
For our family, summer is when we visit farmers’ markets to purchase fruits 
and vegetables directly from growers.  It may be our imagination, but the 
tomatoes seem tastier, the okra fresher and the watermelons juicer.  

For leaders willing to dig in the backyard of their business, now 
is an ideal time to re-examine places that can yield improved 
performance and, ultimately, increased profitability.

The economic downturn has prompted most businesses—even 
those that celebrated record years in 2008—to make cuts in their 
organizations.  Unfortunately, of course, reductions in staff tend to 
be an obvious move simply because most costs are concentrated 
here.  Yet there are at least eight other areas that offer opportunities 
for improved performance.

8 Places to Dig for Improved Performance 
If you haven’t dug into your business in these areas, start digging.  If you’ve 
already tilled these sections of your business, consider digging a bit deeper:

1.	 Work product development & delivery procedures – Time is 
money.  Are your systems, processes and procedures allowing your 
colleagues to operate at the peak of their efficiency?

2.	Productivity trends, benchmarks & personal performance 
targets & results – High performers want to be measured.  Does everyone 
on the team know their productivity capacity?  Even leaders reluctant to 
share financial information appreciate the value of establishing, measuring 
and communicating productivity targets and results.  Doing so could also 
spotlight under-performers you may have overlooked.

3.	Training & development resources – In tough times, training is 
another easy target for cost reductions.  Be careful.  Recognizing cuts 
may be necessary, examine whether your stars can handle training that 
was being outsourced.  With travel cuts another source for reductions, 
substitute webinars for in-person sessions.  Smart leaders avoid 
eliminating entirely these budgets because they know it sends a signal 
that development is an expense and not an investment.   

4.	Compensation trends & models – Extraordinary times demand 
extraordinary measures.  Avoid across-the-board cuts (which you 
probably have done) since you’ll take out high performers along 
with dead wood.  Likewise, avoid across-the-board compensation 
reductions.  Your best performers will have every reason to be 
resentful.  There may be opportunities to recalibrate certain jobs 
and, with that, the compensation for doing that job.  Here are three 
other approaches to adjusting compensation that are gaining traction 
right now: One, reduce pay among management with the promise to 
repay the salary and restore pay to previous levels when the business 
bounces back.  Two, consider furloughing certain workers—when 
business picks up, bring them back.  Three, ask every employee to take 

two Fridays per month off without pay.  Employees can convert this 
time off into long weekends or bundle the time for an unpaid vacation.   

5.	Employee recognition programs – As with training, resist the 
temptation to cut all recognition programs.  It may be appropriate 
to scale back costs, but substitute low-cost activities that recognize 
performance and celebrate the achievement of milestones.  It’s an 
ironic paradox but it’s true:  In times of stress, people need to lighten 
up, laugh and celebrate the good things that are still happening—
indeed, that are crucial to the life of the business—on a regular basis.  

6.	Customer satisfaction indices – If you haven’t already 
gotten even closer to your customers during the last five months, 
what’s stopping you?  You can develop customer satisfaction 
questionnaires and hire firms to survey customers.  A faster and less 
expensive approach is to regularly call your best customers and ask 
three simple questions:  How’s your business?  How are we doing 
with you?  Is there anything else that we can do to better serve you?  
Most customers will tell you.  They’ll be glad you asked.  And you’ll 
probably learn something valuable.   

7.	Supplier relationships – It’s never too late to re-examine 
practices and terms with your suppliers.  There’s never been a better 
time (not in my lifetime, at least) to think hard about owning your 
own building or shopping for new facilities.  If you’ve got a strong 
balance sheet, the immediate and long-term savings can be huge.

8.	Money matters – When business was flying high, cash flow, A/R 
and banking relationships were left on auto pilot.  Cash is king so get 
receivables current now.  Every receivable over 60 days is at risk.  
Local and regional banks are lending and extending credit lines to 
businesses whose financial houses are in order.  Consider exploring a 
new relationship with a banker with vision and money to lend.   

One more thing… 
As a leader, it’s not possible for you to see all of the ways money can 
be saved or made.  So ask your colleagues to help.

“People tend to get a little careless [in good times],” says Herb Kelleher, 
Chairman Emeritus of Southwest Airlines. “I asked each employee to 
save $5 a day. It sounds like nothing, but little things add up. By each of 
our people saving $5 a day, [we] cut our costs by 5.6% in one year.”

One CEO told me that his receptionist volunteered that they could cut 
the expensive coffee service and return to regular grind.  It’s wasn’t just 
the money that was saved, it was the idea of knowing such a cut would be 
appreciated and then knowing she had made a difference in the business.  

You can’t save your way to prosperity.  But in tough times, there may be 
a bushel of savings you can harvest in places you never thought to look.
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