
Medium business case study 

Simon Stewart, managing director of WA-
based Stewart & Heaton Clothing Company 
(S&H), started his business back in 1991 on a 
“hunch” that there was a market for importing 
workwear out of China.

Over the years, that business has morphed 
into a provider of uniform and protective 
apparel solutions for the emergency services 
sector – otherwise known as ‘total apparel 
management’.

“We’re in the business of dressing people,” 
Stewart says. “We do hats, caps, socks, 
belt, shoes, buckles – everything you see a 
policeman or a fireman wear. We take the 
employees from cradle to grave. It’s a holistic 
approach where the focus is about the service.”

S&H also provides “specialist products for 
specialist applications” – including garments 
with a unique application, such as fire and 
flame protection. 

As the business has expanded – the company 
now employs 85 people, has offices and 
warehouses in six cities across Australia, and 
acquires two thirds of its revenue from outside 
of WA – Stewart says leadership has become 
increasingly important.

“One of the issues you find when you expand 
is that when you’ve got remote locations, 
different time zones and so forth, the osmosis 

theory doesn’t work anymore,” he says. “You’ve 
got to start documenting processes and 
defining culture.”

One way he’s tried to foster a strong, inclusive 
culture is by giving key staff the opportunity to 
have their “hands on the levers”. 

“One of the things I’ve encouraged my state 
branches to do is to treat it as their own 
business and treat it as their own money, and 
we go down to P&L level at each branch, which 
I think by and large has been successful,” he 
says. 

“We’ve had a lot of long term employees – 
people that have worked with us for 20 years 
– and five managers who have been with us 
north of 15 years.”

While many of those employees have come 
through universities, and Stewart himself is 
university-educated, S&H runs internships as 
well, with the primary recruitment focus being 
the individuals’ mindset. 

“We employ for attitude and train for skills,” he 
says. “It’s not super complex what we do, but 
you have to have the right attitude.”

“We employ for attitude 
and train for skills...It’s 
not super complex what 
we do, but you have to 
have the right attitude.”
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Stewart recognises that the SME sector is not 
“sexy” so organisations like his have to work 
harder to appeal to university graduates. 
“It’s hard to get a kid excited who’s aspiring to 
be the next Twiggy Forrest or to run BHP on St 
George’s Tce [Perth] to come out to downtown 
Belmont and say ‘this is where the action is’. 
But what they don’t realise is this is where the 
action is,” he says.

“They will, in a very short time, be exposed to 
a whole range of business activity and a range 
of learning experiences that they just wouldn’t 
get stuck in a corner reading a manual for two 
years in a graduate program.”

S&H has experienced the benefits of tapping 
into the ‘gig economy’, whereby employees are 
moving away from the traditional 9-to-5 day job 
to adopt more flexible roles, that often allow 
them to contract their services to a range of 
businesses.

Stewart says S&H introduced flexi hours and 
job sharing a few years ago, and has one 
manager running a department remotely out 
of Port Hedland, as she needed to relocate 
there for her husband’s work.

“You’re potentially tapping into a market 
that might not otherwise have existed if you 
demanded 9-to-5,” he says. 

“You benefit from access to talent, less 
headcount in terms of office space, and 
flexibility - which has to be both ways of course 
because they’ve got other gigs as well.”

However, he acknowledges these benefits 
don’t come without risks, namely the potential 

for intellectual property issues and business 
continuity.

“You need the machine of your business to 
continue and keep turning, but for projects, it 
certainly could be advantageous,” he says. 

While business conditions in the services sector 
are tight, Stewart says this is simply “the new 
business black”.

“Across the economy there’s this relentless 
push for lower prices which is putting pressure 
on margins,” he says.

“Profit is regarded as a dirty word in some 
respects, but what people don’t realise is that 
unless businesses are making healthy profits 
they will fail to invest in new technologies, in 
people and in remaining ahead of the game.”

He says the key to building business resilience 
in uncertain times is to focus on your core 
strengths, and ensure your cost structure is 
“lean and mean”.

“You need to identify those areas that 
aren’t price sensitive, where you can get a 
comparative advantage on your opposition – 
whether that’s broadening the service offering 
or inhouse design of your product,” he says.

“People talk about continuous improvement. 
If you’re standing still you’re going backwards 
because your opposition aren’t standing still. 
It’s a constant challenge but in some respects 
that is the challenge for all SMEs and all 
organisations. That’s one of the things we like 
about it – being on the edge - it gets you out of 
bed each day.” 

“Current business 
conditions are the new 
‘business black’. You 
need to identify those 
areas that aren’t price 
sensitive, where you 
can get a comparative 
advantage on your 
opposition – whether 
that’s broadening the 
service offering or 
inhouse design of your 
product.”
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Australia’s business 
sentiment

Bankwest Business Sentiment Index

About the 
Bankwest Business 
Sentiment Index

Strong 
Negative
Sentiment

 
Negative
Sentiment Neutral

Positive
Sentiment

Strong
Positive

Sentiment
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Q1 FY18
Overall Score   25.2
Small Business  22.1
Medium Business 32.4

Q4 FY17
Overall Score   29.1
Small Business  27.6
Medium Business 29.7

In addition to canvassing small and 
medium businesses’ views on leadership, 
Bankwest took the pulse of business 
owners, leaders and managers to assess 
their confidence in the future. 

The Index shows overall sentiment has 
declined marginally in Q1 FY18 from 29.1 
to 25.2. However, while small business 
sentiment has taken a slight dip, medium 
business sentiment has improved.
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Business 
Sentiment Index

Business 
Prospects

Industry 
Outlook

Revenue 
Expectations

Profit 
Expectations

Cash flow 
Expectations

Debt 
Repayment 
Capacity

Australian 
Economy

Global 
Economy

The Bankwest Business Sentiment Index is designed to provide a comprehensive quarterly 
benchmark of Australian business sentiment. In our survey, we gauged sentiment across four key 
variables and used a weighted average across these variables. Together, they comprise the Bankwest 
Business Health Index.

The scores maintain a -100 to +100 scale to facilitate consistent and intuitive interpretation. 
The Index is calculated by assigning scores to individual responses to the following areas:

›  Business confidence (business prospects and industry outlook)
›  Business performance (revenue and profit expectations)
›  Business health (cash flow expectations and debt repayment capacity)
›  Economic outlook (Australian and global)

Note: ‘Not Sure’ responses were excluded from the Index calculation.

Index drivers

Highest 
industry 
result:

Health care 
and social 
assistance 33.2
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Small Medium

Cost Savings

Reduced workload 
burden on 
permenant staff

Wider access to 
specialised talent

42.9% 40.9%

In the next 3 months...

29.5% 33.9%43.8%

33.0% 31.6%28.3%

Business confidence

Business performance

Business health

Economic outlook

88.7% 
are confident 

in their overall 
prospects

89.5% 
are confident in 

their industry 

outlook

54.9% 
expect revenue 

growth

54.5% 
expect profit growth

44.0% 
expect cash flow to 

improve

44.7% 
expect to be 

ahead in meeting 

obligations

33.9% 
expect domestic 

economic growth

35.1% 
expect global 

economic growth
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Top tips for managing
cash flow:

In the next 12 months...

Uncertain economic conditions in Australia 

Improving business efficiency

Changes in Government regulations 

Targeting new types of customers 

Managing cash flow 

Improving customer satisfaction 

27.7%

42.2%

21.5%

36.6%

21.4%

36.5%

Offer new products/
services 

Conduct cash flow 
forecasts 

Offer discounts for early 
payment  

“Watch every cent but reward your staff  when a good job is done. Look 
outside the  square, be innovative.”
 
(Owner of a medium electricity, gas and water supply business in SA)

The top three opportunities for businesses are: 

Resolve complaints 
quickly 

Tailor your products & 
services to customer 
preferences  

Seek regular feedback 

Top tips for improving 
customer satisfaction:

The top three challenges for businesses are:
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The information contained in this publication is of a general nature and is not intended to be nor should be considered as professional advice. You should not act on the basis of anything contained in this 
publication without first obtaining specific professional advice. To the extent permitted by law, Bankwest, a division of Commonwealth Bank of Australia ABN 48 123 123 124AFSL/Australian credit licence 
234945, its related bodies corporate, employees and contractors accepts no liability or responsibility to any persons for any loss which may be incurred or suffered as a result of acting on or refraining from 
acting as a result of anything contained in this publication.               
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