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LESSONS
IN GROWTH

BIG LESSONS FROM THE OLYMPIC KITCHEN
Scaling is all about taking a smaller business
and making it grow. Sounds simple enough,
but as you grow, your business becomes
far more complex — your teams become
bigger, your markets grow, your customers
are differentiated — your product or service
offering may expand.
Entrepreneur spoke to Steve Travis,
the project manager for the 2012 Olympic
Games in London, responsible for full
operational delivery, about how to break
an enormous job into manageable chunks,
managing and motivating a huge team
and keeping everyone on form — without
dropping the ball. Here are his lessons to
achieving major growth — flawlessly.

your time over everything, which means
procrastination is your downfall. I found
that post games, going back into my normal
role, things that had seemed to be major
issues or obstacles were actually dealt with
instantaneously as the clarity

2

1

You can’t rest on your laurels; more
growth = more work
In our day jobs we grow accustomed to the
work load, the deadlines, managing and
working with our clients. In an Olympic
environment, this is magnified 1 000%
and you don’t have the luxury of taking

of my decision-making had been elevated
beyond the realms of the norm.
The lesson: When you’re in growth-mode,
decisions need to be clear, concise and
immediate.

Steve Travis was chosen to run
the hospitality side of the London
Olympic Games because of his
ability to scale his team’s strengths.

Choose the right team
I had the experience of large volume
catering, having directed the catering
contract for the Royal Navy out of
Portsmouth for three years. This, coupled
with working at the Olympic Games in
Beijing in 2008 and then living in China to
run the Asian Games in 2010, prepared
me for London 2012. The biggest
lesson I had learnt over that time was
that you have to embrace the team,
without question, learn patience and
work harder than you have ever
worked before.
The lesson: Picking the best
performing managers from
previous games helped build the
foundation of a great team.
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THE STATS
The Olympic village was home to

16 000 athletes

who used the main dining hall to fuel
themselves four or five times a day.
It was the size of four football fields
and big enough to park 880 double
decker buses. It was the largest free
standing temporary marquee in the
world.

AN OLYMPIC EFFORT
Feeding 16 000 athletes daily
required flawless execution.
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Get your systems in order
Systems and processes are critical
to an event of this magnitude, as they are
in SMEs and corporations. They set the
skeletal frame from which your business
develops. Without the base of sound
policies, procedures and vision in the
balance, your team will not be able to move
ahead with confidence. Your business may
be moving into uncharted territory, you
may be experiencing a rapid growth in
sales or production. This is when you need
to reassess your processes and ensure they
are robust enough to handle the additional
volumes. Don’t be afraid to challenge
them, as challenge leads to change and
this in turn will equip you to deal with all
eventualities.
The lesson: Without proper systems
in place, your team won’t know with
confidence what their roles are, making
it difficult for them to take on more
responsibility.

4

Break up big jobs into manageable
pieces
Identify all the tasks, the variables within
those tasks and assign them into a
project plan. Set challenging deadlines, or
deadlines that meet the client aspirations
(you cannot move the date of the opening
ceremony). Next, ensure that every task
is delegated to a team member with the
skill set and ability to execute it. Guide
the team and seek regular feedback. We
used to meet as a group twice a week, and
then individually, daily, for status updates,
target percentages complete and to discuss
solutions to obstacles.
The lesson: Be clear in your
communication and accept you cannot
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do everything alone. Be true to yourself
by acknowledging your weaknesses and
enhance your team with those who make
up for them. Think through the processes,
visualise them, walk them in your head,
create flow diagrams, test them, share
with your colleagues and have them ‘throw
rocks at the processes’. Agree to the final
version and then train them into your team.

At its peak,

64
500 meals
were being served per day,
amounting to
2,6 million meals
in eight weeks.

The catering team worked over
90 000 hourly shifts
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Keep your team motivated
I find motivation is all about attitude. If
I walk into the office and am in a bad mood,
I will immediately bring the entire mood
in the office down. On my way into work, I
make a conscious decision to choose my
attitude. When asked ‘How are you today?’
The answer is always ‘Fantastic.’ This lifts
spirits and brings the team in line with you.
I always aim to motivate the team to push
beyond their personal best. This way they
grow rapidly in ability and experience.
Remember, your team is critical. I am
reminded of the story of a kitchen porter
who turned up to work early every day,
spent eight hours scrubbing pots and pans,
polishing floors and removing rubbish bins.
He did his job day in and day out with a
huge smile on his face, a kind word to say
to those who were tiring during the shift.
When asked why he was always so cheery,
he said, ’I am helping athletes win medals.‘
He saw the value in the job he was doing
and that pleased him. Without this attitude
to work, events such as this would never
happen.
The lesson: No job is too small, and every
team member contributes to the whole.
Thank them and remind them of that. EM
– NADINE TODD

In total

130
000 chickens
were served (8,1% of the chicken
population in the UK)

3 500 team
members
were employed on the ‘One Big Team’,
along with 256 international managers
from all four corners of the globe.
Approximately 9% had previous games
experience.

120 tons of beef
were consumed,
19 tons of sushi and 79 tons of fish.
This was a major lesson in quick
growth, which had to be managed
flawlessly.

