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Commercial Acumen - Going 
Beyond the Numbers

Ian Fletcher 



Objectives

This webinar will raise awareness of the need to understand how a 
business operates, in addition to understanding financial performance to 
help you with business advice to clients.

It will guide you to the resources to help.

I will share my experiences with you.



Key topics

• What is commercial acumen – Academic Vs. My experience

• Financial Vs Commercial acumen

• Key Skills for Building commercial acumen

• How do you demonstrate the skills

• The post Covid, work from home and sustaining productivity issues 
business face

• Practical examples and measuring your success

• Adding value to your services



A few questions? 

• Where do you learn “business”?  

• Who do you go to, to get good advice? 

• Why do people start their own business?  

• What motivates them to wake up one morning, jump out of bed and 
say to themselves “This time next year, I’ll be a millionaire”? 



What typically happens to start ups?

• They will get ill or fed up with working long hours for little reward and 
give up 

• Somebody else comes into the market and does exactly what they 
do, more efficiently and their market share declines or: 

• They focus on systemizing their business, so it does the day-to-
day stuff without them, leaving them time to work on the 
strategy of the business and more importantly, their own exit 
route.



Academia: What is commercial acumen?

“Commercial acumen is the ability to understand how a business 
operates and make informed decisions that drive growth, profitability, 
and strategic success”

https://plutuseducation.com/blog/commercial-acumen/

You can download a PDF to support your learning.

https://plutuseducation.com/blog/commercial-acumen/
https://plutuseducation.com/blog/commercial-acumen/
https://plutuseducation.com/blog/commercial-acumen/


Financial Vs Commercial acumen

It is important to understand your clients' numbers and trends. Good 
analytical review and/or procedures are a necessary requirement for 
good advice.  

Spotting expected or unusual trends and/or movements helps 
understand where the business is going. 

You are experts in this area, and we will therefore move forward in this 
webinar.

Commercial acumen is more about the industry and business 
environment. 



My thoughts on Commercial Acumen

Most people who start up in business know little or nothing about how to 
“run a business”, they know the technical stuff of how to do what they 
are good at or how to make or sell something, but this is not enough.  

Most small businesses fail. Very few make it past the fifth year and even 
fewer survive ten years. 

Most SME owners learn business by the mistakes they make, and it is 
often a painful experience.

A post 5-year business owner WILL have considerable experience 
about THEIR business 



Examples of Academic “Commercial acumen” 

• Spot market trends and realign the business offering

• Learn how money comes and goes in a business

• View customer needs and respond appropriately

• Find the balance between short-term wins and long-term strategic 
goals

• Do not judge your clients - For us, let’s keep it simple and 
assume your client is skilled or is "cognizant” in these areas, so 
we need to think, “What value can we add to the business?”  

 



My experience – “The 4 ways to grow a business”

GET MORE 
CUSTOMERS

SELL MORE TO 
EXISTING CUSTOMERS

RAISE PRICES

REDUCE EXPENSES.



High value high 
price or low value 
low price?

Strategy – market position

Differentiated

More Value-AddLess Value-Add

Lower Price

Higher Price

Low Price



My experience – Peter Drucker

Peter Druker: The main role of management is to ensure its own 
succession.

Drucker's ideas remain foundational to contemporary thinking on 
management, highlighting the need for effective management practices 
to ensure the success and growth of organisations.

My experience : Build capital (exit) value in a business, as Michael 
Gerber said:

“A business that is dependent on the business owner has little or no 
capital value”



Resources to help with business advisory work



The E-MYTH by Michael Gerber



Peter Drucker



2020 Resources



Business Advisory Manual

• Marketing and positioning your firm as a business adviser

• Strategic Planning 

• Corporate Finance & Associated Activities

• Wealth Management

• Tax Planning

• Finance

• Management and Processes 

• Restructuring



For AP matters



What if? – 12-month profit improvement tool



My experience – smaller clients



57 ways to grow your business – READ THIS!



Example – Number 14



A “post” 5-year business owner   



My experience – research and questions

Number 1 way is research – TLC = HLC

“Before I came over, I did some research…..”

Industry performance and trends – use AI or simply search, whatever 
works for you. Trade publications, blogs, new regulations and legislation, 
specialist accountants' websites, Tax publications, Google etc.

Local or national competitors' websites and their offerings.

Example:

“I noticed these upcoming regulatory changes (explain), what are 
your thoughts on these?

   



The “Key” question….

“What are you trying to do with your business 
(what’s the end result, Where do you see the 
business going in 5 -10 years?)”

The answer (if applicable) will dictate your conversation and 
how you advise (if applicable) the client.



Strategy

If you know your client’s strategy for the next 5 years, then you can help 
immediately.

Example:

 “What do you need to know each month to measure how you are 
doing?”

“Do you want us to put a system in place to monitor your progress?” 

Simply put – help with targets / budgets and actuals on a monthly or 
quarterly basis.



How do you demonstrate your skills

Within 5 years in the accounting industry, you will have some amazing 
knowledge about your client base, the higher performing, the average 
and the not so good ones. This can add huge value.

Whenever you work on a client who does something different or good, 
make some notes about how they do things, keep it anonymous and 
build a reference – or keep it in your head but believe me it will become 
valuable to another client in the future.

Business acumen is an academic topic you may do for your 
accountancy exams but in the real world it is learnt with experience.      



Make suggestions… 

Realising your client is an expert in their business; You can only make 
suggestions….

Example: I went to a firm of accountants back in the 1990s. I was doing 
a compliance review, and they put me in a cramped room full of boxes of 
old files.

Because I had been to many other accountants, I knew of several other 
firms who used a particular off site storage facility and passed the details 
on. They loved this. Guess what? They wanted me back to look at their 
firm overall and make suggestions for improving their business. 

What is the learning here? You have some amazing knowledge about 
your client base, the higher performing, the average and the not so good 
ones. This can add huge value.  

 



My experience – The 7 key business systems

• Lead Generation

• Lead Conversion

• Provision of the goods or services

• Customer care

• Management of the business

• Finance

• Management information 



Lead generation and conversion

Ask questions in all these areas, for example, how does this business 
generate leads and then convert them?

What do their competitors do differently?

The “cross sell” and “upsell” philosophy. Is this in their systems?



Provision of the goods or services

Pricing 

Manufacturing

Delivery

The same questions apply - What do their competitors do differently, are there 
any industry trends or methodologies you can share?, be cautious though, as 
this is not our area of expertise.

Example: Pricing strategy – a golf club I heard about….. Or 2 x ice cream 
sellers!  

 



Management acumen

At the end of the day, management means getting things done through 
other people. If a business owner wants to build a business that works 
without him/her then he/she must manage people to do the things that 
must be done that in turn allow the owner, the time to do the things 
he/she wants to do.



Management #1

Management is being able to employ people who follow good 
procedures and being able to keep those people happy by orchestrating 
those systems to everyone’s advantage. Examples:

• How to identify the key systems the business needs to succeed 

• How to organise the business in a way that everyone clearly knows their 
objectives and responsibilities 

• How to manage employees to get the best out of them 

• How to build systems and put procedures and scripts into place so that they work 

• How to monitor and improve these systems 

• Every time you see a business ask yourself: How do they organise themselves?



Management #2

Another key question: “What’s important to you right now?”

Whatever business I consult with there are always common problems 
that the client wants to talk about:

• Time unnecessarily spent sorting problems out 

• “Bottlenecks” in production 

• Poor quality customers

• Credit control

• Staff issues



Management #3

Talk to the owners about how they would put a system in place to ease 
current problems. When designing any system, the following is a useful 
checklist:

• Objective – describe the objectives the systems must achieve

• Flow – draw the system and identify logically the work sequence

• Description – describe how the system will work

• Ownership – outline who’s responsible for designing, monitoring and 
adapting the system 

Building systems is a logical process to accountants. It is what we’re 
good at! 



Finance #1

Finance is probably the one thing that is ever present in the mind of the 
business owner. From start up to maturity, financial management is an 
essential business skill.

Too many SME’s have short-term finance (a bank facility) and very little 
long-term capital. Short-term finance leads to short term thinking. 

Working capital shortages are common and this creates friction – not 
only with the banks but also amongst business owners. 

Businesses that go on to flourish have a long-term financial strategy. 
They’ve got the right type of finance to support the growth they want.



Finance #2
There are several reasons a business may need finance: 

1. Start-up 

Financing provided to companies for use in product development and initial marketing.  

Companies may be in the process of being set up or may have been in business for a 

short time but have not yet sold their product commercially. 

2. Other Early Stage 

Financing provided to companies that have completed the product development stage 

and require further funds to initiate commercial manufacturing and sales.  They may 

not yet be generating profits. 

3. Expansion 

Capital provided for the growth, development and expansion of an established 

company. Funds may be used to finance increased production capacity, product 

development, provide additional working capital and/or for marketing.  Capital provided 

for rescue/turnaround situations is often included in this category. 

4. Management Buy-Outs (MBO) 

Funds provided to enable current operating management to acquire or to purchase a 

significant shareholding in the business they manage. 

5. Management Buy-Ins (MBI) 

Funds provided to enable a manager or group of managers from outside a company to 

buy into it.



Finance #3

Types of finance commercially available (definitions vary per country):

• Working capital finance 

• Peer to Peer lending

• Unsecured business finance 

• Property finance

• Private equity and venture capital providers 



Key Questions - Acumen

If you had a client for whom you prepared the regular management 
accounts and you sat down with them monthly or quarterly, the chances 
are you will bring to the table your considerable expertise: 

• Have you thought about this? 

• Be careful with this area 

• What about doing it this way? 

• Watch what you are doing here 

• Other businesses do it this way



My experience, Acumen

•What you can measure you can manage

•Build in unique core differentiators and focus on them constantly – it’s 
more important to be different than it is to be better

•Cutting the price is always an option but there is usually a better way – 
increasing value

•Break compromises and lower the barriers to people doing business 
with you

•Systemize every aspect of your business

•Empower your team to make it right for every customer

•Create a clear and detailed action plan



Summary

• This is a discretionary service, so clients need to know you offer it 
and, if you want to be successful, then you must promote it!  

• Make notes on all business models you see - The good, the bad and 
the ugly!

• Read Gerber and Drucker  

• Use the 2020 BAM

• Your experience WILL help your clients. 
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