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The 10 Biggest Mistakes Business Owners 

Make 

And How to Avoid Them 

Starting and running a successful business is one of the most rewarding journeys a person can 

undertake. It requires courage, sacrifice, determination, and countless hours of hard work. 

Yet despite these efforts, many businesses struggle not because of a lack of opportunity, but 

because of avoidable mistakes made along the way. 

The good news is that most business challenges can be identified and corrected before they 

become serious problems. 

Here are ten of the most common mistakes business owners make and what you can do to avoid 

them. 

 

1. Failing to Understand Their Financial Numbers 

Many business owners know their products, services, and customers exceptionally well, but 

have little understanding of their financial position. 

They often cannot answer questions such as: 

• What is my gross profit margin? 

• How much cash do I have available? 

• Which products are profitable?  
• How much do I owe SARS? 

• What is my business actually worth? 

Without accurate financial information, decisions become guesswork. 

Successful business owners use financial statements and management reports as decision-

making tools rather than simply viewing them as compliance requirements. 

 

 

 



P a g e  3 | 7 

 

2. Confusing Revenue with Profit 

A growing business is not always a profitable business. 

Many entrepreneurs focus on turnover and sales growth while ignoring profitability. 

A company can generate millions of rand in revenue and still struggle to pay its bills. 

Profitability, cash flow, and sustainability are far more important than turnover alone. 

Remember: Revenue is vanity. Profit is sanity. Cash flow is reality. 

 

3. Ignoring Cash Flow 

Profitable businesses can fail because of poor cash flow. 

A business may show a profit on paper but still run out of money if customers are slow to pay 

or stock levels become excessive. 

Cash flow is often the lifeblood of a business. 

Business owners should regularly monitor: 

• Debtors. 

• Creditors. 

• Stock levels. 

• Bank balances. 

• Future cash flow projections. 

A lack of cash is one of the most common reasons businesses fail. 

 

4. Mixing Personal and Business Finances 

Many small business owners treat their business bank account as an extension of their 

personal account. 

Personal expenses are paid through the company and business expenses are paid from 

personal funds without proper records. 

 

 

 



P a g e  4 | 7 

 

This creates: 

• Accounting complications. 

• Tax risks. 

• Cash flow confusion. 

• Shareholder loan account problems. 

Maintaining a clear separation between personal and business finances improves both control 

and profitability. 

5. Treating SARS as an Afterthought 

SARS is one of the largest creditors in most businesses. 

Ignoring tax obligations often leads to: 

• Penalties. 

• Interest charges. 

• Audits. 

• Cash flow pressure. 

The most successful businesses budget for: 

• VAT. 

• PAYE. 

• Provisional tax. 

• Income tax. 

Tax should never come as a surprise. 

 

6. Trying to Do Everything Themselves 

Many entrepreneurs believe nobody can do the job as well as they can. 

While this may be true in the beginning, it often becomes a growth limitation. 

Business owners should focus on activities that create the most value and delegate the rest. 

Successful businesses are built on systems, processes, and people—not on one individual 

trying to do everything. 
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7. Failing to Plan for Growth 

Growth can create as many problems as decline. 

Rapid expansion often requires:  

• Additional staff. 

• More working capital. 

• Larger premises. 

• Additional systems. 

• Better management controls. 

Many businesses grow faster than their cash flow allows. 

A growth strategy should always be supported by a financial plan. 

 

8. Not Protecting the Business Against Risk 

Business owners often spend years building a successful company but fail to protect it. 

Questions every business owner should consider include: 

• What happens if a key shareholder dies? 

• What happens if I become disabled? 

• What happens if a key employee leaves? 

• What happens if the business suffers a major interruption? 

Risk management is not pessimism, it is good business practice. 

A properly structured buy-and-sell agreement, key person insurance, and succession plan can 

make the difference between survival and collapse. 

 

9. Neglecting Succession Planning 

Many business owners spend decades building a successful business but never decide what 

will happen when they retire, become ill, or pass away. 

A business without a succession plan may lose significant value or become difficult to sell. 
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Every business owner should have a plan that addresses: 

• Business continuity. 

• Ownership succession. 

• Management succession. 

• Estate planning. 

The best time to prepare an exit strategy is long before you need one. 

 

10. Forgetting That the Business Must Serve the Owner 

Many entrepreneurs become trapped inside the business they created. 

They work longer hours, take fewer holidays, and carry increasing levels of stress. 

The purpose of owning a business should be to create freedom, wealth, and opportunities—

not lifelong exhaustion. 

A successful business should eventually operate with systems, structure, and management 

support that allow the owner to focus on strategic growth rather than daily survival. 

 

The Common Theme 

When we review struggling businesses, the underlying issues are rarely caused by 

accounting, tax, or legal problems alone. 

The real issue is often a lack of planning. 

Businesses that consistently succeed tend to have: 

• Accurate financial information. 

• Strong cash flow management. 

• Tax compliance. 

• Effective systems. 

• Risk management strategies. 

• Succession plans. 

• Professional advisers who assist with strategic decisions. 
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Final Thoughts 

Building a successful business is not about avoiding every mistake. 

Every entrepreneur will make mistakes along the way. 

The key is recognising them early and correcting them before they become expensive lessons. 

The businesses that thrive over the long term are not necessarily the smartest or the largest. 

They are the ones that remain disciplined, adaptable, and committed to sound financial 

management. 

 

FinEd Tip: Your accountant should do more than prepare annual financial statements and tax 

returns. A good accountant should help you understand your numbers, improve profitability, 

manage risk, and ultimately increase the value of your business. 

This article is particularly well aligned with Excell's positioning because it naturally leads into 

discussions around: 

• Accounting and tax services. 

• Cash flow management. 

• Business valuations. 

• Succession planning. 

• Buy-and-sell agreements. 

• Key person insurance. 

• Retirement planning for business owners. 

• Estate planning. 

 


