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...continued from overleaf

weeks James gives us a wry smile,“there was
only one way to deal with it. You just have to
hold your nerve in situations like that - there
was nothing else we could have done. There
was no point feeling sorry for ourselves - no
one was going to shed any tears for us -
everyone had their own problems, but over the
next few months we caught up. We just had to
focus on the job in hand”

Perhaps this straightforward philosophy is
a reflection of the man himself as James has
genuinely worked his way up through the
ranks. He started his working life washing up
in a Cambridge hotel in 1981.He was offered
a position of Management Trainee with THF
at the age of 17, which he accepted rather
than taking the option of going to college. At
19, he became the Conference and
Banqueting Manager at the Berystede Hotel
and at 20, the Food and Beverage Manager
of the Swindon Post House Hotel. At this
point, he felt that his business skills were not
being developed as fast as he would have
liked and transferred to THF Roadside where
his career began to build momentum. After a
short time as a Unit Manager, he was
promoted to Regional Manager and then
Regional Director at the age of 24. He
eventually left Forte and joined Granada
where he was responsible for 9 motorway
service stations with a turnover of £210m
and a staff complement of 2900. In 1996, he
joined City Centre Restaurants to develop
the Frankie and Benny’s brand, growing the
business to 65 outlets in a 5-year period.

He was once quoted as saying:

“You only get out of life what you put in unless
you come from a wealthy or highly educated
background which | didn’t. My apprenticeship
was pretty slow, it took me a long time to get
here but that’s not to say that | don't work as
hard now as | did 15 years ago. | like to have
people around me that are good quality. | like
to see them growing and improving and | like
them to have the same principles as me.”

La Tasca has really evolved as a business and
| wanted to understand what lay behind the
success.

“I think that there are a number of factors
involved. Firstly, the customer’s desires have
changed over the years and the La Tasca
experience is one that meets the demands of its
audience. People enjoy the relaxed, casual
dining environment that La Tasca offers and it
has shown itself to be highly popular.”

Part of La Tasca’s success has undoubtedly
come from the fact that it has effectively
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tapped into the female market. Research has
shown that females have become a major
economic force and their patronage is key to
the success of any business in the modern
climate. It is estimated that 70% of La Tasca’s
customers are women.

“We have also worked hard to ensure that we
have introduced a business culture that really
empowers its managers. At the end of the day,
it's the General Manager of each site that
works at the sharp end of our business and
they need to be “empowered” to lead the
business. We want a positive culture where
managers are rewarded for their work.”

In 2002, La Tasca introduced a scheme
whereby the General Manager of each site
was renamed Managing Partner. Managing
Partners are rewarded with a share in the
profits of their site on a monthly basis. The
idea is to incentivise the managers to be
more entrepreneurial and to take greater
accountability. If they do well, they earn
more money and they actually become
better at what they do. It is clear that James
believes in allowing managers the freedom
to succeed and to improve themselves, just
as he has had in his career.

S

One of the interesting features about
James is that he is still very much ‘in touch’
with those that work in his operations. As he
points out, the directors of La Tasca are also
still relatively young and are not from a
different generation from the Managing
Partners. As a result, the business is able to
speak a common language. James has
created a business culture which is based on
good communication and with few
superficial ‘airs and graces. La Tasca has no
head office and all the directors spend their
time at ground level running their business.
There is a firm belief that drives through the
heart of this business that they still need to
make the little things count. The litmus test
of any business is how it trades during times
of difficulty. Results illustrate that La Tasca
has passed this test.

Undivided attention
James is renowned for his communication
skills.He is clearly at ease talking to people at
all levels. He has that knack of making
anyone that he is talking to feel as though
they have his full undivided attention which
makes that person, in turn, feel valuable. As |
listened to James talk about the business, it
was clear that he enjoys the challenge of

Open

-

communication

luesseqd uj

Across the pond. ..

A positive relationship



