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From the beating of our heart to the 4 seasons within a single rotation of the Earth 

around the Sun to the rotation of our Solar System and even our galaxy the Milky 

Way, our lives and very existence are governed by cycles.  

Business is no different; all businesses experience periods of growth and plateau 

and many of slow down too. Even, hugely successful companies like Apple and 

Microsoft experience these cycles.  

Growth isn’t linear and doesn’t last forever. Successful companies understand this 

for their inevitability. 

The image below represents the cycle of three types of businesses – a highly 

successful business, a fairly successful business and an average business. All three 

lines follow the pattern of growth and plateau, which represents the reality of 

business growth.  

 

The vertical axis could represent any performance metric that you wish to 

measure. As well as the traditional metrics such as revenue and profit the vertical 

axis could represent metrics such as lead generation, lead conversion or product 

volume. 

And herein lie the power. If you take a key metric that you should be monitoring 

and draw your results over time you be able to see where you achieved strong 

growth and where that growth tailed off. 
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As you get to know these shapes you can pre-empt them and work to reduce them 

or take advantage or them such as with regards to seasonal trends and introduce a 

new product or service. 

For the rest of this article I’ll focus on the curves representing the revenue or profit 

of a business and hence it’s overall fitness. 

At the start of a business growth is to be expected. The rate of growth will depend 

on many factors such as the product type, applications and target markets. After an 

initial growth period there will be a tail-off as the products no longer sell 

themselves as they did at the start. 

The key thing about these lines isn’t the steepness of the growth but the length and 

shape of the plateau. I needed to separate the lines for clarity hence the different 

gradients. 

Essentially, the shorter the plateau, the healthier and more successful the business 

is. 

The red line represents the cycles of an average company because it has longer 

periods of no growth and to exaggerate the point, periods of negative growth. (The 

curve turns down.) 

Like all businesses, product sales slow and growth begins to tail off. But in this case 

the plateau extends for a longer period and even falls. This represents a business 

that is struggling, which most businesses do hence me labelling it an average 

business. 

The longer the plateau the less prepared a business is for it and the longer it 

therefore takes to get off it and back to a period of growth. These plateau lengths 

provide an indication of the strategic strength of the business. 

If the company isn’t prepared for this tail off with marketing strategies or new 

products then the growth will flatten to a plateau. If a business remains flat (stays 

on this plateau) for a significant period then it is clearly struggling to get back onto 

a growth phase. 

To make matters worse, in time this period of non-growth will inevitably turn 

down because if a business is struggling to turn itself around and get back to 

growth then in the uncertainty that grips it the business will eventually even 

struggle to maintain the business it has. 

The law of entropy will eventually come into its own and the fortunes of the 

business will fall as shown by the dotted line. 
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If this happens then the business is in even worse dire straits because now it has to 

work to regain ground it is losing never mind grow beyond the level it was at when 

it initially reached the plateau. 

Unfortunately, if a business struggles to regain growth from flat how will it get 

back to flat and then growth from a fall? It can become a vicious spiral to eventual 

closure. 

Of course, if all similar businesses are struggling for the same reason such as 

occurred with the economic crash in 2008 then as circumstances improve for 

everyone so to will the fortunes of the business. But if it is struggling when its 

competitors are doing well then it has major problems and will probably need help 

and investment to turn around. 

Unfortunately, without a change in leadership and direction these companies tend 

not to learn from mistakes or recognise this cycle and a repetition further on is 

almost inevitable. 

The yellow line represents a company that is pretty successful but which still 

experiences times of difficulty and is affected by external influences. Even though it 

generally performs well and manages these plateaus, if it stays on a plateau of no 

growth for too long or is hit by a destructive external factor such as tough 

economic times, then it may not be able to recover and eventually have to call in 

the receivers. We’ve seen plenty seemingly healthy companies go this way in 

recent years. 

The green line represents the growth cycle of a highly successful company. (As I 

said, it’s the shape of the plateau we’re interested in, not the gradient of the 

growth.)  

The plateau is extremely short and so these businesses clearly know the plateaus 

are coming and are prepared for them. As soon as business growth starts to tail off 

they kick-in the next phase of their growth at the right time so that any plateau 

becomes more of a kink. 

Some companies even create the plateau. High volume technical companies want 

to manage their product launches so that they have as little old stock as possible 

before launching the new upgraded version. 

Mobile phone manufacturers like Apple and Samsung are obvious examples of this. 

They’ll push their latest phone with the next version waiting in the wings which 

they’ll then launch at the most optimum time. They cease manufacture of the 

current version, wait for the inevitable plateau that results and then act on it. 
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So you see how knowing the shape of your business against key metrics can 

prepare you for the flat time and make a huge difference to the fortune of your 

company. 

Simply understanding how these business cycles work and the shape your 

business is compared to what it should be will go a long way to helping you 

prepare for your plateaus and hence get back to growth in a strategic and 

controlled manner. 
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