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FOREWORD

The new reality
It was the economist John Kenneth Galbraith who once remarked that
faced with the choice between changing one’s mind and proving that
there is no need to do so, almost everyone gets busy on the proof. In
today’s unpredictable business environment, we don’t have that
luxury. The successful organisation is fleet of foot and one that
retains clarity of purpose even when all around there is constant flux.
In this issue of The Point, we explore how companies cope with the business of
change (see page 38), drawing on the experience of a number of organisations that,
in the midst of a shifting environment, have demonstrated vision, strategy and
above all, determination to win through. Similarly, the qualities required to keep all
stakeholders onside in such conditions, and the constant pressure to undertake this
delicate but essential task, are examined on page 25. A checklist for even the most
self-assured of businesses.
A fascinating study conducted by the Trajectory Partnership highlights some
interesting and at times unusual consumer spending patterns across Europe. As an
active but selective investor in the sector, we are always keenly sensitive to shifts in
behavioural consumer spending as a means of targeting opportunities for existing
investments or pursuing new investments in their own right. Paul Flatters casts his
net across Europe to determine the extent to which nationality moulds consumer
preferences and whether or not these will converge over time on the back of
political and economic changes. See page 6 to find out if you conform to your
national stereotype.
Our regular ‘In my opinion’ platform is occupied in this issue by the publisher of the
International Herald Tribune, Stephen Dunbar-Johnson, who takes what some might
argue is a contrarian view that there is a future for newspapers. You’ll see why he
thinks the newspaper industry has a strong and viable future on page 30.
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Turning a good idea into reality has always been the challenge for any would-be
entrepreneur. In a knowledge economy, it is even more difficult. Yet there can be no
doubt that intellectual property is a valuable resource and that when a company is
able to monetise it, it becomes a serious commercial proposition. Turning knowledge
into an asset is the focus of ‘Power of thought’ on page 12.
Also in this issue, we profile the successful career to date of Matt Davies, chief
executive of Pets at Home, one of Bridgepoint’s consumer investments (see page
18) and look at how Finnish vehicle inspection group A-Katsastus, is flourishing as its
sector responds to regulatory changes across Northern Europe (see page 34).
As always, The Point seeks to offer insight into what it means
to be a private equity-backed company and to uncover topics
of interest relevant to businesses in the European corporate
landscape. I hope that you enjoy the read I
William Jackson
is managing partner of Bridgepoint
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Bridgepoint
Finland’s leading healthcare company,
Terveystalo, has been acquired by
Bridgepoint in a €312 million publicto-private transaction.
Terveystalo offers a comprehensive
range of healthcare services across
Finland. These include occupational
health clinics and primary healthcare
facilities, as well as diagnostics and
surgical treatment through the
company’s network of private hospitals.
The investment provides Bridgepoint
with an attractive business in an
interesting market. The Finnish private
healthcare market is robust and fast
growing. Waiting lists in the public
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furthers healthcare investment
sector are long and the private sector
is supported by effective and flexible
funding arrangements.
Over the next few years, demand for
private healthcare is expected to
increase in Finland. This favourable
environment provides Terveystalo
with strong revenue and profit
potential, and growth will be targeted
from operational improvements.
The Terveystalo purchase is
Bridgepoint’s 8th investment in the
healthcare sector since 2001 so the
firm has significant experience in this
area and will be able to assist the
management team as they take the
company forward.
There is scope too for further buyand-build opportunities in the
domestic market and expansion into
other areas of healthcare.

Mikael Lövgren, partner responsible
for Bridgepoint’s investment activities
in the Nordic region, says: “As the
demand for healthcare services in
Finland is increasing, the need for the
private sector to complement public
healthcare is also growing. Terveystalo
is the leading private healthcare
service provider in Finland and has
therefore unique possibilities to
respond to this market trend. By
providing the management with
support in terms of experience and
capital, we can support Terveystalo’s
management to continue to expand
and strengthen Terveystalo’s leading
market position.”

the Finnish healthcare sector. In 2007,
it bought occupational healthcare
services provider Medivire for €134
million. And this was soon followed by
the opportunity for Bridgepoint to
provide a funding solution for the
ongoing development of the company.
In February, Bridgepoint launched a
cash tender offer for Terveystalo at a
price of €2 a share. The offer was
recommended by the majority of
investors and this will lead to the
subsequent delisting of Terveystalo I

Terveystalo was founded in 2001 and
listed on the Helsinki Stock Exchange.
The company then embarked on a
series of bolt-on acquisitions,
consolidating its position as a leader in

Bridgepoint takes on management of
Hermes Private Equity Funds
Hermes Fund Managers has appointed Bridgepoint to become the manager
of Hermes Private Equity Partners II and Hermes Private Equity Partners III,
its direct private equity investment vehicles, following a decision to exit
direct private equity investing.
The appointment will see Hermes
Private Equity’s 10-strong direct
investment team transfer to
Bridgepoint and operate as a separate
business division called Bridgepoint
Development Capital (BDC).
Hermes has been a leading investor in
Bridgepoint’s three European middle
market buyout funds raised since
2000. This will now extend the
relationship to cover investment in
smaller buyouts and development
capital across Europe. The new division

will have £550 million of funds under
management and will focus on
transactions valued at less than
€100 million.
Bridgepoint’s managing partner
William Jackson said: “Hermes has
been a long-term investor with
Bridgepoint and we are really delighted
to strengthen our relationship further.”
Bridgepoint’s principal investment
focus remains on transactions valued
between €200 million and €1 billion I
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Consumer spending patterns differ across Europe and
opinions vary in particular about essential and
discretionary expenditure.

everal years ago, it was fashionable in political circles to talk
about a ‘two-speed’ Europe, referring to the different
appetites for integration among EU member states. When it
comes to consumer spending however, it seems as if we live in a
‘three-speed’ Europe.
European consumers cluster into three generic blocs, broadly
defined as the North West (Scandinavia, UK, Germany, etc), the
South (Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain, etc) and the East (the Baltic
states, Bulgaria, Poland, Romania, etc). And, despite the general
tendency to cluster around types, national characteristics (and even
stereotypes) assert themselves occasionally as well.

SPENDING ON ESSENTIALS
The difference in European spending patterns is most starkly
illustrated when looking at the proportion of cash dedicated to
the traditional essentials – food, housing and clothing. It is perhaps
not surprising that the wealthier, more
“The difference in European spending
mature economies of north-western Europe
patterns is most starkly illustrated
spend a smaller proportion of their total
when looking at the proportion of cash
income on these items than southern and
dedicated to the traditional essentials –
eastern economies. However, the extent
food, housing and clothing”
of the difference is staggering for a set
of neighbouring economies in
the early part of the
21st century.
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40%

clothing – are bundled together, very
Food, for example, accounts for 30 per
different patterns emerge across the
cent of total consumer spend in
three blocs. Romanian consumers
Romania, compared to 15 per cent in
dedicate more than half (55 per cent) of
Italy, and a mere 9 per cent in the UK.
their total spending to essentials,
Within the three blocs, there are
compared to 43 per cent in Italy and
interesting national differences, too. In
32 per cent in the UK. The poorest
northern Europe, the French (at 13 per
economies spend a large proportion of
cent) dedicate a greater proportion of
their income on these areas. As they
their spending to food than either the
become wealthier, the
Germans or the British.
proportion falls. But it
This no doubt reflects
“Italians, for example,
can subsequently rise
centrality of food to
spend 8 per cent of their
again as designer
national culture in
total income on clothing
clothes, desirable
France. The figures for
and footwear, the highest
residences and gourmet
the UK also illustrate
in Europe. This statistic
food come within
the impact of its highly
does more than
affordable limits.
concentrated foodgratuitously cement the
retailing market and
Italians’ reputation as the
Italians, for example,
the consequent low
fashionistas of Europe”
spend 8 per cent of
cost of food.
their total income on
clothing and footwear, the highest in
The amount spent on housing is more
Europe. This statistic does more than
difficult to interpret: home ownership
gratuitously cement the Italians’
and rental models are very different
reputation as the fashionistas of
across Europe and the mechanisms for
Europe. It illustrates a point about the
delivering utilities vary, too. But if all
the ‘essentials’ – food, housing costs and nature of ‘essential’ spending items.
Naturally, a proportion of
Percentage of total consumer spending spent on food
Italian spend on clothes
and non-alcoholic drinks
(2007 data, except Poland 2006)
relates to a basic need for
warmth and shelter from
the elements, but there
will also be a fair amount
of Armani, Gucci and
Versace thrown in as well.
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Source: Eurostat, 2009, except UK ONS, 2009

Percentage of total consumer spending spent on
DISCRETIONARY
recreation and culture
SPENDING
(2007 data, except Poland 2006)
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dedicate a greater
proportion of their total spend to eating total income on this area. This
out, recreation and culture and holidays compares to 10 per cent for both the UK
and Italy and a puny 6 per cent for
than those in southern Europe, who, in
Germany. Spending in this category
turn, dedicate a greater proportion of
their income to discretionary items than also tends to be relatively small in
eastern Europe (for example, 3 per cent
consumers in the East.
in Poland and 5 per cent in Romania). It
Again, the UK is at one extreme, with
appears that the existence of a deepBritish consumers spending
rooted ‘restaurant culture’ (or lack of it)
proportionately more (14 per cent) on
is the most significant driver here.
this category than other Europeans.
With regard to the amount spent on
Romania is at the other extreme, with
alcohol and tobacco, again, the
only 4 per cent of total spending
wealthiest, most mature consumer
dedicated to recreation and culture.
markets do not lead the way. In the UK,
Spending on restaurants and hotels is
France, Germany, Holland and
one category that challenges the threeDenmark, for example, only 3 or 4 per
bloc model. Southern European
cent of total spend is dedicated to
countries lead the way here, with Spain smoking and drinking. This compares
(18 per cent) and Greece (14 per cent)
to 7 per cent or more for eastern
spending the greatest proportion of
European countries. The Hungarians
win the prize for Europe’s biggest
“Spending on restaurants and hotels is
boozers and puffers, with 9 per cent of
one category that challenges the threespending going on alcohol and tobacco.
bloc model. Southern European
This almost certainly reflects decades of
countries lead the way here, with
public health campaigns in western
Spain spending the greatest proportion
Europe about the dangers of smoking
of total income”
(and now the dangers of alcohol).
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Holidays and tourism now an ‘essential’ item for
European consumers
% saying selected lifestyle factors are absolutely necessary to live properly

1993
2002

90%
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Source: Eurobarometer, 2002
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The history of recessions
shows that spending on
‘essential’ items tends to
hold up better than
spending on discretionary
ones. So businesses
involved in ‘new
essentials’, such as
holidays, should be able to
manage their way through
the current recession.

CHANGING DEFINITIONS
A longer-term perspective on trends in
consumer spending shows that
definitions of ‘essential’ and
‘discretionary’ are not fixed. As
economies mature, items that were
once considered to be discretionary can
become so embedded in lifestyles and
cultures that consumers start to
redefine them as essential.

Evidence from Germany supports this
view. Spending on tourism and
holidays held up relatively well there
during the early 1990s recession and
outperformed other forms of consumer
spending for the remainder of the
decade. Tourism spending was affected
massively by 9/11, but has bounced
back since.

Take holidays. In the course of a
decade from the early 1990s, the
proportion of European
consumers who regarded having
at least one holiday per year as
“absolutely necessary to live
properly” (not a bad definition of
essential) increased from just
under 40 per cent to almost 70
per cent.

Recession-proof tourism spending in Germany?
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FUTURE PROSPECTS
Consumers’ spending
“Evidence from Germany
priorities evolve,
supports this view.
reflecting cultural and
Spending on tourism and
economic change.
holidays held up relatively
Going forward,
well there during the early
European economies
1990s recession”
are likely to display
increasingly similar patterns of
spending, thanks to economics, politics
and culture. The redistributive nature
of EU policy should encourage political
and economic convergence, while
exposure to similar media and
marketing means that, over time,
regional spending patterns become
increasingly blurred at the edges I

PICK ‘N’ MIX
I

I

I

I

I

I

The British spend more on
having fun than any other
European nation – 14 per
cent of their income
Romanians spend 30 per
cent of their income on
food – but they earn less
than most other Europeans
The French spend more on
food than any other
western European nation –
13 per cent of their income
Italians spend more on
clothes and shoes than
other western European
countries – 8 per cent
The Spanish love eating out
and spend 18 per cent of
their income on restaurants
and hotels
Hungarians spend more on
drinking and smoking than
anyone else in Europe –
9 per cent of their income
Source: Trajectory Partnership
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of
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Intellectual property is a valuable resource. But turning
knowledge into an asset is far from straightforward.
We live in a knowledge economy. Whereas corn, widgets or what could be
dug out of the ground were once the primary source of wealth, today the
keepers of knowledge control the most valuable asset around and
businesses with the right intellectual property have real allure.
But knowledge is a far more slippery commodity than grain or minerals, and
turning an idea into money presents many more challenges than selling a
truckload of steel.
What precisely is it that makes intellectual property valuable? How can
such an immaterial substance as knowledge be turned into hard cash,
rather than simply being forgotten about in the morning, the fate of so
many good ideas?
The question is particularly material in sectors such as television, book
publishing, sports management and educational content. In these fields, IP
is the essence of the asset, and investors need to understand its value and
how to monetise it effectively. But, if companies or individuals can establish
an idea or the product of an idea as unique, they are taking the crucial first
step along the route to successful commercialisation.
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THE ONE AND ONLY
“It’s all about a point of difference,” says Bridgepoint partner Mike Black.
“IP can be a brand or a technology or anything that’s patentable, which
gives you a point of difference. Once you’ve got that uniqueness, then that
gives rise to a barrier to entry, which should be sustaining, and that gives
you pricing power.”
Having established that an asset is unique, the next step is to commercialise
that uniqueness.
“You have to make sure you exploit every possible avenue,” says Mark
Oliver, chief executive of Oliver & Ohlbaum, which advises the media,
entertainment and sports industries.
“Knowing what the windows of exploitation are and what their value
might be is very important,” he says. “There’s the issue of whether you
bundle up windows of exploitation or do things separately. And then how
do you exploit them? Do you sub-license; do you do it yourself? Do you
bundle up the rights; do you sell them one by one? And what rights do you
hold back for technologies that haven’t yet arisen?
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“The basic rule is: don’t ever give away rights in any loose form. Be specific
about the technologies and distribution platforms that can be used. If you
make it loose, you’ll find someone will exploit a new platform that comes
along that you’ve never heard of.”
An example of how an idea can be exploited comes from one of the world’s
most familiar figures. “Anyone could sit down and draw a character,” says
Black. “But there’s only one Mickey Mouse. Disney own it, and they
leverage it. They leveraged it in the first place from the movie, building
audience awareness, and then essentially it’s a licensing and
merchandising model, so you get Mickey on everything from mugs to
T-shirts to DVDs.
“The business model is that you’ve got mass-market appeal for something
that you own, and no one else can come in and say they own it. So the
barrier to entry is the important bit.”
OPEN TO ALL
Another familiar product provides a powerful example of how, conversely,
the removal of that all-important barrier can damage the value of an IP
asset. “Look at newspapers,” says Black. “Their product was news, and the
traditional barrier to entry in the newspaper
business was physical distribution. That
“Look at newspapers. Their product was news,
barrier doesn’t exist in a digital world, and
and the traditional barrier to entry in the
now that news is freely available anyone can
newspaper business was physical distribution.
share it with you.
That barrier doesn’t exist in a digital world”
“The barrier to entry’s gone, so the pricing
power has gone, and so the business models are suffering.”
Bridgepoint has two companies in its portfolio that are fundamentally IP
assets. Dorna is an international sports management business that holds
the concession to run MotoGP, the Motorcycle Road Racing World
Championship, and Infinitas Learning is one of the leading educational
publishers in Europe.
From the outside, these two companies appear starkly different, but the
underlying principles are the same, whether they are seeking high-quality
revenue on international racetracks or in European classrooms.
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“At Infinitas, our book imprints are our
brands. They’re very strong brands in the
minds of teachers. The important point is that
you’re locking in your customer base, and
that gives you loyalty and pricing power”

“With Dorna, we own the exclusive worldwide rights
to MotoGP. That’s got strong consumer demand, so
we manage that IP to draw the most value from it.
Essentially, you have control of something that’s
valuable in the mind of the consumer, and you’re
able to put walls around it, and that means you’ve
got pricing power”

MARKET DIFFERENCES
The underlying principles may be the same across IP, but the opportunities
to increase the value of a particular asset vary from market to market. In
children’s entertainment, the biggest area for growth at the moment is in
the online sphere, with children becoming increasingly adept at finding
their way around the internet and spending increasing amounts of time at
computer monitors at the expense of TV screens. The company that can
offer its IP on this growing platform is going places.
Here again, Disney is showing the way, most recently through its
acquisition of Club Penguin, a virtual world for 6- to 14-year-olds
containing a variety of online games and activities.
In the television content market, the opportunities for maximising the
commercial possibilities of IP are different. When Bridgepoint bought TV
production and distribution company All3Media, one of the key attractions

15

Delivering
value

was the chance to maximise the secondary sales of product, after the
primary sales to terrestrial broadcasters.
“We leveraged the international sales, and the big question then became
what of the digital and the mobile rights?” says Black. “The importance of it
was that we were leveraging the IP to improve the quality of our earnings,
which was reflected in higher margins, more diverse, higher-quality, richer
margins, and sustainable business.”
Oliver says IP requires a different kind of approach from most other
businesses, based on the unique nature of its business model. “In most
businesses you expect most hits to be near the average and some outliers.
What you get in most IP industries is much more hit-and-miss, winnersand-losers distribution. You get a few hits that make up for all the losses
and all the failures, which means one’s approach to the portfolio has to be
slightly different.”
But, in the current challenging economic conditions, are the opportunities
for monetising IP as strong as they have been in better times? Black
believes that, for the right asset, they are even stronger.
“I don’t think it’s got anything to do with the cycle,” he says. “In fact,
concepts like flight to quality enter into it. You might cut your secondary
purchase but you’d stick with your primary one, so people go to premium
brands, and that means good IP. Relatively, I think strong IP assets should
do well through the cycle.” I
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Pets at Home is one of the few retailers thriving in the current
environment. The Bridgepoint-backed business is run by Matt
Davies, a youthful and genial chief executive who describes
himself as “almost perfectly average”.
att Davies was 26 when he met Anthony Preston, the founder
of Pets at Home. The year was 1996, Pets at Home was a rapidly
expanding retail chain and Davies was a junior corporate
financier at Rothschild.

“I was carrying the bags of the banker advising Anthony and I
thought what a fantastic job it would be to be finance director of Pets at Home.
It just seemed like a really nice business,” says Davies.
Just five years later, Davies achieved that ambition. Three years later, he went
further and became its chief executive. By this time, Pets at Home had more than
150 stores selling food and accessories for pets, as well as small animals such as
hamsters and guinea pigs. Preston wanted to take a back seat and Davies was
happy to drive the business forward.
He immediately bought a dog, a black Labrador called Archie. “I thought people
were bound to ask me if I had a pet so I’d better go and get one,” he explains.
Archie has certainly come in handy – appearing in many publicity shots for Pets
at Home with his owner – but Davies also stresses that he is well loved.
“I have two young children so we were always going to get a dog. We just may
not have got one quite that soon,” he says.
The combination of pragmatism and passion is characteristic of Davies, a
38-year-old utterly focused chief executive whose enthusiasm for his job is
absolutely palpable.
“Everything I have wanted to achieve professionally and materially I have
achieved. Which makes me reflect on what is really important – family and work.
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Work is hugely important to me. I don’t
play golf. I don’t have many hobbies. I
just love what I do,” he says.
This gusto has fuelled phenomenal
growth over the past five years. In 2004,
Pets at Home made earnings before
interest, tax, depreciation and
amortisation (Ebitda) of £23 million.
That was when Bridgepoint invested in
the business. This year, the company is
scheduled to deliver Ebitda of around
£68 million. Underlying sales should
show a 6 per cent increase year on
year and like-for-like sales over
Christmas were up 10.4 per cent, an
exceptionally strong performance given
the economic background.
“We’re not recession-proof but we are
more resilient than most consumerfacing businesses. Our offer is fairly low
ticket for a start so the average spend is
less than £20. Half of our business is
food as well, which is nondiscretionary,” says Davies.
Non-discretionary maybe, but certainly
not uncompetitive. Over the past three
years, supermarket groups have moved
heavily into the pet market, broadening
their product ranges in both food
and accessories.
“That has focused us even more
strongly on innovation, so we’ve
brought out brands like Dog Deli and
Cat Deli, which maintain a
differentiation between us and the
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grocers,” says Davies. He is far from
complacent, however.
“I am nervous about this year, of course.
In fact, we operate this business with
paranoia. Currently, we are trading
well but we are paranoid about doing
everything we can to keep momentum
going. After all, if a business is
generating sales, delivering good
profitability and cash flow, you can
operate the business the way you want
to. The job is much more pleasurable,”
he explains.
Davies’s strategy for Pets at Home is
simple. “Fundamentally, we have tried
to get better every year at being a
bloody good pet retailer. We want to do
this by taking the Pets at Home
experience to more and more people.
That means opening new stores each
year and making sure we have the
necessary infrastructure in place to
support them: the right retail structure,
the right property structure to find the
sites, the right HR structure to recruit
and train people and the right
distribution structure to make sure the
supply chain works properly,” he says.
“We also need to drive the contribution
of existing stores and I believe our
people have an absolutely fundamental
role to play in this. The survival of a
specialist retailer at a time when the
grocers are doing more and more
depends on customers being able to
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come into our stores and be welcomed
and bowled over by the knowledge,
expertise and enthusiasm of our
people,” he adds.
When Davies became chief executive,
staff turnover at Pets at Home was 77
per cent. Today, it is 27 per cent so the
company can invest more time and
money in its staff, who are known
within the business as colleagues.
Training modules have been created
and the more skills that staff acquire,
the more they earn.
“You have to recruit the
right people. Working
here is quite strenuous
so if you think you are
going to be stroking
rabbits all day the job
is not for you”

“The reduction in
turnover is fantastic
and it derives from
two things,” says
Davies. “First, you
have to recruit the
right people. Working
here is quite strenuous
so if you think you are

going to be stroking rabbits all day, the
job is not for you. We need people with
the right attitude so they have to be
passionate about animals and
passionate about people,” he explains.
“Second, we have created a culture that
is quick to praise and encourage people
for a job done well. My guiding
principle is that however we treat our
colleagues, that is how they will treat
our customers. So, if we treat our
colleagues like dirt, that is how the
customers will be treated. Instead, we
treat our colleagues with respect and
that is reflected in their interaction with
customers,” he says.
The strategy is working. Pets at Home
has achieved compound margin growth
of 1.6 per cent annually, more than 50
new stores have been added to the
business in the past five years and
group sales are heading towards

21

Face to
face

£400 million. Davies points again to the
specialist nature of his business.
“Customers come to us because they
want particular products and specialist
expertise. Our colleagues need to be
able to tell customers everything they
want to know about rabbits or dogs or
whatever – how to feed them, how to
groom them, how to make them
happy,” he says.
Pets at Home has an enormous range of
food and accessories. Its own-brand
stock, for instance, includes
Wainwrights, a hypo-allergenic food
range for dogs and cats with digestive
ailments, which now turns over more
than £150,000 a week.
The stores also offer customers a very
different experience from the average
visit to a supermarket. There are live
pets, including tortoises, rabbits and
even degus, which look like a cross
between a hamster and a rat. Some of
the larger stores stock tropical fish,
including baby sharks.
“We have a market-leading offer in
marine, cold-water and tropical fish.
My view is that, especially in this
country, shopping is a leisure activity so
we want to be seen as more than just a
shopping group. Coming to Pets at
Home can be viewed as a cheap day out
– or at least a cheap couple of hours
out,” says Davies.
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He also points out that people are
passionate about their pets. “When you
are passionate about something, you
want to spend money on it. I am quite
tight about shopping but I like walking
and when I go to outdoors shops, I
spend money. People really do want to
buy stuff for their pets and it is our job
to give them something new and novel
to buy,” he says.
Davies also recognises the need for
constant innovation. The company has
launched an internet offer and has also
introduced an adoption service,
rehousing small pets for owners who
are no longer able or willing to look
after them.
“We ask the new owners to donate
money to a charitable foundation,
which supports local causes. We’ve
adopted 40,000 pets over the past year
and raised £750,000. It really helps to
build community relationships,”
explains Davies.
Although Davies is a reluctant shopper
for everyday items, he feels well suited
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to his job as head of one of the UK’s
most successful retailers.
“I have reasonably average taste across
everything so I am very representative
of the average person. I have an ability
to look at things and tell what products
will work and what products won’t,”
he says.
“But I don’t always open my mouth
because I think it is very important to
have some products that don’t sell. If
your buyers are always fearful about
making mistakes, they will just play
safe and all their innovation and
inventiveness will disappear,” he adds.
Davies is fiercely ambitious for Pets at
Home. There are around 230 stores in
the company and Davies believes he can
virtually double that to 400. Over the
past five years, Bridgepoint has invested
heavily in training, store openings,
refurbishment and distribution.
“They are investing for the
long term. True value is
created by generating
sustainable profitability,
top-line and margin
growth,” says Davies.
Last year, the company
abandoned a planned
flotation as market conditions
changed. The situation annoyed
Davies “for a week”.

“We were all a bit irritated for a few
days, but there is still huge growth
potential in this business. Half of all UK
households have a pet and I want Pets
at Home to be synonymous with pet
care,” he says.
Marketing expenditure has been
increased and the business is pondering
television advertising. Davies believes
too that the location of Pets at Home
stores, in prime retail parks, is a form of
marketing in itself.
He admits to being entirely focused on
work during the week. At weekends,
however, he tries to switch off.
“I love walking and being outdoors with
my family. I also love baking. My
weakness is good food but I am doing a
10k run this summer,” he says I

Name: Matt Davies
Age: 38

Family: Married with two daughters, aged
eight and five
Education: William Hulme’s Grammar
School and Hull University

Most important lesson learnt:
What goes around comes around
Car: Land Rover
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Satisfaction guaranteed
Stakeholder management can seem a daunting task,
particularly when trading conditions are difficult.
But it can be done. Management Today editor
Matthew Gwyther explains how.
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Recessions are a miserable phenomenon for any company. Even when
times are good, it is hard to keep the 360-degree array of demanding
stakeholders onboard, but when things turn down, it can seem an
impossible, plate-spinning exercise. When economies are flat on their
backs, a combination of wisdom and good judgement is needed, so those
within the organisation can do what they are supposed to – steady and
even grow the business. This needs experience and sound leadership,
qualities that – had they been more evident in the UK banking sector over
the past few years – may have meant we would still all be basking in the
ever-expanding, sunny bubble rather than trying to survive the worst
economic storm in decades. In such an environment, how can
companies keep their stakeholders onside?
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EMPLOYEES COME FIRST
Even the most self-assured employees are
going to be uneasy at the moment. Fear of
redundancy is very high, and staff who are
constantly looking over their shoulder are not
that productive. Gossip, rumour and angst
are not helpful unifiers of any workforce.
If companies have to cut their head
count, it is vital to think very
carefully before doing so. There are
times in the life of every business
when cost-cutting becomes inevitable
and this is one of those times for many
organisations. But the key for management
is to make sure that when they are
sucking out the corporate cellulite from
their operation, they don’t take away
large chunks of muscle as well. Getting
things wrong can inflict needless debilitating
pain unnecessarily.

The proof of this came in a recent study by Professor Gary
Hamel of the Harvard Business School. Hamel studied 50

26

O

E
E
Y

S

Company bosses should:
I

Reassure as far as they can in a
realistic fashion.

I

Be open about how tough things
are and be honest.

I

Be seen – walk the floors. Good
leaders must be visible.

I

Find out who the real rain-makers
are and guard them very closely.

I

Defend morale at all costs.

Business
insight

Standard & Poor’s 500 companies whose earnings growth was at least five
times revenue growth. These operations had been wielding the knife to the
superfluous fat with considerable abandon and no doubt thought
themselves to be lean and mean as a result. But what was the result? Some
43 out of the 50 imploded – or to use Hamel’s precise, understated
expression “experienced significant downturns” – within three years.
LOOK AFTER CUSTOMERS
Irish airline Ryanair is often cited as a great example of poor customer
service. Indeed, it revels in a rather rough-and-ready approach to the
punter. Chief executive Michael O’Leary, from County Westmeath, Ireland,
once said that the Irish were good at running low-cost airlines because they
had so much historic experience herding cattle. He also said: “Generally
speaking, we never take phone calls about customer complaints. They just
keep you on the phone all bloody day.”
Ryanair has reacted to a drop in business and a huge hit on hedged fuel
prices by squeezing the customer even harder. I’ve seen more tears in
Ryanair check-in queues than I have in my 17-month-old son’s nursery and I
predict many more this summer. In fact, numerous customers are reaching
the point where they would rather return to the more genteel ways of the
national flag-carriers of old.
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Companies should:

Keeping the customer satisfied is a
challenge, even when everything
in the garden is rosy. When things
cut up rough, a razor-sharp focus
on customer satisfaction becomes
vital. Customers are irascible
and watching the
pennies. They are
unlikely to spend
without good reason
or give their money to
companies that seem
unconcerned about
keeping their custom.

Go that extra mile to keep
customers happy.

I

Be careful about the way they
treat outward-facing staff.

I

Collect data – know the
customer inside out.

I

Show customers some loyalty –
they will return the
compliment.

S

I
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HOLD ON TO INVESTORS
When companies are fire-fighting on all fronts, they really don’t need their
investors to lose their nerve and give up on them. But investors who are
desperate for some ready cash may have no choice. Steps can be taken to
mitigate the risk of investor panic and flight, though. Investors hate
surprises more than anything else. Look at the body blows that have
rained down on countless quoted companies, which have drip-fed
bad news to the markets over recent months. Far
better to keep investors close and keep them
informed. The new chief executive of Unilever,
Paul Polman, scrapped forecasting when he
took over, saying it was impossible to predict
with any accuracy at the moment. He was
worried about being made a hostage to
Companies should:
fortune, and he was right. Never has the
I Keep investors informed
old adage of underpromising and
about any changes, good or bad.
overdelivering been more apt.
I If things are becoming difficult,
do not try to cover up the truth.
TREAT SUPPLIERS WELL
I Admit fault early and
Forcing the supplier to slash prices and then
comprehensively.
refusing to pay them for 60 or even 90 days
may well bring some short-term cash flow
gains but could wreck relationships in the
long term. The fraught relationships between
supermarkets and their suppliers was a frequent
subject of bitter, off-the record briefings even
when times were good. Now, many such relationships are little
short of appalling, with motorcycle couriers waiting in
reception areas for cheques. Large dominant companies may be
able to flex their muscles more than most when times are hard. But the
clever ones realise there is more to be gained from treating suppliers as
partners, rather than adversaries.

IN
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Companies should:
I

Keep suppliers properly briefed.
Talk to them openly and often.
Let them know of any problems –
within reason.

I

Pick the brains of their suppliers –
they are a source of valuable
knowledge.

I

By all means, keep them on their
toes but don’t make it a war.
Both parties need to survive, and
buyers may also need a bit of
slack in due course.

Customers, suppliers, employees and investors may seem to have different
needs, and they interact with companies in many different ways. But it is
important for businesses to be calm, logical and decisive with all their
stakeholders. They should think hard about the relationship they would
like to have with their stakeholders when the upturn eventually arrives –
because arrive it will, and they need to be prepared for it I
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Turning
the page
Newspapers have been hit hard
by recession and the availability
of news online. But, according
to International Herald Tribune
publisher Stephen DunbarJohnson, reports of their death
are an exaggeration.
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he media industry is undergoing radical transformation.
Companies are faced with cyclical change – in the form of a
vicious economic downturn – and secular change, in the form of
a profusion of alternative news channels, which alter the
landscape fundamentally and forever.
Many news organisations find these twin challenges almost impossible to
manage. They are losing their way, losing their readers and losing money.
A number of newspapers will down tools forever over the coming months:
indeed, some already have.
But I believe the industry has a strong and viable future. Many organisations
will survive the recession and flourish over the coming years, provided they
do not compromise themselves along the way. In my view, there are three
vital ingredients for success.
First, newspaper owners have to focus on quality. They have to invest in
their journalists, make sure the newsroom is adequately resourced and
ensure both news and analysis have credibility and rigour. This is
particularly so, given the fragmentation of the media in recent years.
Readers want – and need – a brand they can trust.
“Many news organisations are
losing their way, losing their
readers and losing money”

Second, newspaper owners need to understand
their audience. They have to know who they are and
what they want. Then they have to give it to them.

Third, and this is also imperative, they need to
understand the potential of technology. They need to see technology as
an opportunity, not a threat and they need to find a way to make it work
for them.
The focus on quality is paramount. In the current environment, it is very
tempting to cut costs by closing overseas bureaux or slicing journalistic
staff back to the bone. But this is short-term thinking. Strong, sustainable
growth can only come from newspapers with robust, credible and
independent newsrooms. If the content is lacking in quality or integrity, the
reader won’t want it. Now more than ever, readers are searching for a voice
they can believe in. There is so much media noise and so much mediocre
content available through television, print and the internet that consumers
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are losing interest and losing faith in the industry. But if you succeed in
delivering quality content and thought-provoking analysis, you will stand
out from the crowd.
Delivering that content necessitates an understanding of your readership.
Organisations that really know their audience and how to engage with
them are rewarded: circulation grows and advertisers gravitate towards
them. Of course, the old model – increase circulation, attract advertisers,
increase rates, make more money – has to be adapted in the face of
technological change.
But that does not mean journalists should give up entirely and listen to
those Jeremiahs who say the age of the newspaper is over. I think that is
simplistic. The desire for information is stronger than ever. NYTimes.com
has 21.58 million unique users in the United States, according to Nielsen
Net Ratings, and also receives 8.9 million unique hits each month from
outside the country, according to ComScore. That is quite phenomenal.
The pace of technological change is breathtaking and the challenge is to
make technology work both editorially and commercially. A newspaper
cannot just transcribe itself electronically and hope for the best: it has to be
of the web not just on the web. So we need to benchmark ourselves against
other websites, not just against other online newspapers.
But desktops are only part of the picture. In the US, for example, the
Amazon Kindle is a sell-out. Like an iPod for books, the Kindle allows
consumers to download thousands of books and read them in a far more
user-friendly way than on a computer. The International Herald Tribune,
The New York Times, Le Monde and other papers
are also on Kindle and, without any marketing
“Delivering quality content necessitates
whatsoever, the IHT has gained 1,200
an understanding of your readership.
subscribers in a matter of months. They can read
Organisations that really know their
the paper wherever they are in the world and it
audience and how to engage with them
is constantly updated. On the West Coast of
are rewarded”
America, a company called First Paper is also
developing an electronic device for newspapers and magazines, which
offers a really good reading experience.
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Many journalists still view technology as the enemy: they are writing their
own obituary and failing to see the opportunities presented by electronic
media. About 60 per cent of newspaper costs relate to the paper, the ink,
the production and the distribution of the physical entity. Take that away
and you have a radically different business model.
I do not believe the printed page is dead. Clearly, news distribution is
evolving but those organisations that remain dedicated to quality should be
able to evolve with the industry.
People often wonder whether family-owned
“Many journalists still view
newspapers can survive in the new era. I think that is
technology as the enemy: they are
the wrong question. The type of owner is less
writing their own obituary”
relevant than the attitude of that owner. The
Sulzberger family, which owns The New York Times
and the IHT, have newspapers in their blood. They are engaged with the
business and prepared to resource it properly. This is not through
benevolence but a recognition that, in the media world as in so many other
industries, profitability depends on a relentless commitment to quality.
At the IHT, revenues have increased substantially in the past five years,
since The New York Times assumed full ownership of the paper. That is no
coincidence. People still want to know what is going on in the world and
they want to find out from a trusted source.
Intriguingly, there seems to be a particular
interest in publications that can deliver an
international flavour, such as the IHT, the
Financial Times or the Economist. The
readership is mobile, educated, wealthy and
keen to use a resource that provides them with
objective, wide-ranging news and analysis.
Of course, none of us has been finding life easy
over recent months. But we have to look beyond the recession. We have to
look to the future. And media groups that remain dedicated to quality,
understand their audience and embrace technology will survive and
prosper in the years ahead I
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IN THE

FAST LANE
Vehicle inspection may sound prosaic but the sector offers
exciting opportunities, as European leader A-Katsastus
demonstrates. Since being acquired by Bridgepoint, profits
have doubled, revenue growth remains strong and the
business has made 10 acquisitions.
For many motorists, taking the car in for an annual check-up is a routine
chore. But this service offers robust commercial opportunities in parts of
Europe, as the sector is undergoing fundamental change.
Bridgepoint invested in Finland’s largest vehicle inspection company,
A-Katsastus (AK), in 2005. Since then the company has flourished. Based in
Helsinki, it operates 250 inspection stations, employing 1,813 people in
Denmark, Finland, Poland, Latvia, Russia and Belgium. Turnover and profits
have nearly doubled under Bridgepoint’s ownership, reaching €164 million
and €46 million respectively last year.
“The business is performing very well,” says Bridgepoint partner Graham
Oldroyd, a member of the firm’s Nordic investment team at the time of the
acquisition. “This year, we are expecting to do three million inspections
across Europe, compared with 2.5 million in 2008. AK is a strong generator
of cash and it is continuing to grow despite the recession.”

34

Company
matters

Vehicle inspections are better known as MOTs in the UK, and the industry
has many attractive qualities across Europe. In developed markets such as
Finland, the number of cars on the road is growing by 2-2.5 per cent a year.
But in countries such as Poland, where many newly affluent consumers are
still buying their first vehicles, annual growth is a brisker 6-7 per cent. This
means there is strong underlying demand for inspection services as
required by law. In addition, the cars that people drive are more and more
complex so the scope and cost of testing is steadily increasing.
“These days cars have computers, ABS braking systems and all sorts on
them so there is just more work to be done,” says Oldroyd.
AK was initially a state-owned monopoly inspections provider, but the
market was opened up to competition several years ago and the company
was privatised in 2003. Now privatisation of the industry is occurring in
other parts of Europe and deregulation is creating new opportunities.
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In eastern Europe, increasing
numbers of motorists are
complying with vehicle testing –
and governments are gradually
introducing tougher regimes as well
as new monitoring systems and stiffer
penalties for those who fail to have their
cars inspected regularly.
As the net tightens, AK and others like it are
benefiting. In most of western Europe, compliance is
already very high, but in a country such as Latvia it is still only
running at around 60 per cent. Nudging that up to 70-80 per cent
generates further growth for AK and the inspection industry.
Since acquiring AK, Bridgepoint has sought to bring greater focus to the
company. It encouraged the business to build a proportion of earnings
outside Finland and complemented the company’s prevailing management
team with several strategic hires, such as a new chief financial officer,
chairman and an international director.
“Bridgepoint brought a lot of great experience, expertise and connections
across Europe. It’s been a very successful and good experience for us,” says
AK’s managing director Juha Tukiainen, who has worked for the group
since 1992.
Bridgepoint’s support with regard to international expansion has also
served AK well. “We have 60 per cent of the market in Finland so it’s
quite hard for us to gain market share there,” Tukiainen explains. “It’s
a natural decision for us to be quite active internationally. Bridgepoint’s
acquisition process knowledge and expertise has been invaluable.”
The group had only a tiny international arm when it was acquired in 2005,
but is now the market leader in Belgium as well as Finland, number two in
Denmark and a major player across the other countries in which it operates.
It is also eyeing up several opportunities in Sweden.
“Bridgepoint brought a lot of acquisition experience throughout Europe,”
says Tukiainen. A particular target was eastern Europe, where AK already
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director Juha Tukiainen
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had a small presence. Bridgepoint’s team in Warsaw, for example, helped
the company expand into the Polish market, even supplying the group’s
managers with language tuition.
The vehicle inspections market has several characteristics that make it
highly attractive in today’s economy. “It has a very predictable and highquality earnings stream, which is particularly welcome in the present
climate,” says Tukiainen.
Predictability of income allowed Bridgepoint to releverage the business
at the end of 2007. “The banks are still happy lending to the company,”
says Oldroyd.
The company also instigated a number of small but important internal
changes to its vehicle inspection centres, designed to make the group more
customer orientated and female-friendly – an important factor in a market
where many women drivers can be put off by overly macho garage
environments. This involved making sure that waiting areas are
comfortable and well lit, as well as introducing internet booking and
webcams to help customers beat queues.
A-Katsastus’s test centres offer plenty of opportunities for incremental
income through add-on sales. While customers are on the premises, the
sales staff can showcase other products and services, such as insurance.
Just as there are varying rules between European
countries over how frequently vehicles must be tested
(from annually in the UK to every two or three years in
other countries), so there are differences over what
products and services test centres are permitted to offer.
But AK has been able to lift sales by broadening its product
offering in a number of jurisdictions.

“It has a predictable
and high-quality
earnings stream,
which is particularly
welcome now”

“Our aim is to develop the business further. The strategy remains to analyse
the profitability of individual markets, find opportunities and where
possible take the opportunity to expand our services,” says Tukiainen I
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The business
of change
The business environment is
never static, but in recent
months it has become
particularly volatile. Some
companies manage to adapt
to change faster and more
successfully than others.
How do they do it?
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conomic downturns can often be
exacerbated by a relentless focus
on the negative. Banks are
frightened of lending, companies are
frightened of investing and consumers
are frightened of spending. In times
such as these, those organisations that
remain calm invariably do better than
those that panic or stick their heads in
the sand. Denying the external
environment is foolish. Running scared
is equally self-defeating. For most
companies, reinforcing and refining the
business strategy is the best option.
Successful organisations are continually
monitoring the vital metrics for the
business and connecting with
stakeholders to see what they want and
expect during periods of uncertainty.
But what differentiates the true
survivors of changing environments is
something much more fundamental
than external business strategy alone.
The perennial leaders of ‘top company’
polls clearly demonstrate that they can
retain a clarity of purpose even as
markets shift. They remain focused on a
strategy that either keeps them totally
aligned with their market or enables

them to be agile enough to move quickly
and seize opportunities as they arise.
The world’s most respected companies
are generally admired for essentially
being themselves and for having
strategies they understand and act on.
More importantly, they are also
renowned as world-class employers
that understand the critical link
between customers and employees.
General Electric, one of the
world’s most respected
organisations, is admired for
the way it has become a global force in
a range of industries. But it also has an
incredible ability to generate worldclass leaders from its ranks. The
company continually looks for new
ways to train and develop its people,
acknowledging that they are the
lifeblood of the business.
3M is another leader in its
field, known for innovation
in offerings as diverse as
asthma inhalers, Scotchgard and the
ubiquitous Post-it notes. The company
also remains acutely aware of the
leadership principles of former
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chairman William McKnight:
“Management that is destructively
critical when mistakes are made kills
initiative. And it’s essential that we have
many people with initiative if we are to
continue to grow.”
IBM conveys an image of
stability and reliability, and
the strength to overcome
competitive challenges. Again, there is a
focus on company values: “It’s our creed
that every IBMer helped create and it
translates into serious business, namely,
dedication to clients’ success, innovation
that matters, and trust and personal
responsibility in all relationships.”
Even if their external market strategies
seem to have little in common, all of
these companies have an almost
formulaic approach to collaboration
with their employees, which ultimately
aligns with their customers’
expectations. The real power of internal
and external alignment becomes even
more evident when things go badly
wrong in business: survivors often
return stronger and more resilient
having gone back to basics and rebuilt
internal employee relationships.
Take Apple. Ten years ago,
the company was on its
knees. Now, through the
focus and determination of chief
executive Steve Jobs, the business has
reinvented itself. Success has come
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through innovation, financial strength
and strong leadership – and employees
show a palpable enthusiasm for the
company and its products. Apple is
associated with words such as ‘emotive’
and ‘passion’ in a professional
environment where collaboration and a
degree of perfectionism are critical.
Harley-Davidson is another
notable success story. When
people buy a Harley, they are
not only buying a motorcycle; they are
buying a lifestyle. In the late 1980s,
having survived the assault on its
market from skilled and determined
Japanese competitors, the company
realised the greater challenge was
maintaining and improving success.
In a textbook turnaround project, it
proved that people are a company’s
only sustainable competitive
advantage, and that leadership is not a
person but a process to which every
employee must contribute.
The Harley experience demonstrates
the power of cultivating an
environment in which all kinds of
people can thrive. The business
changed from a traditional ‘command
and control’ culture to a totally open
‘family-orientated’ organisation in
which employees took on new levels of
responsibility for charting their own
future. As a result, the motorbikes now
appeal to a far broader crowd,

Analysis

including chief executives, celebrities
and sports stars.
To put it simply – if employees are
motivated, focused and dedicated to the
brand and product, there is a positive
correlation with customer satisfaction
and subsequently with business
performance. Cutting costs, lowering
quality and pushing employees to their
limits, by contrast, make staff
disillusioned and detached: they
produce less and their negative attitude
soon becomes evident to customers.
A widely documented
study on this was
undertaken by US retailer
Sears, Roebuck and Co.
Having examined 800 of its
stores, the company found
that “if employee attitudes on
10 factors including workload
and treatment by bosses improved by
5 per cent, customer satisfaction would
jump by 1.3 per cent – and boost
revenues by 0.5 per cent”. The retailer

found a strong inverse relationship
between customer satisfaction and
employee turnover: the stores with the
highest employee turnover had the
lowest customer satisfaction, and those
with the lowest staff turnover scored
the highest on customer satisfaction.
In difficult times, it is easy to bear down
heavily on the workforce. But this may
only be a short-term fix. Engendering
employee loyalty by involving them
directly in the future of the business
generates far greater rewards in the
long term. In essence, if an
organisation needs to change
for whatever reason, it is
critical to ensure that
employees are focused on
the business strategy, given
the opportunity to contribute
and remain fully engaged.
Leadership and management are the
biggest influences on employee morale
and motivation. Employees watch how
managers act and draw conclusions
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about the health of the business. The
finest words, the clearest vision and the
sharpest minds are diluted if behaviour
does not match the rhetoric.
At the very least, the management of an
organisation needs to address the fears
of those people who will be integral to
bringing about positive change. At the
same time, hard decisions have to be
made about those who are not fully
engaged in the future of the business.
Often an element of bravery is required
on the part of management to let go of
the ‘command and control’ culture. If
the business needs to change to
survive, employees need to be a part of
that change.
Good communication is the bedrock of
successful change but it must be honest,
regular and two way. Employees can
then discover that their best chance of
survival is to work with an organisation
rather than against it.
It is essential too, that human resource
practices and reward systems are
reviewed and revised to complement
and reinforce change and ensure
that employees are focused on the
desired outcomes, and ultimately
on customer satisfaction.

HomeServe
chief executive
Richard Harpin
was recently
voted Ernst &
Young UK
Richard Harpin receives the E&Y UK
Entrepreneur of the Year award
Entrepreneur
of the Year. He has no doubt about the
relationship between staff and success.
“The key to successful growth and to
thriving in changing environments is to
apply the principle of growing big but
thinking small. Employees are
fundamental to this attitude. I pose the
questions – the team come up with the
answers. Without the buy-in of
employees and their dedication to
serving the customer, an organisation
has nothing.”
In changing environments, vision,
strategy and determination are crucial.
Clarity of purpose, focus and learning
are essential. But employee
commitment, motivation and loyalty
are critical I
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Hanging on
John Lawrence © The Independent.

Rod Liddle, Sunday Times and Spectator columnist and former
editor of Radio 4’s Today programme, asks: if technology was
supposed to make our lives easier, why is modern life ever
more complicated?

My wife’s mobile telephone recently started behaving
oddly. It started barring calls of its own accord and then
prevented her from ringing certain people it didn’t
seem to like. I approved of this, largely because it
annoyed my wife, but also because it saved us money.

switchboard where you have to overcome an obstacle
course of tapping in numbers on your phone, listening
to a synthesised version of George Benson’s ‘Feelings’
for half an hour, tapping in more numbers and then
giving up because life is too short.

One of the people it wouldn’t let her ring was my bornagain Christian mother-in-law. We could buy a second
home on the money saved from not ringing her. But
the missus was upset and tried calling her mobile
phone company to put things right. The errant phone
wouldn’t let her call them either – a clever touch, I
thought. So she borrowed my phone and rang them.

Try speaking to a human being on the phone at your
bank, for example. My bank attempts every electronic
trick in the book to stop me talking to someone
remotely human. I am sent off down blind alleyways
by hostile robots that sound just like evil mutants,
always to be told stuff I know already, or did not wish
to know.

She got through quite easily, but they wouldn’t speak
to her because she wasn’t calling from her own phone,
so they couldn’t be sure it was her. I wish I could
describe her face when they said this. I had to leave the
room because I was crying with laughter. But the phone
company knew what it was doing. It knew she was
ringing them up with a problem.

So you press the zero button to talk to a switchboard
operator and get ‘Feelings’ again for 20 minutes before
finally reaching someone who pretends to be
sympathetic and promptly switches you through to
another recorded menu.

Here’s the thesis, then: every new development in
communication technology makes it slightly more
difficult to do what you want to do, talk to the person
you want to talk to, get things done. It is a
counterintuitive thesis.
The communications revolution of the past 25 years is
regarded, in some quarters, as being comparable to the
discovery of electricity, or the invention of the motor
car. And, in some ways, it is – but not for most of us.
I first began to develop my thesis when confronted with
the simple, prehistoric answering machine in about
1978. I used my phone – landline, of course – and
instead of someone answering, or not answering
because they weren’t in, I got a recorded message. Go
ahead, leave a message, you mug, but if it is not in our
immediate pecuniary interest to return the call, we
won’t do so. You can ring again, and again, and again.
We still won’t return your call. Why should we? What’s in
it for us? Now go away.
Things have moved on quite a bit since then. Now
every corporation worth its salt has an automated
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Remember when you went to the cinema and just
turned up and bought a ticket? Not any more. Now you
do the voice recognition thing with a ticketing agency
that sends you to see Mamma Mia in Brighton when
you wanted to see a re-run of The Texas Chainsaw
Massacre in Devizes and charges an extra three quid
service charge for the privilege.
At my local leisure centre, you used to be able to book
a five-a-side football court by ringing up and asking if
the pitch was free. The leisure centre bloke would look
at a piece of paper with a chart on it and if there was no
large felt-tipped X in the square for the day you wanted,
you were booked in.
Now they tell you to ring back in three hours because
the computers are down, or you turn up in your strip to
play football and they say, “Sorry, it’s double-booked –
computer problem.”
The truth is that the improved technology draws more
money in for the corporations, but leaves the consumer
less empowered and more angry. In this sense, the
technology is actually anti-democratic. And the more
advanced the technology, the worse it becomes. That’s
my thesis, anyway I

