
Making the big decisions

Making the 
big decisions
interview with
JULian WiLson
Managing diRectoR
Matt bLack sYsteMs



Making the big decisions

NO STRATEGY. NO SALES TARGETS. No 
budgets. No management team. It sounds 
like corporate dystopia. But, says Julian 
Wilson, managing director at Matt Black 
Systems, creators and manufacturers of 
interfaces between people and machines, 
it’s an approach that has helped to 
halve costs and triple productivity  - by 
automating administration and taking 
costly hierarchy out, leaving staff to 
take responsibility for getting the job 
done in their own way. 

Wilson likens the approach to that of 
the typical sole trader, who does a bit 
of everything, from sales to production, 
from dispatch to bookkeeping. They 
don’t report to anyone internally and set 
their own targets. It’s a paradox: a one-
man band model that has been applied 
to an organisation.

The unusual business model at the 
company, which focuses on the aerospace 
and defence industries, means “there is 
no one quite like us on the planet” says 
Wilson. Not that he makes a big deal 
of it unless asked. “Business can be 
very conservative so we don’t promote 
how radical we are; our customers just 
benefit from the business model in terms 
of quality, service and prices.”

Although Wilson has the title of 
managing director, he leaves all 
operational decision-making to the 
employees. “That’s the clever bit,” he says. 

“Think of us as a department store; it’s 
one big building with a common identity 
and a lot of individuals doing what they 
do best under one roof. We wanted to 
make the department store model work 
in manufacturing, with staff acting as if 
they are separate, collaborative business 
units.”

So flat is the ‘management’ structure, 
there is, in fact no management team. 
Isn’t that kind of set-up, well, hard to 
manage? 

“No, because we’re designed as a self-
managing organisation,” asserts Wilson. 
“When businesses grow they also 
develop a larger management function, 
and  things become hugely bureaucratic. 
Here, if people are short of work, that 
tells them they need to focus more on 
sales.”

 The flat structure, lack of hierarchy 
and huge freedom given to staff to run 
their own daily lives have turned the 
once struggling company into a high 
performance business, says Wilson. He 
inherited it from his father at a time 
when it was a traditional hierarchical 
manufacturer. Costs were high and 
quality poor, he admits, and only 17% 
of orders were being delivered right on 
time. After bringing in business partner 
Andrew Holm, he embarked upon 
introducing what they describe as a 
“radical new culture.” 
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“Whatever conventional approach we 
tried before increased our costs,” Wilson 
admits. “We brought in highly qualified 
management teams, applied leadership 
and team building projects, and even 
tried ‘lean’; it was all an abject failure. 
The Americans had bastardised the 
original Japanese concept of ‘lean’ by 
turning it into processes of little robots.”

“We had been investing in micro-
managing tools, the normal stuff a 
consultant would suggest,” adds Holm. 
“We tried all that and the outcome was 
negative and we burned through a few 
hundred thousand pounds.”

“But then we noticed something 
strange,” explains Wilson.”Productivity, 
in effect, was being managed by the 
staff. They were like a flock of birds 
deciding where to go. We realised that 
groups of individuals could manage 
themselves, that in reality we had both a 
formal and informal management team, 
both of which we were paying for! That 
was our epiphany.”

What they did was to engage in “clean 
thinking” instead of attempting to mix 
up the equivalent of Monopoly and 
Scrabble. “Our challenge was to work 
out the rules of the new game. A risk? 
The business wasn’t going to have much 
of a future anyway if we didn’t make a 
change,” Wilson points out.

Key to exploiting their epiphany was 
automating administration to take 
out costs - by ultimately removing 
the administrators. They looked 
unsuccessfully for an ERP system that 
met their needs. For example, standard 
accountancy packages could not do 
other tasks like HR or quality control. 
“We thought why isn’t there a bit of 
software that does everything?” says 
Wilson. “Of course, bigger businesses 
have that in the shape of SAP.”

So Matt Black Systems commissioned 
software of their own, at a cost of 
more than £1million. They listed all 
the aspects of the business, and the 
resulting system monitors that each of 
the 185 interconnected tasks involved 
in the business, from sales to purchasing 
and dispatch, has been completed. The 
system even handles HR processes and 
aggregates all the financials into end-
of-year accounts. 
 
“That meant we had no need for an 
accounts department for example, or 
management to oversee the tasks,” 
says Wilson. “This is a fantastically 
important tool that was a critical part 
of cost-cutting when we decentralised 
everything. It added value to everything.
“If you want a different culture, 
you change the rules. Change the 
environment and you get different 
outcomes. In three months the increase 
in productivity was evident.”
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They had expected the new system to 
cut costs but it had other unforeseen 
benefits. Staff numbers, thirty at their 
peak, dropped to a third of that number, 
and yet turnover was doubled, costs 
were halved, and productivity tripled, in 
a completely sustainable way. “Things 
were calmer, better organised, and 
more robust to deal with surprise,” says 
Wilson. 

“Much of the paperwork involved in 
administration disappeared once we had 
individuals doing procurement directly,” 
explains Holm. “Whole elements of our 
internal cost chain disappeared. It used 
to cost £28 to process a purchase order 
but now the task of purchasing has been 
migrated to individuals that figure is far 
less because it takes a tenth of the time.”

There was initial resistance among 
manufacturing people in particular to 
being told they had to sell as well. “Then 
after a while they took baby steps; they 
would pick up the phone and make a 
call,” says Holm. “We have people who 
said they couldn’t do sales; five years 
later they say it’s the best bit of the job.”

Wilson believes that sales ability is 
an innate talent. “The same person 
who says they can’t do sales will go 
to a nightclub and start chatting to a 
complete stranger. That’s sales, isn’t it?” 
Even qualified engineers are expected 
to take their share of any shop-floor 

manual work that would traditionally be 
done by “handle turners.” This, and the 
fact that staff share the profits, leads to 
more efficiencies, argues Wilson. Left to 
their own devices, he explains, staff will 
always look for ways to do things more 
quickly and more efficiently; the smarter 
the people, the smarter the solutions.”

It’s no surprise, then, to hear that 
Matt Black Systems don’t measure 
working hours, just quality, delivery 
and profitability. “We don’t dictate 
what time someone comes in, as long 
as they understand that they cannot be 
subsidised by others,” Wilson explains.

That means employees have to be highly 
self-motivated. “What’s wrong with 
conventional businesses, especially 
ones that are used to a lot of process, is 
that they have to spend time trying to 
motivate their staff,” says Wilson. “But 
we don’t need somebody banging the 
drum, like on a Viking boat, to make us 
go faster.”

A major challenge in changing the 
model was how to overcome the cultural 
expectation that every individual does 
only one job at work, and that they are 
told what to do.  “But why should that 
be?” asks Wilson. “We don’t specialise in 
only one thing at home.”

“Cultural norms are extraordinary,” 
muses Holm. “All too often an employee 
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is expected to do one thing at work 
and then repeat that task for the next 
twenty-five years. And management 
teams typically try to squash change.” 
The result of all this is that many of the 
people employed by Matt Black Systems 
are quite unusual (according to the 
company).

“Many of our people would have been 
described as nonconformists and misfits 
by the education system because they 
look for ways to do things differently,” 
suggests Wilson. “But here they can find 
ways to express their creativity,while 
staying focused on the required outcome.

 “Students are commonly spoon-fed 
information so when they join the 
workplace they don’t know anything 
really useful,” says Holm. “You can offer 
customers better solutions through 
creative thinking, but the education 
system doesn’t deliver creativity; in 
fact creativity is squashed by it. One of 
my frustrations is that the education 
system rewards memory but when 
does an engineer ever get value out of 
remembering things when they can use 
Google if they need to check something? 
I would like to see an education system 
that is constantly evolving and driving 
change.”

“The skills we look for in our people are 
creativity, curiosity, imagination, co-
operative behaviour, self-discipline and 

self-realisation,” says Wilson. “They are 
often generalists who are prepared to 
leverage their skills, rather than being 
specialists. Our people usually start as 
drifters and go through stages, from 
being someone who couldn’t follow 
a recipe without using a flow chart to 
becoming a change-maker and creator.” 
Over time that has led to a reduction in 
staff numbers through a kind of self-
selection. 

“We created the new environment, and 
we put people in it,” says Holm. “Those 
who weren’t suited to it came under 
pressure to deliver outcomes as well as 
the social pressure from their colleagues. 
Either they changed their behaviours or 
decided of their own accord to leave. 
But the best people did really well and 
ended up earning sums far in excess of 
industry standards.”

“The idea that you have to train and 
educate people to effect change is 
rubbish,” adds Wilson. “Just change 
their environment, and profound and 
wide ranging change can be instant and 
seamless. People are hugely adaptive. 
When you see habitual behaviour it 
means you have an environment that’s 
not dynamic.”

Their innovative business model will 
help Matt Black Systems compete in the 
face of reduced customer budgets and 
cheaper overseas products, says Wilson. 
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And with that in mind they are looking 
at diversifying into different product 
areas. The business model could easily 
be replicated in other industries, points 
out Wilson, who says they are “fanatical” 
about proving their philosophy works, 
whatever sector that might be in. 
“Farming and software are areas where 
we are experimenting.” 

 Unsurprisingly, there has been interest 
in the model from business academia; 
Wilson chuckles at the fact that 
academics come to the company to try 
to codify what has been done, and then 
try to turn it into their own intellectual 
property so they can put the model into 
“expensive courses.”

“They’ve even asked us to sign non 
disclosure agreements,” he exclaims. 
“What IP of theirs are we going to be 
taking? We’re the ones introducing the 
innovation - and buckets of it.”

“Self-managing systems are like 
roundabouts,” says Wilson. “The 
traditional command-and-control 
approach is more like a set of traffic 
lights. What we are doing is not a crazy 
new age concept. We are all familiar 
with roundabouts and use them daily. 
They transmit 40% more traffic and 
have fewer accidents - why wouldn’t 
you want to run your organisation along 
the same principles? 

“Devolve the operational control to the 
individual drivers rather than the control 
box and the traffic lights.”
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REFERENCE:

Rothmans provide a comprehensive range of services 
that can be tailored exactly to your requirements. 

The Partners within each office are responsible for 
working on your affairs and are supported by other 
members of the team who are all committed to 
looking after your needs. Everyone has a role to play 
in helping you understand your finances and getting 
the most from our relationship.

With support from our other offices across the south, 
you also get the financial knowledge and expertise of 
the whole group.

OUR OFFICES

Fryern House, 125 Winchester Road, Chandlers Ford 
SO53 2DR   023 8026 5550   
chandlers-ford@rothmansllp.com

Fareham House, 69 High Street, Fareham PO16 7BB
01329 280221  fareham@rothmansllp.com

24 Park Road South, Havant PO9 1HB
023 9248 2683  havant@rothmansllp.com

1 Cornhill, London EC3V 3ND
020 7871 9711  london@rothmansllp.com

32 Dragon Street, Petersfield GU31 4JJ
01730 266816  petersfield@rothmansllp.com

114 Christchurch Road, Ringwood BH24 1DP
01425 479977  ringwood@rothmansllp.com

10 St Ann Street, Salisbury SP1 2DN
01722 413413  salisbury@rothmansllp.com

Chilworth Point, 1 Chilworth Road, Southampton 
SO16 7JQ   44 (0) 23 8021 1088  
southampton@rothmansllp.com

Trinity Court, 34 West Street, Sutton SM1 1SH
020 8642 1048  sutton@rothmansllp.com

Avebury House, St Peter Street, Winchester 
SO23 8BN 01962 842345
winchester@rothmansllp.com
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