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Jim was about to start a new CEO role 

for a leisure company in the south of 

Wales.  His challenge was to turn the 
company around on instructions from 

the business owner, a private equity 

investor.   

 

The business was struggling — 

had been for some time — yet 

Jim’s release from his previous 

company was three months away. 

How could the business owners 

get a head start on a vital 

“discovery process”? 

 

This discovery process felt all the 

more urgent as there were 

rumours there was “something 

going on”.  Many reports were 

showing signs of inconsistency, 

there were tensions between 

investors and senior management 

and deep suspicion that essential 

information was being withheld. 

 

There were also reports that staff 

were unhappy. For example, they 

were struggling with old and 

overly complicated computer 

systems which frequently froze.  

 

Some complained of working for 

an “out-dated” business; there 

was a general air of mistrust and 

communication between 

employees and management could 

best be described as “wary”. 

 

Dilemma 

The owners faced a dilemma. On 

the one hand, they could bring in 

a known firm of consultants who 

would go through everything, do 

an audit and prepare a set of 

recommendations. But they felt 

this approach would only increase 

tension, would cost precious 

money and would take valuable 

time. On the other hand, they 

could wait for Jim to arrive. They 

were confident he was the right 

guy to effect the turnaround. Yet, 

they knew that the intervening 

three months were vital: that 

businesses frequently run out of 

time before they run out of 

money. 

 

In discussion with Jim, they came 

up with a third approach: to 

communicate to staff their belief 

that the answer lay internally with 

the employees, rather than 

externally with some team of 

consultants. They were aware this 

belief might be mistaken, but were 

convinced by three factors: the 

former success of the company, 

the presence of long-term loyal 

people and the fact that each 

month now was vital. 

 

So how could they uncover the 

intelligence that seem to lay 

hidden? They chose to bring in an 

external facilitator, skilled in the 

art of finding “hidden value”. 

 

Creative Reporting 

Simon Jones had worked as an 

interim executive for 15 years, 

and during his assignments had 

noticed one consistent pattern: 

that, deep-down, employees who 

observed day-to-day operations 

usually knew what needed to be 

done but were often blocked 

from sharing this intelligence by a 

range of forces. Simon created a 

dialogue called “Hidden Value 

Inquiry” that he started using with 

organisations, typically of 100 

people or more, to find quick 

wins in terms of cost-saving, new 

revenue, better pricing… the 

“gold under our feet” as he often 

described it. 

 

Building on the success of  

”Hidden Value Inquiry”, Simon 

created Hidden Value Partners 

(HVP) and this was the team to 

which the struggling business 

owner in Cardiff now turned. The 

brief was straight-forward: “find 

out what we need to know, while 

we are waiting for Jim’s arrival”. 

 

Over the course of six days, HVP 

initiated a Hidden Value Inquiry, 

meeting with 47 staff from across 

the business including outlying 

offices and depots. Once they felt 

safe, the interviewees were eager 

to be listened to, to tell their 

stories, except for two Finance 

staff who were reluctant, even 

fearful of meeting. 

 

Eventually one agreed and sat 

down with a HVP facilitator in a 

hotel meeting room well away 

from the main business.  After 

several hours of at first nervous 

interaction, it emerged there 

were financial irregularities.  The 

MD and FD were being creative 

with the accounting… a talent for 

creativity that seemed to be 

absent in their management of 

other aspects of the business. The 

owners and bankers were not 

being told the true financial 

position, a situation much worse 

than expected. 

 

John Niland 

Hidden Value 
 

                                       
                                                                                       

“… How could they uncover the 

intelligence that seem to lay hidden? 

They chose to bring in an external 
facilitator, skilled in the art of finding 
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Rapid Response 

At this point HVP felt they had to 

share this bad news immediately 

with the investors in Cardiff.  

They responded quickly and 

persuaded the new CEO’s former 

employer to release Jim as quickly 

as possible. One week later, Jim 

was on board and brought up to 

speed with the findings so far.  

The MD and FD were promptly 

sent on “gardening leave”. 

 

A speedy, detailed analysis was 

initiated and completed in two 

weeks, thanks to the staff who, by 

then, felt better informed and 

eager to cooperate. It was 

discovered the business was just 

about to run out of money, so a 

small injection of investor funds 

was required so that the business 

could continue with the potential 

to recover, now that everything 

was out in the open. 

 

The energy from the Inquiry and 

the arrival of the new CEO lifted 

everyone’s spirits. Two months 

later the business was already a 

different place to be, vital, lifted 

and staff who were very willing. 

Employees felt newly engaged by 

the discovery process and started 

acting on their own initiative, 

feeling they had a stake in the 

recovery of the business. 

 

Two years later, the investor sold 

the business to a larger group, 

reaping the rewards for their 

belief in the employees: that the 

answer lay under the feet of the 

staff rather than in the heads of 

some external body. 

 

The bees  

Independent professionals, like 

Simon above, play a vital part in 

economic prosperity. Like the 

bees that pollinate the flowers, 

independent professionals carry 

intelligence from one role or 

assignment to the next. For 

example, Simon’s skill as a 

friendly, trustworthy facilitator 

was a vital ingredient in the 

successful turnaround of this 

company in Wales. 

 

But there is something else: so 

obvious that it often gets 

overlooked, or just gets confused 

with skill. This is insight: in this 

case, the deep, penetrating 

wisdom — displayed by both 

Simon and the business-owners 

— in their belief that the answers 

lay with the people on the ground 

rather than in some new 

consulting graduate’s head. This is 

the insight by which Simon 

constructed “Hidden Value 

Inquiry”, in the first place. 

 

In the twenty-first century 

economy, insight is perhaps 

more crucial than ever. We are 

overwhelmed by information — 

which at times is revealing — but 

very often buries the underlying 

truth beneath layers of analyses, 

fact sheets and graphs. It takes 

insight to see through the smoke 

and the ash. 

 

If, like Simon, you are an 

independent professional, it’s 

worth pondering what your 

insight is. It’s almost certainly not 

your approach or your solution: 

this usually only makes sense 

when your insight is understood. 

In this case, Simon’s “Hidden 

Value Inquiry” was certainly a 

valuable approach, but would 

never have been called upon if the 

owners did not first share his 

conviction that the essential 

answers probably lay with the 

staff. This was the insight that 

catalysed the “Hidden Value” 

approach. 

 

What insights do you want to be 

known for? What story best 

illustrates your insight? Now, if 

you could just get other people 

telling that story, what difference 

would that make to your 

business? 

 

© Copyright, John Niland 
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2015, Bizezia Limited, All 

Rights Reserved 

 

This article appeared in Better 

Business Focus, published by Bizezia 

Limited ("the publisher"). It is 

protected by copyright law and 

reproduction in whole or in part 

without the publisher’s written 

permission is strictly prohibited. The 

publisher may be contacted at 

info@bizezia.com (+44 (0)1444 

884220). 

 

The article is published without 

responsibility by the publisher or any 

contributing author for any loss 

howsoever occurring as a 

consequence of any action which you 

take, or action which you choose not 

to take, as a result of this article or any 

view expressed herein.  

 

Whilst it is believed that the 

information contained in this 

publication is correct at the time of 

publication, it is not a substitute for 

obtaining specific professional advice 

and no representation or warranty, 

expressed or implied, is made as to its 

accuracy or completeness. Any 

hyperlinks in the article were correct 

at the time this article was published 

but may have changed since then. 

Likewise, later technology may 

supersede any which are specified in 

the article. 

  

The information is relevant primarily 

within the United Kingdom but may 

have application in other locations. 

 

These disclaimers and exclusions are 

governed by and construed in 

accordance with English Law. 
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