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Introduction

On the face of it, a book about the biggest mistakes in business might sound a bit negative. But knowing where other ventures have failed and avoiding the same mistakes yourself is a positive way of making sure your business becomes a success.

The inspiration for this book comes from the nine series of Dragons’ Den I have taken part in. Series after series, year after year, businesses fail to get investment in the Den – and then subsequently fail altogether – because they make the same mistakes some businesses have always made. I’m not talking about the insignificant things, like not wearing a suit for a presentation or momentarily getting your figures wrong, I’m talking about those fundamental flaws that – once identified – mean a business can never succeed. Insufficient revenue, an unidentified rival, a lack of appetite for the product by consumers: these are the flaws we encounter on every day of filming, and there have been times when I’ve sat there and thought: ‘Does someone really think this is a business?’

A business is not just a good idea, it is a venture that produces revenue at such a level that it makes a profit. The Dragons have seen hundreds of good ideas that turned out to be poor businesses, and hundreds of ventures that could create revenue, but not at sufficiently high levels to exceed their costs. We have also, it has to be said, seen some really, truly dumb ideas! In this book, I’ve pulled together the most common reasons why businesses fail to attract investment, customers and revenues.

If you know where the pitfalls are, then you will be able to avoid them and make sure you won’t repeat the errors others have made in the past. Some of the mistakes in this book are so obvious that they’re laughable, while others are cunning and hidden and will snatch your business from your grasp when you’re least expecting it. I’ll also tell you why I think some of the biggest business failures in recent years happened: I still find it shocking that a name a big as Woolworths has disappeared from our high streets. And if it can happen to Woolworths, it can happen to anyone.

When some people talk about business failures, they mention high-profile cases like Enron’s collapse or the Bernie Madoff scandal. To my mind, those businesses didn’t make mistakes, they committed crimes and for that reason they have no place in this book. What does have a place here, however, is the mistake Madoff’s clients made when they invested with him: they failed to do their research and made an unwise choice. This isn’t a book about fraud and corporate crimes, it’s a book about the oversights, errors of judgement and omissions that we are all capable of making if we fail to pay attention. The billion-pound collapses might steal the headlines, but it is the tiniest error that can steal your business from under you if you’re not clued up.

Duncan Bannatyne

March 2011
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