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WELCOME NEW CLIENTS

FOL LOW,

“…get out of the way!” But in 
business today it’s more like 
“… get knocked out of the way.” 

My family is a case in point. My grandparents 

emigrated from Denmark to Los Ange les  in 

the 1920s; my grandmother baked pastries 

at home, which my grandfather sold from a 

handcart. By the time I was born, family lore 

has it they owned the second largest commercial 

bakery in southern California, selling everything 

from cakes for weddings, pastries to drop-

ins, and bread, rolls, and buns to the biggest 

grocery stores of the day. 

A few national bakeries existed, but locals and 

regionals ruled. National firms came to dominate 

commercial baking, and today it’s rare to see a 

loaf of locally baked bread in most supermarkets. 

Wonder Bread (Flowers Foods) buys wheat by the 

trainload, and they don’t make wedding cakes or 

sell Danishes out the door.

I doubt my favorite pizza parlor has had so much 

as a coat of paint in 50 years – but most of us can 

grow, shrink, sell, or fail but we can’t stand still. 

Where are you headed?

Is your product or service clearly 

differentiated? I have often said that if I 

can open the Yellow Pages and find a dozen 

companies doing something, I don’t want to do 

it. A big part of our differentiation is in the nature 

of our services but that’s not the only way. Do 

you do what you do better, or cheaper? Is your 

service better? Do you serve a distinct under-

served market? If you answered no to all of these 

you have a problem. If you had some yeses 

and it works now, don’t get too cozy. Someone 

will catch on and catch up. Keep working on 

something special.

How does the future look? This is not a 

hypothetical question and you don’t need a crystal 

ball, just an eye to what’s happening in and 

around your industry. “Disruptive technologies” or 

innovations are just that, advances that disrupt and 

ultimately replace an existing product or service. 

Remember Palm Pilot, Hollywood Video, Borders 

Books, VCRs, and travel agents? A few in these 

businesses saw change coming and adapted but 

many held the course straight to bankruptcy.

Caution can kill. In the 1980s I worked briefly 

for a California manufacturer that had two major 

product lines: sugarbeet harvesters and structural 

steel components for offshore oil rigs. The writing 

was on the wall for sugarbeets in California 

and today they are a very minor crop. Drilling 

off California’s shore was also under pressure 
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but the company’s owners were reluctant to 

spend the money to re-tool for other products 

or mechanize, though skilled labor was getting 

harder to find and afford. “Times are tough so 

let’s hang on to what we know and our money” 

were the driving principles. The company finally 

diversified to metal storage containers that could 

easily be made by anyone who could cut and 

weld sheet metal. Extreme fiscal conservatism 

killed the company.  

Are your distinctions without a difference? 

There is value in attributes like “local,” “natural,” 

and “American-made” but most buyers won’t 

notice unless you tell them, and loyalty to such 

things can pale next to factors like cost and 

quality. And they can be tricky. For example 

there is no one agreed-upon definition for “locally 

produced” or “natural” products. And Cars.com’s 

2015 “American-Made Index,” which rates 

vehicles by their US-made content and place of 

assembly, finds that the “most American” new 

cars sold in the US today is the Toyota Camry. 

Toyota and Honda each hold one other spot in the 

top five. There are other reasons these “imports” 

are top sellers; don’t neglect those factors as they 

relate to your business. 

Success is never a final destination in business 

(just ask Polaroid or Blackberry). Stop too long to 

enjoy it and the world will pass you by.

Brent Morrison is Morrison & Company’s 
managing principal. Contact him or any member 
of the Morrison team to discuss strategy and 
business planning. 

A big part of our 
differentiation stems 
from the nature of 

our services


