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BY PHIL HENRY

GREG WILKINSON,

CEO AND FOUNDER OF
RECKON LIMITED, SAYS THAT
STARTING AS A MICRO
BUSINESS AND BEEOMING A
MUCH BIGGER BUSINESS
HAS TAUGHT HIM SOME
HARD-EARNED LESSONS

GREG WILKINSON 15 SOMEONE who knows
only toc well the challenges that each day
face micro businesses in Australia.

It was 16 vears age thai, from the second
bedroom of his Rose Bay unit, he and Phi
Hayman started what was then a twe-man
business calied Reckon Soffware.,

The fledgling company was funded by the
$2000 credit imit on a visa card thaf
belonged to Phil and a loarn against an old
Commodore that Greg had purchased with
the iast of his cash after he anived in
Australia.

When Reckon Soffware Ply Limited started
in 1987, its only other asset was Phil's delivery
van that was used for door-to-door sales.

Today, trading as Quicken Ausirlia, the
company has a customer base of over
300 000 small-to-medium-sized enferprises
ISMEs) using the company’s QuickBooks
software to manage their business. It also hos
some 200 000 individual customers who use
Quicken soffware to manage their personal
financial affairs. There are clso 4300
accountancy practices which recommend
QuickBooks to their clients and over 400
individuals around the couniry who hold o
Quicken accreditation to train Quicken and
QuickBooks custemers in the use of these
products.

Just five years after lisiing on the Australion
Stock Exchange {in 1999), Reckon Limited is
today valued at over $100 million.

6 WORK FROM HOME

Greg, the guest Editor for this issue of Work
From Home magazine, says that starting as a
micre business and becoming a much bigger
business has taught him seme hard-eamed
lessons.

“The best iesson in life and business comes
from lecrning from your own mistakes - and |
have made plenty in my time in business. By
sharing some of these lessons with the
readers of Work From Home, | am hoping
they can avoid some of the mistakes we
made os well as benefit from the lessons
lecrned.

TIP: LEARN THE FUNDAMENTALS OF
THE BUSINESS

Zimbabwean bom-Greg had been working
in London and, after extensive fravel,
decided that if he did not get to know
something about computers he would
become a modern iliterate. He fock an MISC
course in micro-computing. At course end he
landed g job with a publisher nomed Caxton
Software where he iearned the fundamentals
of a business, which he says, is not that
different foday.

"To publish software is much the same as
pubiishing a book," says Greg. "The author
can wiite the stuff but generally he or she will
have no idea how io get mass distribution.

"The pubslisher's job is to assess the author's
work for its commercial viabifity and, once
satisfied that it is viable, to packags,
market, disiribute and support it.

The author then receives a
roydly based on the
revenue earned,” he adds.

Before Greg moved to
Australia, he
approached all the
authors for whom
Caxfon was
publishing and 3
obtained the

.

rights 1o become their publisher in this region.

The range included a leading British
database called Cardbox, an accounting
product called Desk Top Accountant, a
fyping utorial and a number of other minor
utilities for systems erhancements that were
badly needed dof the time.

Greg then
feamed up
with Phil




Hoyman and fhe two-man band secured
the agency rights fo sell a range of
computer accessories such as disk boxes
and computer covers — and their garage ot
their Rose Bay unit became the company
worehouse.,

As the business grew, the pair had o
move to a new home - ¢ unit above a redl
estate agency on New South Head Road in
Rose Bay.

It was af this point in time that ancther
mate of Greg's arrived from the UK via India
on his shoestring-budget world tour,

Steve Rickwood had werked with Greg in
Lendon and knew the industry well. Greg
and Phil decided to offer Steve one third of
the business, giving them all an equal share.

TIP: ENSURE YOUR PRODUCT
APPEALS TO YOUR TARGET MARKET

Back in the late 1980s when Redkon
Software was starting cut, there was no
retdil distribution channel as we know it
today. It wes office supplies shops which first
took on the job of familicrising themselves
with the technology, and these had
become the places to buy software and
personal computers.

Because of this the trio decided o
repackage their products fo give them a
more 'refal-criented’ look, to price their
producis to make them afiordable o small
husiness and to have them sold in places
where small business peopie shop.

Grace Bros Broadway, Sydney, no longer
there today, was the first department store
to stock small business applications — and a
revelution in computer and software
distribution was born.

Cther companies like Harvey Norman and
Dick Srnith Electronics slowly began fo stock
‘micro computers’ as they were then known
as well as business applications
merchandised and priced for small
businesses.

Today, Quicken Australia’s products are
available through some 5500 resellers such
as Harvey Norman, Officeworks, Dick Smifh.
David Jones and select Myer stores as well
as aver 15 000 independent software
retailers,

TIP: DON'T BE AFRAID
TO THINK BIG

Now that Reckon had what could be
fermed a diskibution channel, revenues
enough to let Phil have his credit card back
and a growing range of locally devetoped
producis, it was time fo venture overseas in
search of more preducts.
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They targeted companies such as
Symantec, Intuif, Autodesk, Scftware
Publishers, Bayware, Softdesk, Serif and
Migent which considered Australia too small
a market in which fo set up an infrasiruciure,
and 5o might prefer the publishing model
over simply signing o few distibufors and
hoping for some focus on thelr products.

“By the early 90s Reckon Software was
pubiishing a range of over 80 fitles, we had
dropped the computer accessory agency
and we had upgraded our fransport to
leased Toyota Camrys," recalls Greg.

TIP: DEAL WITH ISSUES
RELATED TO GROWTH

Over-trading became the problem in that
the biggest retfailers were on 60 to 90 days
credit, so by ordering large quaniities of
stock, Reckon Software found itself unable
io collect debts fost enough o pay for
preduction.

A cash injection was needed so Phif's
mum bravely put her house on the line as
backing for an overdraft. Soon, even this
wasn't enough to cope with the growth and
eventually the debis were factored in order
to keep the company dlive.

The growing company needed more, o
telesales team and a bigger warehouse - so
it moved to Camperdown.

They disc hired Carol Browne, fondly
known ¢s 'Mrs Browne in Accounts’ who
formed the nucleus of the *home team’
while the three boys got out there and
esiablished relationships with refailers,
authors and suppliers.

“We found thaf the three of us
complemented each other perfectty.”
chserves Greg. -

"I nad the job of identifying products,
negofiating publishing agreements and
maintaining relationships with authors and
also had marketing responsibilifies.

“Phil managed the product production,
warehousing and distribution and oversaw
the financial management and Steve’s job
was fo take care of the relationships with
retcil channels and OEM partners as weli as
fo maximise ihe scies.”

It wasn't long before Reckon Software had
outgrown its Camperdown premises, which
meant yet ancther move - this fime o
Stanmore.

TIP: FOCUS, FOCUS, FOCUS

By now ihe range of.products that Reckon
Software published had started to
consolidate around global lecders such as
Infuit's Guicken range. Autodesk's

 JUNE/JULY 2004,

Aufosketch and AutoCAD LT, Parson's home
produciivity range, Ultrafax from Wordstar
and Page Plus from Serif.

However, it was time fo narrow the focus.

“Intuit in the US had become ihe world
leader in the provision of a personal
financial management product called
Quicken and a smail business accouniing
product called QuickBooks and Recken
owned the publishing rights for these
products in Australic,” says Greg.

“We redlised that if Reckon was to
compete effectively with our arch rival
MYOB in the financial management
category then we needed o adopt the
same focus to the Quicken Range that
MYOB had been applying fo their range,”
he remembers.

in a bold move, they decided fo put all
their eggs in one basket - bui the key was
to ensure that the basket was a very strong
one.

They negotiated a new agreement wiih
Intuit - an agreement that effectively gave
Reckon Software complete access fo the
world's best code on a perpetual basis.

Reckon Software then terminated all
publishing agreements for all non-financial
products - thereby narrowing its focus fo
only software produced by Infuit,

Today, Infuit spends mere than Us$200
million each year of research and
development of the Quicken and
QuickBooks software — and users of Quicken
and QuickBooks in Australia get all the
benefits of that spend.

in addition, Reckon's software engineers
work in tandem with the US and Canadian
development teams to ensure that the
Australian, New Zecland and South East
Asian versions of Quicken and QuickBooks
are specifically tailored fo locai accounting
conditions and are connected fo the tax
and financial institutions in this region.

$O THE FOCUS PAID OFF?

“Definitely,” says Greg. Intult and Reckon
Limited today have 3.7 milion QuickBooks
custemers and 19 million Quicken customers
arcund the world.

"we both get tens of thousands of
suggestions each year on how to improve
these producis which we continue fo doin
order to maintain the worldwide leadership
position of GuickBooks and Quicken.”

As a footnote, Greg and Phil rernain with
the company while Sieve decided to move
on. After being in business for over 15 years,
they ali remain the very best of friends. [WFH}
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