The Simple things you say are all complicated……
With apologies to Pete Townsend, the song seems to sum up complexity, keep it simple, stupid is another catch phrase  for transparency , and taken literally means that the most complex issues need to be distilled down into basic facts so that informed choices can be made.

As SMEs grow they add layers of complexity to their basic business model as they undertake to provide customers with the ‘complete’ experience.

Some level of complexity will maintain a competitive edge, if the product is not easily substituteable or copied, then the SME is free to roam that particular market at will.

Having a variety of variations on a theme may well suit local markets and conditions and prove difficult to replicate.

That kind of unique capability will be vital in maintaining market share

Offering customers complexity and variety is not always the best strategy, as quite often being spoilt for choice may lead to attention and resources being diverted to low profitablility items and too much choice can be a bad thing.

The challenge of an SME is to balance the costs and complexities of choice with the benefits in terms of revenue,

A one product firm would still need a supply chain from end to end , yet the reporting requirements to support this model and the administrative infrastructure can be equally as simple. When multi products of the same type are produced, the sales order system becomes more complex and the purchase orders mirror this. Throw in a multi product costing system and you can see complexity creeping in and it’s inherent costs.
Mr Ford and his black model T had simplicity off to a fine art

An exercise should be undertaken that measures the costs of introducing white vehicles or any other colour

Such complexity can cause confusion on two levels

Firstly at the Organisational when additional management and reporting structures creep in (indirect costs) and secondly when process complexity creeps in which is not effectively managed.

Reducing process complexity is the first step to a return to simplicity

The recent pronouncement by Tata of its new cheap people’s car was conceived out of a desire to achieve simplicity and cheapness. Whilst the bigger carmakers flounder, Tata has re discovered the Henry Ford approach..
This is also keeping within contemporary culture of Austerity which seems to be creeping into the Economy., less is indeed more and less choice means more volume and more efficiencies.

So to some extent it is grasping the opportunity within the prevailing market conditions but also understanding what exactly your customers want.

The worst offenders have been the car manufacturers who have mastered the art of ‘feature creep’

Customers have a hard time articulating their desires so quite often product development is ill conceived and mis-directed, it is a question of defining and differentiating wants and needs.

Research techniques such as Maximum Difference scaling requires customers to make a sequence of trade offs of potential product features, However allowing customers to directly influence product design without exploring there price preferences can lead to incorrect product development.

Generating lost of good ideas and variations on a standard theme does not always produce sustainability..
Whilst tapping the input of as many people as possible early on in the design process is laudable, companies do need information and testing systems that distils these ideas into simplistic models

What may well be required is not a variation on an existing theme, but what generally happens is that the variations become so numerous that the fundamental business model or product model changes beyond recognition.

Knowing when to throw the old model out and not to perservere with inappropriate sales lines is a key skill at the SME level.

Successful SMEs are not about the variety of product and service, they are about commoditising the variety and service so that these products become the rule rather than the exceptions, knowing when to draw the line at variety and keep the simplicity is the key. It also helps if you have a decent management information system that tells you and the customer the precise cost of the variety requested.
Although it is wise to be cost conscious, the balance of supporting customers needs can be crucial to maintaining performance in the long run.

Being lean and agile in the SME sector is easier , but the results and costs of such action are equally as easy to account for, quite often the SME ignores the basics economics of variety and follows the mantra of customer satisfaction too highly

So  there are some simple rules for keeping it simple

1 Promote the highest margin goods and cost in correctly any variations so that the customer can make and informed choice of whether he actually wants to buy the variation

2 Persuade the customer to stick with one product and if he wants to vary it, he must do so himself at his own cost 

3 Resist the temptation to cut prices if the standard  product fails, re invent something else which is more radical rather than just another variation

A mixture of the three processes above will ensure that you remain competitive and customers are` satisfied, it also promotes innovation as point 3 is probably the most crucial point as eventually product life cycles will end and a continuous commitment to innovation will ensure that customers remain loyal.

Although any attempt at complexity may not always fail, not every company can pull it off.

Executing complexity requires a willingness to drill down into costs and benefits that the SME may not possess. 

It take courage to say no to customers and effort in persuading them to stick with simplicity.

Simplicity is a potent strategy if it is approached with the right mind set

A strong customer relationship and transparent supply chains will yield loyalty and customer retention.

Through commitment, engagement and support of customers , simplicity can be achieved and when simplicity is achieved the benefits are irrefutable.
