understand. In fact, 
now is a time when frugality is both expected 
and respected.

• Reinvest in your business: While you’re 
looking for ways to cut costs, you should also 
be looking for ways to reinvest in your busi-
ness — especially its infrastructure.

Just as businesses need to spend money to 
make money, sometimes you need to spend 
money to save money. Investing in advanced 
technology or more automated office pro-
cesses may save your company more money 
over time.

• Re-engage your employees: Most would 
agree that it is not an especially great time to 
own a business, but it is not an easy time to 
work for one either. Of course, it beats the al-
ternative, but your employees are genuinely 
nervous about their jobs and their personal fi-
nancial security. Such distractions can lead to 
reduced productivity and poor performance. 
Do what you can to help your employees re-
main engaged and productive. Communicate 
openly, honestly and often, and to the extent 
possible, off er opportunities for professional 
development, whether that is a training op-
portunity, a mentoring program or a challeng-
ing new project.

• Reward top performers: Now is not the 
time to neglect your employees, especially 
your top performers. Don’t mistakenly as-
sume that your best talent will stay with you 
because there is nowhere for them to go. 
Good employees can always find work, even 
in a bad economy. Reward your key people 
to motivate them and to demonstrate to them 
that you value their contributions to the orga-
nization. And remember, rewards do not have 
to be solely monetary. A promotion, with new 
responsibilities and a new job title, can often 
serve to recognize an employee’s effort and 
hard work.

• Revisit abandoned strategies: This period 
of slow economic activity need not be en-
tirely about retrenching and rightsizing. Now 
may be an opportune time to revisit past strat-
egies or initiatives. What opportunities did 
you walk away from in the past? Was there 
an initiative that made sense, but you didn’t 
have the resources to pursue at the time? Per-
haps now you have the time and people to fur-
ther investigate and implement that forgotten 
strategy.

• Reinvent yourself: This isn’t for the 
mild-mannered or meek-hearted. It is a 
bold move that takes some nerve — it also 
requires extensive forethought and plan-
ning. But if what you are doing now isn’t 
working, doing something extreme may be 
what it is going to take to succeed. Maybe 
your core business is drying up or becom-
ing antiquated. What new avenues are open 
to you? Is there an ancillary product or ser-
vice that should become more core to your 
offering?

Just like getting your body in shape takes 
willpower and resolve, getting your company 
in shape takes discipline and determination. 
The process, however, can be energizing 
and exciting, and the results can ensure your 
company’s strength and long-term health. Get 
moving and good luck!	                         n
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In some social circles, if you aren’t 
“tweeting,” you’re considered disconnect-
ed or entirely out of touch. 
Certainly, it seems that 
social networks like Twit-
ter, Facebook, LinkedIn, 
and other Web 2.0 envi-
ronments have eclipsed 
corner bars, coff eehouses 
and country clubs as the 
common gathering places 
for some groups.

Take, for example, Gen-
eration Y. By 2010, Gen Y 
will outnumber their baby 
boomer predecessors, and 
96 percent of them have 
joined a social network. 
What’s more, if Facebook 
were a country, it would 
be the world’s fourth-larg-
est nation with 300 million “citizens.”    

But individuals aren’t the only ones so-
cializing online. Companies are fi nding a 
voice within social networks, too. Just a 
short decade ago companies were creating 
inviting Web sites to allow their constitu-
ents to visit them.

Now, many courageous companies are 
reaching outside their fi rewalls and enlist-
ing social media forums, like Twitter and 
Facebook, to actively engage and directly 
communicate with their constituents. 
Others are generating original content 
and encouraging discussion about their 
products and services through blogs and 
chat rooms on their Web sites.

But despite the relatively widespread 
adoption of social media among companies 
for purposes of marketing and public rela-
tions, many businesses are still struggling 
with the “if ” and “how to” of allowing ac-
cess to social media within the workplace.

In fact, one recent study reported that 
54 percent of companies prohibit any ac-
cess to social media networks on the job, 
and another 19 percent of companies per-
mit only limited access solely for business 
purposes. Why?  

Businesses and their management 
teams have valid concerns about opening 
the door, or fi rewalls as the case may be, to 
social media, but proponents for employ-
ees’ open access have equally compelling 
arguments to counter those concerns.

For example, business leaders worry that 
they’ll see a decrease in productivity if em-
ployees are allowed to access their Twitter 
or Facebook accounts from their offi  ce, 
but others will argue that access to social 
media networks actually promotes produc-
tivity because workers can conduct more 
thorough research, and interact with co-
workers and customers more eff ectively.

Proponents also point out that workers 
who are able to tweet during work hours 
are more likely to respond to work e-mails 
or check voicemail during non-work hours.

Of course, many managers voice serious 
concerns about the potential for employ-
ees to leak confi dential company informa-
tion, spread negative comments about the 
company, or conduct illegal online activity 
from the workplace. Certainly these are 
real issues for company leaders to con-
sider. Given the prevalence of social media 
today, however, it is beginning to feel a bit 
like plugging a dike with your fi nger.

How long can companies hope to perse-
vere against such a large, ubiquitous pres-
ence on the other side? After all, it seems 
somewhat unfeasible for a company to 
circumvent any and all internet access 
during work hours. Just count the number 
of iPhones, Blackberries and personal lap-
tops with wireless connectivity in use by 
employees today.  

For some companies, it may be well-
timed and more practical to consider how 
to police rather than prevent access to so-
cial media. Interestingly, the percentage of 
companies that do not permit any access 
to social media correlates directly with the 
percentage of companies that have not es-
tablished policies to deal with the Web 2.0 
groundswell.

However, a well-defi ned and actively 
enforced social media policy can help pro-
mote the productive use of social media at 
work and prevent most infractions. Below 
are a few tips for setting a social media 
policy for your company.

• Establish parameters that fi t your 
company, your business and your em-
ployees. Some supporters of social media 
propose unrestricted access, but that seems 
a bit reckless. Th is isn’t a “one size fi ts all” 
issue, so it is impractical to think that a 
universal policy will work. One company’s 
business may dictate more rigid rules, while 
another’s may be able to tolerate more lib-
eral access.

Establish a policy that fi ts your business 
by setting parameters about which sites 
are and are not permitted and how you 
expect employees to use the sites during 
work hours.

Don’t automatically block access to 
any site where customers may be talking 
about your products or services out of fear 
for what an employee might say. Very of-
ten employees can be your best promoters 
and defenders there.

• Communicate your policy. Make it 
clear what is and is not permitted with re-
gard to accessing social media from the 
workplace.

Also, because for some there is an addic-
tive element to social media, help employ-
ees manage their time eff ectively by pro-
viding guidelines for the amount of time 
an employee might reasonably spend with 
Web 2.0 tools.

• Train employees to use social me-
dia eff ectively and responsibly. Many of 
your employees are probably already fa-
miliar with certain social media networks, 
but that doesn’t mean they know how to 
use those networks for business purposes 
or that they fully appreciate the potential 
ramifi cations of misusing social media.

For their own benefi t, and for the benefi t 
of your business, train your employees to 
exploit the advantages and avoid the pit-
falls of social media. Th en trust that they’ll 
do the right thing.  

• Actively enforce your policy. While 
companies should always start from a po-
sition of trust, a social media policy, as is 
true with any employee policy, is mean-
ingless if there are no consequences for 
infractions.

• Measure performance beyond pro-
ductivity. A top concern for companies 
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