The Accesserator Story
By Maarten Verboven and Robert Slijk

June 2021

Chapter 5: Our way down
By the end of 2018 we had 11 investments, a country office in Blantyre, a couple of
trainees in screening the proposals and we were able to visit Malawi 3 times that
year. As most growing companies we were making long-term investments and
needed more working capital to grow and train our staff in order to provide the
right support for all our investments. The sunk-cost fallacy was also part of
Accesserator, best explained by the example of our first investment, the dairy farm,
who was in need of working capital to make the leap towards a profitable business.
The plans of the farm didn’t really change and the explanation that growth margin
was too low to cover the overhead seemed reasonable. So by boosting the revenue,
the net profit would also become positive. Besides this, we invested already a lot of
time and resources in this company, a small amount extra wouldn’t hurt.
A travellers’ journey
So we started running down. Literally, as
running down a dune is fun to do. Taking big
steps, jumping in the loose sand and just let
yourself fall down whenever it pleases you to
take a rest and enjoy the landscape again.
Back at the car we drove further down the
road looking at all those beautiful dunes in
front of us. We had to hit the breaks as a dead
Oryx was displayed across the road. So, there
seems “life” here after all. As we had a fully
geared car, it was no problem to just drive
around this obstacle. As the sun was rising fast,
it was also getting hotter, so sweaters off and
just short sleeves on.
It didn’t even take that long to have a good
glimpse of the famous dune we were heading
for: Big Daddy showed its curves right in front
of us. We even saw a group of impala’s
roaming around the slopes. Where were they
going? Or coming from? Can they find food
here? Actually, quite some vegetation can be
seen along this road, though dry and small.
We drove on, and as Big Daddy didn’t seem to
get closer, the tarmac stopped and we had to
take a sandy road. But we are still driving our
fully geared car, so we must be able to handle
this as well. And then our car got stuck in the
sand.
But, Big Daddy seems close, so we just
proceed walking. Taking some water, some
cookies and sunglasses we will make it to this
next top. Full of energy we rounded the first
corner, to encounter something completely
unexpected. A big, white plain was there in
front of us. We slowed down our pace
automatically and slowly approached this
place. There seems nothing here but white
sand, no life, no vegetation, only some trees in
the shape of a bare set of branches. The sun
was burning my skin too much and it was so
hot.
Welcome in Deadvlei, ‘the Valley of Death’.

As we saw our investments not reaching their
potential, we discussed during one of our meetings
early 2019 the trade-off between investing in quality
(of our current investments) and quantity (in
expanding our portfolio). With in mind that new
investments were needed to generate a positive cash
flow and by telling ourselves that the chosen path
was the right one, we chose to invest more
and in to diversify our portfolio in order to
regain our first losses. Still with our convincing
story and clear mission we attracted more
cash for new investments, created new
opportunities to strengthen our position in
the market. That positive outlook was still
there and kept us moving.
What happened in reality was that the more cash we
raised the faster we went down. Our quick wins of the
early stage were also hunting us and as described by
our dairy farm, we didn’t change our
plans, business model or methods,
instead we convinced ourselves and
others that more money was the solution.
Perseverance was the only thing needed.
In 2019 our speed was already reduced to “only” 3
new investments and the opening of a new regional
office in Lilongwe to give better support to our
partners. This new office came with a
new director on board and Accesserator
being closer to the political center for
potential grants to cover first losses.

Supporters from the early days became skeptical about our progress and those who
visited Malawi opened our eyes that we were no longer on the peak of Mt. Stupid,
but we were heading towards the Valley of Death. During our visit in November
2019, it felt this way, as we spoke with numerous people in the ecosystem both
public and private parties, we recognized that we had been blinded by optimism
and enthusiasm. The picture you see was made by Robert on our way home to
show his current state of mind, down to the bottom of despair about the
ecosystem, market, business literacy, progress, unwritten rules, market entries and
above all the choices we made.

Picture 1: Robert’s state of mind

Picture 2: Meet & Greet with entrepreneurs (2019)

Key take aways
- Ask yourself: wrong business plan or wrong execution. Probably it is both.
- You will have the tendency to make things more beautiful than it is. You feel
it in your guts that it is not correct, but you also feel that if you already show
the actual status of your company it will definitely fail.
- Fake it till you make it.. You will eventually believe in your own storyline and
ends up in blindness to the inevitable.
- As you are still in the proof-of-concept stage, try not to be financially
dependent on the revenues of your company. This creates the freedom to
make the right decisions in the short- and long-term.
- Balance working on your company mission and creating short-term revenue
streams (see 2 examples of Synergy and Accesserator). Otherwise you either
end up with a beautiful plan and no cash, or you accept all types of
incidental incomes without a long-term plan. Both doomed to fail.
- You would love to read the key-take-aways of Chapter 6 in this stage… ;)

Example Synergy:
Synergy lost track of the mission
building a community for
entrepreneurs and got occupied
in renting out offices and
providing catering for needed
cash flow. Guidance for decisions
was taken over by ‘the business
model’ in order to survive. Long
term strategy of improving PMCs
was neglected.

Example Accesserator:
Accesserator was only focussing
on the long-term perspective.
All actions were developed and
executed in order to reach the
BHAG. Shorter term goals and
today’s important matters of
earning money and create a
proof of concept for PMCs were
neglected. Cash position
worsened dramatically.

