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In a series of interviews with the directors 
of EMC, owner-managers consider how 
they can best achieve their potential.

The interviews will be brought together 
as a report to be published by DECISION 
magazine and then as a digital book. 
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FOR MOST IN business, the motivation is 
growth and profit. But for Luke Aldrich, 
chairman of ROCC Computers, what’s 
more exciting than money is being part 
of something that has a social purpose. 

“I know your eyes will glaze over when 
I talk about our niche software for 
housing associations,” he says. “But 
people light up when I talk about our 
fire-walking for charity or organising 
a community football tournament. 
There are people down the pub who 
have absolutely nothing to say about 
their jobs but our staff can talk about 
interesting things like volunteering at 
the night shelter, running a marathon, 
climbing mountains or baking a cake for 
charity. The yardstick is: do you have a 
story worth telling when you are with 
friends or are you in a job where you just 
live for the weekend? We really try to 
tick the boxes in that way; it’s socially 
liberal with a hint of altruism.”

Aldrich explains the context of this 
approach. “In the eighties and nineties, 
business was all about leveraging and 
being very macho and getting fabulously 
rich. Some people made an awful lot 
of money back in the day but it came 
with its challenges; you have to make 
big sacrifices to make a lot of money 
and we didn’t want to go down that 
narrowly focused road any more. We do 
have to make money and be successful, 
or the whole thing grinds to a halt, but I 

think a lot of business owners are taking 
more of a holistic view now. We are 
contributing something to a community 
as well as creating employment and 
offering interesting and challenging 
jobs.”

ROCC are in a position to take what 
might seem like a somewhat unusual 
approach because the business is owned 
by a family trust. “They are benignly 
supportive of the business but the 
beneficiaries are not relying exclusively 
on it financially,” explains Aldrich.

This means that decisions can be, “as 
they should be,” taken in the interests of 
the business and not just of the family. 
“There is a right thing for a business and 
that should inform your decisions,” he 
says. “A business is a thing that lives and 
breathes and you have to look after it 
and feed it, like a Tasmanian devil.”

If Aldrich’s teenaged children were to 
want to come into the company he says 
they would have to earn their keep. “I 
would rather they did their own thing 
and not expect to inherit the company. 
If there was a logical fit for them, they 
maybe; but they would have to come in 
at a certain appropriate level and work 
their way up.”

ROCC was the result of a management 
buyout led by Aldrich’s father, Michael, in 
1984, when it was part of the Rediffusion 
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technology providers to focus on 
software – a niche that he understood 
and liked. The result was that what 
had been a £9million turnover business 
slimmed down to become a third of the 
size. 

In January 2016 Aldrich became 
chairman as part of a strategy to step 
back from day-to-day management and 
allow the team to continue to spend more 
time on developing the new generation 
of software for repairs, mobile working, 
as well as process and infrastructure 
optimisation. Which means there’s 
potential to move into sectors outside 
housing, for example highways or waste 
management, and to be developed on a 
software as a service model.  

For that to happen, Aldrich has been 
putting in a new management team 
under new MD Chris Potter. “I will be 
here to support the team if they need me 
but I think that detaching myself from 
management will allow them to make 
better decisions,” Aldrich maintains. 

“When you work with people very 
closely for a long time you for a long 
time you tend to empathise and agree 
with each other and that doesn’t always 
make for great decisions. You can be 
more objective and clear if one of you 
is elsewhere. Detaching yourself gives 
you a helicopter view so that you can 

Group where he was an MD. (The name 
was an acronym of Rediffusion’s Original 
Computer Company.)  When Aldrich 
senior (an inventor, whose claim to fame 
was inventing what we now know as on-
line shopping) retired in 2000, he invited 
Luke to take over. 

Aldrich senior was clearly something of 
a character. Aldrich recalls walking into 
the office on his first day as managing 
director. “The phone was already ringing,” 
he says. “It was my dad, and it was his 
way of keeping me on my toes. He was 
a bit like Brian Clough, a complete one 
off, a family man, very charismatic,  very 
extrovert, very up and down, but brilliant. 
But apart from phoning up and not saying 
anything helpful, he didn’t interfere, in 
fact I didn’t even know where he was 
most of the time. There was no danger 
of him turning up unexpectedly, which 
was a good thing because when I first 
started here I was completely bemused. 
I was twenty-nine and was landed with 
a business employing 120 people while 
my father headed off into the sunset.”

But it didn’t take him long, not just to 
acclimatise to the role, but to identify 
what the company needed to be doing. 
Until then, ROCC had activities in 
various aspects of IT and manufacturing 
but Aldrich decided to restructure the 
business, selling the manufacturing 
arm and buying some small specialist 
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He says that seeing the management 
team develop has been really exciting. 
“There has been an influx of good ideas 
from the new team - there is renewed 
vigour and zest. And they have won 
some exciting new business, which 
adds to that momentum. It’s a great 
feeling when you’re supporting the team 
instead of leading them from the front 
and trying to drag them along.”

In his spare time he enjoys doing 
coaching and helping other businesses 
as a non-executive director. “It’s the 
personal development of people that I 
really enjoy, seeing their journey from 
not having any confidence to being in 
a position where they can say ‘I can do 
this’,” Aldrich explains.

“Communication is key; I am really 
open with the staff; people can ask me 
anything and I will answer everything. 
That didn’t happen when we were bigger 
because there were layers of bureaucracy 
and fiefdoms. And I think we are taking 
more risks because we are better able to 
quantify them.

“This will sound odd because I’ve been 
doing this a long time, but I’m becoming 
more confident as a business leader. 
I’m more conservative and conciliatory 
than my father was but I think I have 
become more decisive. What’s the worst 
that can happen, really? There are very 

see when you are actually vacillating or 
prevaricating.”

For example? “We had talked about 
going for ISO quality accreditation, 
and previously the view was that we 
do everything that is necessary already, 
so was it really necessary for us to put 
the business through what is a time-
consuming process? But the team 
decided they wanted to do it to improve 
themselves. They just got on with it and 
did it without my involvement. They 
were completely focused, and I was told 
they did it in record time.”

Such is his determination to step aside 
that Aldrich has given instructions for 
his office to make way for a conference 
room. He intends to work mainly from 
home - or just outside it. “I have built 
myself an office in the garden, as 
recommended by Kirsty Allsop off the 
telly,” he says. “I see myself working 
from that in the medium term, because I 
don’t want to cramp anyone’s style. My 
dad came back to the office about six 
times after he retired and he thought 
that was six times too many!”

His absence from the office mean that 
when he meets up with staff, they are 
clear in their minds what they want to 
talk to him about. “If am in the company 
office, there is less structure and more 
emotion,” he suggests.
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In terms of the staff mix, he believes 
there is a balance to be struck between 
moving the company forward and 
making it a “comfortable slippers” sort 
of place to work. 

“We have people who are very capable 
but are not over-ambitious but we also 
have people who really push themselves.  
That’s what you need - a culture which 
has its own checks and balances.”

The social responsibility piece also helps 
with recruitment.”We can’t compete 
solely on salaries with the multi-national 
IT companies,” Aldrich says. “So we 
have to offer something different and 
that’s the ethos and the values of the 
business. Our sales angle is that we are 
a small, niche, innovative, approachable 
business that makes quick decisions and 
that has corporate social responsibility 
at its heart.”

There are KPIs for everyone to ensure 
that the critical success factors for the 
business are met. One of these is to get 
ROCC featured in the trade press five or 
six times a year. 

The business is fortunate in having 
a customer loyalty. “Most of our 
customers have been with us for over 
fifteen years and some for more than 
twenty-five,” reveals Aldrich. “Several 
of them have put us through stringent 

few situations you can’t get out of, and 
anyway, it’s a truism that failure is as 
valuable as any other experience. I think 
as you get older you can become bolder 
because of experience. You have more 
confidence and you generally know 
what the right thing to do is. So just do 
it! Make decisive decisions and go for it; 
create opportunities for yourself. Don’t 
be talked out of it by anyone else.”

One of the challenges for ROCC - 
probably every business - is finding and 
retaining good staff, though having 
Investors in People accreditation and a 
policy of internal promotion helps. “We 
try to grow our own,” says Aldrich. “I 
try to be aware of everyone’s individual 
aspirations Our technical director came 
from the support department and our 
sales director came as a trainee. My first 
job was marketing assistant.”

He admits to having a somewhat 
eccentric way of assessing job candidates. 
“We have what we call the axe murderer 
test, which consists of looking out of the 
window as they arrive to see how they 
behave as they approach; we look at 
things like whether they are polite to the 
person in reception, how they interact. 
That informal process is more important 
than the more technical elements of an 
interview. We often recruit on attitude; 
there has to be a cultural fit.”
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is worth more than just working for a 
financial return.”

• • • •

EMC Management Consultants Limited provide 
interim management, corporate finance and 
operational support to the SME sector across all 
aspects of business to help owner-managers to 
achieve their goals.

EMC pioneered the concept of the ‘Mobile Boardroom’ 
with experts covering all the commercial areas 
– strategy, finance, accounting systems, IT, sales, 
marketing, production, and business growth – as well 
as general management, non-executive directorship 
and chairman roles.

For more than 20 years, EMC have been advising 
buyers and sellers of businesses, enabling some 300 
owners to reach the maximum reward once they 
made the decision to exit.
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re-tendering exercises and then selected 
us again, an outcome which is rare in 
this sector. Customers say that we sort 
out their problems, that we are easy 
and flexible to work with, which is what 
customers want from a service provider. 
IT corporates are more bureaucratic and 
profit orientated,” he adds. 

Although they could attempt to 
encroach. Aldrich isn’t overly anxious. 
“We think it’s a fairly protected niche 
because they would need twenty years 
of experience to do the job well. It’s not 
a huge market and we think it could be 
unattractive to newcomers. We’re in a 
really good place now. I do worry that 
we are reliant on too few customers but 
then we are diversifying.”

Necessary because a challenge might 
be government-provoked changes to 
social housing. “Will there be more or 
less social housing? Will there be super-
landlords that own all the property? 
All this can influence whether there is 
still a requirement for our software, or 
whether that requirement changes,” he 
muses.

Aldrich has been approached by potential 
buyers but has no plans to sell. He can 
see no reason to. “I would never say 
never but we’re in it for the long term, 
for holistic reasons. Our relationship 
with the homeless charity, for example, 


