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it’s ‘appening:
tech innovations
to put a rocket up
your business
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TE CH THAT D RIVES BUSINESS

LED BY AN ARSENAL OF PIONEERING CLOUD-BASED SOLUTIONS
AND APPS, BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY IS NOW MORE POWERFUL
THAN EVER. BY JUSTIN GREY.

Technology has always been an important tool for
business owners. These days a shudder runs down the
spine at the thought of running a business, God forbid,
without access to the internet…or a computer…or the
trusty old telephone.
Now more so than ever, emerging technologies
are enabling business owners, particularly in terms of
increasing their productivity and profitability. There is now
a growing arsenal of apps and Cloud-based solutions
designed to take many of the daily pains out of running
an SME business and putting time back in the hands of
the business owner.
For the last four years Melbourne-based Chris Ridd
has been the driving force behind the incredible growth
of Cloud-based accounting solution Xero. Prior to
that, Chris clocked up 15 years in various roles with
Microsoft. The IT industry veteran believes that we’re
currently seeing a revolution in technology solutions for
business like nothing that’s come before.
“The whole industry is on fire with new providers,
often start-ups in their own right, that are building Cloudbased apps for every walk of life known to man in small
business,” Chris enthuses. “Point of sale, job costing,
project management, CRM, you name it. Every vertical
industry is starting to see an emerging Cloud provider
– or you’re seeing the big, incumbent desktop players
having to transition and build Cloud-based software.
“Where the rubber hits the road is where you can
provide a compelling business application and all of the
other apps that service the nuts and bolts of the business.
There’s a huge shift going on, and small businesses
are benefiting. Some of this stuff costs 10-15 per cent
of what it used to, so massive benefits all round for
business owners.”
Daniel Barnett, whose business Work[etc] offers an
all-in-one online business management solution, calls this,
“the consumerisation of tools that were once exclusively
the domain of very large businesses”.
“We’re seeing the consumerisation of apps down to
small business level, where it’s affordable, useable and
actually offers a tangible benefit to small businesses,” he

explains. “There’s so many apps out there, but there’s so
many that position or sell themselves as entirely a selfservice solution. So they’re expecting the business owner
to find time to sign up and to teach themselves and to roll
it out in their business. We’ve seen that that’s not really
working because it’s just another thing that a small business
owner needs to do. The really good products in the market
are the ones that aren’t doing that, but then there are
literally thousands that are just self-serve.”

EASY & SEXY
Going back only a few short years, it was purely only
the early adopters that were taking a punt on emerging
Cloud-based business solutions. But that’s all changing
now with more and more business owners testing the
waters with Cloud solutions and apps.
“It’s easier for those in the owner/operator space to try
out a new online solution and be up and running in a day
and kicking the tyres on it and seeing if it actually helps
them with their business,” explains Vaughan Rowsell, CEO
and Founder of Vend, a POS Cloud solution for retailers.
“The technology is there, but now there are vendors out
there that can use the technology in a way that helps
retailers grow their business. Now, it’s how soon can they
make the transition. And it’s going to become more and
more compelling as time goes by.”
Hand in hand with their wider adoption, developers of
Cloud solutions and apps are now focusing on improving
and beautifying the user experience. Many business apps
now boast the kind of beautifully simple user interaction
we’ve long been used to with leading consumer apps.
“You’re seeing how consumer software is now moving
its way into those business principles,” suggests Chris.
“We’re used to using applications like Twitter, Facebook,
Spotify, eBay and PayPal. With a lot of these Cloudbased consumer apps, you get used to dealing with a
really bright user experience. And that’s what’s happened
in small business software with Cloud solutions. And why
shouldn’t business owners have that same look, feel and
delightful experience in using the products?”
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EDUCATING ON INNOVATING
While the attractive benefits of new apps and Cloudbased solutions are there for the taking, it’s still up to the
service providers themselves to educate SME business
owners and to ensure that their solutions offer as seamless
a transition as possible to the new platform.
“It’s always easy for service providers to point the
finger at SMEs and complain that they’re risk averse
and don’t like change,” admits Stephane Ibos, CEO of
Maestrano, an online business management dashboard
app. “Being a business owner myself, I understand. If
you’ve got something that works – it not’s perfect, but you
know it and you know how it works – you don’t want to
take the risk of jeopardising everything that you’ve built.
So it’s up to the service providers to do their part.”
Chris from Xero adds that while the transition to
the Cloud is happening at pace, there’s still a lot of
businesses not embracing new technologies.
“There’s a lack of real education out there, which is
what we’re trying to address. More than ever you’re
going to have those businesses out there that turn away
from technology. And there’s a lot of them. And the
ones that embrace it – particularly with this revolution
around Cloud – are going to have enormous competitive
advantage.”
Daniel from Work[etc] says that encouraging SME
business owners to adopt these new tech tools could
start with them taking the smallest, simplest of steps. “The
first step might be that they start using Dropbox to share
documents between their team. It’s kind of an evolution
– they start with Gmail, a Cloud-based email, then move
across to Dropbox, then they move across to perhaps
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Cloud-based accounting, and then they start to move into
the CRM/business processes phase. That’s the evolution
that we’re seeing happening.”

WHERE TO START
If you’re keen to get on the tech train and leverage apps
and Cloud-based solutions to boost your productivity and
profitability, where do you start? The heady combination
of a business owner at wits’ end and a massive array of
would-be saviours means that it’s very easy for someone
that has no intention to help a small business to claim
that they will solve all of your issues with a snap of their
fingers for a very small amount of money.
“Like everything else, SMEs need to be very careful
about the phonies out there,” Stephane warns. “There’s
lots of technology and people who claim they can help.
My best advice would be to look for credentials, look
for testimonials and feel the genuineness of the offering.
When you sort out the genuine offerings from phonies,
you’ll realise that there is not that many offerings at the
end of the day.
“What we always say to our small business customers
is go for trials. Nowadays online, everything has free
trials. A key indicator of a scam or of something that
would harm one’s business is if there are no free trials. If
you don’t know exactly where to start and don’t have the
capacity to evaluate what’s good from what’s bad, go for
something with a free trial – something where you’re not
locked into a contract and see how you go.”
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four of the finest

Here are four apps and Cloud-based business solutions that
we think all Aussie SME business owners could benefit from
leveraging in their business. All four of these businesses are
kicking major goals – both in Australia and overseas.
MAESTRANO

VEND

Winner of the 2014 My Business Award for Best
Start-Up, Maestrano is a platform for SMEs that curates
and aggregates the best business applications into
a seamless, secure and intuitive user dashboard and
provides the platform and the integration that connects
them. Maestrano was launched in 2011 and is the
brainchild of Sydney-based French expats Stephane Ibos
and Arnaud Lachaume (both pictured back on page 16).
“We both noticed that SMEs were let down by the
internet and Cloud revolution,” explains Stephane.
“There was no real reason for that except that SMEs are
small accounts in value and they take quite some time to
capture and serve. So we thought we could do something
that would bridge that gap for SMEs and address that
need. So we started Maestrano. What we proposed
is specifically designed for small business – we’re not
interested in the large guys. We designed our platform
and all the services around it in accordance with the
needs of small business owners.” https://maestrano.com

Led by Vaughan Rowsell, who just happens to sport the
best moustache in business, Kiwi company Vend is a true
innovator in the retail space. Starting out as a Cloud-based
Point-of-Sale solution, Vend has rapidly evolved to be an
all-in-one solution for SMEs in retail.
“Point of Sale is pretty much a utility, so we’re really
focusing on a couple of new areas,” says Vaughan.
“One is on the optimisation of the business side of
things. We’re consolidating Point of Sale, inventory
management, customer loyalty, e-commerce, reporting
and analytics, and on and on. We’re starting to roll out
all the other value-add software packages that a retailer
needs. Retailers probably use for or five of those different
products in isolation with each other, but on a platform
like Vend they can all be seamlessly integrated, and at a
really low cost point.” www.vendhq.com

XERO
Not to sound clichéd, but by now Xero needs little by way
of introduction. Xero has hugely disrupted the accounting
software industry with its Cloud-based product. Led
in Australia by Managing Director Chris Ridd, Xero is
currently adding over 300 new customers (the vast majority
of which are SMEs) every day in Australia alone.
“It’s just accounting software, but accounting is just so
hard as a business owner,” Chris says. “You toil with it, you
tear your hair out. It’s a daily grind doing your books and
keeping up with your accounts, so business owners detest
the process. We’re unsurpassed in the industry with now
350 add-ons that link into Xero. Accounting at the end of the
day is a necessity, but what Xero’s done is turn that painful
process into a delightful experience.” www.xero.com/au

WORK[etc]
Starting his own web design business after university, Perth
native Daniel Barnett began building online tools to manage
his own business. In 2006 he bought all of these tools
together as Work[etc], which effectively is a CRM system on
performance-enhancing drugs...and then some.
“The concept is customer lifecycle management, so
our product helps you manage every part of the customer
lifecycle, from selling to that customer, to delivering your
product or service or project, to billing the customer, and
then to offering customer support afterwards and completing
the cycle by selling again to that customer,” Daniel says.
We’re a CRM plus sales plus project management
plus billing – everything you need to run and grow
your business. Without a product like Work[etc] you’ve
actually got to go away to four or five different products
or systems – or Excel spreadsheets – and pull that all
together.” www.worketc.com
MARCH 2015 | 19

