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ALL IT TAKES 
IS HARD WORK

Bringing ideas, people and data together to change the world     June 2018

PERSPECT IVES

Five ingredients every successful business needs
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To those who have experienced a start-up or 
an entrepreneurial environment, this should 
not come as a great surprise. Start-ups are 
exciting, and generate huge amounts of hype 
and hyperbole.  It has also been said that 
start-ups are a business experiment carried 
out with someone else’s money. So before 
you bet your own ranch, reflect on whether 
you have the basic ingredients for success: 

Runway: Be it measured in dollars or time, 
all businesses require one or the other.  The 
amount of time or money a founder needs 
to invest in building a business may be 
impacted by factors such as relationships or 
market access. However, time may only be 
invested in a start-up if the founders have the 

personal runway to be able to afford to do so.  
Otherwise in lieu of a trust fund, seed capital 
or savings, founders need the proverbial 
‘day job’ to finance their living expenses.  
So in the end runway always comes down 
to money.  In practice this means even 
slightly capital intensive businesses are 
beyond the reach of most otherwise-capable 
entrepreneurs.  Businesses which have even 
moderately long sales cycles are simply 
beyond the financial capacity of most of the 
first world’s population.  This first ingredient 
of success is required at the outset of 
every start-up and is arguably the largest 
single barrier to success responsible for the 
multitude of many great ideas which are 
never born.

A good idea: A good idea for a business is 
a solution to a problem that someone will pay 
for.  It does not have to be particularly clever 
– “serve food to hungry people” – is perfectly 
fine as far as ideas go.  However, many 
businesses get this wrong, offering solutions 
costing more than the problems they solve, 
ideas that are in search of a market or 
monetisation strategy, solutions to someone 
else’s problem or ideas that are incapable of 
being brought to market due to downstream 
issues.  Critically, what might have been a 
bad idea in the past can turn into a good idea 
in the future as technology and needs change 
(which reinforces the need for runway).  
Genius lies not in the perspiration, but in 
part understanding which of today’s bad 

I’m sure you’ve heard that old chestnut before – “All you need to succeed 
is hard work” – sometimes delivered with the implication that if you are 
unsuccessful (or poor) you must be lazy.  Or the less pejorative quotation 
from the September 1932 edition of Harpers Monthly Magazine attributed to 
Thomas Edison that “Genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent 
perspiration.” When applied to the world of today’s start-ups, however they are 
both wrong. 
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ideas will be good ideas in the future.  As an 
example, in 2000 Enron Broadband Services 
launched its video streaming business with 
Blockbuster while Netflix was still shipping 
DVDs by post.  The only trouble was the 
internet was too slow for video streaming 
to work. Netflix waited until 2007 to launch 
streaming on-demand and is now worth $200 
billion while Enron Broadband Services was 
shut down in 2001 and Blockbuster entered 
Chapter 11 bankruptcy 2010.

Skills: Having a good idea is meaningless 
if you don’t have the skills required to 
implement it. This means the key operational 
skills of creating the product, convincing 
people to buy it and delivering it; in addition 
to administrative skills such as managing 
people, finances, regulatory compliance and 
the systems and assets used in operations.  
If it is your business, the skills that matter 
most are administrative. This may seem 
counter intuitive in a rush to get product 
made and sold, especially in the earliest 
stages of a company’s growth, however 
the ability to switch from operations to 
administration is essential to being able to 
keep pace with and control growth.

Hard work: Yes, hard work is part of the 
solution.  A good idea properly executed 

typically takes hard work.  However, hard 
work is neither a proxy for success nor is 
hard work required for success at all.  Hard 
work happens as a result of applying skills 
to the delivery of a good idea. And you can 
only work as hard as your runway allows. It is 
less important to work hard than it is to know 
what to work on. So to get the most out of 
your ability to work hard you need to turn to 
data to quantify what is working and what is 
not, and identify where to invest most of your 
time and effort.

Luck: In bringing any product to market, 
there will be events which will have 
significant impact on the success of a 
business.  Sometimes you just get lucky 
and your message happens to be the 
right one delivered to the right person at 
the right time. But most of the time some 
factors will be entirely or at least partially 
outside your control. Often these will almost 
always involve personal preferences, 
conflicted relationships or other ‘irrational’ 
factors.  While the impact of random 
chance can be minimised by seeking out 
multiple opportunities (which reinforces 
the importance of having a lot of runway to 
repeatedly fail until you succeed) the skill of 
recognising and understanding how to act on 
serendipitous happenstance is important. 

In my day job advising both large 
enterprises on M&A, innovation, disruption 
and long-term strategic growth; as well as 
start-ups and other high growth companies 
on raising capital and bringing their products 
to market I have, with the rest of the Pottinger 
team, assisted many companies to navigate 
these issues. While the various businesses 
we have met and assisted have been 
extraordinarily diverse – as have the specifics 
of their challenges and opportunities, 
success has always come down to building 
these five key elements.

Andrew Paddon is Managing Director 
of Pottinger. He has advised on over 
$180 billion of M&A and capital markets 
transactions while devising long term growth 
strategies for enterprise clients.  Formerly a 
software developer and applications architect 
at Nokia, he also had a hand in bringing many 
of the firsts of the mobile internet to market.

Andrew has co-founded and is a board 
advisor to start-ups, launched VC funds, 
incubators and innovation acceleration 
programs and advises enterprises on  how 
to harness disruption.  Along the way he has 
identified multiple emerging unicorns and 
other ideas which have gone on to create 
over $15 billion in added value.
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Pottinger is a global advisory firm headquartered in Sydney and New York.  We combine strategic, 
commercial, financial and transaction perspectives, and focus first on long term outcomes, to deliver 
commercial advice that is practical and complete. We navigate the uncertainty inherent in commercial 
decisions, helping our clients to identify value overlooked by others, and to avoid risks which others may 
not see.  

Pottinger helps organisations to adapt, innovate and transform, by providing insight and advice on strategy 
and public policy matters, as well as the negotiation and execution of M&A and financing transactions. 
Our combination of strategic thinking, M&A advice and financing capabilities allow us to find innovative 
solutions to the challenges arising in industries facing dynamic change and disruption.

Our team has exceptionally broad and deep strategic advisory and transaction execution experience, 
encompassing all of the world’s top thirty countries. Examples include: 

•  Advice on market entry, strategic repositioning, identification of new growth opportunities, spin-outs and 
other forms of restructuring and advice on strategic investments, using our proprietary Destination-led 
Strategy® methodology, together with analogous advice to governments on public policy;

•  Advice in relation to large and small-scale acquisitions, divestments and takeover responses for both 
publicly listed and private companies;

•  Capital optimisation and financing advice for large enterprises, together with advice on 
commercialisation planning, capital strategy and capital raising for emerging companies;

•  Specialist input in relation to the design, formation, restructuring, sale and dissolution of large scale joint 
ventures and partnerships; and

•  Identification and quantification of risk, by applying advanced statistical techniques to relevant data 
pools, thus simplifying decisions impacted by significant uncertainty.

Pottinger is 100% independent, owned by its employees and operates a completely conflict-free business 
model

John Sheehy 
CEO

p +61 2 9225 8000  
w pottinger.com

For further information, please contact us:

Nigel Lake
Executive Chair

About Pottinger

e john.sheehy@pottinger.com 
e nigel.lake@pottinger.com
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PERSPECT IVES

An alpine  
aphrodisiac 

Five ways snowsports can  
improve your business

Latest issue from Pottinger Perspectives:

There is a cold bite in the air. It aches and alerts 
in equal measure. Despite the
chill, it is a sunny day at altitude, and very quiet. 
My skis are perched on a ledge
at the start of a run with a characteristically 
threatening name. There are only
two other adventurers in sight – one glides 
effortlessly in the distance having
conquered today’s challenge. The other sits 
entangled in a mess part way down
the hill. One, two, three - - - go. 

http://www.pottinger.com/alpine_aphrodisiac.pdf


