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YYoouu’’rree  NNoott  RRuunnnniinngg  aa  VViinneeyyaarrdd,,  
SSoo  SSttoopp  YYoouurr  WWhhiinniinngg  
The top invalid reasons for poor business 

By Rick Weaver 

There is little doubt that growing a business and producing a profit in today’s business 
environment takes more effort than ever before.  Small business owners starting out are finding 
it tougher to find customers.  Locating potential clients is a tremendous challenge for insurance 
agents, realtors, and financial planners working to build a practice. Even well-established major 
corporations are struggling to retain profitable customers, let alone build their base. While some 
are thriving, others are reduced to making invalid excuses for poor performance. 
 

Our purpose here is to look at some common, 
overused, excuses for poor business results.  Not 
only will we look at the excuses and why they are 
invalid, we will also look at steps to take to keep 
from having to resort to this embarrassing whining. 

Note to Northwest Airlines – It’s not about fuel 
costs 

For the first quarter of 2005, Northwest Airlines 
posted a loss of $458 million.  The main reason cited 
was high fuel costs.  Northwest complained that fuel 
prices surged to $630 million from $450 million for 
the same time period last year.   

Let’s start by looking at some numbers.  During the 
first quarter of 2004, Northwest lost $230 million. 
This means the increase in red ink was $118 million 
while fuel expenses increased $180 million.  
Obviously, with fuel expenses higher than the 
change in red ink, one could make an argument that 
higher crude is responsible.  This argument does not 
hold up to scrutiny when you consider the entire cost 
of fuel was only $172 greater than the loss.  Also, 
Northwest has stated a penny fuel increase equates 
to $1.6 million in operating costs.  A $458 million 
lose attributable to increased jet fuel cost would need 
to cost $2.86/gallon using Northwest calculations.  
At the end of the first quarter, jet fuel averaged 
$1.27 cents. 

Okay, too many numbers, let’s look at it a different 
way. Based on Northwest’s total fuel bill, if fuel was 
the reason for the loss, the only way they could have 
turned a profit would have been to run their planes 
with only 25% of the fuel actually used.  Although 

this would be a quick fix and return the airlines on 
paper, if their argument is correct, it would have had 
a dire effect on reaching each flight’s intended 
destinations. 

If this isn’t convincing enough that Northwest’s 
blame of fuel costs is invalid, consider Southwest 
Airlines.  The first quarter of 2005 was the airlines 
56th consecutive quarter of earnings – earning $76 
million dollars.  Southwest, which has been able to 
compile a winning streak of 32 straight years of 
profits did not need to make excuses for their 
earning, despite fueling their planes sufficiently to 
reach their destinations.  However, Southwest did 
comment on rising fuel prices when they released 
their earnings statement.  Their comment, “While we 
are not immune to the challenging industry revenue 
environment and glut of capacity, we are well 
positioned for growth and will continue to explore 
long-term profitable market opportunities.” 

Blaming operational costs, including price increases 
from suppliers, is common among businesses.  
Entrepreneurs and Fortune 500 companies fall pray 
to this invalid excuse.  Successful business 
professionals see increased costs in advance, and 
prepare for them.  For example, Southwest Airlines 
has hedged their fuel expenses through 2009 in 
anticipation of higher prices.  They said, “Excluding 
fuel, our unit costs declined 3.8 percent. This superb 
performance reflected a tremendous effort by our 
Employees, and they continue to work hard to 
improve productivity throughout our Company.” 

To create consistent earning, Southwest Airlines 
offsets the volatile fuel prices by buying crude oil 
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derivative contracts to limit their risk to sharp 
changes in jet fuel costs. This practice makes it 
easier to budget for fuel. Although there is not a jet-
fuel derivatives market, airlines can hedge indirectly 
by dealing in closely related oil futures, then use the 
proceeds to offset the higher fuel costs. 

Rather than making excuses for higher costs, look at 
ways to offset those higher expenses through a team 
attack on budget waste.  If possible, prepay or set 
aside money to counteract those costs when they do 
go up.  Predictable increases should be written into 
proposals as early as possible.   

Proper planning puts you on the path of max impact, 
where your business will flourish despite erratic 
business expenses.  

Note to Rite Aid and CVS: It’s not about the 
economy 

When Bill Clinton successfully unseated the first 
President Bush, he focused on a sign in his Little 
Rock office: “It’s the Economy, Stupid!” His point 
was to focus his campaign on economical issues.  
Although the president has an impact on the 
economy of the nation as a whole, blaming the 
economy for poor sales or lost profits is nothing 
more than unmerited whining.   

In the state of Michigan, unemployment was the 
highest in the nation.  At the same time, job growth 
was the lowest.  This is not an economic scenario 
that normally leads one to invest heavily in a market.  

CVS and Rite Aid decided to ride out Michigan’s 
economic storm, setting aside little capital to 
revitalize or grow their Michigan stores.  Although 
seemingly an intelligent viewpoint, it does not 
display a passion to compete and grow over the long 
haul.   

Walgreen’s Pharmacy saw Michigan through a 
different paradigm.  They saw the opportunity to 
invest heavily in the state, taking advantage of the 
weak economy and depressed prices.  Rochester 
Hills, Michigan, is an example of Walgreen’s 
strategy.  Only a few years ago, this city of 70,000 
did not have one of their stores.  By 2006, 
Walgreen’s will complete a strategy to have four 
stores within city limits.  The strategy was to locate 
stores using a parameter mentality, and a 
merchandise mix recognizing the local economy.  

Both CVS and Rite Aid have experienced lost 
market share, greater than the increase in 
competition. Neither chain is growing in Rochester 

Hills, although CVS did move one store from the 
center of a strip shopping center to a new location in 
the parking lot. 

According to high-ranking sources in Walgreen’s 
Michigan region, there is a strong belief that by 
moving in now with the right merchandise mix and 
locations, the chain will be strongly positioned once 
the Michigan economy rebounds.   

Where CVS and Rite Aid see a need for cautious 
survival strategies, Walgreen’s sees an opportunity 
to grow and thrive.  The lesson is obvious.  Instead 
of whining about the economy, look for ways to 
adjust your product offering to the times, and 
position yourself to thrive once the economy 
rebounds, or in the event your competition succumbs 
on their unsuccessful pathway of survival.   

Many Michigan-based companies are finding ways 
to attract out-of-state customers.  Max Impact, a 
human potential development company, has made 
two strategic moves to thrive despite local economic 
conditions.  The company has aligned itself with 
Macomb Community College to offer online 
customized corporate training programs, carrying 
CEU credits for the participants.   They have also 
increased marketing of executive and professional 
coaching, which is done via the telephone, outside of 
Michigan.  While many of their competitors 
struggle, the Max Impact is seeing double digit sales 
and profit growth. 

It’s not about the economy.  It is about seeing the 
total business environment and developing a strategy 
to position for the present and future. 

Note to Kmart: It wasn’t about the weather 

In the 1970s Kmart was the retailer to beat.  No 
matter what happened, they seemed to turn profit.  
Customers were loyal and prices were hard to beat.  
The chain was opening more store each year than 
some of their competitors had in their entire chain 
and sales were growing at admirable rates.  Things 
were good. 

Then sales began to slump.  By the middle of the 
1980s Kmart was beginning to be report poor sales. 
The main reason they gave: the weather. 

With each disappointing sales report, Kmart blamed 
the weather.  “The bitter cold hurt business.” “The 
blizzard moving through the Midwest kept 
customers away from the stores.” “The unseasonably 
warm fall decreased demand.” Whine, whine, and 
more whines. 
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At first, investors bought the 
excuses, including the 
weather cop-out.  They 
overlooked the fact that in 
each sales period Wal-Mart 
would report record or near-
record results.  Observers 
noted that Kmart’s 
merchandise mix was more 
weather driven than Wal-
Mart’s because Kmart had 
more lawn and garden and 
apparel business than Wal-Mart’s merchandise 
assortment which relied on more consistently selling 
consumables and commodities.   

As time went on, the whine became tiring.  Analysts 
began to grow weary, with one eventually noting 
that Wal-Mart was apparently having different 
weather than Kmart. 

Top management had become so engrossed by the 
weather as the reason for poor sales that they did not 
even look at other possibilities.  Prices were less 
competitive.  Weekly ads were not bringing people 
into the stores.  Customers were finding empty store 
shelves.  New products were taking longer to get to 
Kmart’s shelves than at Target and Wal-Mart.   

To make matters worse, executives at Kmart decided 
to upgrade the merchandise mix, thinking their 
customers would appreciate higher quality 
merchandise and be willing to pay more.  Customers 
didn’t agree.  Weekly reports showed customer 
counts were continually dropping, so management 
decided to drop the report.  The chain was out of 
control, disconnected to their founding principles, 
and so convinced that if they could just get Mother 
Nature’s favor everything would be okay. 

Kmart is not alone in blaming the weather.  Resort 
areas have long used them as an excuse for a poor 
season.  Home and Garden businesses regularly 
point to the weather when results fall short. Sporting 

goods stores and athletic venues say weather 
controls results.  Although one might say there is 
validity in their claims, it is nothing more than 
whining, whining, and more whining. 

During the fall of 2004, Florida was hit with no less 
than 4 hurricanes.  Orlando’s Walt Disney World 
and Sea World certainly could have complained that 
sales and profits were hurt because of the hurricanes.  
Neither did.  Why?  Both businesses understand the 
nature of weather on their business.  They have 
designed their businesses in such a way as to protect 
their bottom-line.  They have done so by connecting 
to their customers and understand exactly what their 
customers wanted yesterday so they can accurately 
predict what customers will want tomorrow.   

It is not about the weather, it is about understanding 
what your customer wants and delivering it to them 
in the manner they desire.  Wal-Mart understands, 
Sea World understands, and Walt Disney Theme 
Parks understand.  More importantly, their 
employees understand.  They are so focused on the 
customer that the customer will reward them time 
after time, no matter what the environmental 
conditions.  To be successful, your first second, and 
third business focus must be on what the customer 
wants. 

Lesson learned 

It is easy to make excuses in business. Yet the 
common excuses tend to be a denial of internal 
issues.  To get max impact from a business venture, 
owners and executives need to develop a passion for 
delivering consistent results no matter what the 
business environment is.  As we have seen, for every 
organization making excuses, there is another 
thriving under the same conditions.  The successful 
business people passionately seek to overcome the 
internal issues to achieve consistent max impact on 
their bottom-line.   
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business executive with experience in retail, market analysis, supply chain and project 
management, team building, and process improvement.  He has worked with hundreds of 
companies to improve sales, processes, and bottom-line results. Max Impact offers 
leadership and organizational development services along with employee assessments and 
background checks.  Contact Rick at 248-802-6138 or via email, rick@getmaximpact.com.  
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One analyst 
finally 
pointed out 
Kmart and 
Wal-Mart 
must be 
experiencing 
different 
weather.   


