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=~ Jim’s owner Jim Penman started his business to try to survive as a struggling uni student. It’s now thriving on
~ three continents.
i When flat-broke serial university student Jim Penman decided mowing lawns around his Melbourne
neighbourhood offered his best chance of survival, never in his wildest dreams did he imagine his business
- would go ont to mow 30 million lawns, clean 2.5 million houses, build 200,000 backyard fences, install 300,000
antennas and wash 100,000 dogs over the next 25 years.
m From delivering 1000 pamphlets to letter boxes in his local area to find his first customer, the Jim’s Group now
s - has almost 2700 franchisees across 20 divisions in three continents, prov1d1ng services from bookkeeping to
- computing, paving, building maintenance ... and of course, lawn mowing.
 Jim’s Mowing remains the largest division.
Last year, the Financial Review’s Smart Investor voted it the number one franchise in Australia under $50,000
: | after examining 600 franchises across the country.
' Mr Penman, who still controls 100% of the national franchisor, said he believed the extraordinary growth of the
M company had come from five key factors — franchisee satisfaction, careful selection of franchisees, customer
service, continual efforts to improve, and investing in IT.
He sald a testament to the success was the fact there were at least 20 Jim’s millionaires who started out as
franchisees, with the top Jim’s franchisee last year turning over $2.5 million.
And after a particularly rocky start, the Sunshine Coast is now one of the company’s top performing regions in
- Australia.
"“The Sunshine Coast was the only area in the country that failed twice. Eventually we got the right person in and
' now it and Geelong are our two best regions in Australia,” Mr Penman said.
. John Hasaballah is one local franchisee who said he agreed completely with the assessment of Jim’s Mowing
=B franchises by Smart Investor.
After owning Collins Bookstore and Australia Post franchises in Melbourne, Mr Hasaballah moved to the Coast
with his family in May 2004.
= He initially had a look at various retail options, but said the high rents in many shopping centres turned him off,
» eventually buying the southern half of an existing Jim’s Mowing franchise in Sunshine Beach.
“I just wanted to dip my toe in the water really. I thought Jim’s was a good brand name and they seemed to be
doing a lot of advertising,” Mr Hasaballah said.
- Less than four years on, he has bought the other half of the Sunshine Beach franchise, as well as others in Suarise
Beach and Noosaville, and recently, “a large area in Hervey Bay
=M He said the level of support with Jim’s was better than his previous ones, and the systems were “deﬁmtely
superior”.
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“Jim’s supplies a package that allows you to do your own bookkeeping, and also has very good training
M systems,” he said.
- “But one of the biggest attractions was the fact that franchise fecs are set ... nota percentage of turnover like
= most systems.”
™ Mr Penman said John was typical of many franchisees, having come from a business background.
“We don’t necessarily need gardeners. We need people with self discipline, business skills and communication
skills,” he said.
"7 «You need to be able to control costs, keep machinery in good condition, maintain relationships with your
Z3 customers to ensure repeat business and follow up leads quickly and effectively. ‘
“You might think a lawn mowing franchise is quite simple ... in fact it’s more like running a McDonald’s store.
=3 1t’s business, not gardening.”
__ With the booming Australian economy making people with those skills in high demand, Mr Penman said the
= company had been forced to look overseas to find potential franchisees.
- “We’ve been advertising in South Africa for people to come to areas like the Sunshine Coast and run franchises
"™ because they’re getting harder to find in Australia,” he said.
~nw Despite being 55, Mr Penman said there was every chance he would still be at the helm in another 25 years.
“My dad worked until he was 75. I think I’m just starting to learn about business,” he said.
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Jim’s Mowing is a growing concern
Last Updated: Monday, 31 March 2008

By Jacqui Walker

Jim’s Group founder Jim Penman says the secret to successful franchising is
good recruiting, tongh leadership, developing a strong brand and keeping
franchisees happy.

In the 25 years since Jim Penman turned his mowing round into Jim’s
Mowing, and started expanding, he has created a network of 20
divisions and 2700 franchisees in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and
Britain, and now has a turnover of $200 million.

The four tier business model is unigue. Franchisees provide the
services, master {ranchisees recruit, support and provide leads to the
franchisees, divisional franchisors support them, and Jim Penman’s
company sits above them all.

Penman eams a tiny cut of franchisees’ revenue (less than $1 million a
year) and extra revenue from running the call centres, the phone
system and doing the administration.

But 25 years of franchising has taught him a lot. Penman shares with Jacqui Walker some of his franchising
secrets: How to recruit good franchisees, keep them happy, develop a strong brand, and what to focus on to
expand the franchise network.

He is happy to answer your questions. Send them to feedback@smartcompany.com.au

Jacqui Walker: Which are the biggest divisions in the Jim’s group?

Jim Penman: Mowing is the biggest. That’s by far the biggest. That’s still more than half, about 1600
franchisees. The next would be cleaning, which has over 200, then fencing at about 150.

Which have been the fastest growing in the past year or so? And why?

Test and tag (electrical compliance service) is probably our fastest growing division. That’s about doubled
in the last 18 months. That’s doing very very well. '

The main thing that affects it, | mean certainly test and tag’s a good division, you can make very good
money, but the main thing affecting it is you've just got fantastic teadership. You’ve got great master
franchisees.

But that applies within any division. We survey our franchisees every year to find out how satisfied they are
with the service they’re getting, how happy they are with their business.
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What you find is that when the franchisees are verrhappy the region tends to be growing. And if they're
unhappy it will be flat or even declining.

And that depends on having a good franchisor who is supportive, that they like, and who can provide some
tough leadership.

What do you mean by tough leadership?

Well they’ve got to be a leader in the way that they support people and answer their questions.

But they’ve also got to be the sort of person that says ‘you know, you didn’t bring that customer back. To be
successful you need to do this’ or ‘OK, you’re running short of revenue and you're claiming it’s the
drought, so will you accept a challenge that you need to suggest extras to your client?”. Like say rubbish

removal or whatever,

They’ve got to be supportive but they’ve got to be also prepared to be a leader. Take a tough line. The best
franchisors combine those two.

And do you think that that’s a greater determinant of success than actual demand for the service?

Yes. Because demand for the service is almost a given. We had 67,000 unserviced leads last year. So far this

~ year it’s about 25,000. It’s getting worse.

To give you an idea just how much work that is, when we spoke to service central towards the end of last
year (we were doing a deal with them) they spent $4.5 million in advertising to pick up 60,000 leads. Our
total advertising budget is about $3 million and we knock back more leads than they got.

~ And why is that?

Because the demand for services is fantastic. If you offer a half way decent service, then the world just
comes rushing to you. The demand for good people in the present day economy is extraordinary. Generally
most of our franchisees are completely flat out. Even through the drought most franchisees are completely
flat out. They haven’t got time to scratch themselves. '

That raises an interesting question. Why aren’t you growing even faster and why aren’t you
recruiting more franchisees? '

Well, just for that reason — there’s not enough of the right kind of people around. I mean the economy is too
good. That’s our biggest problem.

There’s just a real problem. I mean we did far better during the 1990s in the Keating recession. That was our
golden time, because if we weren’t as good at what we were doing, our support wasn’t as good, our
customer service wasn’t as good.

I mean just as an example, we halved the level of complaints in the last two years just by putting better
procedures into place, but there was more franchisees around.




The best franchisee is not going to be a gardener, it is a business person. The ideal franchisee is someone
like a bank manager. A successful salesperson. Somebody who’s got the discipline, the administration, the
salesmanship. Who wants to have a lifestyle as well, and doesn’t want to work 60/70 hours a week and go
into the city every day. That’s the kind of person we want.

You’ve obviously recrunited some people. How have you been doing that?
Oh there are people that want to do it.
Do they come to you or are you going out actively looking for people?

We advertise for them, we run expos and stuff like that. But I mean if it was something like mowing, that
you were thinking of that kind of career, you’d probably think of us anyway. :

We’re also working overseas actually. We’re recruiting in South Africa at the moment. There’s tremendous
people from there who’ve got very good management business skills and that’s a very promising avenue.

So as the economy slows down this year is this good or bad for your business. Do you anticipate it will
make it easier for you to recruit?

Yes of course. If the economy does slow down. I don’t want the economy to slow down, but from my own
selfish point of view, with my business we’ll certainly do better if it does. No guestion at all.

Although there is a capital cost in getting involved in a franchise — although buying into a Jim’s franchise is
relatively inexpensive because it’s a service business rather than retail.

It could be anything from $20 to $40,000. The kind of people that we want normally have far more equity in
their house. It’s not usually the issue. We’re not talking about spending a quarter of a million dollars.

If we were it would be different, but at this level most people can have it. We can organise unsecured loans
for people have got a decent credit history and so forth.

It’s just not difficult because the earnings potential of the business is so far above the cost. A normal
business you pay what, like three year’s earnings or something like that. So if you’re making $50,000 you
pay $150,000. ,

Well for a Jim’s business that’s making say $75,000 a year, you might pay $20,000. The size of the loan is
tiny by comparison with the actual income that you can produce, or you should produce.

And what is the average earnings of a franchisee?

I don’t know actually. We’re going to do some surveys this year. But put it this way; most of our businesses
have what we call a work availability guarantee of $1500 per week.

This means if they don’t make that much money then they can go and offer free services to whoever they
like and get paid for it by the franchisor, which I might say hardly ever happens.




From my point of view, if you can’t make $1500 a week then you’ré wasting your time. Having said that, {
know people do make less than that but I find it hard to understand why.

Just as an example, I was making, in modern terms back in the 1980s, [ was making well over $2000 a week
and I was only working just during the day. I had another business in the evenings.

You attribute some of your success to careful selection of franchisees. How do you go about that?

Well first of all, interview. You look for a person who can communicate because it’s the same thing talking
to you talking to a client — can they express themselves clearly? Do they sound intelligent? And competent?

You Jook at business background. The more responsible job they’ve had, the better. Obviously if you’ve got
somebody who’s been working for the local council for 20 years as a gardener you might employ them, but

you probably wouldn’t put them on as a franchisee. Unless you’re very careful about it because why aren’t
they the head gardener, why aren’t they the supervisor.

On the road is a good thing. You put a person on the road and it tells you probably more than anything. For
example how hard do they work? Do they take initiative? By the second or third time they should be getting
out there and taking the stuff off the trailer.

If you tell them to mow straight Jines they listen to you. If you tell them move the hose they listen to you
and do it right next time without being reminded. They turn up on time. If they’re late they apologise. Just
look at the way they perform. The selection is normally done by our current franchisees too, so we try to be
as rigorous as possible.

One of the great successes for test and tag is they’re the most selective division. They knock back about half
of their applicants. Now those people are willing to pay. So of people who come forward and they’re
prepared to pay all the money, they take about half of them. That’s about the best, and they’re the fastest
growing division.

Obviously people like Dominos and McDonald’s are highly selective. For the industry level we’re at, we're
actually extremely tough on the selection process. Always have been.

And can you spell out why that’s important.

Lots of reasons. If you take on poor franchisees it lowers your levels of customer service, which means it
turns off clients, which means it’s harder to find work.

You tend to find that poor quality franchisees are high maintenance. They tend to infect other franchisees
with negativity instead of focusing on how they can improve their business. Just takes all the emotional
energy from the franchisor.

Good people want to be in a selective system, so it attracts the good people. We’ve always given a list of
current franchisees, that’s how T used to sell franchises — ‘ring any of my current franchisees’.

So if you give them a list and people ring up and there’s people who are really unhappy and doing badly, it’s
telling you’re not a very good system.
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It’s harder to recruit more good people. There’s a whole stack of reasons. The long and short of it is within
reason; the tougher you are in selection, the faster you tend to grow.

And you’ve also said that focusing on franchisee satisfaction and success has been critical to your
business’s success. What does that mean in a practical sense?

What grows franchising systems is happy franchisees. It’s as simple as that. There’s no way around it and
you can look at it very clearly. Just as an example of the {master] franchisees who had 100% franchisee
satisfaction on average, last year they grew by 10%.

And the ones who scored below 60% on franchisee satisfaction on average, they declined by 10%.
Fortunately we had more of the first than the second.

By franchisee satisfaction I mean agreeing with statements like the reality meets the promise. I'm positive
about the future of my business. If you agree to that then you’re satisfied, so if you’ve got 100% of people,
all your franchisees say yes, ‘whatever you sold me I got’.

How do you get that? How do you keep those franchisees satisfied?
It’s very much to do with the franchisor. I mean work is usually a given in Jim’s.

Some divisions are a little bit harder, like bookkeeping, and you’ve got to go out and get it. But work is
usually a given so really the franchisors that are best are ones that have got the best personal relationship
with their franchisees.

The franchisor’s always there to say ‘look do this. This is the way to do it’. And listen to what the
franchisees want. They’re not autocratic. If the franchisee comes up and says look we think this kind of
advertising... ‘yeah, OK, let’s give it a try’ or you know, ‘we’d like to do things this way’. They’d listen to
them but they also exercise leadership.

And you’ve also mentioned heavy investment in IT has helped you and you spent $2 million on
technology. What have you spent that on and how has that helped?

Everything in Jim’s is run by a computer program. Every time a job comes in there’s a very elaborate
process to make sure it goes to exactly the right person. Franchisees can log in from home. They can
actually book in how much work they want. How many jobs per day they want. What suburbs they want to
work in. What particular service do they want to offer. And they can change that for different suburbs. We
like to localise people so they have first right of refusal for their territory. They have also a pnor]ty in
certain inner post codes which are close to home.

That sounds very targeted for your business. Have you developed that in house?
Yes of course.

How do you ensure high standards of customer service?



EEREEEEEREEEEEREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE DD

We monitor the complaints. We have done surveys- the past. We measure it as complaints per 100 leads.
Before T was franchising I would get roughly one complaint for one lead, which was pretty shocking, you
can imagine.

But still the business was doing OK. A few years back it was back down to about five complaints per 100
leads. Two years back it was 2.7. This year so far it is about 1.4.

We probably serve about 50,000 clients a week. We probably get about something like 3000 or 4000
complaints a year, so it’s about 60 a week.

And what do you do with those complaints?

Most of them are time related. Failure to call back. If a franchisee gets too many complaints:and we do strict
guidelines with that, then again a warning letter.

If they fail to fix their problem then they are told they need to come in and do a one day retraining course,
which could be in any city in Australia or New Zealand so it’s fairly tough.

If they continue with that they get basically restricted. They wouldn’t be able to take any more work and
they’d normally leave. We try and warn them first. Mostly it’s pretty effective.

The letter’s pretty frightening when it comes out. That letter and that process is what’s halved our complaint
rate in the last two years. -

We're still looking at ways to improve on it. Better system. Induction training is a big thing with us. We’ve
really increased all our induction training lately. Got a very intensive course. For example mowing has
about a 60 hour induction course now, very heavily focused on things like customer service and business
procedures. Also extras, how to do different kinds of jobs and how to do them safely.

If a client has a problem with a job not being done right, obviously the first thing they do is ring the admin
centre which goes back to the franchisee. Also the franchisor is copied on complaints so they liaise with the
franchisee and they’!l ring him up and say ‘what’s happened?” ‘What went wrong? How can we fix it?”. But
if that doesn’t work, the clients are invited to contact me personally. '

You’ve got 20 divisions. Is there a risk that your business could get too diversified?

There’s no risk we could get too diversified because as Jim’s Group we don’t diversify. We only do one
thing, which is service franchising.

And with servicing franchising, the issues that I deal with personally and my company, the legal, the
administrative, IT, all that kind of stuff, it doesn’t matter whether it’s antennas, mowing or cleaning, they’re
all the same.

When it comes to the specific needs of the division you have a divisional franchisor. And no division works
without a dedicated experienced divisional franchisor. You’ve got to have somebody who understands
antennas. They’ve got to be somebody who has it in their blood. So it won’t happen for that reason.

Are there areas where the Jim’s brand hasn’t worked?
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Mooroolbark business king a 'bushy’

Adrian Bernecich
07Apr08

FRANCHISE king Jim Penman has been mowing down the competition for more than 25 years, preaching «
and "customer service” as the keys to success ... and he's not slowing down.

The Mooroolbark man behind the iconic bearded (how clean shaven) brand, Jim's Group, has a passion for
living, his 1983 Volvo, mowing lawns and keeping his franchisees happy.

In 1982 and near the end of his doctorate in history, Mr Penman was left with only $24, more than $30 000
with no academic prospects. He started mowing business Balwyn Gardens.

A year later, he had a list of clients across Melboume, changed the company name to Jim's Mowing, and qi
reaped rewards.

“You have to enjoy your job. | started doing it when | was eight and I've now mowed more lawns than most
franchisees, even though | stopped mowing professionally in 1988," Mr Penman said.

"I never planned on expansion. | believe that if your system is good enough people will come to you.”

Since its creation in 1989, Jim's Group has mowed 30 million iawhs, cleaned 2.5 million houses, washed 1(
and boasts more than 20 specialty businesses and 2600 franchises across Australia, New Zealand, Canad:
UK.

Mr Penman is always in pursuit of perfection and atfributes his success to ongoing customer service, franch
satisfaction and being open to new ideas.

"I spend my efforts trying to improve my franchisees and make them happier. They can call me whenever t
if clients are unhappy | ask them to call me personally tco,” he said.

Mr Penman, 55, is a father of nine, married to Li, and now lives and works on his property in Mooroolbark w
chocks and his car that was made the year after Jim's Mowing was bom.

“I'm a bushy. | love gum trees and the cutdoors. | live on five acres with chooks in the back yard and t still n
lawn."

He also spends a couple hours a week, building on his PhD work, which focuses on the neuroendocronic st
social behaviour through La Trobe University and St Vincent's Hospital.

Share this article
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Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the UK.

Business king a ‘bushy’

Adrian Berpecich

FRANCHISE King Jim Penman has been
mowing down the competition for more than
25 years, preaching character and “customer
service” as the keys to suceess ... and he’s
not slowing down.

The Mooroolbark man behind the iconic
bearded (now clean shaven) brand, Jim’s
Group, has a passicn for country living, his
1983 Valvo, mowing lawns and keeping his
franchisees happy.

In 1982 and near the end of his doctorate in
history, Mr Penman was left with only $24,
more than $30,000 in debt and with no
academie prospects. He gtarted mowing
business Balwyn Gardens.

A year later, he had a list of clients across
Melbonrie, changed the company name to
Jim’s Mowing, and quickly reaped rewards.

sk

Business magnate Jim Penman still mows his own lawn and tends to his chooks at his Mooroolbark property despite having 20 businesses and 2600 franchises across

1 never planned on expansion. | believe that if your system is good

enough-people will come to you.
JIM PENMAN

“You have to enjoy your job. 1 started doing
it when I was eight and I've now mowed
more lawns than most of our franchisees,
even though I stopped mowing profession-
ally in 1988, Mr Penman said.

“1 never pianned on expansion. I believe
that if your system is good enough people
will come te you.”

Since its creation in 1889, Jim's Group has
mowed 30 million lawns, cleaned 2.5 million
houses, washed 180,000 dogs and boasts more
than 20 specialty businesses and 2608 fran-
chises across Australia, New Zealand,
Canada and the UK.

Mr Penman is always in pursuit of perfec-
tign and atéributes his success to ongoing

Picture: DETLEV RUEFF Natt

customer service, franchisee sati:
and being open to new ideas.

“I spend my efferts trying to impr
franchisees and make them happie
can call me whenever they like and it
are unhappy ] ask them to cali me pel
too,” he said.

Mr Penman, 55, is a father of nine, 1
to Li, and now lives and works
properiy in Mooroolbark with his
and his car that was made the ye:
Jin's Mowing was born.

“I'm a bushy. I love gum frées :
outdoors. I live on five acres with ct
the back yard and I still mow my owr

He zlso spends a couple hours :
building on his PhD work, which foc
the nenroendaecronic stady of soeial
jour through La Trobe Universi
St Vincent's Hospital.

e
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TEr OUR OPEN EVENING .
Thursday 10th of April 2008 AT 7.00prn, College gymnasium
Everyone is welcome to attend, in parficulor shudents curently iIn Years 5 & 6,

= A CHALLENGE PROGRAM from Year 7 through o enfry info VCE,

_ . STUDENT LEADERSHIP cpportunitics for .
2+ An INNOVATIVE THINKING curdculum.

PLAKWO O DE

SECORSARY {DELEER

35LEVITOIIOF/LC/S




oMM

s L LT R

Mﬂnday, April 14 2008 o

g $V1;Inp.-GS..T_ST‘ :

blzbltes

Super payment changes
FROM July 1 employers must use ordinary-
time eamings fo caiculate émployess” stiper
guarantes contributions, _
The tax office says while most employers
are alrgady dolng this, some are using
uther. methods, such as earnings outlined

in industrial awards or existing -~
empioymant agreemenis. The changes w
make sure al} smployees are treated the.
same for super guarantee purpases.

“| strongly encouraga elf employers to_rhake i

sure they have planned for the changss
“have the comect systems in place, such'as

updamg thelr payrol} systems,”” ATO' deputy.

commissioner Nell Olesen says.

Staff costs soar :
EiGHT out of 10 businesses have sesn:giafi
costs skyrocket in the past year, according
to areport by accounting house Grant” -
Tharntan International,

The report found significant hikes in siaff '

costs in almost three-quarters of Austrafian
businesses, well up orthe US (48] per cant)
and the UK (47 per cend).

- Prévately owned husinesses are stuck

batween a rock and a hard place, Grant

Thomton Australia’s Tony Markwet 5ays,
“nsucha hgh{ fabour market they g
offer competitive packages to racruitand
vetain staff buzt at the same time they need
to keep cogts down.”? ¢

Makmg the cut e
MOTIVATIONAL speaker and friend fathe.
stars Kurek Ashley on a tour of Australizto -

promota his book-How Would Love Re.'sﬁand? -

haswarned aspiring enireprengurs about
branching out on their own. - .

“‘Hairdressers are the worst,** he said.
““They have a loyal client base so they lsave
an emplover and start thelr own salen; but

ther they’ve get nobody to run the business. - |-

It they stop-cutting halr to do the
administration and marketing; they've got _
nobody to-cut hair, It sounds sfupid but |t's
such a common mistake.** Be wamed

Consumers glum

Rising petrol and food costs, along with the .

steady rise In interest rates are puthng

a dampener on spending.

Afiet eiore than a decade of shuppers
shopping for the sake of shopping, people
ara now developing déeper pockess and -
staying at home, accerding to the latest -
Westpac/Melbourne Institute index of
consumsr confidence. '
The index hit its jowest point since 1983,
falling 1.3 per centto 57.4.

This suggasted that the interest rate hikes
of the Reserve Bank and the independent
moves by the banks were having an effect,
As weif, the average monthly-fuel bill fer
Australian drivers is estimated to-have gone
up 12 per centover the pastyear. . -

As the netional average price for peirol
stands at $1.40 alitre, the monthly bill B

Green pawer .. . the, founde
By ANDREW CARSWELL
Smalf Busmass Reporter

OST company di.rec—

-tors ‘are intensely

protective when if

-come to their personal

mobile phone rumber. -
But Jim- Penman is passmnately‘
‘dlfferent. s

He gives his persunal details a.wa,y
at will, combined with the staunch
promise thai his cherished franchis-
ees can cenhtaet him at any time,
about any subject. . .

That’s a big call, if you cnnsider
that Jim - of Jim’s Mowing fame —
has more -than 2700 franchisees
‘under his wing..

Now theat ne Is incognito afler
shaving off hi§ renowned beard, Mr
Penman sat down with The Dgily
Telegraph recently to explain just
why he remains unguarded and
entirely approzchable,

He says it is the sole responsibifity
of any franchiser, ™ *

If vou Took after the franch:sees_
welf they will Iook after the custom-
ers with the same seatiment. .~

It is a commonsense model, the
Melbourne-born  entrepreneur
believes, that many. business over-
ook for driving the bottom line.

AT'm v ‘passionate about cus-

‘down,” he said.”

siihe hugely suocessful

ery
‘tomers and I hate letting cus?.omers -

im's Mowang franchise Jim Penman.-

Jim’s tips for a successful frahchise

N Be passionate about customers, not just thmr money Look after

"them so they aré raving fans -

Q Constantly improve what you do
[t Have good accounts.

w] Charge what you are worth Don’t undercharge

O Look for extras, or addmnns to your busmass

“{e do mbout 20,000 fobs a day
and’ on average we get about
20 complaints.

“That is a b1g driver for me
‘beeause any Jim’s client i ismyclient,

“The other big driver for me is
franchisee service. The only way
you can _succeed is fo give people
a team . that people-want. to join.
The sysiem: has to be attractive_

" for franchisees.

“Iaim to work at meking francl'u.s- .
ees more satisfied. We ring all.of our
franchisees to see how satisfied they
are with the system and whether
the reality has Hved up to the :
protzise, They can ring me any
time,” he said.

Refreshingly, Mr Penman is not
your . ordinary - multi-millionaire
businessman. ..

He stlll mows his own lawn and

digs his own weeds, tmvels spar- -

ingly and prefers. workmanstyle

shirts with .the sewn-in company

logo over business attire, and he

.‘drives abattered 1983 Volvo,

But in reality, this self-styled suc-

- cess story has buiit an astonishing

franchise emplre in 25 years,
The Jim's Group he founded it

1982 while $36,000 in debt and with
-just $24 in the bank, has meowed

30 millisn. lawns for one in five
Australian households, cleaned two
and & half milfon. houses, built
200,000 fences, installeg 300,000
antennas and washed 100,000 dogs.

The group now has 20 divisions,
employing mEere than 4000 people in
Australia, - New Zealand, Canada

and the UK and boasts an anhual .
- twrneveraboud $200 milion. .

-Not bad for a man once hell hent

Picture: Ross Schutz

on becoming & history and éross-
cultural anthropology academic,

“I ended upstthe Ageof 28 having
not got myself & PhD i history and
with no skills other than mowing
Iawns which I had. done,.to pay my
way throughuniversity,” he sald.

“I hadpretty crappy, breken-down .

[mowing! equipment, but I just
started mowing lawns and garden-
ing around some of. the houses
where I lived and dropping ]eaﬂets
in letter boxes.

“L got very .busy myself, - very
quickly, so- I started employing
sub-cantractors then maoved on to
selling lawn-mowing rounds.

“T¢ maks that: as effective as
possible, I would play more of a
support role for these people, give
them training and virtually help
them start their business.”

The impetus to launch s franchis-

ing model came when rival mowers_

VIP crossed into Victoria.

It freaked kim ouf, 30 he formu-
lated a system which he believed
would benefit alt parties involved,

“T wanted to have a franchising
system that I would want te buy if
Iwas on the other side of ihe desk.

*Y thought I would be lucky to get
100 franchisees, but I had 60 after
the first year and now we have
2700-0d4d,” he sald. .

et
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-expanding overseas. has be
- haphazard in the extrem

-.ing, Canada was bom out of

Mower

Jim Penman is looking
for a business partner

‘to help him turn
-Jim's Groupinto a
global powerhouse.
- __Damlen Lynch reports
: or the first: txme ina busmess

- career that spans 25 years, Jim
“Peninan is Teady to relinquish’

some control of. Jim’s Group,

- “thé largest: franchise chain in
Australia.

But don’t try to read between
the lines and come to the

© conclision that he is preparing .
:.. for retirement. That is anythmg
but his plan. ““I’'m hot going -

anywhere Im . going every-
where,”” Penman says, -

 Penman’s_grand plan is to.
. sell 20'per-centto 25 percent.of -
+  the franchise giant to fund his

ambitious growth plans for it,.
- particularlyin° South Africa

and possibly in Spain. He sees

- n--reason- why Jim’s Group, -
. which already has operations in
- three: countries outside Aust-
" ralia, -shouldn’t- “be a -global
. . powerhouse.- .
Penman admits the way his
about

company - has. gone

date. For- example Jim’s Mo y :

expansion ofthe diversified

1 .busmess anywhere in. the world: 1

Bt Pénman “will sell a stake

in his business only if the.
- circumstances are right. He has’

alréady knocked back a lowball :

and unsolicited offer of $20 mil- -

hon for the whole busingss and-
is ‘looking for a-partner with

1" strong business experience and

contacts, a pesitive - attitude,

-plenty of -moeney and similar

business ethics to his-own.

Penman, who takes a modest

wage and reinvests.the majority

of profiis back into the com- -

pany, wanis to-make sure
that franchisees’ - interests are
protected.. “I'm a poor net-

ness partner bes1de him to:
orgamse a. more  structured °

ac emxa When he staxted an

awnimowing business in 1982
Now hé controls a businessithat'.
achieves' annual turnover-of *

about $200 million from a net- -

work of more than 25 divisions

and 2700 franchisees in--Aust-

ralia, New Zealand, Canada
and the UK. The average turn-
over per franchisee-is-between
$70,000 and $80,000 a year.
Divisions range from Jim’s
Antennas to the fast-growing
Jim’s Test and Tag, an electrical
testing and tagging service. The

 Photo: JAMES DAVIES

Tirn's Group star--

cisting ‘and pro-

" -spectlve franchisees training on
-how they ‘can. make a living
‘from permaculin _
*-sustainable agnculture that can

¢, a systemr of

be used to grow: ‘organic fruit

and vegetables. in a typical -
“Aussie backyard ‘with minimal -

labour. He is disappeinted that

more members haven’t taken

up the offer.
Undeterred, Penman has
now set his sights on possibly

starting an insurance arm, with .

the aim of boosting the
company’s own coffers and
substantially reducing - the
insurance premiums paid by

eyes fresh fields

. franchlsees He

says -Jim’s
Group has already cut franch-
isee telecommunications bills

by 40 per cent through collec-

tive bargaining and bulk billing.

Jim’s Group doubled its pro-
fit -and spent $2 million on
technology to greatly improve.
its operating efficiencies in
recent years. |

Still, Penman behevcs he has
as yet only scratched the surface
in terms of the firm’s potential,
not least in Australia, .

““Sometimes 1 feel 'm in a
vacuum,’’ he says, referring to-

the 67, 000 unserviced leads his

company had in Australia last- _
year. .
While there is a huge demand

. for the kinds of. services Jim’s

Group . offers, Penman. . says

‘existing franchisees are flat out

and it’s difficult to find not only;
new, but also good, franchisees
in‘the current economic climate.
- Penman says that is because

‘the Australian economy is too.
‘strong. He ‘says people with

strong - business . acumen, ke

‘bank managers and sales peo-

ple, are already employed else-
where. It’s only when the econ-.
omy is struggling or in recession:
and companies are downsizing
that the best potential franch-
isees become availdble. -
Potential is something that
Penman-sees a ot of ‘in South
Africans. He says they - have
better entrepreneurial skills.

- than Australians-and are prag-
_ matic. “‘I like them, they are a’
good bunch of people » he

says. - :
Penman : believes -a Iot of

: South Africans will join Jim’s

Group " as - master franchisors
and francl'nsees 1in the next few
years.-Two of his senior.man-
-agement . team. travelled:” to

. South ‘Africa recently and took -

part it more than 50 meetings
with pasmble .master “franch-:
isors and-joint ventixre partners, .

Penmian:ds also- looking -at
bringing skilled South African
migiants to Australia on 457
visas. He only-started-to con-
sider this option about a month
ago, but already 40 to 50
potential candidates have been
chosen. ‘

He says Jim’s Group is bring-

-ing in reinforcements because -

if’s “‘getting ready for the boom-
times ahead™. :
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