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One of Leona Watson's earliest business lessons was the importance of having a shareholder agreement in place when you enter into a business partnership.
A few years into the life of her business Cheeky Food Group, which organises cooking-based team building events for corporates, Watson decided to part ways with her then-business partner.
Although the separation was amicable, dissolving the partnership was tough because there was no shareholder agreement in place. “It made the processes of agreeing a price much more difficult and stressful,” she says.
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Watson has built Cheeky Food Group from an initial investment of $5,000 to a thriving enterprise that now turns over $3 million annually. It has 10 full-time staff, 20 chefs and holds 400 events a year across Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific. At a recent event, there were 550 people cooking together simultaneously at the Melbourne Exhibition Centre.
Not a bad result for a business that started its life in Watson's bedroom nine years ago.
Indeed, Watson's advice for other aspiring entrepreneurs is to keep overheads low while the business is finding its feet.
But she says once the enterprise is established enough to warrant taking on staff and business premises, it's a good idea to work with a business coach “to protect your investment in the business and help the business owner step up from a leadership, finance and managerial perspective”.
One of the keys to Watson's success has been disciplined cash flow management. She says “a great business idea will go nowhere unless you can manage cash flow. And don't forget to pay yourself because you don't have a scalable business model if you don't”.
Watson's advice is to have cash in the bank equal to two to three months' business expenses. “It's like having an insurance policy,” she says.
“It's also an idea when you're starting out to keep up one to two days' part-time work or consulting to give you confidence as you're stepping into a new space and to give you a bit of income. It also means you won't have to take every job you can get because you're so scared about work coming in”.
“And whenever money comes into the business, make sure you put 15 to 25 per cent aside to cover your BAS and tax obligations. I use an ING Direct account to hold this money so it's money I can't access immediately. Too many businesses go under in the first year because they can't pay their tax, which is really sad”.
Aside from focusing on financial management, Watson's other tip is to “think like a big brand even though you're small”.
This means ensuring everything and everyone in the business represents the brand values. In Watson's case this means being 'fun and professional'.
She says this philosophy also extends to the type of clients Cheeky Food Group likes to work with.
"The ones that are most likely to buy from us are the ones that are most like us,” she says.
It's a strategy that pays off: Watson says 75 per cent of revenue comes from repeat business and referrals.
When the business first started, it was all about hitting the phone to make contacts with prospective customers and establish the business.
“When we started Jamie Oliver only had one cookbook – there was no Heston Blumenthal or Gordon Ramsay," Watson says. "And there was no Google. It was all about being fearless and making calls. But as time has passed, we've relied more on online marketing and trade shows to build the company.
“But we're quite specific about where we spend our marketing dollars and scientific about tracking where leads come from and how many convert into sales so we make the most of our marketing budget. And we always ask new customers where they found us”.
With a tight labour market, Watson is also focused on retaining and keeping great staff. When she's recruiting, instead of asking people to send in a resume she asks them to leave a message on an exclusive answering machine.
“I can tell straight away whether they'd be a good staff member by the enthusiasm in the message they leave,” says Watson, who holds monthly get-togethers to build staff morale and tries to infuse the business with a sense of celebration.
To date Cheeky Food Group's growth has been self-funded, but in the future Watson says “we're open to having external investors. It will be the next phase in our development”.
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