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How to survive an upturn
‘T imes are good,” says

Jonathan Barker,
founder of The Watch
Lab, a UK chain of

watch repairers. Nevertheless, he
is already asking himself what he
can do today to ensure that in two,
five or even 10 years, he can still
say that times are good.

Thrift industries such as watch
repairs do well in a downturn only
to see sales evaporate when eco-
nomic conditions recover. But
canny managers in such counter-
cyclical sectors can prolong their
enjoyment of new customers by re-
investing some of the extra cash
they are generating.

“When the money is coming in,
companies tend not to see their
operational and strategic weak-
nesses,” says Rupert Merson, a
partner at BDO Stoy Hayward in
London. “But those weaknesses
will bite back when conditions
turn against them.”

To avoid becoming recovery vic-
tims, they should broaden their
commercial base. Strategies that
can help, says Mr Merson, include:
diversification, experimenting with
products and marketing, consoli-
dating customer relationships,
brand building and exploiting op-
portunities to improve staff and
facilities and achieve greater scale.

Tom Craggs, a family-owned
Leeds shoe repair chain, has used
the extra cash generated from a
sales boost of 15-20 per cent to
launch an online repair service to
increase market share. “Come the

upturn, we should still do better
because we will be covering the
whole country instead of being lim-
ited to Leeds,” says co-director
Paul Craggs.

Recognising that different times
demand different approaches can
make a business more sustainable,
says Mr Merson. This includes
being responsive to changes in cus-
tomers’ expectations.

Victoria Brannen, a director of
Darwin Property Investment Man-
agement, an investment manage-
ment company that buys and oper-
ates holiday parks, points out that
the new customers looking for
value for money are often more
affluent than the old, loyal custom-
ers and are used to a higher stand-
ard of service.

The key to retaining this new
business “is to ensure that custom-
ers leave pleasantly surprised”,
says Ms Brannen. “If you are tak-
ing a holiday which you, maybe,
wouldn’t have chosen if you had
other options, you tend to come in
with a slightly more critical eye.”

Businesses that know who
is buying from them, and
why, stand a better chance
of holding on to customers

gifted by recession. But counter-
cyclical sectors are usually popu-
lated by small operators that lack
the capital or know-how to invest
in, say, databases and customer
surveys that would yield important
information.

In the holiday park industry, for
instance, Ms Brannen says: “A lot
of businesses only ever think of
their customers in terms of the hol-
idays they are buying today, rather
than the holidays they might buy
in the future.”

Richard Carrick, chief executive
of UK self-catering specialist
Hoseasons, says his sector has
often been short-sighted but adds
that his own business is now
investing in the data collection sys-
tems and analytical tools needed to
market self-catering breaks to the
different groups of holidaymakers
that now comprise its clientele.
With this knowledge, it can work
out how customers might be
tempted to buy more often, or at a
higher price point, in the future.

Hoseasons plans to analyse post-
codes to help sell weekend breaks
to customers who are self-catering
because of the recession. “The

maximum most people want to
drive on a Friday night, for a short
break, is two hours. By picking up
the locations within a two-hour
drivetime of people’s postcodes, we
can present them with relevant
offers,” he says.

A new style of marketing may be
required. Chris Crombie, chief
executive of HobbyCraft, a UK re-
tail chain specialising in craft-
based hobbies such as jewellery-
making, knitting and model-
making, says it used to focus
wholly on craft enthusiasts. Now it
is addressing people who might
take up a craft for the first time:
“Rather than just telling people we
have a store full of products, we
are selling the idea that hobbies
are an enjoyable low-cost way of
occupying leisure time,” he says.

Figuring out how to support nov-
ice hobbyists so they want to buy
again preoccupies gardening spe-
cialist Sutton Seeds. It has seen an
influx of people taking up growing
their own vegetables: “In the past,
we just used to put seeds on stands
and relied on experienced garden-
ers to buy them. Now we do a lot
more to say ‘if you are just begin-
ning these are the things to go
for’,” says marketing manager
Tom Sharples. If customers end up
literally with small potatoes, they
will not be so keen to try again.

For some businesses confident of
holding on to their new customers,
a recession is the ideal time to buy
property. HobbyCraft had expected
to open four stores this year to
raise its total to 42. Now Mr Crom-
bie plans to speed up the expan-
sion to take advantage of prime
out-of-town sites becoming availa-
ble as other companies fold.

Another way to extract lasting
gains is to diversify into activities
that will perk up when revenues
revive. Ms Brannen says that while
Darwin enjoys a surge in demand
for caravan and holiday home rent-
als, it is at the same time investing
in the depressed holiday home
sales sector, in anticipation of the
day when the market swings round
and people want to buy instead of
rent. Similarly, Mr Craggs has
opened an online retail store to
reduce his dependency on repairs
and complement the range of
upmarket brands that his shops
began stocking a few years ago.
“We’re re-investing the extra prof-
its to make a better future.”

Thrift industries are
investing windfall
profits brought by the
recession in an attempt
to flourish when
conditions improve,
writes Alicia Clegg

Paul Craggs:
‘We will be
covering the
country
instead of
being limited
to Leeds’

Tim Smith

Ready­mixed listening opens a new slot in the market
A t a time when mobile dig-

ital media players allow
users to find and down-

load digital content from online
stores, it might appear counter-
intuitive to launch a product
offering a plug-and-play bundle
of player and content.

But that is what SanDisk
(www.sandisk.com), the flash
memory chipmaker, which also
sells flash-based portable media
players under the Sansa brand,
has done: it has thrown a new
distribution format and portable
media player into the mix that
allows users to buy music on
preloaded cards.

SanDisk’s Sansa slotRadio (SR)
is a small portable audio player,
about the size of a book of
matches but a bit thicker, with
1.5in organic light emitting

diode screen and an integrated
FM radio that has a slot for a
micro SDHC card (the smallest
type of high-capacity secure
digital flash memory card)

rather than a fixed amount
of onboard storage.
As with other portable

media players, you can load
your own digital audio content
on to a blank micro SD or micro

SDHC card (an 8 gigabyte card
smaller than a fingernail now
costs as little as $14), plug the
card into the player’s card slot
and listen to your music or pod-
cast on demand.

However, it is the specially for-
matted slotRadio SDCH cards
that make the Sansa slotRadio
different – and the move such an
interesting challenge to the
trend away from packaged
media. These come loaded with
music for people who do not
want the bother of assembling
play lists or portable music col-
lections. The early signs are that
it is the more middle-aged who
are most interested in slotRadio.

The Sansa SR, which costs $99
in the US (it is not yet available
in Europe) comes bundled with a
music mix sampler card contain-
ing 1,000 tracks divided by genre
– rock, pop, country and hip-hop,
for example – stored in a “read-
only” section of the card. Buyers
can also load about an album’s
worth in either MP3 or WMA
audio formats on to an open
“read/write” section of the SDCH
card from a PC using a standard
USB cord.

Once transferred using the

supplied USB cable (which also
recharges the player from the
mains) these tracks appear in
the “My music” folder.

Sansa SR player owners can
buy extra preloaded SR cards
containing 1,000 tracks by genre
for $40 each, or about 4 cents per
track compared to 89 cents or
more from most download stores.

SanDisk launched four new
cards – Rock, Hip-Hop/R&B,
Country and “Oldies” – this
week, and says four more – 80s
and 90s, DailyMix and Health &
Fitness – are coming soon.

These SR cards are also playa-
ble on SanDisk’s Sansa Fuse
portable media players.

The player has been designed
to have the minimum number of
buttons. One button on the top
has three positions – off, FM and
play – and also powers up the
device.

On the player’s front face are
two arrow keys that you use to
change the play list or channel;
plus and minus keys on one side
control volume, while a single
key on the other side skips a
track or, if you hold it down,

pauses play. Plug in a set of
headphones or ear buds and
start listening.

It is delightfully simple, but
there are some restrictions that
may make the offering less
appealing to some.

First, although listeners can
skip as many tracks as they
want during playback, they can-
not go backwards to repeat a
song, nor can they switch to ran-
dom playback. The Sansa slotRa-
dio has been designed to repli-
cate a radio-style linear playback
experience – a restriction pre-

sumably imposed by the music
industry as part of the deal
under which music companies
license the content to SanDisk.

Second, while the preloaded
music is recorded in high-quality
format, it cannot be transferred
from the SR card to another
player or to a hard drive. These
and other limitations mean the
Sansa slotRadio player will not
appeal to everyone, and anyone
who is used to downloading their
own music selections and com-
piling extensive personal playl-
ists, such as for use on an iPod
for example, will find the pre-
selected music limiting.

But for those who want easy,
reliable, no-fuss, out-of-the-box
portable music, not to mention
slightly more control over what
they are listening to than is
available from a basic portable
radio, the Sansa SR could be the
right choice. And its other big
advantage is that you can use it
in places where radio reception
is poor or even non-existent.

Paul Taylor answers your
questions on gadgets, gizmos,
software and services at
www.ft.com/gadgetguru

SanDisk’s Sansa
slotRadio offers those
who want no­fuss
portable music the
option of prepackaged
tunes, says Paul Taylor

that question a lot by
venture capitalists in
Silicon Valley and one
answer I gave recently
was that I would be
looking at advertising
networks.

That’s almost
counter­intuitive?
If you want to buy low
and sell high, you have to
be contrarian because that
is the only way you get to
buy low. I’m still very
long [on] the consumer,
and so a number of
properties will actually
need to be supported by
interesting ad networks,
and I think there is a lot
of innovation there that
has yet to be done.

How much trouble is the
venture capital world in?
The venture world tends
to get funded by
agreements with [limited
partnerships] in terms of
cash calls, so there’s
some trouble right now
because [of] the general
liquidity. They will
obviously take a pretty
hard look at the next

cycle of funds they are
going to invest in.

Where do you see
the next big ideas
coming from? Is

Silicon Valley still in
there?
It’s not accidental that
Google, Yahoo and Ebay
are all within 25 miles of
each other. Silicon Valley
still has a very robust
ecosystem for generating
a global capital for tech
entrepreneurship . . . but
there will also be very
interesting things in
China, India, Europe.

Silicon Valley is very
optimistic about
President Obama. Can he
live up to it?
If you come in with a
plan of saving the
universe, it’s a little
challenging. In very
difficult times, Mr Obama
has been doing well. I
would hope the work they
are doing ends up
focusing much more on
stimulating
entrepreneurship and
small businesses because
the key thing is again
time frames: what
happens in three to seven
years, not what happens
next year in terms of a
stable economy.

Silicon Valley’s
relationship with the
government is a little bit
like a teenager. Which is:
“Leave me alone and I’ll
leave you alone.” I have
actually always been
curious to see how Silicon
Valley will start relating
with governments.

Are you seeing glimmers
of hope in the economy?
It’s too early to fully see
across the economy. We in
Silicon Valley tend to be
generally optimistic,
because entrepreneurs –
whenever they see
anything, including a
downturn – say: “Oh,
there’s an opportunity.
Build something new.” At
LinkedIn, we’re seeing a
lot of increased usage.

Is there a future for
traditional media
companies?
I hope so. Traditional
media companies have
created a lot of interesting
products. The challenge is
obviously that there is a
massive switch of
attention to online. And,
as yet, relatively few
traditional media
companies have created
the right product solutions
there. Now, whether they
will create it, buy it or
partner or whatever, I do
think there’s going to be a
very strong shift online
and then traditional media
companies are going to
need to navigate that or it
will be very painful.

Richard Milne

VIDEO ON FT.COM
To see the interview with
Reid Hoffman and another
with Wilbur Ross, founder of
WL Ross & Co, go to
www.ft.com/view

View from the Top
REID HOFFMAN, chief executive of LinkedIn

Mr Hoffman has founded several
companies, including LinkedIn, and joined
the board of directors of PayPal, the
payment service later bought by Ebay,
when it was set up. He provided early
capital as an angel investor to several
popular websites, including Facebook, Digg
and Friendster.

In a video interview with FT.com this
week, Mr Hoffman talks about why
Web 2.0 companies will survive the
downturn, why he would invest in
advertising, and how Silicon Valley behaves
like a teenager with the US government.
Edited highlights appear below.

Twitter? Long
European technology
companies? Moderately
long
The dollar? Long
The UK economy as the
sick man of the world?
Short
Obama’s first 100 days?
Long on small business
stuff, short on
big­business stuff
YouTube? Long
Californian economy?
Long
Detroit carmakers?
Short
The US economy to
rebound this year? Short
Facebook valued at
$15bn? Short

Long or short?

Reid Hoffman is renowned as one of the
best­connected people in Silicon Valley,
where he has operated as an investor,
entrepreneur and chief executive. Now
back at the helm of LinkedIn, the largest
social network site for professional use,
the 41­year­old is in charge of one of the
internet’s hottest addresses.

LinkedIn has seen a huge rise in users
during the credit crunch as people flock to
put their career details on it in the hope
of finding a job. But it faces a common
challenge for many of the so­called
Web 2.0 sites that deal in social networks:
can they be viable in the long term?

Harmonious
design: the
Sansa
slotRadio is
delightfully
easy to use

Will social network sites
ever make a lot of
money?
It depends a lot on what
you think is a lot of
money. Some of the very
large sites already have
enough page views that
they’re generating [good]
economics off. And my
belief both as an investor
and as an entrepreneur is
that there is a strong
future to come.

Do you think in this
recession we are going to
see a lot of these Web 2.0
companies disappearing?
I don’t think so. Web
companies are much
cheaper to run than they
used to be, so the overall
cost infrastructure is
much lower. There’s [also]
a variety of ways for them
to make money. There is
still a massive shift from
offline to online, which
will benefit them.

Has the crisis shown the
benefits of not being
listed?
Yes. One of the things
that makes a very big
difference, which is one of
the reasons Silicon Valley
produces a lot of
interesting companies, is
that strategy should be
run on a three- or
five-year basis, whereas
most public companies
have to run it on a
quarterly basis.

Twitter is seen as the
next big thing – is it
worth the hype?
It will almost certainly
make money. They have
yet to do the business
model part of their
strategy. It is a classic
consumer internet path
which LinkedIn itself
did in the first few years
to get growth and
traction first and then
start working on
monetisation.

More broadly,
what do you see
as the next big
thing?
I do get asked

Tips for keeping customers interested

Businesses that have picked up
new customers because of the
recession can hold on to them by
reinvesting some of the new cash
in a few simple measures:
●Learn from awkward customers.
“Consumers who trade down are
more critical than loyalists,” says
Victoria Brannen of Darwin
Property Investment Management,
which buys and operates holiday
parks. Listen to criticisms and
make the service improvements
needed to retain demanding
customers.
●Cross­promote and up­sell.
Businesses in traditional industries
often make a mistake in thinking
customers will buy only what they

bought before, says Richard
Carrick, chief executive at
Hoseasons. The self­catering
holiday company is using
geodemographic analysis to spot
opportunities for selling
supplementary breaks, such as
weekend getaways.
●Leaven value­for­money
messages with a bit of feel­good
marketing, says Chris Crombie of
HobbyCraft. In a recession people
still look for fun things to do that
give them a lift and they may
keep a taste for the new pastime.
●Diversify for recovery. “Today’s
holidaymakers on holiday parks
are tomorrow’s holiday home
buyers,” says Ms Brannen.

‘Sideloading’ and ‘apps’: the full score for music on the move

Q. How can I listen to music
on the move?
Digital portable media players
like the Apple iPod and
Microsoft’s Zune built round tiny
hard drives or flash memory
storage have become the norm,
but you can also load and play
back digital music on many
mobile phones and smartphones,
typically by downloading and
storing music on a micro SD
card that plugs into the handset

– a process called “sideloading”.
Nokia, Sony Ericsson, Samsung,
and LG sell handsets that double
as music players. Of course, you
can also use a BlackBerry, Apple
iPhone or iPod Touch.

Q. What are the alternatives
to the bother of building my
own portable music playlists?
There are quite a few
smartphone “apps” (software
packages) that enable owners to

download music or stream it to
their device – my favourites
include Rhapsody (a music
subscription service), Pandora,
Slacker and Last.fm, which allow
you to design a customised
music “channel” – sadly, some
are available only in the US.
Alternatively, you could choose a
pre­loaded music option like
SanDisk’s slotRadio cards that
work with the company’s
slotRadio and Fuse players.

Beachside Holiday Park in Ilfracombe, Devon is owned and operated by Darwin


