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Exploring Opportunities

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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“ONLY THE PARANOID survive,” smiles 
Steve Pearce, quoting his favourite 
business motto. In practice, says the 
founder and managing director of 
Southover Foods, that means not 
immediately chasing every opportunity 
that presents itself; it’s important to 
weigh up the pros and cons, and not be 
afraid to choose the least risky path, he 
says. 

“When you have something that works - 
touch wood - you can spoil it by pushing 
it too much. So I have a sort of defensive 
strategy; there is lots of uncertainty out 
there, so ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’. 
There are two sides to every story and 
that’s the same with an opportunity 
when it presents itself. For example I 
had the chance to buy a wholesaler in 
London, but that would have been too 
much of an added headache because of 
the need to run different sites. I would 
rather keep my sanity! So I’ll just carry 
on doing what I’m doing.”

Not that Pearce is risk averse; indeed, 
when the former butcher started 
Southover Foods in 1989 when he was 
twenty-four, having always wanted 
to have his own business, he and wife 
Liz remortgaged their house to make it 
happen. 

His original ambition was to open a 
delicatessen, but he decided it made 
sense to do something that utilised his 

knowledge of the meat trade. So Pearce 
rented a unit on a local industrial estate 
and bought a second-hand van. By night 
he cooked and cured meat and by day 
he drove around delis and coffee shops 
in Brighton selling speciality hams. In 
a very competitive market, this meant 
he was able to keep margins up by 
delivering direct to the end user.

Pearce was soon finding that customers 
also wanted other products like cheeses, 
hummus and quiches, which he bought 
in, locally where possible. The enlarged 
product range helped him develop the 
customer base to include wholesalers, 
even airlines. But it was the home-made 
meat products that were his real USP 
and that have remained at the centre of 
the business.

Pearce seized an interesting opportunity 
early on when he bought a London van 
round from a company called Kate’s 
Cakes. Their customers included Seattle 
Coffee, later to become Starbucks, and 
another was Coffee Republic. Within a 
few years he was selling to more than a 
hundred coffee shops that were part of 
those chains and had three vans going 
to London every day. 

But the Starbucks business wasn’t to last. 
“People had always told us we wouldn’t 
be able to keep Starbucks,” says Pearce. 
“And one day their head honcho came 
and I showed him round. We had only 
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says Pearce philosophically. 
He remembers that period as being 
“disastrous.” Pearce even considered 
stopping manufacturing and just buying 
product in to improve margins but is 
glad now that he didn’t. 

After the Nero relationship ended, he 
had to “back off and reboot” and decided 
to refocus the business by staring a 
new venture with the owner of Kate’s 
Cakes. The outcome of that liaison was 
Higgidy Pies, which in due course “went 
stratospheric”, getting shelf space in 
the multiples. The Pearces later cashed 
in their shares and bought a property in 
France from the proceeds. 

His ambition now is to continue to 
grow Southover Foods – notably, there 
is capacity at the factory to increase 
production. But the key words as far 
as Pearce is concerned are “safe and 
sustainable” growth.”

“You do reach an age where you would 
rather just tick over,” he muses, “ but 
ticking over isn’t the same as drifting. 
I’m not adding on sales at any cost, I’m 
very margin conscious. If you are not 
checking margin and numbers all the 
time, that’s when you just drift.”

Pearce has no plans to sell the business, 
saying he doesn’t know what else he 
would do with his time. “I don’t like golf 

just bought the factory and I could tell 
he was not impressed. The writing was 
on the wall anyway.”

Not that the end of the relationship 
with Starbucks put Southover Foods in 
a difficult position. “I squirrel cash away 
when I can and use money wisely when 
we need to,” explains Pearce. “Otherwise 
it’s easy to squander funds on the 
trappings of business, like buying a 
Ferrari,” observes the man whose “pride 
and joy” is a 1990 Land Rover. 

In any case, he had been courting Caffé 
Nero and gained their custom in 2003. 
The contract led to “wild growth”, but 
again, it wasn’t to last. “My accountant 
said what can possibly go wrong? And 
I just assumed everything was working 
well,” recalls Pearce. “But I wasn’t feeling 
the pulse of the business and that’s not a 
great place to be. It sounds ridiculous to 
me now, but we weren’t even producing 
proper management accounts, because 
we had no time. 

“I had made the mistake of grabbing 
turnover and it meant supplying outlets 
as far away as Manchester and Edinburgh, 
which meant that the gross profit margin 
was low  Given the distances involved 
we really needed a network of sites but 
we had stuck with having one central 
unit. That’s probably why we’re ticking 
over at £6million and not £12million,” 
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prices, that’s not what really concerns 
him. “Weirdly,” he says, “it’s the 
unexpected, the irritations. Like like the 
night some years ago when somebody 
came and stole all of the catalytic 
converters from our entire fleet of forty 
vans so they couldn’t leave  the next day. 
We have CCTV everywhere now.”

• • • •

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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or gardening and I don’t have any other 
business interests,” he explains.

However, he does plan to spend more 
time in France, though he thinks he will 
still be checking emails every night.  “I 
have tried to have zero contact when I’m 
away but it just meant I came back to a 
massive number of emails,” he explains. 
“But I trust the managers to get on with 
it now whereas I used to be looking over 
their shoulders all the time.”

Stepping back from hands on 
management and leaving his “very 
competent” managers to run the forty-
three people-strong business for him 
day-to-day has been a learning curve in 
a sense. Pearce explains: “I have always 
believed you should surround yourself 
with people who can do things better 
than you can. I flit around like a moth, I 
can’t settle on one thing. My managers 
are more meticulous than me.  It is very 
tempting to think why would I take on 
the cost of paying someone for a job 
which you can do, but then you end up 
trying to do too much yourself.”

By way of example, Pearce says: “I used 
to step in and do relief van driving 
because that saved money, but it made 
me a busy fool. “

While he’s worried about the UK leaving 
the EU and the effect it is having on 


