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The pull of the unseen
They say that invisible threads are the strongest ties. With more than half of
the world’s adults now said to be using social networks, a mind-boggling
level of penetration by any measure, it’s clear those threads are becoming
ever stronger. And such is their pull, that no business or brand can aﬀord to
ignore them. The problem for many of us in business is that we can’t even
begin to understand social media: the goalposts constantly change as well as
the audiences that these networks are designed to target. In our analysis of
the phenomenon, ‘Social pressure’ on page 9, we show why social media is
here to stay, what current best practice is and why it is no longer the
preserve of the individual but increasingly of businesses, large and small.
Just as businesses are waking up to the beneﬁts of social networking, so too are they
realising that the appeal to the consumer of localism, the need to feel part of a
community, is on the rise. For years, business has adopted a centralised approach to
management, but as we show in ‘The local touch’ (page 15), decentralisation in favour of
more blatant local community engagement is a growing serious alternative, in either the
way goods are sourced or services marketed.
In a similar vein, many companies are demonstrating remarkable ﬂeetness of foot and
ﬂexibility in competing for every euro spent by the consumer. ‘Easing the squeeze’ (page
24) identiﬁes the type of initiatives many businesses are adopting across Europe in a
market characterised by rising prices and falling incomes. We also ask, in the light of
such economic constraints, whether it is right that sustainability should remain on the
corporate and governmental agenda when some argue that there are more pressing
priorities. In ‘Green and mean’ (page 5), we see how CSR is adapting to a changed world
of greater austerity.
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If it’s true that ‘Any fool can know – the point is to understand’, then web developers may
be stealing a march on us all. Of course, we’ve known for some time that the internet can
glean personal information on all of us, but what is being done with that information (‘Big
business is watching you’, page 32) is much more fascinating and sometimes alarming.
Find out how companies use that information to inﬂuence how and what they oﬀer their
customers and the prices that they charge.
Finally, our regular ‘Ins & Outs’ section (page 2) provides details of two new Bridgepoint
investments: Compagnie du Ponant, the French luxury cruise company specialising in
the polar cruise market, and BigHand, a UK voice productivity software business. There
is also an update on recent realisations within the Bridgepoint portfolio. Let us know if
there are any other topics relevant to the performance of business in Europe that you
believe we should write about, and please enjoy the read n
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INS &OUTS
BRIDGEPOINT
news across Europe

Setting sail with French cruise line
Bridgepoint has acquired French luxury cruise company Compagnie du Ponant,
global leader in the niche polar cruise market.
Bridgepoint takes ownership of
the company from CMA CGM, the
world’s third largest container
shipping group.
Compagnie du Ponant
operates in a resilient and growing
niche within the luxury cruise
market, where there is growing
demand from an affluent customer
base in Europe and the US that
has been less sensitive to the
global downturn.
In 2011, the company carried
20,000 passengers to a range of
destinations including Asia, South
America and the Arctic and Antarctic regions. It reported revenues
of €80 million for the period.
The company is global market
leader by volume along its polar
routes, due to the specialist nature
of its vessels, which can withstand
the extreme weather conditions.
It is also the leading cruise
company in the French-speaking

European market, which includes
France, Belgium and Switzerland.
Co-founded in 1988 by Jean
Emmanuel Sauvée, a former
French naval officer, and
Véronique Saadé, Compagnie du
Ponant today employs more than
580 people and operates three
luxury liners, each with a capacity
of around 264 passengers.

In June 2013, it will take delivery
of a fourth vessel – Le Soléal – for
which it is developing a new Arctic
route, taking passengers through
the North-West passage.
Working closely with the management team, Bridgepoint will
provide the support and resources
Compagnie du Ponant needs to
fulfil its growth ambitions n

Voice software group joins Bridgepoint stable
Market-leading voice
production software
group BigHand has
been acquired by Bridgepoint Development Capital in
a transaction totalling £49 million.
The company supports more than 150,000
professionals globally from offices in London,
Chicago, Sydney and Toronto. The largest provider
of voice productivity software to the legal, healthcare and professional services market in the UK, it
is also a leading supplier in the US, Australia and
the Netherlands.

2

Founded in 1996, BigHand’s technology allows
users to dictate from any device (including
smartphones) and route voice files to recipients for
transcription and formatting. Demand for digital
dictation from mobile devices and recent advances in
voice-to-text conversion technology are expected to
drive significant growth over the coming years.
BigHand CEO Jon Ardron says: “With the support
of our new shareholder, we expect to grow our
market share, build our customer base in target
markets as well as extend our capabilities through
targeted acquisitions.” n

Convenience food-maker sold
Symington’s, the manufacturer
of iconic brands such as
Campbell’s and Crosse &
Blackwell, has been sold by
Bridgepoint after five years of
substantial growth.
The Leeds-based company is
one of Britain’s longestestablished food manufacturers
and has been acquired by
Intermediate Capital Group in a
management buyout.

The value of the deal was not
disclosed but Bridgepoint has
made a healthy return on its
investment in the 185-year-old
company.
Over five years, Bridgepoint
helped Symington’s increase its
total number of product lines from
550 to 930. Chicken Tonight,
Ragu and The Food Doctor range
were just some of the brands
added to the company’s
portfolio during this time n

Drugs group sold after
transformational change
Germany-based
drug manufacturer Aenova
Group has been
sold by Bridgepoint after a
seven-year investment, during
which the company experienced
transformational growth.
Formed in 2008 following the
merger of two previous Bridgepoint acquisitions, Swiss Caps
and Dragenopharm, Aenova has
become one of Europe’s leading

contract development and
manufacturing businesses,
developing vitamins, supplements and pharma products.
Post-merger, a new management team was appointed and
more than €50 million was
invested in new products and
research and development.
Efficiency measures also
reduced the number of manufacturing sites from nine to six n

Bridgepoint exits Afflelou
Bridgepoint has sold eyewear retail chain Alain
Afflelou, following a six-year investment in the
company. The largest optical franchisor in
Europe, Afflelou has a network of nearly 1,100
stores across France, Spain, Portugal, Belgium,
Luxembourg, Switzerland, Morocco, Lebanon and
Ivory Coast. Attractive products, promotional offers
and investment in marketing have helped the company enjoy
substantial growth and created a brand with 98 per cent awareness
in its core French market. Last year, sales reached €800 million n

Motorcycle
championships
join forces
Two of the world’s biggest
motorcycle racing events, MotoGP
and World SBK, are to be integrated
under a single umbrella organisation.
Bridgepoint already owns Dorna,
which runs MotoGP, and recently
acquired sports marketing agency
Infront Sports & Media, which is
responsible for World SBK. The two
world-leading racing events will be
integrated within the Dorna Sports
group but managed separately.
As part of the reorganisation,
Infront becomes marketing partner
and global adviser to both championships, which should provide
substantial marketing and commercial benefits n

European industrialist
on board
Bridgepoint has
appointed Christian
Streiff, former CEO of
PSA Peugeot Citroën,
to its advisory board.
Streiff has held
leadership positions at several major
European businesses. He was
executive chairman of Airbus and
deputy CEO of Saint Gobain and
served on the boards of Faurecia and
Continental. He is currently a nonexecutive director of ThyssenKrupp,
Finmeccanica and Crédit Agricole.
William Jackson, managing partner
at Bridgepoint, says: “Christian is one
of the leading European industrialists
of his generation. His extensive
knowledge of a number of industries
will provide us and our portfolio
companies with important commercial and strategic insight.” n
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Talking
point

Green and
mean
Saving the planet was a laudable aim when
cash was in plentiful supply and consumers
felt good. But is sustainability still centre
stage after four years of austerity?
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P

icture the scene. It is June
1992 and the sun is shining
on Rio de Janeiro’s Ipanema
beach as President George H.W.
Bush arrives by helicopter for a
milestone environmental summit
that will set the green agenda for
the next 20 years.
The former US President was
just one of 109 heads of state who
attended the Brazilian Earth
Summit. As the politicians signed
a groundbreaking deal to save the
planet, Hollywood star Jane Fonda
rubbed shoulders with Brazilian
football legend Pelé.
While the Rio 1992 deal focused
on global issues of carbon
reduction and biodiversity, it
turbocharged a host of local
movements that brought

watchwords such as social responsibility and sustainability into the
living rooms of Europe, leaving
consumer-facing businesses
scrambling to establish their
green credentials.
Fast forward to 2012, and
despite a seismic change in the
world’s views on sustainability, the
guest list for Rio Mark II was not
quite so glittering.
President Hollande of France
put in an appearance, but neither
the UK nor Germany sent toplevel delegates and President
Obama and the ﬁlm stars stayed
ﬁrmly at home.
Unsurprisingly, the successor
event yielded little more than
plans to make plans. Four years
on from the credit crisis, it
seems as if the West has neither
the will, nor the cash, to ﬁght for
the environment.
Even the most socially responsible Western European
businesses – which are facing the
worst peacetime recession since
the Great Depression – have
been privately questioning
their commitment to the
cause at a time when cash is
extremely tight.

Organic drop
Sales of organic food, once
a byword for commitment
to sustainability, have been
steadily falling for the past
few years in Britain, one of
the organic movement’s
most developed markets.
According to the Soil
Association, the body that

‘‘
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certiﬁes food as organic, UK sales
of organically produced food
peaked at £2.1 billion in 2008, just
as Britain’s banks were collapsing.
In 2011, sales dropped by 3.7 per
cent to £1.67 billion, the third
consecutive year of falls.
Jim Murphy, editorial director
at the Future Foundation, a
trendspotting think tank that
advises European businesses on
sustainability, says battered
consumers increasingly believe
charity begins at home and
retailers are responding to
their concerns.
“This is a very substantial issue
for us. We have plenty of
customers – supermarkets, for
example – who have a big stake in
sustainability and who have made
large investments in corporate
social responsibility and carbon
reduction,” he says.
A Future Foundation survey of
consumers’ views on environmental issues found the
percentage of British consumers
who believe they should act
personally to help the environment fell from 60 per cent in 2009
to 50 per cent this year, with
negative online responses – which
are viewed as a more honest
representation of opinion than
face-to-face surveys – growing
even faster.
But Murphy emphasises that
because Britain is a mature
market, any drop in the UK will be
from a high base. “There is
resilience to public opinion. Once
ratcheted up, it cannot easily be
put back in the box,” he says.

UK sales of organically produced food peaked at £2.1 billion
in 2008. In 2011, sales dropped to £1.67 billion, the third
consecutive year of falls”

Dan Crossley, an adviser at
business sustainability consultancy
Forum for the Future, believes that
sustainability is still on the agenda
but that it has to be handled
diﬀerently in the current climate.
“Retailers have been forced to
work harder to sell environmentally sound produce in a diﬃcult
market. Sustainability might have
fallen down consumers’ list of
priorities, but this means retailers
have shifted the way they sell
things. They have to show that
something is cheap as well as
sustainable,” he says.
With money tight, consumers
are inevitably prioritising their
spending. But even within organic
food, there are exceptions to the
slump. Global sales of organic food
grew by 8 per cent last year as
wealthy consumers in emerging
markets started to turn on to
sustainability.
Within the UK, demand for
higher-value produce, such as
lamb and chicken, continued to
increase, while sales of organic
baby food soared by 6.6 per cent,
suggesting the last thing yummy
mummies will cut back on is their
children’s wellbeing.

Outside the straight organic
market, certain established
sustainable products continue to
sell well, thanks to backing from
high-street retailers.
“Fairtrade goods have really held
up. Over the last few years, we’ve
seen Fairtrade increase 30-fold. It’s
now an established brand with 8090 per cent recognition and
because it has made its case
retailers are still cross-subsidising
its products,” says Crossley.
Michelle Gallant, engagement
and events manager at Business
in the Community, a business-led
charity that promotes socially
responsible practices, agrees there
is a more cost-conscious focus to
sustainability but asserts that companies still believe it is important.
“Businesses that want to be
around in 50 years’ time are
realising they need to adapt in
order to address some of the
challenging issues of our time –
from resource scarcity to
increasing population,” she says.

CSR plans unchanged
Despite the diﬃcult climate, two
high-proﬁle pan-European
retailers, Marks & Spencer and

Kingﬁsher, have pushed ahead
with long-planned environmental
and corporate social
responsibility projects.
Marks & Spencer, a British
retailer with a modest footprint
across Continental Europe, is
focusing on growth in emerging
markets. But despite the retailer’s
expansionary focus on less
environmentally sensitive markets,
it is the ﬁrst major British chain to
become fully ‘carbon-neutral’
under Plan A, a scheme to combat
climate change, reduce waste, use
sustainable raw materials and
trade ethically.
The retailer launched the
scheme in 2007 and reaﬃrmed its
commitment to a carbon-neutral
policy this year.
Meanwhile Kingﬁsher, which
owns the UK’s B&Q, France’s Brico
Dépôt chain and Castorama, which
has stores in France, Russia and
Poland, has adopted a broader “net
positive” strategy and stuck by it.
The home improvement
retailer's chief executive Ian
Cheshire has personally allied
himself to the scheme, which
promises a combination of
socially responsible initiatives
including the use of sustainable
timber, a reduction in energy
consumption as well as investment in local communities.

The plus point of austerity
Proponents of the sustainability
agenda argue that austerity could
actually have a positive inﬂuence
on both companies and consumers
because it encourages customers
to be more careful about costs.
“Economic depression is in
some ways very good for the
environment, given the reduction
of industrial waste and energy
consumption,” says Murphy.
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“Our research has consistently demonstrated that a
company that is managing its community impact is
more eﬃcient and better at coping with challenges,”
adds Gallant.
Crossley points to a cost-conscious reduction in
food waste as a counterbalance to consumers’
reduced spending on organic goods.
Action group Love Food Hate Waste says
consumers in the UK throw away 7.2 million tonnes
of food and drink every year, at a cost of £12 billion.
But in the last two years the body believes the
headline percentage of food thrown away has fallen
from 33 per cent to 25 per cent as cash-strapped
consumers organise their fridges better.
In Southern Europe, where consumers
have been particularly hard hit by the
global economic downturn, the urge
to conserve cash by consuming
less has been the strongest of all.

‘‘

Austerity could actually have a
positive influence on both
companies and consumers
because it encourages customers
to be more careful about costs”

“We are seeing a refocus on areas where
eﬃciency dovetails with green issues. In a way,
countries like Greece and Spain have to be even more
focused on eﬃciencies because they are struggling
economically,” says Murphy.
Crossley says the pan-European picture is very
mixed, with long-established commitments to food
quality providing a buﬀer to spending cuts in nations
such as France.
“Countries like France and Italy are starting from a
higher base. But the green agenda is by no means just
a UK phenomenon. Companies like Ikea and
Carrefour have really committed to it and they are
doing more, not less. Scandinavia, in particular, leads
the way on issues like renewable energy and
packaging,” he says.
Commentators point to global developments such
as the rise of online shopping as the biggest ongoing
driver of green spending and social responsibility in
Europe. “There is lots of eﬃciency and therefore
sustainability implied by that,” says Crossley.
In addition, a number of recent trends are driving
eﬃciency. “A really big development is towards
product service systems, which is where you get
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access to an item
without actually
having to own it,” says
Murphy. He points to
clothes libraries and car
clubs such as Zipcar and
Streetcar as examples of
this movement.
The point about these
services is that they not only
suit the sustainability agenda; they are
also cheaper than traditional alternatives. As Gallant
explains: “There is no reason why corporate social
responsibility should ‘cost’ consumers more. On the
contrary, companies are increasingly recognising the
business beneﬁts of sustainability.”
Other commentators agree. They acknowledge the
severe short-term ﬁnancial pressures on consumers
but believe the public’s commitment to environmental
and social issues can overcome these challenges.
“For those who never understood what
sustainability means, it might have dropped oﬀ the
agenda. But for those who embraced it, it’s more
important than ever. Now though, it’s about making
sustainability pay,” says Crossley.
And Murphy argues: “This is crunch time for
retailers who have made serious commitments to
CSR and environmentalism. Is anyone going to get
payback now for introducing more programmes of this
sort? I think not. But will companies be criticised
publicly for abandoning them once they’ve started
them? Yes, absolutely.”
In other words, it is too late to put the genie of Rio
1992 back in the bottle. These days, however, it is just
on a budget n

Market
insight

Social
pressure
Some people swear by it. Others do not begin to
understand it. But it can create heroes and villains,
wreak havoc with corporate reputations and it is
here to stay. Social networking is a growing force
worldwide, but what does that mean for businesses
and brands?

T

he Arab Spring in 2011 was a
watershed moment for social
media. Over the course of a
few months, Twitter and Facebook
became the focal point for a
revolution that would eventually
topple three oppressive regimes
and shift the balance of power in a
region for good.
As the world watched and
waited, one thought must surely
have rattled around boardrooms
like a ball bearing in a biscuit tin:
if social networks have the power
to galvanise nations, what could
they do for our brand and our
bottom line?
Latest ﬁgures show that 62 per
cent of the world’s adults use
social networks, spending a

massive 22 per cent of their online
time scouring channels such as
Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest.
Fuelled by the rapid uptake of
smartphones, more people than
ever are constantly connected,
driving a growing demand for
instant interaction with friends,
colleagues and businesses.

Digital footfall in numbers
The numbers are mind-boggling.
Facebook now has more than
950 million active users worldwide
– even if, by its own admission,
83 million of these users are
potentially false.
Twitter is hot on Mark Zuckerberg’s heels too, with 140 million
signed-up users and the Twitter-

sphere tipped to hit 250 million by
the end of 2012.
One thing is clear: empowered
consumers are here, and they are
here to stay in volumes it is now
impossible to ignore. What’s more,
these consumers are no longer
just sharing what they ate for
breakfast, they are increasingly
adopting social tools to investigate
products, engage with brands and
spend money.
According to industry blog
Thesocialskinny.com, social sites
are becoming an increasingly
important part of the purchasing
journey, with 40 per cent of
Twitter users regularly searching
for products and 12 per cent
making a purchase because of
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information found on the social
networking site.
Facebook is no diﬀerent, with
60 per cent of users happy to post
about products or services in their
timeline in order to secure a deal
or discount.
The power of this digital footfall
is forcing every business to ask
soul-searching questions. Do we
need to engage these people? If so,
how? Can we aﬀord it? How do
we maximise the opportunities
and minimise the risks? What can
we expect to get from it and, most
importantly, what is our measure
for success?
“Any brand worth its salt is
trying to ﬁgure out how to
engage and activate
consumers via social
media,” says Christian
Vollmer, a partner with

global consulting ﬁrm Booz &
Company, which conducted a
study of 117 leading companies’
attitudes to social media in 2011.
“Those that are not focused on
building capabilities in this area
are, at their peril, ignoring one of
the most important global
developments in media, marketing
and technology today.”
The view that doing nothing is
not an option is supported by
Ruth Mortimer, editor of Marketing
Week, the UK’s leading marketing
industry publication.
“I think it’s necessary for all
companies to monitor social media
and work out how to interact with
it. I’m not sure it is always
necessary for every company to be
highly active on every area of
social media (for example, a
technical medical supplies
manufacturer may have little to
oﬀer on Pinterest), but it is
important to monitor what is
being said and
respond where
appropriate. If you
don’t monitor social
media, you will never
know what’s being
said about your
Sixty-two per cent of the world’s
brand,” she says.
adults use social networks, spending
a massive 22 per cent of their online
Consumer-led
time scouring channels such as
change
Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest”
One view on this new
reality is that brands
no longer have the choice.
Consumers and employees
are already making that
decision on their behalf.
“The nature of modern
communications means
every company already has

62%
‘‘
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a social media ‘presence’ via the
activities of staﬀ on LinkedIn and
Facebook as well as a brand
footprint made up of mentions
across Twitter, Tumblr, blogs and
comments,” argues Anthony
Cooper, managing director of
Pearlﬁnders, a business research
company that quizzed more than
5,000 marketers worldwide about
social media usage.
“The real decision all companies
must make is what resources to
commit to managing this presence.
The minimum any company must
do is to ensure visibility and
understanding of the social
channels through which its clients
voice their opinions,” he adds.
Some companies are yet to be
persuaded by this logic, however.
“Even though there is a clear
digital evolution, there are still
companies that are not convinced
that they have to go with that
evolution,” says Professor Steven
Van Belleghem, partner at online
research agency InSites Consulting.
“The risk for these companies
is that they will miss out on an
important target group in their
market. It is time for them to
observe, facilitate and join
these conversations.”
During its research, Booz &
Company found that the
businesses already deemed to be
excelling in the social space,
such as Burberry, Diageo and
Nike, had evolved three new
capabilities to drive their success:
community management, content
development and the tools for
real-time analytics.
Vollmer compares eﬀective
community management to being

‘‘

a good host
at a party.
“Brands can’t
just invite fans
in; they have
to listen and
reward their behaviour with a
responsive, interesting, valuable
and attentive social experience.
They have to do all this in real
time while reinforcing the brand’s
positioning, the unique brand
voice and the company’s business
objectives,” he says.
According to Matt Park, head of
social media at PR agency Red
Consultancy, two other brands
which have understood this early
on are mobile network O2 and
fruit smoothie pioneer Innocent.
“Both do great work – they
behave like their consumers do on
social media, with an impressive
lightness of touch combined with
an appropriate level of brand
messaging that never feels
intrusive. Good and bad news
travel fast across social media,
and the conversation is always on,”
he says.
“Companies that are quick to
recognise this are leading the
pack. O2’s Twitter responses to
consumer complaints during a
recent network outage are a great
example of how a forwardthinking company can use social
media to turn a serious negative
into a positive.”

Building a connection
While community and crisis
management are accepted as a
necessity, the challenge for
companies seeking to reach new
consumers and push their brand

Heinz’s “Get Well Soon”
campaign picked out people who
said they were feeling unwell and
sent out personalised cans of
soup on Facebook”

message further is diﬀerent.
The ability to create authentic,
engaging and shareable content or
“messages” is key; the kind of content, Vollmer claims, that “builds
an active connection between a
brand and its fan community”.
“The most compelling stories
are told by brands that use the
inherent properties of social media
to do something they cannot do in
other media,” says Ajaz Ahmed,
founder and chairman of AKQA,
one of the world’s leading digital
advertising agencies.
“With Twitter, that means
immediacy. With Facebook, it
means making a creative, inspiring
and useful contribution to the
community.”
An excellent example of this is
Heinz’s “Get Well Soon” Facebook
campaign. Heinz was able to
monitor status updates and pick
out people who said they were
feeling unwell. The food company
responded by sending out personalised cans of soup on Facebook,
tapping into the nostalgia around
the brand and using social media
to personalise the products.
Burberry is another brand that
appears to have worked out how
to add value via unique content. In
2011 it streamed a live video feed
of its spring/summer and
autumn/winter shows, sharing
this exclusive content with
millions of fans and interested
consumers on Facebook and

YouTube. It also
premiered an
advert for its
fragrance Body on
Burberry.com and
YouTube – not on TV.
This activity has
seriously reduced the
fashion brand’s dependence on traditional media,
especially print.
“Burberry has committed
to being the ﬁrst ‘digital endto-end’ company and CEO
Angela Ahrendts recognises the
need to be totally connected with
everyone who touches the brand,”
says David Cushman, co-founder
of social media consultancy
90:10 Group.
Ahrendts herself is blunt. “If
you’re not [‘totally connected’] I
don’t know what your business
model is going to be in ﬁve years,”
she says. Burberry’s social
strategies have been credited with
a 10 per cent rise in same-store
sales, so the ﬁgures seem to back
her up. For many companies,
however, proving social campaigns
oﬀer good returns on investment
remains a signiﬁcant challenge.
“A lot of social media experiments and campaigns fail. There’s
no getting away from that,” admits
Cushman. “They are often illconceived, developed without the
involvement of those for whom
they are intended or any formal
advance evidence-gathering.
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‘‘

Organisations pay hundreds of thousands
of pounds to agencies who, for example,
want to make a YouTube competition when
the evidence in that sector suggests
customers won’t join in. When something
like that results in a handful of entries and
very low quality, it’s no wonder
boardrooms ask questions”

They’re built for broadcast on the
assumption that social media will
simply be a free ride.
“In most cases, the boardroom
only looks at the numbers. I’ve
seen organisations pay hundreds
of thousands of pounds to
agencies who, for example, want
to make a YouTube competition
when the evidence in that niche
or sector suggests customers
won’t join in. When something like
that results in a handful of entries
and very low quality, it’s no
wonder boardrooms ask questions.
“But senior teams should not
give up on social media. It’s the
doorway to a powerful new
relationship with customers, but
you have to shift the emphasis
from yet another medium through
which to do stuﬀ to customers to
one in which they can join with
and do stuﬀ with customers,”
says Cushman.

Best plan
of action

So how can
companies guarantee maximum
return on investment and avoid
the pitfalls? First, it is vital not to
slip blindly into the superﬁcial
“we do it because the CEO wants
it” approach.
“A common mistake is committing signiﬁcant budgets to social
media initiatives before the
audience is there – a promotional
campaign using Twitter, for
example, will only pay oﬀ if you
have a strong follower community
to start with. Another thing to
stay away from is using social
media in a way that’s overtly selfpromotional – brands’ activity
instead needs to strike a balance
between being conﬁdent and

engaging, yet low-key and participatory in tone,” says Cooper.
Another oft-repeated error is
failing to be clear about who owns
social media output and ensuring
there is suﬃcient resource to do
it properly.
“One of the main pitfalls is
assuming that social media is
something that can be owned by a
junior member of the team. It’s
essential that it is included in the
full communications structure and
marketing mix and should never
be left to an individual who doesn’t
have the position to push it
through into other areas of the
marketing or PR department. On
its own, social media is often
weak; as part of the larger
communications strategy, it is
incredibly powerful,” says Sarah
Scales, co-founder of PR
agency Brands2Life.
Companies also need to know
from the outset what they are
trying to achieve and recognise
that simply having a large number
of ‘likes’ on Facebook or followers
on Twitter does not necessarily
equate to a successful strategy.
“Social media marketing should
be aligned with the business’s
overall marketing and
communications objectives,”
advises Eva Keogan, head of
innovation at reputation management ﬁrm Fishburn Hedges.

‘‘

Benefits include better market
and customer knowledge;
accelerated and more
successful innovation; more
astute evidence-based decision
making; raised levels of trust –
and customer and employee
loyalty and satisfaction”
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Social media – tips and tools
“Metrics should be kept simple
and should be set out during the
testing phase of the social media
strategy. Many companies look at
their competitors and seek parity
or beyond as a way of measuring
success, while some look to
increase brand reputation and
overall sentiment towards their
company and brands. They should
all be thinking about volume,
reach, engagement and conversion
and should order these according
to their key objectives,” she adds.

Great rewards
Get the approach to social media
right and the rewards can be
signiﬁcant. Beneﬁts include better
market and customer knowledge;
accelerated and more successful
innovation; more astute evidencebased decision-making; raised
levels of trust – and customer and
employee loyalty and satisfaction.
“The beneﬁts of getting it right
in social media are the same as
any marketing channel,” says
Mortimer. “Brands that get it right
ﬁnd better engagement with their
consumers, new opportunities for
business and new customers. But
like most things, social media is
only one channel and it is probably
best used in conjunction with
other communication or customer
service methods.”
One thing is certain: the
constant ﬂux and change in social
media means the goalposts will
move as new platforms such as
Instagram, Pinterest and
Foursquare take hold. But, even as
the rules change, companies need
to remain engaged. Otherwise,
they risk being left behind n

1 Fancy a Pinterest
This content-sharing
service offers more
creative brands a new
way to connect by
letting members “pin”
images, videos and
other objects to their
pinboard and share
them with followers.

2

Take a Tumblr
Hit a niche audience by
setting up your own free
blog. Includes instant
customisable templates
and a burgeoning
community of influential
people who like nothing
more than sharing
creative content.

3 Buffer it
Cut the resource with
Bufferapp.com – a browser
plug-in that lets you share and
schedule links to post on
social networks while you’re
browsing the pages.
5 Copycats don’t get the cream
Use your brand to define the social
media channels you use and how you
use them. The more bespoke you can
afford to be, the more receptive the
audience is likely to be.

4 Fish where the fish are
B2B or small businesses that
aren’t on social media platforms
yet should spend time
researching where their
audience is. If they’re not on
Facebook or using the platform
for business purposes, you
probably shouldn’t be either.

6 Get to know your
customers
Numbers are one thing
but social media offers
the chance to reach
7 If at first you don’t succeed…
beyond the data and
Don’t be afraid of “failure”. Social
sample your
media is an evolving art, not a science
customers’ or clients’
and the quickest way to learn what
emotions.
works for you can be seeing what
doesn’t.

9 Fastest fingers
Speed is critical in the
real-time world of social
media but there’s no
need to answer every
question fired your way.

8 You’ve started so you’ll finish
Starting a conversation and not
following up on Facebook and
Twitter is like asking someone a
question in a pub, then ignoring
them. Instant alienation.

10 Owning up is okay
Got something wrong? Find a humorous way to
apologise or admit your error. Provided it won’t sink
your business, it’s the fastest way to turn a bad
situation into a positive.
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Business
trends

The local
touch
For years, businesses adopted a
centralised approach to management.
Now times are changing as the
benefits of localism become
increasingly apparent.

15

L

ocalism used to be
almost a byword
for amateur. For
decades, consumerfacing companies
strove to deliver
brand consistency
and uniformity
through centralisation and topdown management. Now, however,
the retail industry is waking up to
the very real beneﬁts that
localism can bring. As consumers
chafe against the uniformity of
today’s high streets, businesses
are starting to recognise that a
more local approach can win
customers and generate income.
“Localism has become a lot
more important,” says Neil
Saunders, retail analyst at
research group Columino. “The
idea that you set a common
standard at the centre of a retail
organisation and roll it out to all
the stores needs to be tempered
with some sensitivity. National
chains have to come to terms with
this or risk a consumer backlash.”
The rest of Europe is signiﬁcantly ahead of the UK in this
respect, in part because the retail
sectors in Italy and France, for
example, are far more fragmented
than in the UK.
“There is a much more concentrated retail environment in
Britain,” says Saunders. “Although
France and Italy do have big
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players, there are many more
independent retailers and a proliferation of local store groups.”
Certain retailers are now
starting to adopt a more European
approach. Companies such as
Waitrose, part of the John Lewis
Partnership, try to source locally,
and John Lewis has recently
thrown open spare rooms in its
department stores for use by local
charities and health and arts
groups. Announcing the initiative
earlier this year, John Lewis managing director Andy Street said:
“We’d like our shops to become a
place where the community is
happy to spend time, for use as a
genuine resource.”
Saunders agrees. “Opening up
the stores is a very good way to
say to the local community, ‘We’re
here for more than just selling you
stuﬀ; we’re part of you.’ Retailers
are recognising that this is the
way to go.”

Vive la différence
This change in mindset is driven
at least in part by customers, who
have become increasingly
dissatisﬁed with supersized,
uniform high-street chains. Tesco,
the world’s third-largest retailer, is
constantly criticised for killing oﬀ
local retailers. News of a new
Tesco store opening can spark
local protests and other large
chains experience similar attacks.

Following ﬁerce local opposition,
Costa Coﬀee, for example, has
abandoned plans to open a branch
in the small Devon town of
Totnes, which prides itself on a
thriving high street packed with
independent retailers.
The sheer size of Tesco makes
it harder to pursue a local
approach, but the group is
certainly demonstrating a willingness to try with its latest
diversiﬁcation into the booming
coﬀee-shop market.
The retail giant is launching a
chain of “artisan” coﬀee shops –
but is not doing so under its own
name. Instead, it has taken a 49
per cent stake in the new
business, Harris and Hoole,
named after two coﬀee-house
wits featured in Samuel Pepys’s
diary. The H&H shops will be run
as local businesses by Tesco’s
partners in the venture; they will
display no sign of the supermarket
group’s involvement and will be
promoted as family-run.
Tesco is clearly trying hard to
move away from the anonymous,
identikit approach to the high
street but in Spain, Spanish
fashion chain Zara has proved
that large, successful retailers can
still have serious local credentials.
Unlike its fashion rivals, which
source most of their products
from Asia and Africa, Zara
produces around half its clothes

in local factories in Spain and
Portugal and another 25 per cent
in the rest of Europe. By keeping
close to its main markets, Zara,
owned by Inditex, has been able
to capitalise on fashion trends
and is renowned for being able to
take an item from a designer’s
drawing pad to the shop ﬂoor in
little more than a fortnight.
Retailers that source from Asia
simply cannot compete on speed,
allowing the Spanish chain to
take full advantage of ﬁckle
fashion trends.
Another retail giant, Amazon, is
also tapping into the localism
trend. Having successfully
launched a similar service in the
US last year, it has just launched
AmazonLocal in London, a deals
website oﬀering discounts on
local services and products
ranging from spa days to ﬂying
lessons and meals out. Customers
are targeted with deals from local
retailers and London has been
divided into six areas: Central,
North, East, West, Southeast and
Southwest. Initially available only
in London, the aim is to roll out
AmazonLocal across the UK and
maybe further aﬁeld thereafter.
There are many kinds of
localism across Europe, from the
burgeoning farmers’ markets
movement to the growing number
of hyper-local news websites and
local bloggers.

The rise of local currency

Similar schemes exist elsewhere
In Germany, monetary localism is
in Britain – the Totnes pound, the
on the rise, with a proliferation of
Stroud pound and the Lewes
micro-currencies throughout the
pound. None has been as
regions, such as the Chiemgauer
successful as the Chiemgauer but
currency in Bavaria. It started life
this may reﬂect Britain’s
nine years ago as a school project
centralised approach to governand has grown into the world’s
ment, which has proved a drag on
most successful alternative
many local initiatives in recent
currency, with a turnover of more
years.
than €5 million a year.
“Britain has one of the most
Christian Gelleri wanted a
centralised tax and spending
practical way to teach his students systems in the developed world –
about money, so he got them to
well under 20 per cent of local
design their own vouchers for use
authorities’ revenue is raised
by local shoppers and traders. The
locally compared with an average
Chiemgauer is pegged to the euro
of over 60 per cent across Britain’s
but its value depreciates by 2 per
G7 competitors,” says former
cent every three months, which
Treasury economist Mike
encourages people to spend it
Denham, a research fellow at the
more quickly. It’s estimated that
Taxpayers’ Alliance.
the Chiemgauer circulates
Raising more money locally
almost three times faster than the
would give far greater power to
euro, which boosts trade and the
local authorities and would bring
local economy. More than 600
huge savings, he believes, as
traders in the region now accept
authorities would then be able to
the currency.
shape things for the local market.
In Britain, the Brixton pound
“There needs to be a closer link
was launched three years ago as
between those who pay and those
part of an eﬀort to boost the local
who beneﬁt,” he suggests.
economy – the
notes change
hands in the same
Unlike its fashion rivals, which source most
way as sterling
of their products from Asia and Africa, Zara
but, as they are
produces around half its clothes in local
not valid
factories in Spain and Portugal and another
elsewhere, the
25 per cent in the rest of Europe”
cash stays within
the neighbourhood.

‘‘
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Transfer of power
David Boyle of the New
Economics Foundation says
localism will never be truly
eﬀective unless there is a transfer
of economic as well as political
power. Britain lags well behind the
rest of Europe in terms of local
banking, with only 170 local banks
per one million people in the UK,
compared with 960 in France and
520 in Germany.
“Localism is about power. It’s
not enough just to get close to the
customers. How much of the
ﬁnancial crisis was driven by
target numbers? That is a tool of
centralisation – managers just
don’t think about anything else.
Where are the skills of bank
managers? They don’t manage any
more and banks are not banks any
more – they are conglomerates
run by risk software. Without local
knowledge, they are ﬂying blind,”
says Boyle.
Now, however, change is afoot.
Large clearing banks are trying to
regain a more local approach to
customers while newcomers, such
as Metro Bank, are making
localism a priority. The ﬁrst new
bank to open its doors on the
British high street in more than a
century, Metro prides itself on
being diﬀerent.
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In Bavaria, the Chiemgauer alternative
currency circulates almost three times faster
than the euro, which boosts trade and the
local economy. More than 600 traders in the
region now accept the currency”

Customers are
oﬀered a traditional
face-to-face service
with no need to book
appointments; branches are
known as “stores” to highlight the
commitment to customer service
and they open early and close late,
seven days a week, again in
imitation of successful retailers.
Derek Granville, local manager
at Metro’s ﬂagship store in
London’s Holborn district,
explains: “The word local is in my
title, and there’s a reason for that.
When I worked for other banks, I
just felt like a number. It was
getting more and more restrictive
as banks centralised everything.
They got further and further away
from what’s right for the customer,
for the community, and that’s what
needs to be reversed.”
Metro stores are large so the
bank can oﬀer space to the local
community for events and exhibitions. And, unlike other banks,
Metro employees do not have
sales targets – they have
customer service targets instead,
and that includes volunteering in
the community. Metro managers
also have a high degree of
autonomy so they can make
decisions based on local rather
than centralised parameters.

Boyle believes this is an
important, and overdue, development. “Small businesses are crying
out for ﬁnance and decentralising
decision-making would make a
real diﬀerence,” he says. “Europe is
not without its problems but at
least they have banks with local
knowledge and are prepared to
back local enterprises. That’s a
huge advantage for their
economies.”
Localism is still a relatively small
movement but momentum is
growing. As internet purchases
soar, consumers, perhaps
ironically, seek a contrast from the
anonymity of the web. They want
to feel part of their community.
They want to buy products and
services from people who know
them. They want face-to-face
contact and recognition. Those
businesses that can and do
respond are most likely to beneﬁt
over the coming years n

In my
opinion

The future is
out there
Predicting the future is not easy – but it’s a
business necessity. Magnus Lindkvist
explains how companies can avoid predictive
pitfalls and best position themselves for the
years ahead.
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n this turbulent age, it has become fashionable
to claim that we cannot predict the future – the
world is too complex, interconnected and
volatile to make any meaningful prophecies about
what lies ahead. However, political leadership, lifealtering decisions and, above all, running a business
require us to make bets on what we think will happen
beyond tomorrow.
Besides, the notion that nothing can be predicted
simply isn’t true. From tennis ball trajectories to
demographic shifts, we have quite a good idea of
what the future will look like. What is clear, however,
is that many ‘predictioneers’ make common mistakes
when they try to anticipate the road ahead. More
speciﬁcally, there are ﬁve common fallacies and
pitfalls that interfere with the way we see the future.

2. Reducing the future
When we use the phrase “the future”, it’s easy to oversimplify. People make bold claims like “the future of
media is about three things: digital, social and mobile”.
Simpliﬁcations are seductive because they reduce
complexity but when it comes to describing the
future, diversity – not convergence – is the rule. The
numbers of musical genres, TV channels and business
models, for example, have exploded in scope and
variety over the past decades.
When we position the future as a zero sum
game – where either East or West, fossil fuels or
renewables, IOS or Android, will win it all – we fail to
take co-existence into account. Vinyl records, for
example, have been the one of the fastest-growing
musical formats in the past decade, despite the
digital revolution.

1. The narrative trap
The future is often told as a story, one that simpliﬁes
a complex reality and makes us see the present in new
ways and ask new questions. Good storytelling
requires a captivating narrative and this presents the
ﬁrst stumbling block because a cluttered, contradic-

‘‘

Historical analogies make people
sound smart but close our eyes to
real progress – where the
impossible all of a sudden
becomes possible”

tive reality doesn’t obey narrative simplicity.
We tend to make the future a moral tale where the
things we have created take their revenge – think of
the number of erroneous doomsday scenarios such as
Y2K, which sounded frightening but turned out to be
untrue. Businesses are also prone to adopting
narratives that sound great (“We intend to be the
Google of B2B services”) but have little relationship to
real-world costs and revenue ﬂows. Conversely, many
things that didn’t work in theory or focus groups –
such as Wikipedia or Red Bull – turned out to be
fantastic in practice.
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3. Add-on future
We tend to use the present as a base line when
thinking about the future. Now is the norm and what
lies ahead will merely be variations of now. The future
will therefore be about things such as ﬂying cars,
humanoid robots, megacities and more extreme
variations of technologies that already exist.
Similarly, we think the problems that we worry
about – from climate change to the euro crisis – will
also be what our grandchildren will wrestle with. So
we limit our thoughts to what we can relate to today
because we cannot relate to the unseen, the abstract
or the not-yet-invented. To quote Karl Popper: “We
cannot know what we will know in the future because
if we could, we would know it now.”

4. Blinded by history
A sage once said: “Forget the past and lose an eye.
Dwell on it and lose both eyes.” We frequently use the
past to guide us into the future – think economists
and management consultants – yet maps of the past
can be misleading. The internet is not just a new kind
of telegraph; future wars will not be reiterations of
World War II; Lady Gaga is more than just a New
Madonna; and so on. Think of how many investments

went awry because the industry structure seemed to
have something in common with something we had
seen before yet turned out to have nothing in
common with the past.
Historical analogies make people sound smart but
close our eyes to real progress – where the impossible
all of a sudden becomes possible. If history always
repeated itself, we would have a global outbreak of
bubonic plague every decade.

5. The future as a fixed destination
The future isn’t a place. In fact, there is no such
thing as the future – there are only futures. However,
we often hear statements about what lies ahead as if
it is out there, waiting for us to arrive. More
alarmingly, people seem to feel entitled to the future
these days. Technological marvels and innovations
will arrive by themselves and all we need to do is sit
back and enjoy the ride. Instead of becoming a
motivator, the future incapacitates.
We need to change the way that people approach
the coming decades. The future is neither a place
nor a set date. It’s a state of mind that we should use
to inspire ourselves and others into action; to ﬁnd
the courage to experiment with new solutions;
to open our minds to what might come and,
of equal importance, what should fall by
the wayside.

The past few years have frightened many
companies into survival mode, where all they focus on
is the present and how to run it more eﬃciently. They
compete but they don’t create. Fear is the biggest
enemy of progress and to break out from the prison of
the present, we should revisit three important strands
of business DNA. The ﬁrst is experimentation, the
mother of all inventions. From pharmaceuticals and
utilities to high-tech and retail, it was often random –
even life-threatening – tinkering that built today’s
business powerhouses. Secondly, experiments often
fail but instead of ridiculing failures, we should
recycle them.
The future rarely arrives when it should. Think of
Charles Babbage’s computing machine in the mid1800s. He conceived a computer a century before it
could be built. Failures are often the right idea with
the wrong ingredients or timing. We should learn from
them and recycle them.
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Finally, in a fast-paced world, we have forgotten the
virtues of patience and persistence – the ability to
endure, tweak, wait and redo. Nespresso, Nestlé’s

‘‘

Simplifications are seductive
because they reduce complexity but
when it comes to describing the
future, diversity – not convergence –
is the rule”

successful coﬀee machine, took almost three decades
to go from patent to money maker. The Roomba
robotic vacuum cleaner was created by iRobot, which
ﬁrst tried 14 failed business models before it came up
with the idea of house-cleaning robots. It needed
another two decades to go from the crude prototype
to a design that was embraced by the mainstream.
Patience might just be capitalism’s missing ingredient.

A fine art but a questionable science
A recent article in Wired magazine asked eight
‘visionaries’ about how they spot the future. Some of
the most striking answers were:
– “There are four indicators I look for: contradictions, inversions, oddities and coincidences”
– “The ﬁrst thing I do is go where other people
aren’t”
– “I spot the things in the present that tell us
something about the future”
– “Sometimes spotting the future is really a
question of realising what’s now possible and
actually trying it out”
– “I connect with people from diﬀerent ﬁelds and
diﬀerent places and always use pattern recognition and peripheral vision to spot opportunities
in unlikely places”
And, rather curiously,
– “I walk around Best Buy every three to four
weeks and watch people.”

22

What’s striking is that they could just as easily
have been the answer to the question: “What
inspires you?” This illustrates that predicting the
future should primarily be viewed as an art form, not
a science. As a science, its record is patchy and
unreliable. As an art form, it can open and transform
minds, inspire creation and provide hope n

In the
spotlight

Easing the squeeze
Rising prices and falling incomes have dealt a heavy blow to companies and
consumers across Europe. But pockets of opportunity remain for nimble and
quick-thinking businesses.
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ancy making a sausage? You
do? It’s your lucky day. For
just £8.99, you can buy
everything you need to craft a ﬁne
batch of bangers: a piping bag,
seasoning, and, of course, 13 feet
of “casing”. Cramming minced
meat into a few metres of beef
sleeve may not be a universally
appealing concept, but it does
have its fans. Just ask UK retailer
Lakeland. The kitchen-gadget
maker this summer launched its
sausage-making kit range to target
a growing part of the population,
the “squeezed middle”.
Increasingly, working families
are stuck in a pincer between
frozen or barely rising wages and
the soaring cost of everyday
basics, such as food, electricity
and petrol. Disposable incomes are
shrinking, and with respite
nowhere in sight, Lakeland has
seen a dramatic shift in buying
patterns as families eschew nights
out and eat in instead.
Lakeland is just one of many
companies scrambling to adjust to
the new reality. Indeed, four years
after the collapse of Lehman
Brothers started the inexorable
slide into the economic mire,
executives no longer view current
conditions as a blip. And the
hardest-hit part of the population
is the middle – the backbone of
the consumer economy.
In the UK, for example, disposable incomes for the middle ﬁfth of
British households shrank by 4.3
per cent between 2009 and 2011, a
decrease of about £1,100 per home.
As Andy Clarke, president and
CEO of Asda, which is part of the
world’s largest retailer Walmart,
explained recently: “In real terms
UK families have less cash in their
pockets than they did a year ago –

and when you take a two-year
view it’s clear we’re facing the
longest consecutive decline in
disposable income since the 1920s.”
The same picture can be seen
across Europe. Spain and Greece
are grappling with youth
unemployment rates of more than
50 per cent, while even in
Germany, allegedly the engine of a
sputtering Europe, the jobless tally
rose in August for the ﬁfth
straight month.

Flexible approach

Retailer Majestic Wine has also
revamped its oﬀer to assuage
customers who ﬁnd themselves
less well oﬀ than before recession
struck. Initially, the company was
savaged by the downturn – its
proﬁts halved in 2009, compared
to the previous year. So the group
cut its minimum-buying requirement from a dozen bottles to six.
The results have been dramatic. In
June the company revealed £23.2
million in annual pre-tax proﬁts,
three times the low point it hit
just three years before.
Neither The Gym Group nor
Majestic was particularly revolutionary. But both beneﬁted from
changing their business models in
a timely fashion – adapting to a
market that has fundamentally
shifted. A sluggish response can
be deadly: Majestic’s two big rivals,

For businesses trying to thrive in
such a market, prospects can seem
very bleak. But the key to success
appears to be ﬂexibility because,
when money is tight, buyers are
choosier about how they spend it.
Take gyms – an expense that
very much falls in the nice-to-have
category. When it
is a choice
Rather than insisting on long-term memberbetween a
ship contracts that big chains prefer – and
weekend shop at
the grocery store
many customers loathe – the Gym Group
and another £100
offers month-to-month deals for as little as
in monthly
£11. Suddenly the gym doesn’t feel like an
membership dues,
extravagance – and membership is growing”
the gym more
often than not
loses out. Some prominent chains
Oddbins and Threshers, both
have been wiped out but others
collapsed as the economic
are ﬂourishing. The Gym Group, a
downturn took hold.
private business founded in Britain
Others would do well to learn
four years ago, has grown to nearly
from their mistakes because
30 sites and plans to top 150
economic winds do not look to be
within ﬁve years. Its secret is
changing anytime soon. Governsimple. Rather than insisting on
ments across Europe are
long-term membership contracts
attempting to stimulate their
that big chains prefer – and many
economies but most schemes have
customers loathe – The Gym
proved to be damp squibs because
Group oﬀers month-to-month
they coincide with austerity
deals for as little as £11. Suddenly,
measures that in one way or
the gym doesn’t feel like an
another eat into disposable
extravagance – and membership
incomes. And, to make matters
is growing.
worse, the cost of essentials is

‘‘
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continuing to rise. Household
energy bills have doubled in the
last ﬁve years. A catastrophic
drought in America has driven
corn and soya prices to levels last
seen in 2008 and the oil price is
hovering at around twice its level
ﬁve years ago.

Discount deals

‘‘

But there are pockets of opportunity amid the gloom. Discounters,
for example, used to be below the
radar of middle-income earners.
Now they have stepped in to
provide an alternative for hard-up
households. Poundland, the
emporium where everything from
a tent to toilet cleaner costs £1,
has been one of Europe’s biggest
success stories. The retailer
recently opened its 400th store
and has seen weekly customer
numbers soar to four million – a
jump of 500,000
over last year.
Annual proﬁts
have leapt
by a quarter.

Rock-bottom prices aren’t the
only way to get ahead. In hard
times, escapism sells.
Ambassador Theatre Group, Britain’s biggest
theatre chain, recently reported a 70 per cent
increase in annual operating profit”

26

The contrast with Tesco,
Europe’s second-biggest retailer
after Carrefour, could not be more
stark. This year, the supermarket
giant reported its ﬁrst drop in
British proﬁts in two decades,
largely because it was too slow
to recognise the changing
stresses on its customers. It is a
testament to just how profound
those changes are that Tesco,
once synonymous with low
prices, is being undersold and
out-serviced by rivals.
Like Aldi. The German
discounter has, for some
time, been the fastestgrowing supermarket group
in the UK. Its combination of
rock-bottom prices,
broadened product range,
and a migration to highincome areas it would have
previously overlooked has
widened its appeal.

‘‘
The group has also beneﬁted
unexpectedly from other factors at
work on the squeezed middle.
Clive Black, analyst at investment
ﬁrm Shore Capital, explains: “The
high cost of fuel inﬂuenced
consumer behaviour and encouraged a lot more local and small
store shopping. With its circa
10,000 square foot outlets, Aldi’s
stores have been at the right place
at the right time.”
The situation is similar across
the EU. Metro, the German
retailing giant, announced a
fresh round of job cuts in July as
sales slowed. Car manufacturers
such as Opel, meanwhile, have
dipped back into the reduced
hours working system known as
“Kurzarbeit”, which allows
companies to cut hours while
the government pays part of
the diﬀerence.
It is not always so easy to
change the rules. Spain was
rocked by widespread protests
earlier this year after the government passed labour reforms to
make it easier and cheaper to lay
oﬀ workers. But winners and
losers are emerging. El Corte
Ingles, the high-end department
store that traces its roots back to
the 1930s and is seen as a
barometer for the wider economy,
unveiled a sharp drop in 2011 sales.
Discounters Dia and Mercadona
stepped into the void. Both have
reported big sales jumps.

El Corte Ingles, the high-end department store that traces
its roots back to the 1930s and is seen as a barometer for
the wider economy, unveiled a sharp drop in 2011 sales.
Discounters Dia and Mercadona stepped into the void.
Both have reported big sales jumps”

Escape routes
Rock-bottom prices aren’t the only
way to get ahead. In hard times,
escapism sells. Ambassador
Theatre Group, Britain’s biggest
theatre chain, recently reported a
70 per cent increase in annual
operating proﬁt thanks to hits
such as Dirty Dancing and Ghost
the Musical. It is true that the
company discounts tickets, but
even the cheapest are still dearer
than a typical trip to the cinema.
The most expensive can run to
£100 or more.
And for those who ﬁnd it
diﬃcult to separate the masses
from their cash in Europe, China
provides at least some relief. Big
European brands such as Hugo
Boss, Hermes and Christian Dior
are booming, thanks to soaring
sales in the middle kingdom.
Erwan Rambourg, analyst at
HSBC, says: “In the late 1990s, the
luxury industry (and we were part
of it back then) coveted China but
had barely scratched the surface
of its potential. Today, Chinese
consumption dominates the
sector’s global sales.”
The web has proved another
eﬃcient way to cope. Next, the
UK fashion chain, recently
unveiled a drop in annual like-forlike sales but the company has

spent time and money building up
its online oﬀering. The result is a
site that is intuitive and genuinely
convenient – rather than just
being a web version of the shop
ﬂoor that some companies settle
for. Customers have responded
and internet sales are increasing at
double-digit rates.
Jon Copestake, analyst from the
Economist Intelligence Unit, says:
“Next’s results reﬂect the exact
trends underpinning the retail
market at present. The chain has
seen declining like-for-like sales
and weak growth in its bricks-andmortar operations but beneﬁts
strongly from a multi-channel
approach, which has seen a
double-digit growth in online
and catalogue sales. Oﬀering
delivery or store collection from
online channels has ﬁtted into a
ﬂexible, consumer-friendly
approach to services.”
Whether it is building up a web
presence or overhauling long-held
practices to cater for a changed
market, there are ways to tap into
seams of opportunity. It seems
clear, however, that the era when a
rising tide lifted all boats is unlikely
to return for a good few years.
Perhaps it is time to brush up on
those sausage-making skills n
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Face
to face

Dr Martin Wienkenhöver is CEO of CABB, an industrial chemicals company
headquartered outside Cologne. A chemist by training, Wienkenhöver has
spent more than two decades in the sector. But his career could have been
radically different.
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n another life Dr Martin Wienkenhöver
would have been a professional
trumpet player.

The chief executive of Germany-based industrial
chemicals manufacturer CABB intended to play the
trumpet professionally when he left school, but
rethought his future after a conversation with his
forthright trumpet teacher.
“My teacher told me you should not make your
hobby into a profession, which was a gentle way of
saying I was not good enough,” says Wienkenhöver.
“He said to me: ‘I work at the weekend when other
people are enjoying themselves instead of being with
my family, and the rest of the week I give lessons to
children who don’t really want to come. Do you want
that?’ I thought to myself: you should listen when
someone tells you something like that. I never
regretted it.”
Foregoing a glamorous life as a star trumpet player,
Wienkenhöver took the sensible option and acquired
a doctorate in chemistry from the University of
Münster, Germany.
He later joined the dyestuﬀs division of Bayer as a
hands-on production chemist, eventually rising to the
board of Bayer Chemicals. In 2005 Wienkenhöver
helped to spin oﬀ that business, which subsequently
ﬂoated on the Deutsche Borse under the name of
Lanxess. The job was the perfect preparation for life
at CABB, a speciality chemicals business created by
merging the non-core subsidiaries of several
corporate giants.
Wienkenhöver joined the business in 2010, and
soon after his arrival he oversaw the sale of the
business to Bridgepoint in a classic buy-and-build
private equity deal.
“At the time I was 54 years old and I’d been in the
chemical industry for 20-plus years. I thought it was a
good challenge to take on,” he says.

Careful husbandry
The CABB production facility in Chemiepark
Knapsack near Cologne is about as far removed as it
is possible to be from the louche, smoke-ﬁlled jazz
bar a young Martin Wienkenhöver might have
dreamed of. Sited on a sprawling industrial park, the
plant produces CABB’s mainstay, monochloroacetic

acid, an industrial chemical used by manufacturers to
make everything from agrochemicals to make-up.
Wienkenhöver spends most of his time at an oﬃce
at CABB’s corporate headquarters more than 200
kilometres away in Sulzbach near Frankfurt. The long
hours that he works leave him little time for trumpet
practice but he insists that despite appearances,
there is art in chemistry.
“I have always really liked natural sciences and the
relation to theory. You have to memorise a lot, but
there’s also this craftsmanship part,” he says.
“If, for example, you have to build a 20 metre-high
column made out of glass pieces and make sure it
doesn’t crack, even when it heats up and expands,
there is real craftsmanship in that. And I was always a
handyman; I learned from my father.”
CABB certainly requires careful husbandry. The
emphasis across the group – which has its heart in
Germany and Switzerland, but stretches from Finland
to India – is on safely managing the production
process and paying close attention to detail to
optimise performance and productivity.
“As a technical manager in one of our factories, ﬁrst
you would look at our mid-term production plan.
There’s a whole bunch of logistics to be taken care of.
The utilities
have to be
The CABB production facility in
there to heat
Chemiepark Knapsack near
and cool the
equipment. All
Cologne is about as far removed
the ingredients
as it is possible to be from the
have to be
louche, smoke-filled jazz bar a
there. The
young Martin Wienkenhöver
safety has to be
might have dreamed of”
taken care of
and that has to
go through the whole process,” says Wienkenhöver.
“Then there’s the other part, where you are
permanently thinking: what can we do better than we
are doing now? What can we do to reduce the
reaction time? Or change the sequence to utilise the
existing equipment to get more tonnes, which means
more sales and greater returns.”

‘‘
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From his oﬃce, Wienkenhöver manages all these
issues at a macro level.
“We are looking for opportunities to buy extra
capacity because the customers want much more
than we can make. There is no such thing as spare
capacity here – we have to increase our research to
get more tonnes out of what we have got.”
Shortly after Bridgepoint’s investment in April 2011,
CABB bought KemFine, a custom manufacturing
business that added industrial outsourcing for
agrochemical and other clients to the company’s
roster. The acquisition plugged a key gap in the group
by providing large-capacity batch reactors.
“The technology toolbox was widened and the
customer relationships expanded. KemFine was
focusing on big reactors and multi-step operations, so
the business ﬁlled the middle piece of a jigsaw
puzzle,” says Wienkenhöver.

“They are very worried about us taking production
to Asia. They want control and they are saying very
clearly they want our capacity to remain in Europe.
Anyway, we are better and more cost-eﬀective
than many Asian competitors – our competitor is
the customer.”
The bulk speciality chemicals business has no such
IP constraints, so production in emerging markets
makes sound commercial sense. CABB is already
operating in India and Wienkenhöver is looking to
expand into China too.
Working long days at CABB and living apart from
his wife during the week, Wienkenhöver is proud
that the company’s proﬁt margins are already higher
than any of the businesses that sold oﬀ their
unwanted divisions. “The business had a turnover of
around €310 million when Bridgepoint took over. We
want to take turnover up to between €600 and €700
million,” he says.
Hands-on job
Expansion will be by way of organic growth and
CABB has just 1,000 staﬀ compared with more than
further acquisitions where the opportunity arises.
120,000 at Bayer, but Wienkenhöver says he was
Proﬁt growth, meanwhile, will come from constantly
attracted by the challenge of a hands-on job at a
streamlining and improving operations and the
smaller business.
supply chain.
“CABB was basically three pieces, which all are
One thing cash will not be wasted on is what he
unwanted orphans from big
refers to as “corporate
corporations that are now
overhead”. With 1,000 staﬀ, ﬁve
The business had a turnover of
integrated into one
plants and four sales oﬃces,
around €310 million when
consistent business. All
CABB employs just 15 people in
Bridgepoint took over. We want
three were grossly
its corporate headquarters.
to take turnover up to between
undermanaged,”
“We don’t have many people
€600 and €700 million”
he says.
here to do things. Here, if you
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“We are always shooting
to make this asset better. In a big corporation, you
doubt sometimes you are working for the same goal.”
CABB now operates two divisions – a bulk
manufacturing division that makes speciality
chemicals including monochloroacetic acid and
chlorine for a range of industries and a custom
manufacturing division that allows other manufacturers, particularly in agrochemicals, to outsource
parts of their production chain.
Each unit has a distinct geographical and sales
strategy. Custom manufacturing is based in Switzerland and Finland, where there is a highly educated
workforce and strong intellectual property laws.
“IP is a critical issue for our customers on the
custom manufacturing side,” says Wienkenhöver.
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want something done, you do it
yourself,” he says.
After a career spent in huge German corporations,
he admits working with private equity has been a
steep learning curve.
“It’s about direct management. They absolutely rely
on our technical skills, knowledge of the business and
knowledge of the customers. But on the other side,
we are fortunate to have Bridgepoint’s experience of
ﬁnancing, banking and regulations. It’s a give-andtake situation but the combination is great,” he says.

Leisure time
At the weekend Wienkenhöver retreats to his house
in Leverkusen, a town close to Cologne, to spend time
with his wife and four children and watch Bayer

Name: Dr Martin Wienkenhöver
Age: 56
Born: Tecklenburg, Germany
Education
Doctorate in natural science (in organic
chemistry)
First jobs
Development chemist at Bayer,
Germany (Dyestuff Divison in 1985)
Family
Married with four children
Car
BMW 730d
Hobbies
Time with the family; trumpet-playing;
Bayer Leverkusen season ticket
holder; literature; BMW motorcycle
(R1200C)
Long-term ambition
Develop CABB towards successful IPO
Biggest professional achievement
Turnaround of distressed chemical
businesses
Biggest regret
Lack of time spent with our children
when they were little

Leverkusen, the football club where he is a season
“A ﬂotation is one possibility. You have to be a
ticket holder.
certain size to ﬂoat. The window of opportunity has
A poor performance by Leverkusen last season
to be there, but obviously that would be an attractive
means there has been no need to take time oﬀ for
proposition,” says Wienkenhöver.
Champions League games this year. But he compen“Another exit would be a strategic buyer like a
sates by spending more
chemical conglomerate.
time with his children,
You could combine these
With 1,000 staff, five plants and four sales
only one of whom still
operations with existing
offices, CABB employs just 15 people in its
lives at home.
businesses and realise
corporate headquarters. We don’t have
“They are all grown
some synergies. The third
many people here to do things. Here, if you
up now. One of our sons
possibility is foreign
want something done, you do it yourself”
is a commercial pilot but
investors, Asians –
he will soon move to
Chinese and Japanese –
Stuttgart and my wife and I will be on our own. But
or Americans.”
the kids are still enjoying Hotel Mum, bringing their
With the children nearly gone, the CABB boss is
clothes on Friday, getting them ironed and raiding our
looking forward to taking it a little easier in years
fridges,” he says.
to come.
Ultimately, Bridgepoint will exit CABB. There are no
“I’ll be over 60 soon,” he says. “It will be time to have
ﬁrm plans to sell right now but ﬂotation or a trade
some fun n
sale are obvious options.

‘‘
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Management focus

Big
business
is watching you

The internet’s
unparallelled ability to
glean personal
information is widely
known. But some
companies now use
these insights to
influence both what
they offer to customers
and the prices that
they charge.
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hen George Orwell wrote his novel 1984,
computer technology was almost certainly
not at the top of his mind. But the iconic
novel, with its dystopian images of Big Brother and
the Thought Police, may have foretold the future
more accurately than most of us care to believe.
Indeed, it may come as a surprise to all but the
most tech-savvy web users that Big Brother – or at
least big business – really is keeping tabs on you
every time you venture on to the internet, pay at a
checkout counter with a credit card or use your
smartphone to send a tweet or ﬁnd directions.
Concern about tracking has fuelled lively debate
about the right of individuals to keep at least some of
their personal information private. But whether we
like it or not, the ability to log and – in most cases –
track site visitors has been baked into the mechanics
of the web pretty much since it ﬁrst began to have an
impact in the early 1990s.

Tools to spy
Web developers have long had access to free software
tools such as AWStats which analyse website traﬃc
and can, for example, tell site administrators the IP
(internet protocol) address of a visitor, which country
they came from, which pages they looked at, how
much time they spent on a site, and what browser
they were using.
Other free analytics software provides information
on many other aspects of web traﬃc and website
marketing. Google Analytics, for example, not only
enables companies to measure sales and website
conversions (or customers), but also provides them
with information about how visitors use their sites
and how they arrived on the sites.
There is a wide range of fee-based
analytic and statistical software too,
that companies can use to analyse
visitors and model their behaviour.
They can also track advertising
campaigns and invest in fraud analysis,
highlighting traﬃc that may be false.
While these tools may ultimately
enable companies to deliver useful and
relevant information, the collection,
analysis and reporting of user data

‘‘

without users’ permission or knowledge have made
some tools highly controversial, particularly those
that rely on so-called third-party cookies that can be
shared between websites.
Cookies are small bits of code sent from a website
and stored on a user’s computer in their web browser.
They were developed early on to notify website
owners when a particular visitor returned to their site
and to recall user information, such as their
user preferences or which pages they have visited in
the past.
Most of the time they make online life easier and
are essential for the smooth operation of the internet.
But cookies and other techniques are also used to
build up and store anonymous proﬁles of website
visitors and their preferences, in order to send more
targeted adverts.
Google account holders can check out how old the
company thinks they are, whether they are male or
female, and their interests, by accessing the Ad
Preferences page. If you think it has made any
mistakes, you can correct this information.
In fact, unlike some online companies, Google is
quite transparent about its policies, stating: “We use
information collected from cookies and other
technologies, like pixel tags, to improve your user
experience and the overall quality of our services. For
example, by saving your language preferences, we’ll be
able to have our services appear in the language you
prefer. When showing you tailored ads, we will not
associate a cookie or anonymous identiﬁer with
sensitive categories, such as those based on race,
religion, sexual orientation or health.”
Tracking cookies, however, can be used to compile
long-term records of individuals’ browsing histories –

Mobile network operators, retailers and internet
giants such as Google are racing to figure out how
they can deliver targeted advertising and special
offers to smartphone users at exactly the right
moment – for example, when they are passing a store
or standing in a check-out queue”
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a major privacy concern that has prompted those
concerned with European and US law to take action.
Much of the debate centres around whether
consumers should explicitly ‘opt out’ of data-sharing
agreements or contracts if they want to keep their
personal information private.
In the US, some have pushed for ‘do not track’
legislation that would require all companies to provide
consumers with the opportunity to opt out of online
tracking and provide the Federal Trade Commission
with the ability to act against companies that did not
provide that option. In May, the European Union
implemented a new privacy directive (EU Directive
2009/136/EC) requiring website owners to ask
visitors for their consent before they can install
most cookies.
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those using Apple Macs spent as much as 30 per cent
more money a night for hotels.
This example highlights how retailers and
companies in other sectors, including ﬁnancial
services and consumer goods, are becoming users of
Big Data and so-called predictive analytics, combining
huge volumes of structured and unstructured data,
including social media, to predict how consumers will
behave and what they will buy.
Few online vendors have admitted that they are
using information gleaned from cookies and web logs
in quite the same way as Orbitz, but many online
retailers use data collected by cookies and other
means to target individual consumers through online
display advertisements. Back in the mid-1990s,
companies began using consumers’ addresses to send
relevant advertisements, a process called
geo-tagging. Since then, further layers of
Orbitz, the online travel business, stirred up controversy
demographic information such as a user’s
after admitting that it had begun to show customers
age and gender have been added in an eﬀort
visiting its site using Apple Macs more expensive travel
to make the sales pitch more compelling.
options than those using Windows-based PCs”
Today, marketers have the ability to
target consumers based not just on
Most modern browsers make it relatively easy to
demographic information but also on the sites they
block or delete cookies and other potentially sensitive
visit and their activity on those sites – a process
personal information, such as browsing history. Web
called behavioural or contextual targeting. For
users who are particularly concerned about their
example, visitors to the Zappos website who search
privacy, or who regularly use the internet for
for a speciﬁc type of footwear will often ﬁnd display
conﬁdential communications, can also sign up for a
adverts for Zappos pop up while they are browsing
VPN (virtual private network) service which redirects
other sites. And visitors to a personal ﬁnance site
all their browser activity through an anonymous
such as Bankrate.com will almost certainly be shown
server run by the VPN service provider, eﬀectively
mortgage reﬁnancing or insurance adverts.
masking their true identity.
This ability to capture, analyse and store data has
been made possible by a range of digital technologies
Profile possibilities
designed to predict future behaviour, or ‘likes’ and
But many internet users do not really know what
‘dislikes’. Amazon and Netﬂix, for example, use these
cookies are, or what they reveal, so don’t take any
tools to power their ‘recommendation engines’ that
steps to protect their privacy. Furthermore, security
suggest which books or ﬁlms you might want to read
experts caution that no internet-based systems are
or watch.
foolproof and point out that by combining information
Other retailers, such as Walmart, and consumer
gleaned online with other data, companies can build
product companies, such as Procter & Gamble, are
up much more sophisticated proﬁles of consumers –
using these techniques to improve forecasting and
proﬁles that can, for example, be used to predict the
adjust supply
behaviour of an individual or group of consumers.
chains in real time
Orbitz, for instance, stirred up controversy after
to minimise
admitting that it had begun to show customers
inventory levels
visiting its site using Apple Macs, more expensive
or meet peaks
travel options than those using Windows-based PCs.
in demand.
The online travel business was able to do this
because its web analytics revealed the type of
machine visitors used and its database showed that
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Similarly, most companies will do a
credit check on their suppliers
before signing up with them.
The next step will be to layer
Companies began using IP addresses to send consumers
new sources of information such
relevant advertisements, a process called geo-tagging. Since
as social media or location data
then, further layers of demographic information such as a user’s
generated by mobile handsets on
age and gender have been added in an effort to make the sales
top of these proﬁles. Already,
pitch more compelling”
mobile network operators,
retailers and internet giants such
In the ﬁnancial services sector, banks such as Wells
as Google are racing to ﬁgure out how they can
Fargo are using these tools to build what they call
deliver targeted advertising and special oﬀers to
360-degree proﬁles of their customers – which draw
smartphone users at exactly the right moment – for
upon the bank’s interactions with a customer through
example, when they are passing a store or standing in
ATM transactions, phone calls, emails, tweets or
a check-out queue.
online chats.
Ultimately, companies hope to use the sophistiThe implications of these new techniques are
cated data analytics software and near real-time
profound. Consider, for example, how credit checks
processing power to adjust their production, tweak
have already changed the relationships between
their integrated supply chains in order to meet these
consumers and service providers, and between
shifting consumer tastes and maximise the value of
businesses themselves.
their customers.
Consumers have become familiar with these when
Consumers, they argue, will receive better and
they take out a new mobile phone contract, buy a
more personalised service. But whether consumers
house or arrange car insurance. Credit scores
will buy into this implicit contract remains to be seen.
generated by companies like Equifax, Experian and
Perhaps, after all, the novelist William S. Burroughs
TransUnion are based largely on an analysis of an
was right when he observed: “Sometimes paranoia’s
individual’s spending patterns and ﬁnancial records.
just having all the facts.” n
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Last
word

Growing old gracefully
In the 1960s, anyone over the age of 30 was definitely past it. Today,
30-year-olds are often young, free and single, while 60-year-olds still
go to rock concerts. Agnès Poirier, aged 39, ponders middle age.

F

or my thirtieth
birthday, I
thought I would
read Balzac’s lesser-known novel A Woman of Thirty.
As a treat.
I did and what a shock: Balzac’s heroine is a
frustrated, neglected, grey-haired, dried-up old
woman, her life and youth way behind her. I closed
the book and looked at the mirror: although of the
same age, I could have been her granddaughter. What
a diﬀerence 180 years can make: better hygiene,
better diet, better medicine and more liberal values
have made us all youngsters, body and soul, well into
our sixties. Today, provided they keep trim and have a
full(ish) head of hair, men are eternal jeunes hommes.
After all, the ‘revolutionaries’ of May 1968 are now in
their sixties and still calling the shots. Some, like Mick
Jagger, are even still performing on stage, with almost
the same rock ’n’ roll swagger as ever. As for women,
they just need to know what to wear and stay in
shape and oﬀ they go, looking like their daughter’s
sister for most of their active life.
Having children much later in life allows women to
retain that fertile glow through most of their forties,
while men in their ﬁfties are more and more inclined
to sign up for a fresh lease of life with a new partner
half their age and a new set of babies in tow. In Paris
crèches, fathers now belong to three generations,
ranging from their twenties to their sixties. What is
retirement for, if not to become a parent again!
Needless to say, all this is blurring the lines.
Where things get tricky is when you look at
demographics. As well as looking younger and
younger, we also live longer and longer – a social time
bomb waiting to explode. Who is going to pay for our
pensions, especially with medicine able to keep
people alive for much longer and euthanasia still left
at most parliaments’ doors? Some extremists suggest
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culling all older people on their eightieth birthdays as
a way to resolve Europe’s public deﬁcits, although I
wouldn’t go that far.
There is one thing I’d suggest instead: make the
cosmetics industry pay for our pensions and old-age
care. How? Tax cosmetic surgeons and raise money
from every anti-ageing cream sold. We could call it the
‘vanity tax’. The illusion of youth that this industry
imposes on the world’s most gullible (with their
number increasing exponentially) has proved in
recent years to be the dark side of scientiﬁc and
medical progress. I had dinner last month with an
American power couple, great patrons of the arts: tall,
blond and slender, but depending on the lighting, they
looked in turn 40 and 80. Scary.
Nowhere more than in ﬁlm, is youth’s holy grail
more striking. Actors used to grow older in front of
our eyes and played roles their age. Movie lovers have
all seen Jeanne Moreau, Montgomery Clift, Ava
Gardner, Gérard Depardieu, Marcello Mastroianni, and
Charlotte Rampling maturing, with life’s complexity
chiselling their beautifully expressive faces. Where
are their equivalents now? At 35, and often before,
actors’ faces start to freeze, in a perpetual pout or a
ﬁxed question-mark stare. How can the public really
identify with those waxwork ﬁgures?
With our cosmetic surgery follies, the Dorian Grays
are all around us, strutting their stuﬀ on the streets.
Without selling our soul to the devil, couldn’t we just
be happy with what good food and a little exercise
have already given us? Let’s just get on our bikes and
enjoy healthy food – in reasonable portions. Those
endorphins will make us feel (and therefore look)
better than a trillion botox injections. It won’t stop us
ageing in the end, but it will help us grow old
gracefully. Surely, a great ambition in life n

