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10 ways an advisory board will change your business
By Marissa Levin
Business owners implement advisory boards because they want to grow, they want accountability and they want to learn new ways to solve old problems.
Conceptually, that sounds great. Realistically, they are setting themselves up for some pain — because things will change.
Growth is change, and change is hard. So be careful what you wish for, and brace yourself for what’s coming.
Here just a few of the shifts you can expect as the result of an advisory board:
Your personal role: As your company grows from a “solopreneur” structure to a company with employees and board members, or from under $1 million to $5
million or $10 million in revenue, your role will shift from practitioner to manager to leader, and perhaps ultimately to advisor or bridge builder. You can’t stay in the
trenches when you need to be at the 50,000-foot level to set your strategy.
Your employees: You’ve heard this mantra many times: employees who help you reach one growth stage might not be the employees you need to reach the next. This is absolutely the hardest part of
business ownership — weighing your loyalty to one employee against your loyalty to the rest of the company.
Each employee is different, and sometimes a long-time employee does evolve with the company — maybe into a different role. But as a company grows, it will require new experiences, ideas and
leadership. And taking on aggressive shifts or goals inevitably reveals the weakest links of an organization.
It can be difficult to accept that attrition is not such a bad thing. Organizational shifts won’t sit well with everyone, and as the culture shifts, some will leave. But the silver lining is you’ll also be able to
attract talent that previously might have skipped over you.
Your customers: As you scale up, you will outgrow some of your customers. Those that were ideally suited to your company five years ago might seem too small or not strategic enough as you
continue along your growth path.
Often when a company grows, it needs to narrow its focus to a handful of key accounts to keep from spreading itself too thin. Getting to know a customer organization takes a lot of time, money and
resources, so customers that are good sources of revenue but have limited depth might not be a fit for your growth. And markets invariably shift, so what customers will need and buy will shift. Ensure
your solutions are aligned with your customers.
Your business development strategy: The opportunities you pursue will shift dramatically. You will need to close larger contracts to keep pace with your growth. When you have a target of $1
million, a $100,000 contract is significant. When you have a target of $15 million, a $100,000 contract might not be worth your time or resources. Larger contracts may also take more time to close, so
make adjustments to allow for a longer sales cycle if needed.
Your IT infrastructure: As you grow, your IT infrastructure will need to keep pace with growth. This applies to bandwidth, hardware, software, applications, mobile connectivity and security. Not all IT
is scalable — make sure yours is suited to the size you want your company to be, not just its size now.
Your financial infrastructure: Growing companies have increasingly complex financial and accounting requirements. Your system requirements and your personnel requirements in this space will
continue to evolve. At one stage, it might make sense to have an outsourced CFO or controller, but over time, it may become a full-time job. Similarly, tax and reporting requirements are different for
companies of different sizes and structures.
Your employee recruiting strategy and HR infrastructure. As an organization grows, it needs to make sure it’s attracting the right people with evolving HR processes and policies that must also
ensure legal compliance and provide competitive benefits packages. As a start-up, you might not have the resources to pay your people the big bucks, so you attract them with the opportunity to have a
big impact in shaping the company. You might even offer them equity. But as the company grows, those recruiting mechanisms become less practical, and you’ll need to adjust benefits and
compensation to make up for them.
Your culture. This is sometimes a bitter pill to swallow. As a company moves from the entrepreneurial start-up phase to a more mature phase, the culture can’t help but change. The organization has
to stop revolving around a core group of people and must shift to being process-centric. Hero mentalities in which the company survives on the backs of a small group of employees are dangerous and
unhealthy. What happens if a key person leaves? Processes alleviate dependency, enable the company to function like a well-oiled machine and strongly position the company for growth.
Your advisors. Like your employees, your advisors will likely change, too. As you reach your milestones, it’s important to re-evaluate the people who are guiding you. There will come a point when
your company’s growth goals surpass an advisor’s level of knowledge, experience or interest, so be sure to create a structure that allows advisors to make a smooth exit. A board is a fluid dynamic of a
business and will continue to evolve alongside of you.
Building an advisory board is one of the most important steps a company can take to achieve desired growth. CEO

Marissa Levin is chairman of strategic communications firm Information Experts, and CEO of Successful Culture, a consulting firm that helps CEOs build excellent cultures. She is the author of Built to
SCALE. www.informationexperts.com Contact her at marissa@successfulculture.com or on Twitter @marissalevin.
Contact us at editorial@smartceo.com.
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