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Making the big decisions

WHERE IS THE loneliest place in business? Ask 
Charlie Avens. He says he’s been there, or at least 
experienced what it must be like.  “It’s joining 
a long-established business with an existing 
culture as the new MD and standing in front of 
your forty-five people to outline your plans,” he 
suggests. “You have to be absolutely convincing.”

“Being a business leader, especially in a new 
business with an existing culture, can be a lonely 
place. When you sit in front of your 45 people 
you need to be sure your plans are taking the 
business in the right direction and that you have 
your ducks in a row.”

Some of the changes he made at Runfold 
Plastics, he says, were common sense to someone 
coming in from outside. “Things were being 
done in a certain way simply because things 
had always been done in that certain way. For 
example, we used to buy materials piecemeal for 
different orders. I said why don’t we consolidate 
procurement and do it once a week rather than 
once a day? Otherwise we aren’t going to be able 
to see the wood for the trees.”

He also changed the system of working to 
a monthly cycle. “The previous way of working 
could result in a panic at the end of the month 
and then a lack of momentum at the beginning 
of the next.” “It’s human nature for people to 
be suspicious of change so you have to make it 
as positive and painless as possible to overcome 
that mindset,” he says. “It’s true that if you 
empower people to make change themselves, 
they will do it; the managing director to drive 
that and point everyone in the same direction.”

Not that Avens was in any particular rush 
to introduce the changes. When he joined the 
company, a leading specialist manufacturer of 
flexible plastic parts, in 2013, he bided his time 
for the best part of a year. “To come in and change 
things too rapidly would have potentially broken 
the machine,” he explains. Avens managed to 
get a business leader’s grant to hire a mentor 
and he would recommend that process to others, 
saying it was a confidence boost when he most 
needed one.

Avens thinks business success requires the 
ability to identify and react to opportunities 
that come up. “I have seen so many companies 
being blind to opportunities; you have to be 

able to spot them and react,” he explains. 
“Some people – particularly those in sales and 
marketing - are better able to see opportunities 
than others. I don’t think those in production, 
for example, realise their importance to business 
development. I’m keen to ensure that they can 
spot opportunities and move things forward and 
to do that we need to prevent the silos we had 
before. Any problems are all our problems.”

Which is why the company has invested in  
a new CRM and ERP system so that the sales 
team can see what’s happening in production 
and vice versa. “Previously people had their own 
systems: a spreadsheet for this, a spreadsheet for 
that, and never the twain,” he says. “The new 
system will help us find any cracks and identify 
what we can do to fix them. There’s power in 
information.”

What Avens enjoys about the manufacturing 
sector is the challenge of finding ways of doing 
and making things. “There will always been 
issues raised in manufacturing something and 
I like overcoming them and coming up with a 
positive outcome,”he explains.

British manufacturers obviously face a 
challenge from China, but as Avens explains: 
“We can’t complete with them on volume or 
costs, but what British manufacturing has is its 
flexibility; the ability to mould - excuse the pun 
- itself around customers’ needs. Our forte is in 
small batch, high value custom moulding.

“Traditionally the business has made parts; 
it would be nice to make more of the entire 
product. That value-add would bring growth and 
lead to better margins, enabling us to turn a fifty 
pence product into a fifty pounds assembly.”
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