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Smart Talk is a weekly column by successful 
entrepreneurs about their daily challenges. This week, 
the founder of Kogan and co-founder of Milan Direct, 
Ruslan Kogan, talks about the need to be brutally 
honest about youself and your market. 

• What do Kodak, Ansett and Borders 
bookstore all have in common? They all 
lost leading positions in their respective 
markets to newer, more agile competitors 
because their management did not 
acknowledge reality. 

They clung to traditional business 
models instead of taking the honest 
approach and acknowledging that they 
needed to adapt to survive. 

Whether it is the emergence of digital 
photography, budget air travel, or online 
bookstores, every market is changing 
constantly. 

Too often business leaders have fixed 
views about the ways their business 
should be run and these are divorced 
from the environment in which their 
businesses actually operate. 

Francis Bacon said it best: "Nature, to 
be commanded, must be obeyed". To 
grow, the first step is to look at your 
business and your market in an objective 
and brutally honest manner - first 
acknowledge the facts, then start to 
think about what needs to be done, not 
the other way around. 

When a business leader moves away 
from focusing on analysing his market to 
provide real value to the consumer, he or 
she begins to take the business down an 
unsustainable path. 

Ultimately there are only two real 
choices - deliver best value, or pretend 
you're delivering best value. Those who 
focus on making a quick buck or duping 
consumers are doomed to fail because 
they will very quickly lose their 
reputation. 

A reputation is a business's chief asset 
because it is the sum of the willingness 
of every customer to interact with 
the brand. 

Businesses spend millions of dollars on 
marketing to create a reputation for their 
business. They want to be known as 
innovators travelling uncharted 
territories to deliver customers the best 
services, products or prices. 

But, customers are not stupid; if you 
try to fool a customer, you will be found 
out eventually and your business 
reputation will suffer. 

In the information age, transparency 
and honesty are key. 
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At Kogan, we have found that when 
we treat our customers as rational, 
intelligent people, they respond 
overwhelmingly in support of our 
business. 

This means that when we make a 
mistake, we are open and transparent 
about it and we take responsibility for 
the mistake. 

We recently had a glitch at kogan.com 
where some shoppers were able to 
combine discounts and in effect double 
dip with certain coupons and 
promotions. 

We could have hidden behind our 
terms and conditions to avoid honouring 
the website errors but we know that our 
word must be our bond. 

We lost a lot of money that day but we 
had a public outpouring of support for 
our honesty. Customers will forgive a 
mistake but they won't forgive 
dishonesty. 

We are constantly assessing our market 
to ensure we deliver the best value to our 
customers by cutting all the fat out of 
our business and running a genuinely 
efficient operation. 

We devote our energy to analysing the 
trends in our market - the facts of reality 
- so that we can stay ahead of the game 
and deliver the best prices. 

While some our competitors are 
focused on fancy advertising to make 
people think they have the best value, 
we are spending our energies on finding 
ways to actually provide the best value. 

There are so many elements to facing 
the facts in life and in business. Take 
staffing for instance - honesty in human 
resources means operating as a 
meritocracy, where high achievers are 
praised loudly and proudly, and slackers 
are held to task. 

In business, as in life, honesty is the 
best approach. This approach starts with 
acknowledging that the real world exists, 
independent of your wishes, dreams or 
desires. Mere wishing will not change it. 

Facts are facts and to succeed, you 
need to understand the facts before you 
decide how to act. 

If you devote your energy to creating 
the best products and services, rather 
than closing a sale or duping consumers, 
you will be heading down a long-term 
sustainable path to success. BRIV. 

Join the conversation with Ruslan Kogan 
on Twitter: @ruslankogan. 
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