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C O M PA N Y 

AUSA

S E C T O R

MANUFACTURING

I N A N U T S H E L L

AUSA has defied the economic downturn in Europe to grow its exports and build 
sales across the continent

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2014: €60,000,000
2015 (forecast): €68,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Winner of the Import/Export Award in 
the 2014/15 European Business Awards

AUSA, A BUSINESS BASED IN SPAIN 
designing and manufacturing compact 
industrial machinery for global buyers, has 
won the title of best import/exporter at the 
European Business Awards 2015. 

Founded in 1956 by three friends, today 
AUSA is one of Spain’s best entrepreneurial 
companies, with recognition in the form of 
industry awards, sales increasing annually  
and consistently positive feedback from  
its employees.

But it, like thousands of other companies 
across Europe, nearly came unstuck during 
the credit crunch which lead to the global 
downturn beginning in 2008. Spain was 
among the countries hardest hit and the 
domestic economy entered a deep and 
protracted recession.

AUSA supplies specialist vehicles to 
industry and the public sector for use on 
construction sites, in agriculture, mining and 
by public bodies on various jobs. 

WE ANTICIPATED 
EVENTS BEFORE 
ARRIVING AT 
DIFFICULT 
MOMENTS IN 
ORDER TO 
MINIMISE THE 
CRISIS AND WE 
KEPT LOYAL TO 
THE BUSINESS 
STRATEGY

MANUEL PERRAMON
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With all of these sectors in the doldrums it 
had to look beyond national borders for  
new opportunities.

In 2007, just over two thirds of sales were 
to the domestic market, with only 33% heading 
to other countries. When the recession hit 
Spain and the construction industry collapsed 
sales plummeted 90% and the business had 
to reinvent itself overnight.

By 2014 AUSA had completely transformed 
its approach with only 13% of sales in Spain 
and an incredible 87% heading abroad. The 
business’ headquarters remain in Barcelona, 
but subsidiaries have appeared in France, 
Brazil, Mexico and the USA. AUSA has 
representative offices in Madrid, Middle East, 
Germany, UK and China

In total, AUSA supplies 480 dealers in 
around 90 countries. It employs over 300 
people and this year turnover is expected to 
reach €68 million, with sales increasing 36% 
over the last three years. The turnaround is 
reflected in Spain’s economy, which was still 
contracting in 2013 but has staged a 
turnaround in the last two years.

When asked how the business coped in 
the turbulent times, Manuel Perramon, 
AUSA Chairman, says the strategy was 
twofold: by predicting and adapting to 
fluctuations in world markets and by 
sticking to the business’ core principles and 
focusing on top selling products.

“We anticipated events before arriving at 
difficult moments in order to minimise the 
crisis and we kept loyal to the business 
strategy even during worldwide difficulties. 
We have suffered in the Spanish crisis 
which has been really deep, and the 
European one afterwards. We knew it 
would arrive but we didn’t know when it 
would start nor when it would end, so 
some years before we strongly pushed for 
sales into Europe and the other continents. 

He adds: “The other key was 
globalisation. We have been able to 
expand our market and have adapted the 
products to different regions. Today, 50% 
of our commercial force team is from a 
foreign country. 

“As a result, today we are exporting most 
of our production. Besides this, during the 
crisis we kept faith with our development 

plan of our products, diversifying the 
business to municipalities and keeping the 
leadership with our star products.”

With its origins in the 1950s, AUSA has 
seen its fair share of turbulence and the 
businesses has needed to adapt and grow to 
suit the evolving political and economic 
landscape in Spain and further afield. Founded 
under the name PTV – the founders surname 
initials – it steadily released new vehicles to 
the market, from the site dumpers which 
rolled off production lines in 1961, to the first 
all-terrain telehandler created in 2012.

Over the years the business created  
new products, diversified into new 
geographical territories and entered new 
industry sectors. Today it sells to industrial 
firms, building companies, vehicle rental 
businesses, cleaning services, municipal 
maintenance companies, mining operations 
and agriculture businesses.

But with every new step in the journey 
AUSA keeps true to a set of principles from 
which it cannot deviate. These commandments 
guide the business’ decisions and prevent it 
losing direction as it develops and grows, 
Manuel describes them in the following way:

Competitive: Customer satisfaction with the 
maximum contribution of value to make the 
company profitable.

Innovative: A company with the ability to 
develop products, services and processes 
differently and better than what exists in the 
market.

Family Business: AUSA will remain a family 
business. The family is involved in 
management to ensure business continuity in 
the long-term.

Leader: Creating products and services that 
stand out in the market for their excellence.

Teamwork: The whole team is involved with 
the strategy. Suppliers and distributors are 
committed to AUSA and they work as 
partners.

Future: Constantly strive for profitability  
and sustainable growth. Reinvest in 
innovation and human resources to provide 
more customer value, thus achieving a 
virtuous cycle that ensures the future of  
the company. >

BY 2014 AUSA HAD 

COMPLETELY TRANSFORMED 

ITS APPROACH WITH ONLY 

13% OF SALES IN SPAIN 

AND AN INCREDIBLE 87% 

HEADING ABROAD
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“WE HAVE BEEN ABLE TO 

EXPAND OUR MARKET AND 

HAVE ADAPTED THE 

PRODUCTS TO DIFFERENT 

REGIONS. TODAY, 50% OF 

OUR COMMERCIAL FORCE 

TEAM IS FROM A FOREIGN 

COUNTRY”

MANUEL PERRAMON

> At the core of these principles is 
innovation, something which Manuel says the 
team has developed a strong commitment to 
since the very beginning. The business 
reinvests profits in product development, 
something he calls a “virtuous circle” which 
helps the business get better every year.

It’s so important to the business that it is 
included in its motto: “Innovation is essential 
to maintain leadership and push the company 
into the future”. To make sure the fires of 
creativity keep burning, AUSA hands 
responsibility for innovation to a group of 
people, separates it from the day-to-day 
running of the business so it is a ring-fenced 
activity, and encourages everyone in the 
company to get involved.

And the policy seems to be working. One in 
five invoices filed by the company last year 
came from sales of products launched since 
2012. The business applies innovation to its 
services as well as its products, all guided by 
regular customer and employee feedback.

“One of the main objectives is the personal 
and professional development of AUSA team,” 
says Manuel. “The management approach 
has been defined under the ‘Xispa’ (Spark) 
Plan, which looks to transform each person 
and give them maximum responsibility. We’re 
ultimately looking for people to tell us what 
they think the business should be doing.

“The concept is shared responsibility, the 
growth of added value, creativity, innovation, 
pro-activity, continuous improvement and so 
on. Moreover, every employee has to enjoy 
their work in order to contribute their best to 
the company. We want to achieve great 
teamwork under a matriarchal structure and 
grow the value of the company.

“We look at different aspects such as 
management skills, the deployment of 
objectives, plans, career training, 
compensation policies aligned to successes 
and so on. These are some of the tools we 
use to maintain staff integration with the 
goals of the business, in turn achieving the 
motivation and commitment of our people.”

Employees across the business are kept 
aware of top-level strategy and twice a year 
there is a company-wide strategy day, keeping 
employees in the loop and informing them of 
the parameters of growth as well as potential 
challenges on the horizon.
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MANUEL PERRAMON

Manuel says keeping structures transparent 
and communication channels open is the only 
way to keep people aligned with company 
philosophy and focused on the business plan. 
It goes without saying, he adds, that this is 
made easier by hiring enthusiastic, skilled 
people who care about success.

In summary, Manuel says there are three 
main areas that contribute to AUSA as a 
growing business. First is a clear plan, in 
AUSA’s case this is a focus on compact 
industrial vehicles and aspiring to be a global 
leader in selected market segments.

Second is a strong recruitment and 
retention policy which is aimed at creating a 
highly integrated team of motivated 
professionals who add value every day.

Third, share holders are committed to the 
project and not in it for a short-term gain.

“This makes our company great,” says 
Manuel. “Customers are aware that AUSA 
balances product functionality with a great 
service and profitability to continue 
strengthening the business. They can see  
the value differential between us and our 
rivals, mainly because of our focus on 
investment in innovation.”

With the bulk of AUSA’s recent growth taking 
place during a terrible recession in Europe 
and, in particular, its home country Spain, the 
business has a lot to look forward to in the 
more prosperous years to come. Having 
expanded its market reach and diversified into 
a set of increasingly powerful products, it’s 
hard to see AUSA taking a back seat.

“The focus of AUSA to the market is the 
reason why our customers choose us,” says 
Manuel. “Our commitment is to perfectly 
understand and satisfy their needs, it allows 
us to provide high value solutions through our 
products as well as high quality services. 
That’s the reason why they buy our products.”

TO MAKE SURE THE FIRES 

OF CREATIVITY KEEP 

BURNING, AUSA HANDS 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR 

INNOVATION TO A GROUP OF 

PEOPLE, SEPARATES IT 

FROM THE DAY-TO-DAY 

RUNNING OF THE BUSINESS 

SO IT IS A RING-FENCED 

ACTIVITY, AND ENCOURAGES 

EVERYONE IN THE COMPANY 

TO GET INVOLVED
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COMFY ANGEL D.O.O.

S E C T O R

MANUFACTURING

I N A N U T S H E L L

Macedonian bedclothes – pillows, duvets, mattress protectors and bed linen – 
manufacturing firm

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €8,000,000 
2014: €11,000,000
2015 (forecast): over €16,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur & National 
Public Champion stage in the 2014/15 
European Business Awards 

HOW DOES A YOUNG COMPANY fighting 
for its position in the global bedclothes 
manufacturing sector make an early splash? 
By going big – very big. Comfy Angel, which 
went independent from its partner company 
only three years ago, figured out a way enter 
the market with a bang: the Macedonian  
outfit produced the world’s biggest pillow, 
bagged a spot in the Guinness World 
Records, and lo and behold, quickly became a 
leading force in the industry. 

“We’ve always wanted to be different to 
others in the sector,” says Irena Jakimovska, 
managing director of Comfy Angel. 
“Competition is huge – everyone is fighting 
for their own place under the sky.” The 
gimmick, conjured up by the company’s sales 
team, quickly gave this small firm based in the 
Macedonian town of Prilep a reputation for 
originality and creativity. This has since 
characterised the nature of much of the work 
of Comfy Angel, which began its operations in 
earnest in 2012 after going independent from 
the UK-based Comfy Quilts Ltd., and before 
long was producing bedclothes for 
international markets.

“We initially had a small amount of money 
– very small, like some dust,” says Irena, who 
was there at its inception. The first couple of 
years were testing for the whole management, 
for money wasn’t in abundance and the 
pressures of starting a new business were 
initially heavy. “You have to be patient, and 
prioritise the needs of the company – you put 
the company in front of private and family life.” 

That early work paid off, and in the past 
year alone it has employed 300 new staff 
and seen turnover almost double.  

It can now produce 400,000 pillows and 
160,000 duvets a month. This success was 
owed in no small part to the reputation it 
quickly built up, both within the local 
community in Prilep – a town of 85,000 
people where Comfy Angel is the biggest 
employer – and in the wider sector.  
Together with my other partner Andrew 
Bruce, who is “the best seller in the world” 
and is married and lives in Prilep, Macedonia, 
we brought in a shrewd sales team and 
nurtured them over the years. “The team  
was positive and aggressive, and the good 
news spread all around. Our customers were 
very happy with the service, and we didn’t 
drop our quality at all.” 

Players in the sector began talking about 
this small Macedonian firm more and more, 
and it went from there. It now sells in 24 
markets across three 
continents – Europe, 
South America 
and the Middle 
East. 

WE THINK IN 
TERMS OF FIVE 
YEAR PLANS 
– TO LOOK 
AHEAD AND 
VISUALIZE 
WHAT THE 
MARKET WILL 
DEMAND OF US

IRENA JAKIMOVSK A
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In the past 18 months alone it has doubled its 
client base, and now Comfy Angel boasts a 
string of high-profile buyers: Tesco, Carrefour, 
Metro – the list goes on. 

The company’s importance to the local 
community is substantial. Not only is it the 
biggest employer in Prilep, providing full-time 
work for close to 1,000 people, but it runs 
various training programmes for the younger 
generation who might one day want to join 
the ranks of Comfy Angel, or venture further 
afield. “We develop the local society 
everyday, in every way. We fund local sports 
– including a football club – which is fun. And 
we help with education for some kids – to 
help them to develop in the right way.”

But how does the company itself benefit 
directly from welfare activities like these? It 
involves its own employees in such activities, 
whether they help out the local Red Cross or in 
other education initiatives. “This is necessary 
for several reasons: it means people will have 
better respect for the company, and everyone 
will want to work for it. But through engaging 
our workforce in social work, their own 
conscientiousness improves because they are 
helping others out.”

Were Comfy Angel to develop serious 
financial problems then the livelihoods of a 
significant proportion of Prilep’s working-age 
population, and their dependants, would be 
threatened. This is why the management has 
paid such close attention to the company’s 
finances – the stability of Comfy Angel is not 
only a matter of personal gain, but affects the 
health of the local society as a whole. “We’re 
responsible for those people – the company 
belongs to the employees. We maintain a 
good atmosphere here – we want our staff to 
feel like a family, to support themselves and 
one another,” says Irena.

But Irena points to another hidden 
ingredient to the company’s success. Dead 
wood doesn’t last, she says. “We replace 
negative people with new energy. You always 
have to have this fresh energy and eager 
employees – without them nothing will 
happen, and you become old.” The company 
invests considerable energy in its human 
resources department, which constantly  
trains its employees – and prospective 
employees – in specialist skills. Creative 
fatigue will show itself very quickly, both in 
the workplace and in the relationship  
between company and buyer. >

IN THE PAST 18 MONTHS 

ALONE IT HAS DOUBLED ITS 

CLIENT BASE, AND NOW 

COMFY ANGEL BOASTS A 

STRING OF HIGH-PROFILE 

BUYERS: TESCO, 

CARREFOUR, METRO – THE 

LIST GOES ON
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> Yet Comfy Angel’s dedication to constant 
innovation means it, and its partner  
company, can boast a portfolio of 3,500 
different products – one for every day since  
it began work.

This persistent emphasis on energizing its 
employees has given it the ability to quickly 
react to external upheavals, such as 
heightened competition in a post-recession 
marketplace. As a result it has consistently 
recorded year-on-year growth since its 
inception, at a time when other companies 
were flagging, restructuring, or going bust. 

“We’re constantly changing – tomorrow is 
always a new beginning,” says Irena. “We go 
to work every day like it is a new day.” The 
products that Comfy Angel has become 
known for are being refined day in, day out – 
in a competitive marketplace, this healthy 
obsession with originality is key to survival. 
“We’re always working on developing the 
product. We think in terms of five year plans 
– to look ahead and visualize what the market 
will demand of us.”

What has been Irena’s proudest 
achievement since she began at the helm of 
the company? “The people I’ve brought into 
the workplace,” she responds. “I have the 
intuition to put the right people in the right 
places. At a conference in Athens recently a 

gentleman from Grenada made a speech 
about what companies need to succeed: they 
need ‘to find the right bus and put the right 
people in the right seat,’ he said. It doesn’t 
matter how many awards you receive, 
because the next day we have to work like 
we are just starting all over again. We don’t 
get too proud of ourselves, because if we do 
we’ll forget the company’s needs.”

It was only a few years ago that Irena was 
working flat out in her office in Prilep, and had 
little time for anything else. “Twenty-hour 
work days are nothing,” she says. “I was 
working 24 hours a day, and I sacrificed a lot 
for this.” She can now kick back and relax –
the right people are in the right seats. When 
the energetic young employees of Comfy 
Angel put their heads together several years 
ago and decided to produce the world’s 
biggest pillow, they may not have realized the 
parallel creation they were making: a launch 
pad that would propel the company far 
outside the borders of Macedonia and to a 
position elevated high in the international 
bedclothes market. 

At the end of the day, the reason why we 
are where we are, is that the head of the 
company is formed by the 4G: myself and 
Andrew Bruce as Managing Directors, and 
Biljana Jandreoska and Jane Gjoreski, as 
Company Managers. 

LEARNING POINTS

•  Maintain an energetic workforce. 
If employees stop feeling the 
need to prove themselves and 
to innovate then creativity will 
quickly wane. 

•  Invest in training programmes, 
both for current staff and 
younger generations in the 
local community. They will be 
the future of your company.
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REMEDICA

S E C T O R

PHARMACEUTICALS

I N A N U T S H E L L

Founded in 1960, Remedica is a global pharmaceutical company playing an 
essential role in the development and manufacture of medicines, particularly in the 
field of oncology

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €57,100,000
2014 (forecast): €64,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards

1960 WAS A MONUMENTAL YEAR for 
Cyprus. After centuries under Ottoman and 
British rule, the island nation finally became an 
independent republic on August 16.

It was a big year for a 33-year-old chemist 
named Chris Pattichis too. Following in his 
industrialist grandfather’s footsteps, Pattichis 
established a manufacturing chemist firm and 
began producing carbon dioxide. He called it 
T. Ch. Pattichis.

That same year, 17 African nations would 
also turn independent. The world was 
changing, and Pattichis was determined to 
make his mark on it.

“Growing up, I was fascinated by both  
my father and the factory,” explains 
Charalambos Pattihis, the eldest son of 
Pattichis and now Group CEO of Remedica, 
as the firm is now called.

“I remember enjoying the factory, I liked 
discovering what the equipment did, seeing 
how the various components formed the  
final products.”

In these early years, T. Ch. Pattichis added 
aerosols and cosmetics to the product line, but 
by the 1970s, competition in the sector had 
grown fierce, so Pattichis added pharmaceutical 
research and development to his portfolio and 
began producing over-the-counter drugs. 
Cyprus was still an infant republic, however, 
and Pattichis encountered wide spread 
mistrust – both at home and abroad.

“When we first started, many people, 
either through ignorance or on purpose, would 
not accept that a Cyprus company could make 

pharmaceuticals as well as others could,” 
explains Charalambos. “We had cases where 
Cypriot people thought you had to take twice 
the dose to have the same effect!”

This mistaken prejudice lasted well into the 
nineties, despite the firm producing top 
quality GMP pharmaceuticals from 1980. 

And though the company did “struggle a 
lot” during these years, it gradually began to 
win more and more government tenders. And 
then in 1986, came an inspection from the 
West German health authorities and 
everything started to change. 

“This was the first major milestone for the 
business. This was the time before mutual 
recognition,” explains Charalambos. “Passing 
the inspection from Germany made it difficult 
for other countries to refuse us.” 

Gaining Germany’s approval opened the 
doors to many countries – allowing Remedica 
to export products to its neighbours for the 
first time. 

THE NINETIES 

Four years later, Charalambos joined the firm, 
bringing with him the wealth of knowledge 
he’d gained from studying at top universities 
in London. 

“There was pressure for me to succeed,  
so I got three university degrees from 
established universities in order to be familiar 
with each side of the business. Respect is 
earned – not given, nor passed to you by  
your father.” 

PASSING THE 
INSPECTION 
FROM GERMANY 
MADE IT 
DIFFICULT FOR 
OTHER 
COUNTRIES TO 
REFUSE US

CHARALAMBOS PATTIHIS
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This was a time of excitement and 
exhilaration, a magical time he says. 
“With some colleagues we were working 
till late at night, continuously making 
improvements, passing more and more 
inspections. On some occasions it was 
scary, we were years ahead of anyone in 
Cyprus so we had no one to consult  
with locally.”

Lack of consultation didn’t stop the 
company going from strength to strength, 
however, and in 1990 the firm made the 
bold decision to cease production of 
carbon dioxide, cosmetics and aerosols 
altogether to focus purely on 
pharmaceuticals.

It was a savvy move. By the mid-
nineties Remedica was exporting to the 
UK, working with Unicef, operating online 
and winning national export awards. 

This period of phenomenal growth was 
buoyed by the introduction of automated 
analytical equipment – “revolutionary for 

the early 1990s in Cyprus” – brought over 
by Charalambos who had worked with the 
technology in London. 

Until this point, the testing of tablets for 
oral consumption could be laborious and 
time consuming. In order to test how a 
tablet would be dissolved in the stomach 
and made available for absorption, 
conditions that simulated the stomach were 
created and the time taken for the active 
ingredient to dissolve was measured. 

When carried out manually, this was 
labour intensive work. “We would repeat 
this process six times simultaneously, so if 
you’re doing it manually it’s hard, especially 
if you have to test the product over a 
prolonged period of time. If you have to 
measure it every hour, it becomes very 
tedious,” explains Charalambos.

The new apparatus automated this process. 
“You could set it up, leave it, come back the 
next day and you find all the results completed, 
printed out and ready for release.” >

GAINING GERMANY’S 

APPROVAL OPENED THE 

DOORS TO MANY 

COUNTRIES – ALLOWING 

REMEDICA TO EXPORT 

PRODUCTS TO ITS 

NEIGHBOURS FOR THE 

FIRST TIME
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OUT-LICENSING

Also key to Remedica’s growth was the firm’s 
decision to begin out-licensing generic 
products in 2005.

With carefully selected partners, Remedica 
now develops more than 15 products that it 
out-licenses to both multi-nationals and to 
smaller companies operating in national 
markets. Products include anti-cancer medicines, 
an area in which the firm specialises, HIV 
treatments and cardiovascular products.

In exchange for licensing fees and other 
terms stipulated in a licensing agreement, 
Remedica makes available the technology 
(usually in the form of the Common Technical 
Document) that’s required for a company to 
obtain authorisation in a specific country in 
order to be allowed to sell the product.

A supply agreement is also signed, whereby 
the company agrees to purchase the products 
exclusively from Remedica for a number of years.  

The model has turbocharged the business 
– enabling Remedica to enter new markets, 
while paving the way for the development of 
own-brand products too. In fact, one such 
product – the anti-cancer drug Capecitabine – 
has jumped straight to the number one spot 
for company sales. 

If out-licensing is fundamental to Remedica’s 
business model, so is its exporting strategy, 
and the two are inextricably linked. With its 
strategic location at the crossroads of Europe, 
Asia and Africa, export sales account for more 
than 90% of the company’s turnover. 

And this strategy of spreading sales across 
multiple countries – currently more than 100 
– has shielded the company from the recent 
recession, but also the loss of sales due to 
the events following the “Arab Spring”.

The regional troubles and conflicts taking 
place in countries like Libya, Iraq, Yemen and 
Sudan have dampened sales and, in some 
cases, even prevented Remedica from 
supplying these markets. 

“There’s a war going on in Yemen, and a 
humanitarian crisis, but if there are no flights 
and no ships going there then it’s very difficult 
to get the products into the country.”

Uprisings in the Arab world weren’t the only 
political factors to impact sales. In 2001 the 
company was dealt another major blow.

“The way the European Union legislation was 
translated into local law, and the way it was 
implemented, made registration and renewal 
of product licences virtually impossible for a 
while,” explains Charalambos. 

“MANY PEOPLE, EITHER 

THROUGH IGNORANCE OR 

ON PURPOSE, WOULD NOT 

ACCEPT THAT A CYPRUS 

COMPANY COULD MAKE 

PHARMACEUTICALS AS 

WELL AS OTHERS COULD”

CHARALAMBOS PATTIHIS
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And with registration for new products ceasing, 
the company feared the worst: “At one point 
we weren’t sure if we would survive.” 

The business did survive, however, thanks to 
a handful of two-year contracts drawn up with 
some large customers. These deals secured 
the firm enough business to keep operating 
until the legislative issue was resolved.

CHARALAMBOS IS MADE CEO 

Then in 2006, Charalambos’ father stepped 
down as CEO, making way for his son to take 
the helm. 

“Having your own company is not easy,” 
says the new boss. “It takes a lot of effort 
and dedication, plus many hours. And on top 
of everything, you feel a responsibility for the 
people you employ – for them and their 
financial wellbeing.”

This “responsibility” is reflected in the 
company culture. The people at Remedica are 
what Charalambos is most proud of: “I 
believe we have the best people possible.” 

And the company goes to great lengths to 
ensure the social environment is positive 
and diverse. More than 60% of its workforce 
is made up of women, with a 35% share in 
managerial positions – over twice the 
national average. 

“We foster an environment where we 
train people correctly and where we reward 
them correctly, that’s why we have so 
many women in managerial positions,” 
says Charalambos.

These powerful employee relationships 
are driving the business towards greater 
growth: a new state-of-the-art manufacturing 
facility for producing anti-cancer products 
came into operational use in 2013; nine new 
products are already in preparation for 
out-licensing with more to follow; and new 
markets like Brazil and China are being 
targeted for entry.    

“We have an ambitious programme for 
the next five years,” admits Charalambos. 
“But our guiding principle remains the same 
as always. Providing quality, service and 
value for money.”

LEARNING POINTS

•  Ask for help. Charalambos 
learnt the importance of asking 
for help from his father: “My 
father always says ‘who do I 
know who can help me?’ Or who 
do I known that might know 
someone who can help me?”

•  Encourage diversity. Foster a 
positive and supportive 
workforce through learning and 
development and watch your 
business go from strength to 
strength. Remedica has twice 
the national average of women 
in managerial positions.
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COFFEE ISLAND

S E C T O R

FOOD AND DRINK

I N A N U T S H E L L

Coffee Island is a European franchise of integrated coffee shops and espresso 
bars that has disrupted and transformed the traditional ‘kafekoptia’ culture of 
Greece and Cyprus

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €10,440,000 
2014 (forecast): €17,880,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards

WHAT WOULD YOU DO for a decent cup of 
coffee? For Dr Liolios Evangelos, living in the 
Greek city of Patras, the answer was to open 
up a coffee shop. He didn’t have much choice. 
Few places sold freshly roasted coffee. He 
called his shop Coffee Island. 

“Our founder is a paediatrician with a 
genuine love for coffee,” explains Alexandros 
Zapaniotis, marketing director at Coffee Island 
since 2012.

“He detected a market gap between the 
traditional coffee shops we call ‘kafekoptia’ and 
modern coffee shops that offer a wide range of 

roasted coffee beans – beans that are especially 
roasted for espresso, filter and Greek coffee.”

The year was 1999 and coffee habits were 
beginning to change in Greece. Instant coffee 
had arrived and now filter coffee was slowly 
coming into vogue.

The traditional Greek style of preparing 
coffee – boiling finely ground coffee in a pot, 
before serving it in a cup and allowing the 
grains to settle – was no longer the only 
method of coffee consumption. “It was the 
beginning of an espresso movement in 
Greece,” explains Alexandros.

AT COFFEE 
ISLAND, COFFEE 
IS KING, BUT IT’S 
STILL THE 
RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH CUSTOMERS, 
COLLEAGUES 
AND FARMERS 
GROWING THE 
COFFEE THAT 
KEEP US GOING

ALEX ANDROS ZAPANIOTIS
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Six years later, Coffee Island opened its 
first roastery, again in the city of Patras 
– Greece’s third largest city after Athens 
and Thessaloniki. Out of this 120m2 plant, 
ran a 35kg roasting machine.

And this was now essential. Coffee 
Island was no longer a boutique coffee 
shop, it had transformed into a 
burgeoning franchise model with a 
powerful network. The number of Coffee 
Island coffee shops had swelled to 17 
and business was booming.

INTRODUCING THE ESPRESSO BAR 

With Coffee Island flourishing as a retailer, 
the management decided to try 
something new. Why not add to the retail 
experience by introducing a take-out 
service? And in 2009 espresso bars were 
introduced to the franchises – a major 
turning point for the company.

Meanwhile the global recession was taking 
its toll on the Greek economy. “Of course, we 
have been through difficulties on a financial 
level,” admits Alexandros. “But we had a 
vision, a strategy, flexibility and adaptability – 
so we managed to come through even 
stronger.” Indeed, the customer experience 
was transformed. 

Enter a franchise today and you can buy your 
coffee beans, sit at the bar and sip your 
coffee, or order a coffee to go. And the range 
of coffee brews on offer is pretty impressive 
too; espresso, aeropress, syphon, pour over 
and ibrik are all available. 

But they didn’t stop there. Determined to 
go even further, a range of barista 
accessories was introduced – branded 
coffee cups, latte shakers, French presses 
and aeropresses. And, of course, bespoke 
barista training courses so that customers 
could learn the best techniques for using 
their newly acquired kitchenware.

“Our coffee shops are there to offer the 
consumer a 360 degree coffee experience,” 
says Alexandros. “At Coffee Island, coffee is 
king, but it’s still the relationships with 
customers, colleagues and farmers growing 
the coffee that keep us going.”

ENTERING NEW MARKETS

And it’s kept them going abroad too. 

In 2009 Coffee Island entered the Cypriot 
market. This wasn’t a question of simply 
moving into a new market and “showing 
people how to drink coffee” Alexandros is at 
pains to point out. >

THE STRATEGY THAT FUELS 

COFFEE ISLAND’S 

METEORIC GROWTH IS 

RELATIVELY 

STRAIGHTFORWARD: 

UNDERSTAND YOUR 

MARKET AND ADAPT YOUR 

PRODUCTS AND SERVICES 

IN ORDER TO ENTER IT
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> “Anybody who thinks that Cyprus and 
Greece are close cultures and countries are 
missing all the things that make them so 
commercially different.”

So as both company and brand, Coffee 
Island invested in a new country and a new 
culture. In fact, visit a Coffee Island in Cyprus 
today and you’ll find the experience rather 
different to that of Greece.

Cypriot Coffee Islands are generally larger 
than their Greek counterparts – with table and 
chairs as well as espresso bars. This suits 
Cyprus’ hot climate far better; high 
temperatures don’t tend to lend themselves 
well to coffee on the go, locals prefer to sit in 
and take a break from the heat instead.

The strategy that fuels Coffee Island’s 
meteoric growth is relatively straightforward: 
understand your market and adapt your 
products and services in order to enter it. 
“We still want to introduce new experiences, 
but we must also match the local culture.”

It’s a fine balance, but one the business has 
struck successfully across Cyprus, Greece 
and its sprawling Greek islands. There are 222 
Coffee Island coffee shops in Greece today 
and 35 in Cyprus.

You’ll also find the brand in the city of 
Timisoara in Romania, and in Albania’s capital 
city, Tirana. These are markets they’re 
watching closely – and they have plans to 
expand their network in Albania soon.

But their biggest plans are London shaped: 
Coffee Island hopes to enter the highly 
competitive market shortly, a market they 
hope their cultural expertise and sensitivity 
will crack successfully.

REBRANDING

Despite enjoying great success entering new 
markets, the company felt their branding 
wasn’t in keeping with its development. In 
short, it had outgrown itself.

So in 2013 they took the initiative “against 
every marketing expert in Greece” and 
radically overhauled their brand. After teaming 
up with the celebrated architecture firm, 
Kokkinou and Kourkoulas, over a period of 
eight months Coffee Island’s visual identity 
was redrawn.

“OUR COFFEE SHOPS ARE 

THERE TO OFFER THE 

CONSUMER A 360 DEGREE 

COFFEE EXPERIENCE”

ALEX ANDROS ZAPANIOTIS
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LEARNING POINTS

•  Expand carefully. Take the time 
to study new markets 
thoroughly –be methodical and 
analytical. When the time is 
right to make an entry, adapt 
your products and services 
accordingly and respect the 
local culture and customs. 

•  Look after you branding. 
Ensure it reflects your company 
ethos, culture and evolution 
throughout the business 
journey. Don’t be afraid to 
refresh your branding – and 
when you do, partner with an 
agency that genuinely 
understands your company and 
shares your values.

•  Never stop innovating. Coffee 
Island could have remained a 
successful shop selling freshly 
roasted coffee. It was the 
decision to add coffee bars and 
barista accessories that 
propelled it to the disruptive 
success story it is today.

A new logo was created, new packaging, a 
new layout for the store’s interior and new 
designs for its exterior. Of their new logo, 
Alexandros is particularly proud: “The 
interesting part of our new identity is no 
longer the name, it is the logo.”

Look quickly at the logo and you’ll see a 
coffee flower. Look closer and you’ll see the 
flower is made up of six “vital coffee 
elements”; the leaf of the coffee tree, the 
coffee bean itself, the flame of the coffee 
roaster, the water drop passing through the 
coffee, a flying bird and, finally, the espresso 
cup sitting in the centre.

The intricacy of the logo – the care, detail 
and time taken to produce it – provides the 
perfect metaphor for the spirit behind 
Coffee Island. This is a business that values 
coffee, this caring approach extends far 
beyond the artist’s studio; it extends to their 
259 franchises and, importantly, the 
franchisees behind them.

Each franchisee is offered the chance to 
complete globally recognised training 
qualifications – a beacon of light in a  
country plagued by unprecedented levels of 
youth unemployment.

And there’s reason to hope that this light 
will grow over the coming years. Coffee 
Island’s growth trajectory is truly spectacular. 
In 2011 there existed 37 stores, the figure 
more than doubled in 2012 before doubling 
again in 2013, and reaching 240 today.

The London launch is imminent, a new 
production centre is under construction and 
plans for a Coffee Island Foundation are  
under way.

Not bad for a guy who just wanted a  
decent espresso.
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C O M PA N Y 

LOGO YAZILIM SANAYI VE TICARET A.S.

S E C T O R

IT TECHNOLOGY

I N A N U T S H E L L

Logo is the leading provider of Enterprise Application Software for small- and  
mid-sized companies in Turkey. It provides end-to-end Enterprise Resource Planning 
(ERP) solutions enabling companies to take proactive decisions to grow and achieve 
challenging goals in this dynamic and ever-changing competitive arena.

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €27,956,000 
2014 (forecast): €40,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards

WHEN YOU’RE A SMALL BUSINESS 
cutting its teeth in a competitive market, 
efficiency is king. A machine poorly oiled 
won’t survive – accounts need to be in check 
and communication channels between 
company and client kept wide open. That’s a 
harsh reality that many fledgling companies 
learn early on – adapt and innovate, or die. But 
this needn’t be a solo project – as one Turkish 
company has demonstrated, help is at hand. 

Logo began in the mid-1980s – an age when 
businesses were only beginning to realise 
how vast the potential was for computing 
software to streamline operations. The young 
entrepreneurs who started the company –
now Turkey’s leading provider of Enterprise 
Application Software (EAS) to small- and 
medium-sized companies – were in their mid 
twenties and fresh out of university, and 
brimming with ambition and vision. 

THE EASE OF USE 
OF APPLE, THAT 
HAS BROUGHT 
TO LIFE THE 
IDEA OF A 
USER-FRIENDLY 
INTERFACE AND 
DESIGN, WAS 
THE MAIN 
SOURCE OF 
INSPIRATION

TUGRUL TEKBULUT
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They saw a gap in the Turkish market for  
EAS, particularly the need to facilitate the 
documenting of accounting transactions.  
That planted a seed that has grown over three 
decades, first to accounting , stock keeping 
and sales administration, before expanding to 
its current portfolio, which covers the entire 
spectrum of business solutions – human 
resources, mobile, integration, and more. 

Their advantage was that there was a  
niche in the Turkish market – other enterprise 
software companies hadn’t yet made their 
entry. “Together with seven friends we 
established a company with a seed capital of 
only $3,000 in a 30-meter squared office in a 
part of Istanbul now known as a haven for 
pirated software,” says Tugrul Tekbulut, who 
is now company chairman. Although that 
outfit collapsed in 1985, it provided the 
foundation for Logo – three of the original 
seven quickly regrouped, rebranded, and 
became a driving force for the burgeoning 
Turkish IT market. 

Its inspiration was similar to that of many 
young computer entrepreneurs at the time. 
“The ease of use of Apple, that has brought 
to life the idea of a user-friendly interface 
and design, was the main source of 
inspiration for Logo,” he says. Back then, 
practical solutions in the area of accounting 
that are considered as basic concepts today 
were one of the most-needed factors in 
Turkey.” The services Logo provided had 
varied impacts. “It not only increased the 
productivity and value add-on for those who 
buy and sell products, regardless of size, but 
it also brought dynamism and wealth to the 
country’s economy, just like blood circulating 
in the veins.”

Logo quickly gained a high market share.  
It is now the fastest growing company in 
the industry in Turkey, and has more than 
900 business partners and provides an 
extensive network of distribution channels, 
not only within Turkey, but increasingly 
beyond its borders. 

International sales begun in 2000, mainly 
focused on Turkish companies based in 
Germany, but it has since expanded to take on 
markets as diverse and far afield as Egypt, 
Russia and Sudan. All in, the company’s 
business solutions are available in 43 
countries, and in 12 languages. In Turkey 
alone, Logo provides services for 1.3 million 
users – an industry leading achievement.

On top of that, the company boasts a 
growing “ecosystem”, comprised of a legion 
of business partners across Turkey and into 
Eastern Europe and the Middle East who 
widen the company’s net far beyond its own 
immediate workforce. Its major strength is its 
extensive distribution capabilities, which 
means it covers the whole of Turkey. The 
quantity means it’s not reliant on one single 
partner for performance. Instead, while it has 
only 500 employees, each partner has their 
own workforce, and together with the 
partners’ employees it feeds an ecosystem 
of around 3,500 staff.

Logo employees and customers tend to 
think of the company as a platform, upon 
which its business partners can utilise Logo 
technology to create their own solutions.  
This is in keeping with the original vision of its 
founding members – to adapt and expand in 
line with the heady developments of the IT 
world that arrived towards the end of the 
1980s, and surged forward as the 1990s 
became the 2000s and IT came to dominate. 

Logo was also the first company in Turkey 
to establish a software culture and to push for 
intellectual property rights laws around 
computers, notes Tugrul. “During this six-year 
period we scrambled to spread this culture 
and protect Logo’s software by challenging 
the existing legal norms,” he says, and in 
1995, the law came into force.

The founders knew early on that efficiency 
meant profitability, and thus that their 
services would be keenly sought after should 
they be able to develop a platform that allows 
the streamlining of business operations 
through IT solutions. Now with an annual 
turnover in the region of €40 million, that 
vision has paid off – no other company in 
Turkey reaches so many users. It provides for 
a whole range of business, from SMEs to 
large airways companies, meaning its end 
users are very diverse.

Early on, the business was noted for its 
commitment to corporate responsibility 
– Tugrul honed the art of social and 
environmental sustainability long before it 
became an industry fad. He references an 
ancient Indian proverb: “We Do Not Inherit 
the Earth from Our Ancestors; We Borrow It 
from Our Children”. It seemed in the nature 
of the founding member to do things right and 
run the company in accordance with strong 
governance principles. >

THEIR ADVANTAGE WAS 

THAT THERE WAS A  

NICHE IN THE TURKISH 

MARKET – OTHER 

ENTERPRISE SOFTWARE 

COMPANIES HADN’T YET 

MADE THEIR ENTRY

EBA Case Studies.indd   21 28/07/2015   10:18



C A S E  S T U D Y22

●  EUROPEAN BUSINESS AWARDS www.businessawardseurope.com

“LOGO IS COMMITTED TO THE IDEA 

THAT TECHNOLOGY IS A LIBERATING 

INSTRUMENT BY MEANS OF 

PROVIDING BETTER LIFE 

CONDITIONS, AND THEREFORE 

MUST BE DEVELOPED BY 

RESPECTING THE HUMAN AND  

THE ENVIRONMENT”

TUGRUL TEKBULUT

> Environmentally friendly operations were 
important early on to Logo, so it made 
investments in the production of its own energy 
through solar panels, for example. This occurred 
despite it not being industry regulation at the 
time. “Logo is committed to the idea that 
technology is a liberating instrument by 
means of providing better life conditions, and 
therefore must be developed by respecting 
the human and the environment,” Tugrul says.

The steady growth the company has enjoyed 
since its inception is the result of two key 
decisions: first, in the early 2000s to develop a 
solid corporate governance structure; second, the 
practice of reinvesting all profits back into the 
business. Around 30 percent of Logo’s sales are 
channelled back into the budget for research and 
development each year, while the financing for 
employee benefits and training also has a ready 
source of profit-generated money to draw from.

It’s one of only a few companies in Turkey 
that makes this level of investment in its future.

TUGRUL TEKBULET
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As a result, in 2000 it became the first IT 
company to be traded at the IMKB-Istanbul 
Stock Exchange, and through careful but 
limited restructuring it was able to weather 
the various economic downturns that 
afflicted Turkey and most other European 
countries throughout the 2000s. The 
company puts that down to the strength of 
its employees – despite the recessions, its 
workforce remained intact, and its 
consistently strong balance meant it didn’t 
require outside financing. 

But its ambitions don’t stop at the 
Istanbul Stock Exchange – by the time the 
next decade comes around, Logo wants to 
be listed on NASDAQ. In order to do it 
must continue growing at the pace it has 
been. As the Turkish economy grows, so 
does Logo’s potential customer pool, and it 
has had, and expects to continue having, 
multiple approaches from business 
partners to design their own solutions 
using Logo’s platform.

If Logo does one day see its brand featured in 
one of the world’s most prestigious trading 
forums, there’ll be some familiar faces present 
when the cork flies off the champagne bottle 
– in the 30 years since Logo’s inception, very 
few customers have switched to an alternative 
supplier. Its customers have grown with it, and 
there are few signs this will change anytime 
soon. Ending up on NASDAQ will be a huge 
achievement, Tugrul thinks. “Receiving the 
acceptance of investors on such a scale will 
mean crowning the company’s hard earned 
growth initiative,” he says.

Thirty years ago, a group of ambitious 
young Turkish university graduates came 
together with a shared fascination for the 
potential value that IT could bring to the 
modern business world. This spirit, combined 
with their prophetic realisation of the 
inextricable link between IT efficiency and 
success, has propelled the company forward. 
If efficiency is king, then for the Turkish IT 
market, Logo is the king of kings.

LEARNING POINTS

•  Efficiency means profitability. 
Solutions that provide 
enterprises with the tools to 
simplify operations will always 
be popular.

•  Respect the human and its 
environment. “Technology is a 
liberating instrument,” says 
Tugrul.
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SIMIT SARAYI

S E C T O R

FOOD AND DRINK

I N A N U T S H E L L

Simit Sarayı has transformed the way traditional Anatolian breads are eaten  
around the world

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €48,965,000 
2014: €60,992,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards

ABDULLAH K AVUKCU WAS JUST 29 
when he co-founded Simit Sarayı, a franchise 
chain of bakery cafe-shops serving Anatolian 
baked products called simit.

The son of a grocery store owner, 
entrepreneurism was in Abdullah’s blood from 
the word go, and he grew up surrounded by the 
food and drink trade, helping out in his father’s 
store and doing all he could to learn the craft.

“I started working at a very young age,” he 
admits “and then I worked in the Grand 
Bazaar [Istanbul], and the experiences I gained 
there formed a strong foundation for my 
business perspective and my career.”

Buoyed by these experiences then, 
Abdullah teamed up with his brother-in-law 
Haluk Okutur and a friend named Mehmet 
Tarakçı, and in 2002 the trio began serving 
freshly baked simit to the local community of 
Mecidiyeköy – a neighbourhood located in the 
Sisli district of Istanbul.

“Simit Sarayı was founded as an 
innovation,” explains Abdullah. “Before the 
2000s, people had started to react to the simit 
sold on the streets in Turkey, or baked and 
sold in unhygienic conditions.”

The founders decided that Turkey needed a 
whole new approach to producing and serving 
simit. In short, simit needed a drastic 
makeover – and so the concept of serving it in 
a modern concept, in bakery-cafés, was born.

“Initially it was a very exciting time, 
because Simit Sarayı as a concept was a first 
in Turkey. From day one, we were confident 
that our project was right, and where we are 
today is proof that we were right.”

For the uninitiated, simit is a circular 
bread originating from Anatolia and 
coated in sesame seeds – a bit like a 
bagel or savoury donut. It is traditionally 
eaten at breakfast or snack times and is 
consumed throughout Eastern Europe 
and Western Asia. 

Simit Sarayı’s mission is to bring it to the 
rest of the world. And it’s getting closer to 
this target every day. Currently, there are 
more than 300 stores serving freshly 
baked simit in 14 countries, including the 
USA, UK, Germany, Belgium, Holland, 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Cyprus. 
Around 650,000 people are served daily by 
almost 10,000 employees. 

“Since the day we opened our first 
store we believed Simit Sarayı would be a 
global brand,” says Abdullah. “Many 
people, including our closest friends, 
thought it was a dream – but where we 
are today proves that we were right and 
that it wasn’t just a dream.”

So how has Abdullah and his team 
taken a regional product and turned it into 
a global success story? Abdullah admits 
that despite the global ambition that the 
founders had for the brand from day one, 
they knew simit was a highly “traditional 
taste” and one that had to be 
“transformed” somehow. 

“Simit is our traditional flavour. It is a 
shared taste that everyone living on this 
land, regardless of their cultures or roots, 
loves and enjoys. At first, we wondered 
how we could transform such a traditional 
taste that unites us all into an institution.”

SINCE THE DAY 
WE OPENED 
OUR FIRST 
STORE WE 
BELIEVED SIMIT 
SARAYI WOULD 
BE A GLOBAL 
BRAND

ABDULLAH K AVUKCU
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THE FRANCHISE MODEL 

While there was no single answer, there soon 
emerged a clear strategy – one with a 
franchise model at its heart. The Simit Sarayı 
franchising system is designed to guide the 
franchisee in the most accurate way possible. 
All services and know-how – from location to 
feasibility, concept management to 
architectural design, brand identity to 
communication issues – are handed over to 
the investor who is guided throughout the 
process while establishing a new branch. 

Training by specialised staff is provided to 
the business managers, both before and after 
the store opens, with dedicated programmes 
for employees that covers equipment, product 
and operations training.

“With Simit Sarayı, we introduced  
changes in both production and presentation,” 
explains Abdullah. 

“This new business model not only 
improved the prestige of simit, but also 
contributed significantly to employment in 
Turkey. The modern café concept quickly 
gained popularity, and Simit Sarayı became a 
meeting point.” 

And Simit has harnessed the power of the 
Turkish identity too: “As we promote Simit 
Sarayı on international platforms, we introduce 
Simit Sarayı as the brand of Turkey, emphasising 
that we represent such a shared value.”

This “shared value” is intensified by Simit’s 
research and development efforts and its 
decision, in 2005, to build and open the only 
TUBITAK-certified simit factory in the world. >

CURRENTLY, THERE ARE 

MORE THAN 300 STORES 

SERVING FRESHLY BAKED 

SIMIT IN 14 COUNTRIES, 

INCLUDING THE USA, UK, 

GERMANY, BELGIUM, 

HOLLAND, EGYPT, SAUDI 

ARABIA, KUWAIT, AND 

CYPRUS
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> TUBITAK is the acronym given to The 
Scientific and Technological Research Council 
of Turkey. The Council’s certification ensures 
that all production is managed by standards 
of ISO 9001 and ISO 22000 and the produce 
is halal. 

Abdullah sees this accreditation and 
centralisation as one of the first milestones 
for the business. “The decision to move to 
such a structure was one of the most 
significant turning points for Simit Sarayı in 
growing to a large chain. Another milestone 
was our decision to expand to foreign 
markets, and open new stores.”

INTERNATIONAL EXPANSION 

It took eight years for Simit to reach foreign 
shores, and Holland was its first stop. The 
directors chose this region because it had 
“characteristics that set it apart from other 

LEARNING POINTS

•  Expand carefully. Simit Sarayı invested 
heavily in marketing, operations and 
franchising units and worked with 
international consultants to develop tactic 
and strategies for expansion.

•  Choose strategic locations. The business 
pays great attention to the locations of its 
stores, and always seeks key (high traffic) 
locations, such as main shopping streets, 
meeting points, train stations and airports. 

•  Partner with national initiatives. Simit 
Sarayı teamed up with both the Turkish 
government’s Turquality programme and 
The Scientific and Technological Research 
Council of Turkey. Having links with these 
well respected bodies helped the 
business grow. 

ABDULLAH K AVUKCU
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“AS WE PROMOTE SIMIT 

SARAYI ON INTERNATIONAL 

PLATFORMS, WE 

INTRODUCE SIMIT SARAYI 

AS THE BRAND OF TURKEY”

ABDULLAH K AVUKCU

European countries” but soon the chain spread 
further. In the last six months, Simit Sarayı has 
opened stores in New York and in London. 

By 2025, the directors aim to reach two 
million customers a day via a presence in 25 
countries. Despite this impressive vision, they 
are careful not to expand too fast and aware of a 
potentially hazardous “hectic pace of growth”. 

Instead, to help sustain its expansion, Simit 
Sarayı has qualified as one of the brands in the 
Turquality project – a new initiative from the 
Turkish government’s ministry of economy. As 
a national brand-building program, Turquality’s 
goal is to facilitate and support the success of 
Turkish brands on the international stage. And 
as the brand takes up increasing space within 
this international arena, so too is it increasing 
its range of produce. In addition to the classic 
Istanbul simit, you’ll now find up to 158 items 
in your local franchise, ranging from simit 
varieties with aged cheese, sucuk, cheese and 

sucuk, cheese and olives, buns, pies and pitta 
bread choices, as well as wraps, sandwiches, 
cookies ,cakes and ice-cream – all of which 
are pitched as both snacks or meals.  

“We are a brand that constantly innovates 
both its products and services,” says 
Abdullah. “Our research and development 
department works on innovations to meet the 
consumer habits and expectations – to 
respond quickly to the changing demands and 
needs in the market. 

“When opening a store in a different market, 
we want to acclimate our guests who are not 
familiar with simit to our stores, and therefore 
we include new local menu items that appeal 
to the consumers in that specific market.”

To this end, new flavours such as simit with 
Nutella, smoked salmon or avocado have recently 
been introduced to the New York and London 
stores. Who knows what may come next.
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CONCLUSION FIT HAS BEEN SHORTLISTED 
for the Entrepreneur of the Year Award at this 
year’s European Business Awards, having 
come top of the pile in its home country of 
the Netherlands. Here, founder Murat Kiran 
explains how the business has overcome a 
mountain of challenges to become one of the 
best IT services suppliers in Europe. 

IT services company Conclusion FIT started 
life as a one-man operation, but in a few short 

years has developed into one of the fastest-
growing and successful technology businesses 
in Europe. Founder Murat Kiran arrived in the 
Netherlands 18 years ago and initially worked 
as a cleaner to make ends meet.

As a new immigrant to the country Murat 
faced a host of challenges, not least linguistic 
and cultural, just to find work, let alone create 
a thriving business. Yet today Conclusion FIT 
employs more than 300 people and has 

C A S E  S T U D Y
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C O M PA N Y 

CONCLUSION FIT

S E C T O R

IT SERVICES

I N A N U T S H E L L

In 7 years, Conclusion FIT (Future Infrastructure Technology) went from a  
one-man band to one of Europe’s most successful IT services business – its clients 
are drawn from The Netherlands’ biggest companies

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €40,100,000
2014: €50,880,000 
2015: €58,500,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur & National 
Public Champion stage in the 2014/15 
European Business Awards

“STRENGTHENING 
PARTNERSHIPS WITH 
THIRD PARTIES IS A KEY 
FACTOR FOR OUR SUCCESS. 
IT CREATES AN ECO-
SYSTEM WHERE PARTNERS 
AND COMPETITION ARE 
IMPORTANT AND 
RELATIONSHIPS BECOME 
MORE TRUSTWORTHY AND 
COOPERATIVE”

MURAT KIRAN
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achieved average growth of 25% in each of 
the last three years. Meanwhile, annual sales 
have topped €40 million.   

Its customer base is drawn from the top 
1,000 organisations across the Netherlands, 
including leading companies and not for profit 
organisations. It provides managed IT 
services, consultancy, project management 
and specialist recruit services.

It does all of this from a single point of 
contact for customers and its main focus is 
quality of service, with teams of account 
managers responding to needs in real time. 
There is a growing list of satisfied customers, 
all evidenced by numerous long-term 
contracts and partnerships with the business.

“Conclusion FIT is surrounded by a network 
of highly skilled consultants in both IT and 
organisational lines, so we are able to offer 
multidisciplinary services,” says Murat. “We 
see beyond the organisational boundaries in 
capacities and skills and we ensure the 
customer gets the right people for the job. 

“Strengthening partnerships with third 
parties is a key factor for our success. 

It creates an eco-system where partners and 
competition are important and relationships 
become more trustworthy and cooperative. 
Many companies say they are open for 
partnerships with their competition, yet very 
few are able to put their words into practice.”

Murat puts the continued success of the 
business down to its commitment to hiring the 
highest-skilled professionals available – around 
100 new hires in the last two years alone. 
Recruiting well means the business can take 
on bigger, more complex projects, leading to 
bigger revenues and a bigger reputation.

At its core is a commitment to CIPOX – that’s 
customer intimacy, product leadership and 
operational excellence to you and me – which it 
says leads to long-lasting, sustainable partnerships. 
It wants to have a sustainable positive impact on 
society too and has scooped a host of industry 
awards to prove its commitment to the cause.

For employees, this translates into an 
opportunity to realise their potential within the 
business. People are recruited based on their 
core skills but also their approach to business 
and whether they have a generally positive 
mental attitude and approach. >

TODAY CONCLUSION FIT 

EMPLOYS MORE THAN 300 

PEOPLE AND HAS 

ACHIEVED AVERAGE 

GROWTH OF 25% IN EACH 

OF THE LAST THREE YEARS
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> When it comes to personal development, 
Murat believes it is all about discovering what 
drives individuals and catering to their 
ambitions; that and providing the right kind of 
conditions to keeping people happy, healthy 
and hard-working.

“We attract talent by making it possible for 
all employees to amplify their potential and 
we select talent on both skills and mentality. 
Conclusion sees the power of positive people 
and supports decisiveness, courage and 
transparency.

“Team members for the management team 
were selected from reputable IT companies 
and possess extensive IT knowledge in order 
to coordinate sales and delivery as well as the 
all-round expertise needed to further develop 
the structure of a company. A constant focus 
is on building team spirit, keeping the 
management team pragmatic and decisive. 

“Conclusion FIT supports talent with 
training and time to explore new technology. 
We also understand that work is more than 
creating business and therefore also 
addresses the soft aspect of the human 
being: finding meaning in what each individual 
does. We take care of our people offering 
sports, mindfulness, healthy food and good 
working conditions.”

Founded in 1997 Conclusion has been 
through a large number of global economic 
shocks, from the Asian economic crisis to the 
dotcom bubble burst and most recently the 
credit crunch which sparked a global 
economic downturn. Yet the business has 
achieved steady growth throughout.

According to Murat, this has been down to 
the company agility, its preparedness to 
change and above all its dedication to 
customers which the established old-guard 
focuses too much on the balance sheet. 

“We have been able to grow despite the 
difficult market situation in the Netherlands, 
especially in the IT branch,” he explains. “Where 
IT companies of the so-called old boys network 
have been remediating and reorganising, 
Conclusion FIT was able to continue to grow. 

“The main reason is delivering better 
products and services than its competitors, 
combined with the following characteristics: 
fast, flexible, high-quality, reliable, innovative, 
cost and time efficient, and effective.”

He adds: “Where other companies show strong 
compartmentalisation, Conclusion FIT offers it 
all. In most IT companies, the different 
compartments have a separate profit and loss 
responsibility, which can create internal conflicts. 

“But we are completely organised around 
our customers, meaning the company is 
structured based on its different expertise, 
not P&L. This focus, together with the 
continuous improvement of the services, has 
resulted in a growth of long-term contracts.”

Another area where he believes Conclusion 
sets itself apart from the competition is in the 
field of innovation. The business doesn’t 
stand still and is constantly extending and 
tweaking its product offering. 

Tellingly, the management team wants to 
hear people’s ideas and actively encourages 
employees to share their thoughts. To trigger 
creative energy within its workforce, the 
business invests in personal development and 
in the company knowledge base.

“We are constantly extending and 
improving our portfolio. We challenge our 
employees to come up with creative ideas 
regarding both IT and business improvements 
and offer time for personal development and 
exploration of new technology.”

But the business also collaborates with other 
businesses and commits investment to innovation 
in its very own laboratory, where new ideas are 
concocted and honed into practical plans. 

“Another important strategy is to constantly 
strengthen partnerships with both internal 
companies of Conclusion as well as with third 
parties. Conclusion FIT increases its 
partnerships in order to offer better qualified 
and multidisciplinary services. 

“Innovation is also made possible by the 
private lab at Conclusion FIT, called Future 
Labs, where the latest hardware and software 
technologies can be tested. This way, 
consultants of Conclusion FIT are able to test 
the solutions together with the customer 
before implementation. It offers both parties 
the opportunity for IT innovations and 
minimises business risks.”

Asked to name his proudest moments, 
Murat opts for two: like for many 
entrepreneurs the first was when his business 
landed its first major long-term contract. 

THE BUSINESS DOESN’T 

STAND STILL AND IS 

CONSTANTLY EXTENDING 

AND TWEAKING ITS 

PRODUCT OFFERING
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But perhaps more surprisingly is his second 
memory: receiving a message of thanks from 
a member of staff.

“Every day that we bring successes to our 
customers is a day to be proud of. But the 
first long-term contract in the field of managed 
services was a truly proud moment for me: it 
showed an honest trust of the customer in 
the quality and reliability of our services. 

“Of course, we celebrated this success 
with the team and reflected on how we 
managed to achieve this trust.

He adds: “Another great and touching 
moment was when I received an email of one 
of our employees in which he told me that, 
because of Conclusion, he had become a 
better person. He had managed to build a 
stable life and set personal goals while feeling 
part of an enthusiastic team.”

But at the end of the day, Conclusion’s real 
strength is in its eagerness to get the job 
done first time, every time. Getting it right 
straight away is one of the company’s key 
obsessions, according to Murat.

“The power of Conclusion FIT is to 
‘get the job done’,” he says. “But also 
our success is the result of the creation 
of an eco-system where partners and 
competition are important and 
relationships become more trustworthy 
and cooperative. 

“By offering different models of 
cooperation and partnership and creating 
flexibility for its customers, Conclusion 
helps to strengthen them, make them 
ready for the future and strengthens both 
economy and society.”

WE CHALLENGE OUR 
EMPLOYEES TO COME UP 
WITH CREATIVE IDEAS 
REGARDING BOTH IT AND 
BUSINESS IMPROVEMENTS

MURAT KIRAN

TO TRIGGER CREATIVE 

ENERGY WITHIN ITS 

WORKFORCE, THE 

BUSINESS INVESTS IN 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT 

AND IN THE COMPANY 

KNOWLEDGE BASE
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DESIGNIT

S E C T O R

STRATEGIC DESIGN

I N A N U T S H E L L

Designit is a pioneering design firm that puts the end user at the centre of 
everything it does. By applying design strategically, it helps its clients create 
seamless customer experiences in keeping with the digital age.

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 2014/15 European Business Awards

NOBODY LIKES WAITING. In an age of 
instant messaging and Twitter, who waits for 
news? Women with a heightened risk of 
breast cancer apparently. And they wait for 
long – up to three months for a hospital 
appointment. Or at least they did, until some 
designers arrived.

If the idea of designers stepping in to 
radically overhaul a hospital’s process for 
patient diagnosis seems odd, then you 
clearly haven’t come across strategic design 
firm, Designit.

Founded in 1991, out of a disused 
chocolate factory in Aarhus, Denmark, 
Designit produces “product-service 
experiences”. This is a company that wants 
to make your life easier, smarter and  
more efficient.

“It’s about putting the human being at  
the centre of everything we do,” explains 
co-founder and chief visionary officer Mikal 
Hallstrup. “We want to change the world 
through design.”

It’s an impressive vision, and one that  
Mikal shares with his colleagues – who he 
describes as “a big family, sharing a passion 
for design, business and creativity”. 

And if this all sounds a little wishy- 
washy, just take a look at the numbers. 
Designit’s 2014 revenue reached 30%  
growth and we aim to grow at the same  
pace in 2015. 

But perhaps most of important of all: the 
waiting time for breast cancer diagnoses at 
Oslo University Hospital has been reduced 
from three months to just three days. 

So what happened? “The hospital had met 
with various management consultants and 
process optimisation companies, what they 
called ‘people in suits’, but it didn’t work,” 
explains Mikal. “So they called us in and 
said ‘listen, we think we need a creative 
approach to our problem.’”

What followed was an immersive 
process of involving hospital employees 
and patients (the end users), until a 
user-driven design process for diagnosing 
breast cancer was created.

CREATING A ‘WE’ COMPANY 

Placing user needs at the very centre of the 
design process and combining this with 
business strategy, has been the company’s 
ethos since its inception. Ask Mikal what 
drives the business forward and he talks 
passionately about collaboration, sharing 
and multi-disciplinary approaches. “We 
consider ourselves a ‘we’ company built on 
people,” he says.

The original ‘we’ was Mikal and his 
co-founder, Anders Geert Jensen. The pair 
met in 1989 while studying at the Institute 
of Industrial Design in Aarhus. They worked 
together on a student competition for Sony 
one summer. “It was designing the future 
mobile handset, or something like that, if I 
showed it to you today you would laugh 
your ass off!”

And while they didn’t win the 
competition, they did discover a synergy: 
“It dawned on us that there’s a lot of power 
in collaboration, so we decided to start a 
company together”.

PUTTING THE 
HUMAN BEING 
AT THE 
CENTRE, IT’S  
IN EVERYTHING 
WE DO – IT 
RUNS IN OUR 
VEINS

MIK AL HALLSTRUP
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Mikal was 25 and Anders 30, both fresh out of 
design school and eager to write their own 
chapter into Scandinavia’s celebrated design 
history. Or as Mikal puts it: “The Scandinavian 
roots and the European mind-set, putting the 
human being at the centre, it’s in everything 
we do – it runs in our veins.”

So they worked day and night, Christmas 
even, and with overheads to meet wasted no 
time renting out spare desks to fellow 
graduates from the design institute. As well 
as the rent payments, they wanted the 
company to look bigger, but it wasn’t long 
before they realised the true benefit lay in the 
collaborative spirit this fostered. 

And sure enough, one of these 
collaborators realised it too. In 1995, fellow 
design grad David Fellah took out an equal 
stake and joined the company. 

THE PRODUCT/SERVICE FUSION 

With David on board, Designit now had a solid 
mix of product design, communications 
design and digital design. And it was this 
triangle of disciplines that was to form the 
foundations of Designit today: an inter-
disciplinary design company that creates user 
experiences by connecting products and 
services across all touch points. 

Because, where Mikal and his team have 
been so innovative, so progressive, is their 
realisation that products and services were – 
and are – merging. 

This move towards connected products 
(just think of the iPhone, iTunes and iPad), 
where products interact with one another to 
provide services, is the place in which 
Designit operates – and excels. But it took 
time to arrive there.

“In the beginning we didn’t have ‘strategic 
design’ in our tag line, explains Mikal. “But our 
design has always been strategic. Quite early 
on, we realised that creativity and strategy are 
two words that belong together. Creativity is 
nothing without strategy, and vice versa.” 

In these early years Designit was fortunate 
enough to work with market pioneers like 
Bang & Olufsen and Novo Nordisk. It was the 
early partnerships they formed with these 
design driven companies that shaped them  
he says. >

PLACING USER NEEDS AT 

THE VERY CENTRE OF THE 

DESIGN PROCESS AND 

COMBINING THIS WITH 

BUSINESS STRATEGY, HAS 

BEEN THE COMPANY’S 

ETHOS SINCE ITS INCEPTION
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IT DAWNED ON US THAT THERE’S A 
LOT OF POWER IN COLLABORATION, 
SO WE DECIDED TO START A 
COMPANY TOGETHER

MIK AL HALLSTRUP
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> “Look at the work that Novo Nordisk is 
doing within changing diabetes care, we’ve 
always learned a lot from our clients.”

These were the first seven years for the 
company, what they call the “local” and 
“organic” years. They were about  
establishing themselves in the Danish  
market – helping their clients grow and 
change their businesses. But the trio 
understood all along that they needed to 
globalise, and again, their clients proved 
invaluable in this process.

“We were riding on the backs of our clients 
who were globalising too,” explains Mikal. 
“So we travelled with them into new markets. 
We were learning how to bring our 
Scandinavian legacy, one that has so much to 
offer, into a global context.”

SCALING UP

The next seven years saw a period of 
consolidation, and with it the opening of a 
new office in an up and coming area of 
Copenhagen. The last seven years, 
meanwhile, has seen considerable global 
growth for the company.

In 2011 Designit merged with the Spanish 
user experience and service design firm DNX 
Group, and one year later came another 
merger, this time with Nascent Group from 
Israel. Mikal believes these acquisitions have 
been crucial, both culturally and commercially.

“Starting out in Europe, we wanted to be a global 
company from day one. Bringing these cultures 
together? It has been such an exciting ride.”

Designit now boasts a team of 335 designers, 
strategists and technologists working out of 
12 offices including Aarhus, Barcelona, 
Copenhagen, Madrid, Munich, Oslo, 
Stockholm, São Paulo, Tel Aviv, and Tokyo.

Last year the firm picked up no fewer than 
25 design awards and clients range from 
brands such as Audi, IKEA, Cisco, to many 
other global players within the healthcare, 
retail, finance, travel, and telco sectors.

It’s this cross sector approach that has 
shielded the business through multiple 
recessions and the dot-com bubble in 2000. 
“We’ve encountered crises, but we’ve always 
had a diverse set up with different disciplines 
and sectors, so we weren’t too exposed in one 
industry. That helped us a lot.”

LEARNING POINTS

•  Beware of scaling too fast and 
sacrificing quality. “While 
growing your business, 
remember to grow quality too. 
Quality drives growth, not the 
other way around. Being good 
at being big is not a goal in 
itself. It’s about being good at 
being good,” says Mikal.

•  Believe in what you do. 
“Stick to your strategy, but stay 
open to opportunity. While 
staying focused and saying no 
to things, be good at saying 
‘yes’ too. Following strategy 
blindly, will lead you nowhere 
new,” says Mikal.

•  Team up with the right people.  
“People that naturally put ‘we’ 
over ‘me’. People with big 
personalities, but small egos. 
Changing the world is a team 
sport,” says Mikal.
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But Mikal admits the recent economic 
downturn was tough for a while, that 
businesses began postponing projects and 
holding back. “At a certain point, things 
weren’t that exciting – but in an age with 
unlimited technological opportunities, there’s a 
constantly growing market for designers who 
can help companies transform and turn 
technology into meaningful user experiences!”

Growth and globalisation has been a bumpy 
ride. Like so many other mid-sized businesses 
eager to scale, they over-expanded by 
opening in offices in both San Francisco and 
Tokyo in same year. “We learnt a lot from 
that,” admits Mikal. “It was an extremely 
valuable experience that we are already 
applying to the future. Growth and 
globalisation in our DNA after all.”

And challenges are Designit’s currency. It’s 
what they trade with; it’s what drives their 
business and pushes them to keep innovating.

“Don’t see design as beautification,”  
says Mikal. “It’s a strategic foundation, it’s 
about figuring out what you’re going to make 
next. And that’s the best business plan you 
can have”.

LAST YEAR THE FIRM 

PICKED UP NO FEWER THAN 

25 DESIGN AWARDS
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WE ARE PROVIDING 
TECHNOLOGICAL 
EDUCATION THAT IS EQUAL 
WITH THAT OF THE WORLD 
AND THAT IS ONE STEP 
AHEAD OF TURKEY

BÜNYAMIN ÇELIKTEN, CEO
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C O M PA N Y 

DOĞA SCHOOLS

S E C T O R

PRIVATE EDUCATION

I N A N U T S H E L L

Doğa Schools is a chain of private schools that specialise in three types of education 
models – foreign language, science and nature

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €103,328,000
2014 (forecast): €137,771,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur & National 
Champion stage in the 2013/14 
European Business Awards

IMAGINE A SCHOOL THAT HAS LLAMAS 
for pets. Where lessons take place in the wild 
and students learn how to grow vegetables. 

Where classrooms double up as 3D printing 
laboratories, and every student’s personal iPad 
is hooked up to an interactive white board.

For the 70,000 students and 8,000 staff of 
Doğa Schools, this is reality.

Established in 2002 by the founder Fethi 
Simsek, Doğa means ‘nature’ in Turkish – 
and this concept of living amongst and 
understanding nature is engrained into every 
one of its nature schools.

The first nature school was opened just 
outside of Istanbul, in a densely forested area 
called Beykoz, and had no more than 100 
students when it opened.

This pioneering approach to education was 
quickly replicated and a second Doğa school 
was opened three years later in 2005. The 
following year things turned stratospheric: 
around 20 to 25 new schools opened and the 
momentum of new school openings has 
remained high ever since. Doğa now runs 118 
private schools across Turkey and Cyprus – 
but not all of them are nature concept schools.

“We developed other educational models, 
other concepts – for example we have 
science conceptual schools now and 
language based schools,” explains Bünyamin 
Çelikten, CEO.

Key to the success of Doğa Schools, then, is 
this multiple ‘concept approach’. Alongside its 
nature schools, science and language-based 
concept schools have opened too – providing a 
rich variety of choice for Turkish students.

“Particularly in our concept campuses, we 
are providing technological education that is 
equal with that of the world and that is one 
step ahead of Turkey,” explains the current 
CEO, Bünyamin Çelikten, in a recent interview.

“With the education materials used in Tuzla 
Doğa Schools, for students who started 
education in the 2014-2015 school year, we 
provide them with an ambiance of education 
with digital interactions. Thanks to the strategic 
studies we conducted jointly with Microsoft 
and Intel, Tuzla Doğa Schools was selected as 
a showcase school and, hence, we 
undersigned substantial success.”

As well as partnering with Microsoft and 
Intel, Doğa has partnered with Google, Apple 
and Britannica. >

ALONGSIDE ITS NATURE 

SCHOOLS, SPORT, SCIENCE 

AND LANGUAGE-BASED 

CONCEPT SCHOOLS HAVE 

OPENED TOO – PROVIDING A 

RICH VARIETY OF CHOICE 

FOR TURKISH STUDENTS
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> “Through the collaborations, projects, and 
studies we have conducted, our students will 
learn not only to utilise technology accurately 
but also to produce it,” explains Bünyamin.

“We are expecting projects and studies 
that will yield impacts in the world in a 
few years in the short term from our 
students. Therefore, we will continue 
similar investments that will ensure Turkey 
creates success stories that expand along 
the world and that take the lead.”

“We created a new model of nature-based 
education, a nature school,” explains Tuğba 
Yüksel, responsible for corporate international 
projects for the school. “We created different 
areas for the students. Every student was 
living inside a city and studying in big cities, 
so they didn’t know about nature.”

Indeed, students attending the Doğa 
Intel Technological and Science school 
benefit from unique technological facilities 
such as 3D printing and design.

“Students design their ideas in the sketch 
up class room and then 3D print what they 
design. It’s engineering at the same time,” 
says Tuğba.

As well as this technological focus, Doğa 
Schools provide other unique classrooms like 
the ‘lego classroom’ and the ‘robotics classroom’.

As for its partnership with Apple, the 
world’s largest company provided Doğa with 
enough equipment to kit a school out entirely 
with its products.

“We created a school with only Apple 
computers,” explains Tuğba. “And students 
started to use the Apple technology by 

themselves, so much so that Apple gave us 
the Apple Lighthouse Award for using 
technology in an effective way.”

But it’s not just technology. Doğa has proved 
incredibly successful in sports too. Students 
regularly enter and win international sporting 
competitions, with one student now playing in 
the NBA league. “Every year we have at least 
one world championship,” says Tuğba.

Central to the institution’s success is its 
pricing model. “We address middle income 
families,” explains Tuğba. “So that’s why we 
have thousands of students, our first target is to 
reach middle income families – we provide high 
level education to middle income families.”

Students from less affluent families are 
catered for also. A scholarship scheme means 
that around 20% of students are on a bursary 
programme of some kind.

Alongside the concept schools is the  
t-MBA educational model, where the focus is 
on teaching business studies to teenagers 
(quite literally, MBA for teenagers) and where 
every student plays a different role in the 
school council.

“So one student is the finance manager, 
another an international relationships manager, 
another the council president,” explains 
Tuğba. “We include the presidents into the 
management of the school. This means that the 
school managers can’t make decisions without 
asking the president of the student council first.”

The benefits for this are three-fold: students 
learn vital managerial skills; are able to directly 
influence the school running; and the teachers 
and management have a closer connection 
with their students.

“STUDENTS STARTED TO USE 

THE APPLE TECHNOLOGY BY 

THEMSELVES, SO MUCH SO 

THAT APPLE GAVE US THE 

APPLE LIGHTHOUSE AWARD 

FOR USING TECHNOLOGY IN 

AN EFFECTIVE WAY”

TUĞBA YÜKSEL
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Another model enshrined into the Doğa 
system is the Student Orientated Education 
System. “Doğa Schools is preparing its 
students for life through this education 
system by developing them, not only in 
academic grounds, but also in other fields,” 
says Bünyamin.

Referring to the school chain’s innovative 
education models he continues: “We will 
continue these special projects in the new 
period as well. We think that every special 
project will bring a new breath and viewpoint 
to the education period in Turkey. To make 
use of this in the best possible manner, we 
will undersign the projects through the 
cooperation with the significant institutions 
of the world and Turkey.”

So what does the immediate future hold  
for an educational company with such big 

ambitions? Doğa Schools is on target to reach 
200 schools by 2020.

The phenomenal growth of the private 
school sector in Turkey suggests this target 
is attainable.

“2015 is a very important year for the 
sector,” says Bünyamin. “The natural 
growth rate of a market that has 10 to 
15% annual growth potential can rise to 35 
to 40% because of the impacts o f the 
private preparatory schools, specific for 
this year.”

Doğa hopes to amass a good chunk of 
that growth – and is looking further afield 
than Turkey too.

“We have one school in Cyprus and it’s 
very popular, we provide different education 
and different models for different 
backgrounds. So for Cyprus we created a 
different curriculum. We created a different 
curriculum according to their background 
and interests and location,” explains Tuğba.

With this approach in mind, Bünyamin, 
Tuğba and the team hope to enter the Middle 
Eastern market by opening a school in Dubai, 
as well as a school in the UK.

“We are currently researching Dubai,” 
says Tuğba. “Maybe in five years time we’ll 
aim to open a school there, and then later for 
the UK. For now our target is to reach 200 
schools in Turkey.”

LEARNING POINTS

•  Never let quality slip. While 
Doğa Schools expanded fast, it 
didn’t let quality slip. “Our 
fundamental point when 
continuing this position and 
growing our institution is to 
protect and increase our 
quality and to provide 
education to world standards,” 
says Bünyamin.

•  Be creative. “It’s all about 
creativity and innovative 
ideas,” says Tuğba. “Nothing  
is imposable, just follow  
your dreams.”

•  Don’t be ruled by technology. 
While it’s important to keep up 
with the latest technological 
advances, it’s equally important 
not to let technology overrule 
you – believes Tuğba.
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DROGOPHARMA HEALTH & BEAUTY

S E C T O R

HEALTH & BEAUTY PRODUCTS

I N A N U T S H E L L

Drogopharma is Cyprus’ leading supplier of natural and holistic health and 
beauty products

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €1,812,489 
2014 (forecast): €2,400,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached National Champion stage in 
the 2014/15 European Business Awards 

IT TOOK SEVERAL DECADES in Cyprus’ 
pharmaceutical industry for Aristos Petrides to 
know what the sector truly lacked. Having 
seen customer after customer be prescribed 
medication for various ailments – pills of all 
sorts of colors, ointments and balms – only to 
suffer the sometimes powerful side-effects of 
those drugs, the pharmacist realised a change 
was needed. The precise nature of that change 
came after a visit to Greece, when Aristos met 
with a leading producer of natural products, 
APIVITA, and was inspired by their approach to 

healthcare – one that was holistic, progressive 
and drew from entirely natural resources.

Beginning in 1996 in an office in the back of his 
pharmacy on Cyprus’ southern coast, Aristos 
began importing APIVITA products – and indeed 
the philosophy that underpins the company’s 
work; two decades later, Drogopharma has 
become one of the country’s leading suppliers 
of natural products, and has helped spawn a 
wider movement within the health and beauty 
industry towards holistic self-care.

WE WERE SO 
EXCITED WITH 
THE WHOLE 
APPROACH 
THAT RIGHT 
FROM THE 
BEGINNING WE 
BELIEVED THIS 
WOULD GROW 
IN OUR LAND

ARISTOS PETRIDES
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“When we started in 1996 very few people 
believed in this,” he says. “But we were so 
excited with the whole approach that right 
from the beginning we believed this would 
grow in our land.” A large part of the ethos of 
the company – and indeed the main 
motivation behind its founding – stems from 
Aristos’ direct exposure to, and knowledge of, 
the potential harm that some artificial 
chemicals can do to the body. Back in 1996, 
those in Cyprus who had suffered from such 
effects had few alternative options to turn to, 
hence he realised the need to strike out on a 
new path.

“We were among the first healthcare 
companies in Cyprus who believed in a more 
natural way of life,” says Aristos. “There were 
people that were sensitive to these drugs but 
couldn’t find such alternative products.” The 
introduction of APIVITA’s products – sourced 
from high quality Greek plants, beeswax, royal 
jelly, and so on – was therefore a minor 
revolution for the healthcare industry in 
Cyprus. And as per their Greek counterparts, 
Drogopharma sought to spread the philosophy 
that natural equals best. 

Drogopharma saw confidence in 
APIVITA’s meticulous approach to testing 
the merits of their produce – one that 
utilises the latest modern technology, and 
which invests time and energy in respecting 
the environment. Not surprisingly for a 

Greek company, the influence of the 
ancient Greek physician, Hippocrates –
considered by many to be the father of 
modern medicine – was never far from 
APIVITA’s mind. The two companies now 
operate side-by-side – Apivita sourcing and 
manufacturing the products, and 
Drogopharma distributing them.

“They give products to customers that 
are not only natural and holistic, but 
effective,” Aristos says of APIVITA, whose 
work was given high plaudits by the 
Chancellor of Austria when he visited their 
factory in Greece in June. “Their approach 
is a scientific one, based on chemistry. 
Every ingredient in their products must 
prove itself in the pharmaceutical way.” 
Both companies see the strength of 
collaboration, not just between one 
another, but with other expert institutions. 
“We couldn’t just mix herbs and leave it at 
that – we cooperate with researchers in 
universities and so on. Apivita has their 
own research and development 
department so they themselves invent 
products and work with other universities.”

Drogopharma began in 1996 with just four 
staff operating out of a small backroom 
office in the Cypriot coastal town of 
Limassol. In two decades it has grown to 25 
staff, and now requires a warehouse to 
conduct its operations. > 

DROGOPHARMA HAS 

BECOME ONE OF THE 

COUNTRY’S LEADING 

SUPPLIERS OF NATURAL 

PRODUCTS, AND HAS 

HELPED SPAWN A WIDER 

MOVEMENT WITHIN THE 

HEALTH AND BEAUTY 

INDUSTRY TOWARDS 

HOLISTIC SELF-CARE
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> Its growth mirrors a trend in Cyprus 
towards more holistic healthcare – one that 
started with Drogopharma, but which has 
evolved and grown to include a number of 
other similar outfits. The growing awareness 
of the benefits of natural products can be 
attributed to Aristos and his team – which 
now includes his wife, Chryso, the Managing 
Director, and daughter Stalo, who heads the 
administration department – and the work 
they have put into cultivating a positive 
attitude in Cyprus towards effective natural 
products that are free of side effects. 

Stalo runs the company’s Facebook page, 
where around 11,000 followers, ranging from 17 
to 60, can both keep track of the latest produce 
being distributed the company, but also ask its 
staff questions about the positives and negatives 
of whatever they are purchasing. That user 
interaction is key to Drogopharma’s success – 
not only are they a supplier of products, but 
also an approachable source for up-to-date 
information on the latest trends in the industry. 
Aristos’ own good relations with players in the 
Cypriot pharmaceutical industry – he has been 
on the Board of Directors of the Pancyprian 
Pharmaceutical Association for 25 years – 
meant that he and his team could converse 
directly with pharmacies across the country and 
educate them on the merits of natural products. 

“We have tried to get pharmacies to engage 
in merchandising; we give them training, we 
tell them our philosophy; we bring in professors 
from abroad to teach them so they can build 
on their own work,” he says. “We stand side 
by side with pharmacies – we’ve created 
bonds between them and us.”

Life hasn’t however always been easy for 
Drogopharma. It was only three years ago that 
Cyprus was hit by a severe financial crisis that 
forced a €10 billion bailout from the EU and 
IMF. The memories of that period are still sore 
in the collective psyche of Cyprus – businesses 
across the country were forced to close their 
doors, and families had no option but to 
queue for handouts in order to buy food and 
other supplies. It was a time of great concern 
for the economy and all those involved, but 
Aristos’ commitment to his company, and the 
service it provided, saw him persevere. 

“We didn’t cut any credit lines to our 
customers, but instead told them that the 
crisis was an opportunity. Because we have 
products that are value for money then we 
can continue to sell them,” he says. 

“WE HAVE TRIED TO GET 

PHARMACIES TO ENGAGE 

IN MERCHANDISING; WE 

GIVE THEM TRAINING, WE 

TELL THEM OUR 

PHILOSOPHY; WE BRING IN 

PROFESSORS FROM 

ABROAD TO TEACH THEM 

SO THEY CAN BUILD ON 

THEIR OWN WORK”

ARISTOS PETRIDES
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LEARNING POINTS

•  Don’t be afraid to strike out on 
a new path. If you’re aware of 
the shortcomings of traditional 
products, then seek pastures 
new – there’ll be a market 
waiting for you. 

•  Stick to your core philosophies 
if you’re confident in their 
outcome. Dedication to your 
belief is what separates 
confident companies from 
those that will waver when 
times are hard.

Importantly, the company remained confident, 
buoyed by a consistently healthy cash flow in 
the years prior to the crisis. Where others 
were buckling, Drogopharma stood strong. 
“We didn’t cancel any programme events,” 
he says. “Most companies pulled out of 
events because they felt the fear – we did the 
opposite and stuck with it and tried to give 
confidence and strength to our customers. 
We stand by them.”

His career in the pharmaceutical industry 
was what stood Aristos in good stead to 
become one of his country’s leading 
purveyors of natural health and beauty 
products – not just the products themselves, 
but the progressive philosophy underlying the 
whole enterprise. 

“We are sensitive as pharmacists to the 
risks of medicine,” he says. “We know what 
it means to use a product – to put it on your 
skin or to drink it. We could recognise which 
ingredients are not so safe to use, and those 
that are. And because we want to preserve 
the planet and its resources, and to keep the 
environment safe, we consider this to be 
something worth promoting. We want to use 
something that is as effective as other 
medicine but which doesn’t cause the same 
harm to the people or planet.”

Drogopharma is thus both a business and 
an ethos for the Petrides family. It’s about the 
broader movement towards encouraging 
holistic healthcare as much as it is about the 
profitability and health of the company itself. 
“We try to inspire our customers,” says 
Aristos. “For the people it is much better to 
accept a healthier way of life – not only to use 
natural products but also to try to exercise 
more and to be more active.” In short, says 
Aristos, “to give them a better life” – and 
that’s as good as any company philosophy.

ARISTOS PETRIDES
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C O M PA N Y 

ELICIT

S E C T O R

IT TECHNOLOGY

I N A N U T S H E L L

Elicit challenges the stereotype

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €3,897,000
2014: €4,800,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards

FORGET THE TECH FOR A MINUTE: IT is a 
people’s game. Swedish IT consultancy Elicit 
is living proof. Founded in 1999 by three 
systems developers, the firm has built its 
business model around people. 

“They believed the IT contribution available 
at the time wasn’t good enough – they 
thought they could do it so much better,” 
explains Anna Storm, who joined the firm as 
CFO in 2007 and was made CEO in 2013.

“In many companies the technology is the 
primary focus, but for us, every solution we 
build is unique to the customer.”

This guiding principle is the same now 
as it was 16 years ago – and it’s not lip 
service. Instilling a “people come first” 
philosophy has been sown into the fabric 
of the company, has been paramount since 
day one.

IN MANY 
COMPANIES THE 
TECHNOLOGY IS 
THE PRIMARY 
FOCUS, BUT 
FOR US, EVERY 
SOLUTION WE 
BUILD IS 
UNIQUE TO THE 
CUSTOMER

ANNA STORM

ANNA STORM
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Anna boils it down to three guiding principles: 
help others; maximise customer value; recruit 
the best people in the business.

“At the start, this was the business plan,” 
she says. “Today we have a mission and a 
vision, but the belief is still the same – and it’s 
built our company culture in many ways.”

This pioneering approach to IT consultancy 
was developed by Per Martinsson and Patrik 
Thelandersson, both Swedish and in their 
early thirties, and Stuart Filshie, also an early 
thirty-something but from the UK.   

With IT still very much an immature sector, 
the trio took a punt on their beliefs and 
opened a small office on a hillside in 
Gothenburg. “It was more like an apartment 
really,” says Anna.  “There was no such thing 
as business parks in those days.” 

And from this “apartment” they drew upon 
their existing networks and soon attracted 
seven more experienced professionals, each 
of which arrived with a list of clients. These 
consultants became shareholders and Elicit 
was born. 

An external board of members was 
established early on too. This included 
members from a diverse set of companies 
and sectors and was key in shaping the 
outward looking and cross-sector attitude that 
Elicit is so well known for.

“These people formed the journey for Elicit 
in many ways,” says Anna. “They taught us 
from an early stage the importance of opening 
up – to see what’s happening in the market, 
and in other sectors too.” 

Like all good boards, this external panel acted 
as Elicit’s consultancy: “We have a mind-set 
of helping others, we are a consultancy, but it 
also works the other way around. We need to 
ask for help too.”  

And the firm was fortunate enough to 
develop powerful client relationships from day 
one. Early clients included Swedish real estate 
group Akademiska Hus and the automotive 
giant, Volvo. 

Having these two established companies in its 
portfolio was instrumental for the firm’s reputation. 
“We formed sourcing partnerships with these 
companies from a very early stage, we worked 
closely together and they trusted us.”

Gaining this trust had much to do with 
Elicit’s approach to client communication. 
Battling the stereotype that developers are 
bad communicators was of course part of the 
firm’s rasion d’etre and Anna sees the of 
signing Volvo and the creation of a highly 
competent workforce as inextricably linked.

Elicit’s USP is the transparent and effective 
model of communication that it holds up as 
central to its mission. But Anna admits that IT 
professionals can be “different” and “bad 
communicators”. That it’s hard when you’re in 
the game of “selling the invisible”. 

But with customer satisfaction at 98% and 
customer recommendation at 94% they’re 
clearly doing something right. What?

“You need a certain work method, but 
more importantly you need people with the 
ability to understand other people’s 
problems,” she says. >

BATTLING THE 

STEREOTYPE THAT 

DEVELOPERS ARE BAD 

COMMUNICATORS WAS OF 

COURSE PART OF THE 

FIRM’S RASION D’ETRE

PER MARTINSSON / PATRIK THELANDERSSON
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“WE FORMED SOURCING 

PARTNERSHIPS WITH 

THESE COMPANIES FROM A 

VERY EARLY STAGE, WE 

WORKED CLOSELY 

TOGETHER AND THEY 

TRUSTED US”

ANNA STORM

> “People who care about the result and are 
skilled communicators.”

Unsurprisingly, then, Elicit’s recruitment 
drive is focussed on finding these people. It’s 
about the soft skills – “the personality side of 
it” – as much as it is the hard tech skills. 

Does he or she work as a consultant; can 
he or she communicate and listen to the 
customer? What are their values?

This last point is as essential as the first: 
this is a value driven organisation. “Our 
management system is based on values 
rather than bosses,” Anna is at pains to 
point out. 

“The decisions we make derive from a 
common value ground where everybody is 
responsible for maintaining the system. 
Instead of lots of KPIs and whistle blowing 
channels we communicate with high levels of 
transparency and clear objectives regarding 
what we want to achieve”. 

Finding these people isn’t necessarily easy, 
however. “There is a war in Sweden to find 
the best systems developers” she admits. 

To attract and retain these people (Elicit 
grew by 30% last year and employee 
satisfaction sits at an impressive 97%), 
great emphasis is placed on building 
company culture. 

Alongside the traditional after work drink, 
family days at leisure parks are held and a 
running coach teaches customers and 
employees running technique. 

Flexible working is engrained in the culture 
too. A mobile workplace is encouraged with 
laptops, smartphones, mobile broadband and 
home access to company systems all 
encouraged in order to foster a healthy life/
work equation. 

Unsurprisingly, this regard for flexibility has 
helped the firm with its commitment to 
gender diversity. It strives to have a workforce 
of 30% women, considerably higher than the 
sector average. 

Sustainability, green IT and society sit at 
the core of the company ethos too. From 
the energy portals and smart home apps 
they’ve built for the property sector, to the 
relationships built with the Confederation of 

Swedish Enterprise and visits received from 
the Swedish Parliament. 

The business has come a long way since its 
cramped apartment on a hillside in 
Gothenburg. Today the team numbers 45 
consultants who work from the top floor of 
the city’s central station. 

“We have a magnificent view over 
Gothenburg from our office,” says Anna – 
who joined the company in 2007, a year after 
they moved. 

With the new office has come a refined 
business model and strategy. “We sell the 
same things today as we did 15 years ago, we 
sell digital competitiveness packaged as tailor 
made IT solutions and specialist knowledge 
within systems development and business 
analytics, but of course we need to adapt to 
the market,” explains Anna.

“The market has changed tremendously over 
these years, so our offer has changed too.”
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Analysing this market, and Elicit’s place within 
it, is pivotal to Anna’s role as CEO – and one 
she learned from her predecessor Patrik 
Thelandersson. “He taught me the whole 
business more or less, I worked in IT before, but 
the business model wasn’t the same, Patrik let 
me in and taught me all about the business.”

And like all thriving businesses, it’s one that’s 
developing. Anna cites sustainability as a key area 
for growth, pointing to the European Union’s 
drive towards building a sustainable society.

“The EU has pinpointed the IT sector as 
being the most important key player. Before it 
was green IT and now it’s sustainable IT, and 
many of our solutions connect to this. It’s 
connected to sustainability in one way or 
another, since our solutions brings efficiency.”

This drive towards sustainability is one the 
team are finding “extremely exciting” says 
Anna. “We’re constantly looking at what can we 
do to help the industry get smarter and more 
sustainable, and together achieve growth.”

LEARNING POINTS

•  Diversify your offering. “Our 
business is stronger since the 
recession,” says Anna. “This is 
because our client portfolio is 
more diversified and better 
structured.”

•  Learn from your board. Elicit’s 
external board of directors 
helped the team understand a 
diverse range of sectors and 
break into new markets.

•  Build your company culture. 
“Provide flexible working 
opportunities and build a 
company culture connected to 
the core business that 
motivates and inspires people. 
Understand the link between 
satisfied customers and satisfied 
employees,” says Anna.

Q Creative problem solving at 
Elicit´s head quarter in Gothenburg.

R One of Elicit´s products, the delivery system pinDeliver.
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WELL-MANAGED COMPANIES STARTED 
TO UNDERSTAND FACTORING COULD BE 
A GOOD OPPORTUNITY TO FIND NEW 
CREDIT LINES AND DIVERSIFY

MAURO ZANDONÀ
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C O M PA N Y 

UNICREDIT FACTORING S.P.A.

S E C T O R

FINANCIAL SERVICES

I N A N U T S H E L L

Italian factoring firm that provides debt relief solutions to small and large companies

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €28,726,000,000
2014: €31,100,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards

FOR MILLIONS ACROSS EUROPE, the 
years since the early-2000s haven’t been 
easy. Companies have gone bust, 
employment levels have plummeted, welfare 
payouts have risen. Two major recessions 
since the turn of the millennium set once 
mighty economic powerhouses on the back 
foot, stymieing growth and weakening 
investor confidence. Yet the crises also 
provided a spur for the expansion and 
innovation of companies tasked with tackling 
financial insecurity, catalysing the growth of 
entities that could help disperse the burden  
of debt being shouldered by small businesses 
in particular. 

In Italy, where unemployment levels hit 
record lows, and insolvency posed risks across 
the board, this was much needed. In stepped 
UniCredit Factoring S.p.A, now one of Italy’s 
leading factoring companies. The basic 
premise of its work – to act as the middleman 
between the seller and buyer, facilitating the 
selling of debts to a third party – meant that 
the pressure on small Italian companies that 
worsened in line with the recession could be 
temporarily alleviated, allowing them to divest 
themselves of credit risk and stay afloat as 
businesses around them sunk.

“Factoring used to be seen as a last resort 
for keeping companies alive – it had a bad 
reputation,” says Mauro Zandonà’, Head of 
International Department at UniCredit 
Factoring. But this perception began to 
change in the late 1990s. “Well-managed 
companies started to understand factoring 
could be a good opportunity to find new credit 
lines and diversify, and not be reliant on a 
single entity like a bank for finance.”

UniCredit Factoring was set up 40 years 
ago. From an initial staff of just 12 people, the 
company has grown to some 280, all experts 
in their particular areas of finance. Mauro 

knows the company intimately. He first 
joined UniCredit Group 34 years ago 

and worked his way through various 
departments before joining the 
factoring company in 2009. 

The past seven years, as the 
recession hit home and small 
businesses searched for 
external support, have seen the 
company go from strength to 
strength. Its decision to remain 
in finance and focus its 
energies on public sector > 

FROM AN INITIAL STAFF OF 

JUST 12 PEOPLE, THE 

COMPANY HAS GROWN TO 

SOME 280, ALL EXPERTS IN 

THEIR PARTICULAR AREAS 

OF FINANCE
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> debtors and in specific economic sectors 
– with a special focus on food retail supply 
chains – while banks and other factoring 
companies were shrinking their credit 
availability was, in Mauro’s eyes, the 
company’s defining moment. It was able to 
pitch itself not as a mere supplier of finance, 
and one that would capitalise on economic 
downturns, as much of the finance sector 
was accused of doing, but as an industry 
partner for many of the smaller companies 
that have struggled over the decade and a half 
since the first recession. 

He recalls a situation two years ago when a 
small company that became popular producing 
backpacks for primary school children in Italy 
was close to bust – it had weak cash flow 
management, and suffered as a result of big 
retailers taking long to pay them. “Our very 
last minute intervention to finance their 
credits vis-à-vis the two biggest Italian 
retailers, and convincing those two retailers to 
support our effort to save the company, gave 
us the opportunity to salvage a very good 
small company that made thousands of 

children happy and gave the children the 
chance to continue to enjoy the possibility of 
utilising such a fashionable schoolbag.”

The commitment to small industry players 
appears to have paid off, both for lower end 
companies in Italy and for UniCredit Factoring 
itself: having recorded double-digit increases 
in net revenue year on year since 2008, it is 
now the second biggest factoring company of 
its kind in Italy, while Italy is in the top five 
factoring markets in Europe.

But its ambition doesn’t stop there. 
Historically, factoring tends to be purely a 
domestic activity – more than ninety percent of 
UniCredit Factoring’s work happens between 
Italian companies, not foreign entities. The 
same can be said of other factoring firms 
around the country. Yet the UniCredit Group 
itself is, by a stretch, Italy’s most international 
bank – as one of 12 members of the European 
Banking Group, it has a presence in more than 
22 countries. Mauro and his colleagues have 
struck out on a mission to bring that spirit of 
internationalism into their factoring operations. 

“WE LAUNCHED A PROJECT 

TO BRING 20 PERCENT OF 

OUR SERVICES TO 

INTERNATIONAL 

COMPANIES IN THE NEXT 

THREE TO FIVE YEARS”

MAURO ZANDONÀ
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“We launched a project to bring 20 percent of 
our services to international companies in the 
next three to five years,” he says. Cross-
border factoring opportunities are booming 
now, while the domestic market in Italy is 
growing ever more crowded. While scope for 
new ventures at home is unlikely to increase 
anytime in the near future, Italy has a strong 
import-export market, and the more 
companies that “go international” will 
strengthen the country’s reputation for 
financial services. For UniCredit Factoring, it 
thus makes sense to look beyond Italy’s 
borders and into a burgeoning European 
market in which it already has a presence 
through UniCredit Group. 

It’s a bold vision, one so far not attempted by 
any other Italian factoring firm, and the 
company will be striking out into unchartered 
territory. In doing so, it will open up a new 
dimension for the factoring sector in Italy, 
which is attempting to reassert its regional 
economic clout in the wake of the recession. 
Mauro believes it will also greatly boost the 
company’s revenues – which already grants 
an average of €10 billion in credit lines to 
customers, and more than €30 billion turnover 
– and help it develop a better risk portfolio. 

The company will already have a head start 
in attracting new clients. The factoring sector 
is often characterised by a tendency to 
standardise products as much as possible in 
order to minimise costs. While this can be to 
the chagrin of customers, the sector-wide 
nature of the practice means they essentially 
have little leverage. But early on UniCredit 
Factoring realised the potential pull factor for 
customers that could be forged through 
formulating tailor-made solutions based on the 
needs of single customers, rather than 
general market trends. While the 
development of bespoke factoring solutions is 
undoubtedly more expensive at the outset, 
the company has come to see its revenues 
gained from this approach overtake the costs 
incurred. Moreover, this approach has 
garnered additional rewards: customers have 
shown increasing loyalty to the company, and 
UniCredit Factoring’s annual customer 
satisfaction index reflects the correlation 
between satisfaction and longevity in their 
relationship with the company. 

Such feats bode well for the company’s 
entry to the international market. Its ability to 
sort the chaff from the grain when it comes to 
foreign clients – through policies that reward 

best-practice companies with incentives, for 
instance by offering discounts to companies 
that hold sustainability certificates – ensures 
the maintenance of UniCredit Factoring’s 
reputation, and sets a trend for other Italian 
factoring services that in future will attempt to 
break out of the domestic market. 

While it’s future looks promising, Mauro 
doesn’t believe the company will ever become 
a huge one in terms of manpower. There’s a 
particular reason for this – the increasing 
specialism of its products means that the 
quality, rather than quantity, of employees 
now takes overarching priority. “We put only 
specialists into the company. Ours are 
specialised products targeted at a small number 
of customers – three thousand or so, as 
opposed to the millions that banks deal with,” 
says Mauro. “We don’t need to grow a great 
deal in size; we will just become more 
sophisticated.” Judging by its evolution to date, 
this appears to be a wholly achievable ambition.

LEARNING POINTS

•  Focus more on the quality of 
staff rather than the quantity.  
It is both efficient and cost-
effective to do so.

•  Don’t always chase the big 
players, and in doing so forget 
the importance of small 
companies – partnering with 
SMEs will keep the reputation 
of the business intact.
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C O M PA N Y 

eFM

S E C T O R

ENGINEERING

I N A N U T S H E L L

eFM is a fast-growing, award-winning engineering company specialising in real 
estate, facilities management and smart cities

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2014: €19,000,000
2015: €23,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur & National 
Public Champion stage in the 2014/15 
European Business Awards “NEW PROPERTIES AND 

NEW CITIES HAVE TO TAKE 
INTO ACCOUNT THE 
ANTHROPOLOGICAL 
CHANGES AND THE 
CONVERGENCE BETWEEN 
THE PHYSICAL AND 
VIRTUAL WORLDS. THIS 
CHANGE CAN’T HAPPEN 
UNLESS WE ADOPT DIGITAL 
AND SHARED MODELS”

DANIELE DI FAUSTO

ITALIAN ENGINEERING FIRM eFM has won 
the ‘Business of the Year’ award in the under 
€25 million category and the “National Public 
Champion” representing Italy at the European 
Business Awards. Here, CEO Daniele Di 
Fausto details the many ingredients of the 
company’s success to date.

eFM, an engineering company with a focus 
in real estate, facilities management and 
smart cities, is a business that wants to 
transform people’s live by delivering better 
environments and improving building lifecycles.

The business founded 15 years ago, but took 
off in 2009 when sales began rocketing from 
€10 million to €18 million in 2013. Sales 
increased by 30% in 2013 and, on average, 
turnover has growing quickly by around 25% 
in recent years.

The Italian company is now a major 
international success story and has a presence 
in Latin America, the Middle East and Turkey, 
working on major infrastructure projects including 
creating healthcare centres and providing vital 
work in developing smart city projects.

Courtesy of JM SCHIVO & Partners

EBA Case Studies.indd   52 28/07/2015   10:18



www.businessawardseurope.com EUROPEAN BUSINESS AWARDS ●

53e F M

THE BUSINESS ACHIEVED 

ITS GROWTH DURING A 

PERIOD OF ECONOMIC 

TURBULENCE ACROSS 

EUROPE IN WHICH MANY 

LESSER COMPANIES 

COLLAPSED

eFM has also completed more than 200 digital 
transformation projects, helping clients become 
more efficient and reducing their cost base by 
an average of more than 30%. Today it has 
250 employees and is on course for a target 
of €50 million in sales by the year 2020.

A source of particular pride to chief 
executive Daniele Di Fausto, is the fact that 
the business achieved its growth during a 
period of economic turbulence across Europe 
in which many lesser companies collapsed. 
He is also particularly proud of the company’s 
reputation for good customer experience – it 
has a 98% customer retention rate.

“Our motto ‘Sustain Engaging Places for a 
Better life’ represents our core value,” 
Daniele explains.

“The challenge is to find the best fit 
between the citizens’ needs and the financial 
constraints. This means to understand needs, 
overcome constraints, embed digital 
transformation. In a word we build sustainable 
projects, make them work and monitor them 
through our platform to ensure the 
appropriate economic returns. 

“New properties and new cities have to 
take into account the anthropological changes 
and the convergence between the physical 
and virtual worlds. This change can’t happen 
unless we adopt digital and shared models”. 

“In our work we focus on people: if we 
design a workplace, we think first to workers 
well-being and safety; if we work on a 
school’s project, we focus on students 
comfort and learning; if we design a hospital, 
we pay attention to services effectiveness for 

patients, and so in all other fields. Everything 
we do lead us in one direction: create the 
conditions for a better life.”

It’s a philosophy that works, added to 
eFM’s impressive growth story are equally 
impressive numbers detailing its market 
penetration. It has a 54% market share of 
Italy’s airports, 22% of education institutions 
and a quarter of the banking sector.

It manages 4.5 million square-metres of 
healthcare space and 7GW of energy 
supplies. It is also supplying 28% of Italy’s 
shopping malls and collectively manages 24 
million square-feet of corporate buildings and 
construction sector properties. Seven of the 
eight largest Italian companies are clients – no 
mean feat for a business set up by just five 
people a decade and a half ago.

One reason for this success is eFM’s digital 
platform MyeFM, through which all its real 
estate projects are planned and executed. The 
platform monitors service level agreements 
and calculates savings in real time.

It is an online home where different 
stakeholders, including owners, providers 
authorities and designers come together to 
create efficiencies and deliver results in 
shorter periods of time, at lower cost and with 
less risk.

“Through MyeFM we integrate people, 
plants, buildings and ‘things’, using the latest 
technology such as the internet of things, big 
data, social and mobile applications. Now our 
Myefm platform contains information on 70 
million square metres and we manage €2 
billion of transactions every year.” >
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> Daniele adds: “We monitor and measure 
all transactions, on a daily basis, as they 
occur, enabling real time information on 
costs, value, risks, making it possible for 
stakeholders to select the best strategies 
and optimise decisions.”

eFM did well during the recession because 
it helps clients become more efficient and, 
crucially, save them money at a time when 
there wasn’t a whole lot to be had. The 
business itself has taken on lean principles to 
get the most out of its people.

“We kept growing in recession times 
because we were able to help companies 
get more efficient processes, choose 
quality at a reasonable cost, have more 
satisfied employees and production and 
manage the real estate assets more 
effectively and efficiently”. 

“We are exploiting technological advances 
to share buildings, desks, places. Nowadays 
in offices physical workplaces and virtual ones 
are merging. Today we can work everywhere, 
provided we are interconnected. Convergence 
between physical and virtual space makes the 
office ubiquitous, while new formulas such as 
shared space and co-working environments 
enable lower costs and higher productivity.”

For clients, the same rules apply. In smart 
hospitals, for example, new technologies 
including telemedicine and the use of portable 
devices give people a better service while 
reducing the cost burden on the tax payer and 
on insurance premiums. 

Schools are undergoing a rethink about the 
nature of when and where children learn, with 
technology giving access to the best 
performing teachers remotely, exposing them 
to a wider pool of students and augmenting 
the good they are capable of doing.

Freeing up space brings opportunities for new 
uses that bring in additional income, alleviating 
pressure on budgets and even proving 
investment for renovations and new projects.

eFM thrives on innovation and is committed 
to following the latest technologies that can 
bring value to its clients. To this end it has 
created a flat and liquid command structure 
that is “without hierarchies” and everyone is 
able to express a view democratically. 

Its department for research and development 
is scattered throughout the company in a bid 
to engender a culture of learning and 
experimentation. Everyone is asked to 
challenge the status quo.

“To give you an idea of our belief in 
innovation, in the past 10 years we have 
created four start-ups. 

We are trying to create a software and 
hardware ecosystem. We followed the maker 
wave and we are creating smart tools to keep 
under control real estate processes and 
infrastructure. These tools are perfectly 
integrated in the ‘Internet of Things’ platform 
that can track and remotely control these tools.

“We are also investing in improving the 
optimisation and forecasting algorithms with 
the aim to anticipate problems and solve them 
quickly and efficiently. 

“We are working for the future through our 
smart city project: offices, hospitals and 
schools are just some examples of buildings 
rethought in a different perspective: an open, 
shared and smart view. All the pieces 
integrated to the path driving us to the smart 
city experience. Our business model is 
scalable: we are working on smart city 
projects in Turin, Rome, Dubai and Saudi 
Arabia and our focus will be on smart cities in 
the world.”

A business model built on innovation is a 
fundamental ingredient explaining eFM’s rise 
through the ranks of Europe’s best 
companies. Its commitment to international 
expansion is another; something that will 
continue to develop in coming years.

But, in a common theme for all award-
winning businesses, the biggest component 
of success for eFM is its people, which 
Daniele describes as “our most important 
asset”. The team is young – the average age 
is below 35 – and energised.

“Not only we are a team, we are almost a 
family,” says Daniele. “Respect and affection 
go beyond a standard work environment. 
Ricardo Semler’s theories [his business 
Semco is famous for its approach to industrial 
democracy] are embedded in our organisation: 
no hierarchies, work-life balance, flextime, job 
rotation, few rules and so on.

WE BUILD SUSTAINABLE 

PROJECTS, MAKE THEM 

WORK AND MONITOR  

THEM THROUGH OUR 

PLATFORM TO ENSURE  

THE APPROPRIATE 

ECONOMIC RETURNS
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“Likewise, we put into effect [Polish 
sociologist Zygmunt] Bauman’s liquid 
organisations: we change roles and take 
leadership at turns, as birds do in a flock.  
Our company is based on a flexible and liquid 
model that is reflected in our internal and 
external communications. 

“One tool used in our company is Yammer, 
our company social network, a strategic tool 
of communication: every employee has the 
opportunity to share their ideas with the entire 
company without any filter to benefit the 
democratisation of each decision.”

Happy, motivated employees, an 
emphasis on innovation, a technological 
fluency and ambitions for growth 

encompassing the developing world where 
large infrastructure projects are relatively 
commonplace, sounds like potent mix for a 
company in the ascendancy.

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, Daniele agrees: 
“Every day is a proud moment, every 
morning we are happy and proud of each 
other and of our daily accomplishments”. 

“In recent years we have had many 
events to be proud of; the main one is the 
ability to provide jobs for many young 
people and increase the number of recruits 
even when most companies decreased 
headcount. This was possible thanks to the 
aptitude to bring added value and results to 
our clients.”

eFM DID WELL DURING THE 

RECESSION BECAUSE IT 

HELPS CLIENTS BECOME 

MORE EFFICIENT AND, 

CRUCIALLY, SAVE THEM 

MONEY AT A TIME WHEN 

THERE WASN’T A WHOLE 

LOT TO BE HAD

EBA Case Studies.indd   55 28/07/2015   10:18



●  EUROPEAN BUSINESS AWARDS www.businessawardseurope.com

C A S E  S T U D Y56

C O M PA N Y 

MICROMATA GMBH

S E C T O R

IT TECHNOLOGY

I N A N U T S H E L L

This mid-sized German software development company counts some of the biggest 
names in global business as clients, and has been growing at 20%-60% year-on-year 
thanks to focuses on innovation and employee well-being

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €7,900,000 
2014 (forecast): €9,500,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 
2014/15 European Business Awards 

ONE OF THE GREATEST CHALLENGES in 
managing a fast-growing company is that the 
business is, by definition, constantly evolving 
into something larger. How can management 
deal with this bigger and more complicated 
beast, when it morphs into something new 
every year – every quarter, even? And how 
can you retain the essence of the business 
when new people are joining regularly, which 
risks diluting the very spirit that got the 
business to where it is today? 

For Kai Reinhard, these are familiar issues. 
Reinhard is CEO of Micromata GmbH, a 
100-strong German company that develops 
custom-built software solutions for the likes 
of Volkswagen, DHL, B. Braun and other 
multinational players in the logistics, automotive, 
medical care and primary production services. 
The business has grown consistently since it was 
founded in 1996. It saw sales growth of some 
64% in 2013 and is forecasting 21% growth in 
2014, which would bring revenues to €9.5m.

WE ALWAYS 
TRIED TO BE 
AHEAD OF 
OURSELVES BY 
THINKING 
ABOUT THE 
NEXT PHASE 
OF OUR 
DEVELOPMENT 
BEFORE WE 
GOT THERE

K AI REINHARD

K AI REINHARD
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Of course, those growth levels are highly 
desirable. But Reinhard admits: “Growth is 
always a challenge, as the established 
processes and management know-how will at 
some point not be sufficient to handle an 
ever-growing company.” He says that 
managing that growth and “adjusting 
processes without losing our company’s 
philosophy” has been a “constant challenge”.

It is a challenge he has evidently been very 
successful at tackling, as the business has 
evolved “from a close circle of friends looking 
at the bank account balance every night to a 
mid-size company with clear responsibilities 
and management processes”. The transition 
has been possible because of an adept ability 
to balance day-to-day project management 
with longer-term strategic thinking. Reinhard 
explains: “We always tried to be ahead of 
ourselves by thinking about the next phase of 
our development before we got there.” He is 
also committed to “being true to our values 
and philosophy in that evolutionary transition”. 

Culture and values are obviously key to 
Micromata – not least because the business 
operates in a fiercely competitive employment 
market, and “our growth potential mainly 
relies on attracting the best employees”. The 
national and international fight for technology 
talent is ferocious. So it’s remarkable that 
Micromata boasts a 3% employee attrition 
rate on average. A number employees have 
been with the company for the entire two 
decades since it was founded. 

“We do in fact know that they love working 
at Micromata,” Reinhard explains, citing the 
Great Place to Work Award the company 
recently picked up for being one of the best 
employers in Germany. Micromata offers a 
holistic health-care program, addressing 
mental as well as physical health. Employees 
have access to personal coaching and Shiatsu 
sessions and can join sports groups for 
activities as diverse as hiking, climbing and 
yoga. It provides childcare on demand, 
“family-friendly working times”, and the 
average week is 40 hours. That’s on top of a 
wide range of benefits, “goodies” and “a very 
good educational program”.

The focus on employee well-being has a 
tangible impact on productivity. The average 
Micromata employee takes only 5.6 days of 
sick leave a year, compared with a national 
average in Germany of 14.7 days. When you 
think about that difference – almost two full 

working weeks extra each year per person, 
multiplied by 100 employees – you start 
realising quite how dramatically having a 
happy, healthy team can contribute to a 
company’s ability to get things done.

But harnessing those people’s abilities 
effectively in a mid-sized company is complex. 
Innovation is critical to succeed in this market, 
but how can you drive true innovation in a 
company of this size? How can you preserve 
the agility and ideas-sharing that made you 
thrive as a small company, when you are now 
a significantly more cumbersome organisation?

For a start, the company invests heavily in 
research and development. Micromata spent 
€1.9m on R&D in 2014 – approximately one-fifth 
of forecasted revenue. The R&D Department 
works on interdisciplinary projects as diverse 
as: a detection platform for the identification 
of explosives; a web service to forecast the 
power outcome of wind and solar power 
plants; and a software to enable secure online 
voting in political contests. The former two 
examples were such successes that they 
were subsequently spun out as standalone 
companies. POLYAS, the voting software, has 
been used by more than two million voters, 
has its own sales office in Berlin and has won 
several awards. The less tangibly-commercial 
benefits of R&D here are the injection of 
dynamism into the wider team, and the 
transfer of ideas into programming practice 
elsewhere in the business.

The company has also introduced a range 
of initiatives specifically focused on innovation. 
Reinhard shares some examples: “We run 
so-called Tech Talks to spread wisdom in our own 
company. Also, everyone has the opportunity 
to spend 20 days a year doing freestyle 
coding and maintain his or her creativity.”

On a more technical level, Micromata builds 
its technologies using a blend of custom-built 
software and open-source software – i.e. 
software freely available to the global developer 
community. The use of open-source 
technologies means the company always has 
access to the newest innovations to 
implement in its applications.

The real beauty of the open-source technology 
movement is the belief in knowledge-sharing 
– a belief ingrained in Micromata’s values.  
The company prides itself on its broad-ranging 
and high-level knowledge base, and strives to 
constantly expand and share expertise. >

EMPLOYEES HAVE ACCESS 

TO PERSONAL COACHING 

AND SHIATSU SESSIONS 

AND CAN JOIN SPORTS 

GROUPS FOR ACTIVITIES AS 

DIVERSE AS HIKING, 

CLIMBING AND YOGA
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> This extends beyond employee training 
and internal knowledge-sharing to beyond the 
office walls. Micromata has founded two 
public groups dedicated to the open-source 
philosophy and knowledge-transfer, spanning 
online and offline activities. “We strongly 
believe in increasing technical progress by 
sharing knowledge,” Reinhard explains. 
“Both groups are part of a worldwide 
community who wants to promote innovation 
by not keeping knowledge to themselves but 
spreading the word and encouraging others 
to do so.”

Micromata’s contribution to wider society 
goes far beyond these two groups, though. 
It has supported an extensive array of social 
and cultural projects, as diverse as charity 
events, art exhibitions, theatre, creative 
programmes, cultural events and education 
projects. A few specific examples include: 
being a partner since 2011 of a project that 
helps pupils from socially troubled areas to 
the benefits of nature and healthy living; 
funding projects at the State Theatre of 
Kassel; and acting as a sponsor of German 
Volunteer’s Day since 2013.

LEARNING POINTS

•  Going above-and-beyond to care for 
employees can dramatically and tangibly 
improve staff retention and overall 
business productivity.

•  Fast-growing mid-market companies often 
lose the ability to be truly innovative. 
Micromata has excelled where others 
stumble by creating space and time for 
employees to experiment, sharing knowledge 
broadly and committing significant 
investment to R&D – which has in turn led 
to valuable new revenue streams.

•  Economic troughs and crises often derail 
businesses due to the circumstances 
being so far out of their control. But 
downturns can be turned into opportunity 
if you move quickly to offer competitively 
priced solutions to help clients through 
the crisis, to develop products ready for 
when the outlook has improved, and to 
recruit while other companies are forced 
into make good talent redundant.

WE STRONGLY BELIEVE IN 
INCREASING TECHNICAL 
PROGRESS BY SHARING 
KNOWLEDGE

K AI REINHARD
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Of course, leading Micromata to become the 
highly successful and impactful business it is 
today has not always been easy. One of the 
most difficult times Reinhard faced as CEO was 
trying to balance the demands of two different 
areas of the business: custom software 
development and product development. “When 
both of them compete for resources in a 
company, this will inevitably lead to conflicts 
of interest that are not easily resolved.” This 
kind of internal competition is a problem that 
many medium-sized and large companies will 
recognise, regardless of industry. “The solution 
that we finally came up with was to start these 
products as separate companies which can then 
prioritise decisions on their own,” Reinhard 
says. Though he concedes that “to get to that 
conclusion was painful at times”.

Other challenging periods were, as for so 
many European businesses, the economic 
and financial turmoil since the global financial 
crash. Yet Micromata managed to expand 
projects, increase its headcount and improve 
customer relationships throughout both the 
global banking crisis starting in 2007, and the 
Euro crisis of 2010-2012.

Micromata succeeded in unearthing and 
capitalising on opportunities in what could have 
been a disastrous period for the business, many 
of whose clients are global players impacted 
by the crises. “We spent a lot on R&D and 
education in that period to be ready for the next 
expansion. But the main driver for growth in 
these periods was that we were able to offer 
help to our customers to further optimise their 
software-driven processes and thereby become 
more competitive themselves.” The key was 
“delivering solutions at a very competitive 
price”. Micromata also went on a recruitment 
drive, recognising that “a crisis is sometimes 
a good moment to look for new talent”.

So what’s next for Micromata, now the 
worst of the economic fall-out seems to be 
over? Reinhard is particularly excited about big 
data as an area for growth. He’s already seeing 
“huge demand” from existing and prospective 
customers. “This is a typical field where our 
unique combination of technological know-how 
and industry knowledge gives us a nice edge.”

Judging by Micromata’s performance to 
date, it’s safe to say he’ll be proven right.

MICROMATA HAS 

SUPPORTED AN EXTENSIVE 

ARRAY OF SOCIAL AND 

CULTURAL PROJECTS, AS 

DIVERSE AS CHARITY 

EVENTS, ART EXHIBITIONS, 

THEATRE, CREATIVE 

PROGRAMMES, CULTURAL 

EVENTS AND EDUCATION 

PROJECTS
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TURYAP HOLDING

S E C T O R

REAL ESTATE 
PROPERTY CONSULTANCY

I N A N U T S H E L L

Leading Turkish real estate company involved in property sales and development

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2013: €14,000,000
2014 (forecast): €21,000,000

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached National Champion stage in 
the 2014/15 European Business Awards 

 

FEW COMPANIES ARE ABLE TO BOAST  
that they’ve changed an entire sector for the 
better. Yet a Turkish real estate developer 
does, and justifiably so: TURYAP Holding has 
brought the country’s property sector from a 
position of derision to one of prestige in the 
three decade since its founding. When you 
now ask Turkey’s youth whether they see 
realty as a desirable career, many will respond 
in the positive; back in the 1990s, that 
certainly wasn’t the case.

“Twenty years ago if you asked your son if 
wanted to become a realtor, everyone would 
say no,” says Oguz Yarsoy, Organisation 
Development Manager at TURYAP Holding. 
“But now young people are being brought to 
us to become realtors. It’s become a 
desirable business.”

It wasn’t long ago that the market in Turkey 
was viewed with cynicism by locals trying to get 
on the property ladder. Corruption was rife, as 
was a lack of transparency in purchases and 
the pricing of property. To feel that the people 
charged with managing life’s biggest investment 
were messing you around was highly unsettling 
for many people. “Houses were being sold at 
$250,000, but the real estate agents would 
say it cost $300,000, so they would take the 
extra money,” says Oguz. “It’s cheating, but 
that happens very little now.”

WHEN A 
CUSTOMER MEETS 
AN AGENT, THE 
CUSTOMERS 
KNOWS EXACTLY 
THAT THE AGENT 
UNDERSTANDS 
THE MARKET, 
AND IS WELL 
EDUCATED AND 
TRANSPARENT

OGUZ YARSOY
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IN ITS EFFORTS TO 

TRANSFORM THE TAINTED 

IMAGE OF THE TURKISH 

REALTY SECTOR, TURYAP 

HOLDING HAS INVESTED 

HEAVILY IN THE EDUCATING 

OF ITS EMPLOYEES

The company was the first in Turkey’s real 
estate sector to adopt a franchise model. 
Where before the sector had been 
characterised by small companies competing 
against one another in a poorly regulated 
marketplace – which allowed them space to 
pursue dodgy deals – TURYAP Holding’s 
founders wanted a network of realtors 
spread out across the country. In short, it 
wanted to change the way the market looks 
and operates – to make realtors into 
trustworthy agents that are easily accessible 
to customers. 

Now it has 372 offices in 42 cities, and 
has become the biggest realty franchise in 
Turkey. Its closest competitor has only 220 
offices. The company could have been a lot 
bigger, if it weren’t for the fact that it 
engages in close scrutiny of the health of 
each individual office. Those that don’t 
perform consistently to a high level get the 
chop, with no questions asked.  

“It would grow much more but we are very 
keen on eliminating offices that don’t work in 
our favour,” says Oguz, who joined two years 
ago. “Every year we eliminate around 40 
offices. Our customer complaints are handled 
very carefully – if there is anything wrong with 
the service we’ve given our customers then 
we will investigate closely what the problem 
is. If one office receives more than three 
complaints then we will cancel it.”

In its efforts to transform the tainted image of 
the Turkish realty sector, TURYAP Holding has 
invested heavily in the educating of its 
employees. It was the first company to 
establish training courses on real estate, and 
every employee of the company will have 
undergone several such courses. “When a 
customer meets an agent, the customers 
knows exactly that the agent understands the 
market, and is well educated and 
transparent,” says Oguz.

One of the company’s flagship projects is in 
Ankara, the capital and Turkey’s second 
biggest city – a relatively modern sprawl, 
punctuated by a smattering of historic sites. 
Much of the real estate there – particularly 
housing – is dominated by high-rise 
apartments, while green space on the ground 
is lacking. This has helped to reinforce 
Anakara’s unhealthy distinction as one of the 
world’s most polluted cities – something 
nearby Istanbul, also heavily congested and 
lacking in open space, similarly suffers from.

Preserving what green areas there are in and 
around Ankara has been a chief aim of TURYAP 
Holding’s development there, even if this 
doesn’t turn a greater profit than denser housing 
developments tend to. The city doesn’t lack the 
money or focus – it is the seat of government, 
and thus home to many civil servants, 
businessmen and so on who also desire a less 
polluted, more picturesque capital. >

QR Ankara Golfkent – an ongoing development on the edge of Turkey’s capital.
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> “It’s important for us to present houses or 
apartments with a lot of green land,” Oguz 
says. “We had the chance to make more 
high rise apartments but we didn’t do that – 
instead we chose to make low-rise 
apartments or houses and wanted to 
preserve the land for the people living there. 
Were very keen on protecting the nature.”

Part of its efforts to achieve these ends is 
a project called Ankara Golfkent –an 
ongoing development on the edge of 
Turkey’s capital that consists of 2,640 
residential units along with various other 
commercial units. In keeping with its 
philosophy, the development utilises only 

low-rise structures, and seeks to maintain 
acres of green land around it, part of which 
has already been turned into a golf course 
– Ankara’s first. The project is due for 
completion in 2019, but already, visiting 
diplomats and businessmen have tested 
the golf course. The project has also taken 
the company in a new direction, from a 
previous remit of just property sales to 
actual property development. 

“We have chosen a location outside of the 
city in the hub of nature,” says Oguz. “It’s 
quite different from living in the city, and has 
already proven to be popular – anybody with 
any interest in golf is coming to us, to both 
buy apartments and to play golf.”

Over in Istanbul, which has a population of 
nearly 15 million people spread over more 
than 5,000 kilometers-squared, and where the 
company is headquartered, another TURYAP 
Holding project is underway. The R’Estate 
Centre is geared towards doing something 
very simple: making life easy for property 
buyers. With a city so large, prospective 
buyers are forced to travel hundreds of 
kilometers, from one neighbourhood, suburb 
or district, in the pursuit of a house or 
apartment. The R’Estate Centre, which is 
currently under construction, however allows 
buyers, sellers and middlemen to meet under 
one roof. 

“Istanbul is a very big city and new projects 
are scattered all over the place,” Oguz says. 
“Sometimes distances between two projects 
can be 80 or 90 kilometers. We wanted to 
allow both manufacturers and customers to 
get together under one roof, so the 
manufacturers could exhibit their project and 
the customers could see them in one place 
and one day.” 

This makes the job of searching for property 
more hassle-free, and allows buyers to take 
their time, meet face to face with a range of 
sellers and really ponder their options in a way 
they couldn’t before. 

“When a customer comes he can eliminate 
two to three projects and then when they 
decide on one they are interested in, they will 
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be transported in shuttle buses to that site 
from the centre of the city. So everything will 
be easier, and in the R’Estate Center there 
will be various services, such as banks and 
legal firms – everything in one place.”

TURYAP Holding is meticulous in its 
approach to doing business, and has helped 
transform Turkish realty into a well-oiled 
sector that is attracting increasing numbers of 
young university graduates. It as therefore 
been something of a sea change from the 
market of old, and both buyer and seller have 
benefitted. Transparency is improved, and the 
basic hurdles of buying a property – the 
relationship with manufacturer and seller, the 
task of searching for adequate housing – are 
being overcome, slowly but surely.  

“We are the only example for other 
companies in the sector to follow,” Oguz 
says. “We see quite a development with 

other real estate companies – they are 
evolving in our direction; they take us as an 
example to follow, and in doing so, 
themselves help to improve the market.”

R The R’Estate Centre is geared towards doing something very simple: making life easy for property buyers.

LEARNING POINTS

•  Don’t merely follow the trends. 
If you see an alternative way of 
doing business that satisfies 
both company and client, then 
pursue it, even if you’re the first 
to do so.

•  Listen to the needs of your 
customers. Property is a major 
investment, and absolute 
transparency and accountability 
is essential to gaining their 
trust and becoming successful.

WE WANTED TO ALLOW BOTH 

MANUFACTURERS AND 

CUSTOMERS TO GET TOGETHER 

UNDER ONE ROOF, SO THE 

MANUFACTURERS COULD EXHIBIT 

THEIR PROJECT AND THE 

CUSTOMERS COULD SEE THEM IN 

ONE PLACE AND ONE DAY
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WE DID SOMETHING THAT 
NO ONE BELIEVED WOULD 
EVER HAPPEN IN GREECE… 
IT WAS A BIG BET, AND WE 
WON IT

PANOS XENOKOSTAS
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C O M PA N Y 

ONEX

S E C T O R

TECHNOLOGY

I N A N U T S H E L L

ONEX SA is a Greek enterprise technology solutions provider for fields as diverse as 
aerospace, ICT and business services

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached Ruban d’Honneur stage in the 2014/15 European Business Awards 

THERE ARE TRAITS THAT GOOD 
entrepreneurs tend to share: dogged 
determination; willingness to embrace risk; an 
ability to spot opportunities where others see 
problems; a lust for business growth. 

Then there are the qualities that make 
someone significantly more likely than their 
entrepreneurial peers to achieve big, bold, 
sustainable and repeated success. The 
qualities that make someone not just a good 
entrepreneur, but an incredible entrepreneur. 
To have the foresight and confidence to zig 
when others zag. To inspire and motivate 
teams even in the most cataclysmic of times. 
To master the balance between analysis and 
instinct when formulating strategy - and to 
walk to the wafer-thin line between the two 
with enough confidence and purpose that 
others follow. And then to evidence these 
qualities through business results, time and 
time again.

Panos Xenokostas falls into this latter, far 
rarer category of entrepreneur. He has 
demonstrated these elusive traits in spades in 
the 10 years since he founded his first 
company named ONEX SA, following a career 
as an aeronautical engineer with the Hellenic 
Air Force.

Xenokostas describes ONEX as a “diversified 
technology integrator”. What that means in 
practice is a 350+ employee company, 
spanning technology fields as diverse as 
aerospace, nanotechnology, ICT, aquaculture, 
security and civil management, and business 
services. ONEX develops and invests in 
high-tech enterprise solutions for typically 
very complex projects, often acting as a 
partner to other organisations. The company 
operates in Europe, the Middle East and 

Africa, and has research and development 
partners in 17 countries. Today, ONEX has a 
number of subsidiaries and sister companies 
to enable it manage assets, raise funds and 
develop technologies most effectively.

What makes Xenokostas’s commercial 
vision and achievement all the more 
remarkable – as CEO, president and founder 
of ONEX – is that he started the company in 
Greece, a country not exactly known for its 
tech sector and one whose economy has, of 
course, suffered terribly in recent years.

For Xenokostas, the essence of 
entrepreneurialism is revolution, regardless of 
the environment in which you’re operating.  
“It means that you ignore your social situation, 
your financial situation, political situation, all of 
that – you ignore all of these things and you 
make your revolution. You’re trying to change 
the world.” He knows he has succeeded 
against the odds. “We did something that no 
one believed would ever happen in Greece… 
It was a big bet, and we won it.”

Xenokostas founded the company in 2004, 
when Greece was still a few years away 
from its crisis. Back then, he says, “All the 
big businesses there and the people involved 
in industry felt like giants. In the Greek 
market, they felt like Wolf of Wall Street - 
crazy salaries, crazy lives.” The problem was, 
he says, “They forgot that that was all based 
on debt and in money that did not create a 
good economy.” 

He saw that things were ballooning 
uncontrollably. “It was a combination of myself 
seeing and really understanding numbers and 
figures - and I can feel things. It is 50% 
analysis and 50% business instinct.” >

ONEX DEVELOPS AND 

INVESTS IN HIGH-TECH 

ENTERPRISE SOLUTIONS 

FOR TYPICALLY VERY 

COMPLEX PROJECTS, 

OFTEN ACTING AS A 

PARTNER TO OTHER 

ORGANISATIONS
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> So he built ONEX to be “very fiscally fit” 
and ensured he structured the company to be 
safeguarded against economic collapse. He 
took no debt as he grew the business. “And 
we still have no debt, because if you have 
debt, when the banking system goes 
bankrupt, you have nothing.” (Instead, capital 
has always come from reinvesting profits and 
from private equity.)

“So when the crisis came, we were like: 
okay! We were ready… We focused on how 
to take advantage of the opportunities that 
arose during the crisis.”

He realised early on that diversification 
would be key to ONEX’s successful 
expansion, in order to protect from 
weaknesses and troughs in individual 
markets. He pursued an economy of scope 
rather than an economy of scale strategy. 
“Ten years ago, all the companies were 
focusing on how to do economy of scale, in 
order to minimise costs. But now because 
of globalisation… you can easily do 
[economy of scale] and achieve it by 
outsourcing certain business.”

Xenokostas realised that expanding a 
technology product into two or three different 
fields – scope, rather than scale - would give 
the company more resilience and strategic 
advantage than constantly trying to trim the 
costs of a product pitched to only one market. 
“You’ve got to control costs, but if you focus 
on that then you lose out,” he says. “We 
went horizontal to create value.”

He was also thinking global – for growth, 
but also for resilience. “The Greek market is a 
very small market, so when you are trying to 
thrive on one thing then you can easily be hit 
by domino situation. That’s what’s happened 
in the last five years massively in Greece – 
businesses getting bankrupted by having all 
their eggs in one basket.”

Xenokostas saw that the key to unlocking 
serious growth was to move towards the 
business model that was the next level up in 
his industry’s ecosystem. “One project is 
good, you have certain profits, but there 
may be hundreds of competitors. If you are 
fitter, faster, better, you do it, and you work 
for a small profit.” Instead of then focusing 
on increasing this profit, as many 
entrepreneurs might, Xenokostas thought at 
a more macro level. “So you take this profit 
and invest in creating your own product.  

And then you solve a global problem – then 
you become a solutions provider with your 
own product. Then you are big. You make it 
happen this way, then you create a 
sustainable growing system.”

His personal ambition was clearly a driving 
factor in his thinking. “I used to play soccer, 
and when I played, I liked to score, always. 
When you’re in business, you have to try to 
become bigger every day.”

These strategies meant that when the crisis 
in Greece bit, Xenokostas was able to grow 
ONEX’s workforce and push into new 
activities and markets, focusing on high-tech, 
calculated high-risk operations and 
establishing multinational partnerships to 
support activities.

But pushing into new high-tech fields is 
expensive and complex. To expand into 
nanotechnology, for example, Xenokostas 
needed private investments of €1m – not 
exactly an easy ask in Greece at that time for 
technologies that had not yet been proven. To 
achieve his vision of making ONEX a high-tech 
leader, he completely restructured the 
business. He expanded R&D to all activity 
sectors and invested €1m in larger, better-
equipped headquarters, a laboratory and 
precision manufacturing capabilities, and 
hiring scientists.

It was crucial to win buy-in from his team 
for such a seemingly risky transition. “It’s very 
difficult to challenge your people to change,” 
he admits. “I love change, but usually people 
resist it.” Xenokostas has won their respect 
through leading by example. During the crisis 
in particular, he dedicated himself to 
motivating and inspiring them. He believes 
the leader of a business should work hard to 
“have the right team and make them better 
every day”. But he also recognises that: “If 
what you do does not get results, it’s 
nothing… and when you lose your people’s 
faith – bam! – that’s it.” His team are largely 
in their 30s, and “these Greeks are different 
– and this is good for Greece, to have 
different Greeks”.

Loyalty to Greece has informed some 
business decisions. He personally accessed 
$200m in 2013 for investment in Greek 
aviation and aquaculture, and created the 
company’s nanotechnology lab in Lamia, 
Greece, to lift the local economy – and indeed 
wider European industry. 

“I DON’T COMPLAIN ABOUT 

THE RULES OF THE GAME. 

BUT SOMETIMES YOU HAVE 

TO CHANGE THE RULES. 

YOU HAVE TO WORK HARD, 

AND WORK HARD TO  

SHOW PEOPLE THE RULES 

ARE WRONG”

PANOS XENOKOSTAS
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But it is not a patriotism that limits the 
company. Xenokostas relocated management 
from Athens to America in early 2013, and set 
up ONEX Technologies Inc in the US. That 
company and ONEX SA act as “entangled 
companies”, each specialising in the nuances 
of their respective continents and ensuring 
strong relationships on both sides of the 
Atlantic. Xenokostas then founded further 
investment vehicles in the US such as LKS 
Partners LLC, Blue Panthers LLC and others, 
which operate in the private equity space and 
enable access to the large amounts of capital 
ONEX needs to stay ahead in its key sectors.

Xenokostas now works from the company’s office 
in New York, expanding his entrepreneurial plans 
in distress, turnaround and restructuring 
opportunities by exploiting his management 
skills, concentrated expertise in demanding 
environments and the ability to create success 
stories, always loyal in keeping a diversified 
portfolio. The move to the US was a relatively 
dispassionate decision – “I saw that in order to 
grow the company, I needed more capital, so I 
knew what I needed to do” – but he knows he 
is fortunate to have a “very supportive” wife.

Xenokostas believes there are “immense 
opportunities” in Greece, but he is still hungry 
for a seismic shift in attitudes. “Most of the 
new generation believe in entrepreneurship but 
the old generation don’t like it. So sometimes it 
was hard to try to prove what, for me, was 
obvious. What is for the rest of the world 
obvious! But end of the day it had to be hard 
– because if it was easy everybody would do it.

“I don’t complain about the rules of the 
game. But sometimes you have to change the 
rules. You have to work hard, and work hard 
to show people the rules are wrong.”

Which is, of course, exactly the kind of 
entrepreneurial attitude that makes 
revolutions happen.

LEARNING POINTS

•  Always stay attuned to the 
landscape beyond your 
company and try to anticipate 
threats on the wider economic 
horizon. You can safeguard 
your survival and success by 
preparing early.

•  Be bold. Have the confidence to 
pursue strategies that your 
competitors are overlooking. An 
economy of scope strategy can 
give you significant strategic 
advantage when those in your 
field are focusing on cost-
cutting and expanding vertically.

•  Diversification can safeguard 
the company against 
vulnerabilities in single 
markets, but businesses must 
master the internal structures 
needed to develop products 
that can work horizontally.

•  In times of crisis, great leaders 
maintain positivity.
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WE’VE ALWAYS PRIDED 
OURSELVES ON BEING THE 
FIRST TO EXPERIMENT 
WITH NEW METHODS OF 
GLASSWORK – THIS HAS 
BEEN THE CASE SINCE WE 
BEGAN IN 1860

ANDREJ BOŽIČ

EBA Case Studies.indd   68 28/07/2015   10:19



www.businessawardseurope.com EUROPEAN BUSINESS AWARDS ●

69S T E K L A R N A  H R A S T N I K

C O M PA N Y 

STEKLARNA HRASTNIK D.O.O.

S E C T O R

MANUFACTURING

I N A N U T S H E L L

Slovenia’s oldest glassworks company, and designer of innovative glass products 
sold to world-leading brands

G L O B A L R E V E N U E

2014: €48,280,032
2015 (forecast): €55,744,251

E B A A C H I E V E M E N T

Reached National Public Champion stage 
in the 2014/15 European Business Awards

A CENTURY AND A HALF AGO in the hills 
east of the Slovenian capital of Ljubljana, 
Steklarna Hrastnik produced its first batch of 
handmade glassware. A decade later, the 
company had become one of the largest 
glassworks in the region, and set in motion a 
pace of development that has carried through 
to today, utilising innovative techniques to 
craft luxury glass products – bottles, lights, 
tableware and more – for some of the world’s 
leading brands. 

It has been an interesting journey for the 
CEO of Steklarna Hrastnik, Andrej Božič. He 
joined five years ago, and oversaw a radical 
transformation that brought it back from the 
brink of financial collapse to reassert itself as 
an industry-leading company. The transformation 
was carried out by five stage reconstruction 
model which was developed in his consulting 
company, BB Consulting. The model puts the 
employee as the key to success in the centre 
and is based on finding the potentials not only 
to minimise the costs. As the market changed 
over the decades and competition grew from 
other companies, Steklarna invested heavily in 
developing specialised goods, working closely 
with clients to spearhead a minor revolution 
within the glassware industry. 155 years ago 
its products were handmade; now it boasts 
one of the world’s most technologically 
advanced factories, still in the hills east of 
Ljubljana, that turns out tailor made super-
premium goods to international buyers.

“We have one of the most modern 
factories,” says Andrej. “The machinery in our 
production line is not standard – we develop it 
with our suppliers. You can’t find machines 
that meet our requirements for complexity 
and level of quality, so we make these 
machines to our own specifications.” 

This has meant the company has carved out 
an expertise that other players in the industry 
find difficult to mimic – Steklarna isn’t just 
following and buying what’s already on the 
market, but instead is reshaping how the 
market looks. “We’ve always prided ourselves 
on being the first to experiment with new 
methods of glasswork – this has been the 
case since we began in 1860, and helps us to 
be technically perfect,” says Andrej.

Having begun a century and a half ago 
producing goods just for the Austro-Hungarian 
monarchy, the company now exports 97 
percent of its products overseas, to countries 
in the EU, the US, and even South Africa, 
India and China – 55 markets in total, and 
counting. A large part of its growing success 
is the dramatic restructuring that has taken 
place in various phases over the past five 
years and the investments it has made in a 
new furnaces and machines in amount of 27.1 
million Euro. 

Since 2009, turnover has increased by more 
than 23 percent, moving from net loss of 5.3 
million Euros to a net profit of 4.4 million last 
year. And in this year they are planning 47% 
increase in net profit. According to Andrej, at 
the heart of this lies the company’s special 
attention to its employees and the local 
community in the Slovenian town of Hrastnik 
where it operates. 

“When I joined the company in 2010 it was 
in a bad situation – it was near bankruptcy. 
The restructuring that took place brought it 
back into good health, and we focused more 
on our employees. We made the restructuring 
processes very transparent and concentrated 
on the capabilities and skills of our 
employees,” says Andrej. >

SINCE 2009, TURNOVER HAS 

INCREASED BY MORE THAN 

23 PERCENT, MOVING FROM 

NET LOSS OF 5.3 MILLION 

EUROS TO A NET PROFIT OF 

4.4 MILLION LAST YEAR

EBA Case Studies.indd   69 28/07/2015   10:19



C A S E  S T U D Y

●  EUROPEAN BUSINESS AWARDS www.businessawardseurope.com

70

> In the process, not a single employee was 
sacked, nor were salaries decreased – in fact, 
in the first year of restructuring, the wage bill 
went up by one million Euros. This was key to 
retaining the trust and support of Steklarna’s 
more than 690 employees. Teams began to 
work together more, whether in marketing or 
in creativity.

“In doing this we greatly improved our 
relationship with our employees, and the trust 
that developed on from that meant we could 
make more changes to the company that 
would ultimately benefit them – more job 
security, better pay, better conditions, and so 
on. And this has paid off – absenteeism has 
decreased by 30 percent since 2009, and has 
the workplace accident rate and hours spent 
in overtime have nosedived. And against that, 
our profit has increased.”

But key to Steklarna’s success is the local 
community in which it situated itself. The 
town of Hrastnik has long been known as a 
key producer of coal for Slovenia, but 
Steklarna’s arrival added another feather to its 
bow. More and more locals became involved 
in the glassware industry, and today, around 
30 percent of the local working-age population 
is employed by the company. It is thus of vital 
importance to the local economy, particularly 
as traditional industries began to wane and job 
security decreased.

“We took in workers who were left 
unemployed when other industries disappeared. 
It is very important that we sustain the local 
community,” Andrej says, adding that the 
company has funded various schools and 
kindergartens in Hrastnik and the surrounding 
valley. “This is the reservoir from which we 
draw our employees, and the salary and support 
we give them is what sustains the community.”

It is also keenly sensitive to the local 
environment. It has introduced state-of-the-art 
technology, developed using in-house 
knowledge, that has brought it significantly 
lower energy and water consumption – the 
latter by 64 percent – even after having 
increased production capacity. Nitrous oxide 
emissions are down 89 percent, and CO2 by 
30 percent – a remarkable decrease.

The spirit of optimism that accompanied 
the success of the restructuring effort had 
important knock-on effects. The company 
began to focus more attention on developing 
teams that would channel their energies 
towards creativity and new product design, 
and as a result, new innovations have set 
Steklarna apart from its competitors in the 
industry. One such achievement is the 
invention of a glass known as Celzyum, which 
keeps beverages at the preferred temperature 
– whether hot or cold – for one hour. This is 
now marketed across the world, from Britain 
to Brazil. Another similarly successful 
innovation is the self-cleaning coating for 
glass bottles that Steklarna developed, as well 
as UV protection for bottles that store liquids 
that are sensitive to light, such as wine and 
various oils.

Over the company’s 155 year course of 
history, Andrej thinks the vision that drove its 
founding members to first set up shop in the 
hills of Hrastnik has been retained. “We 
wanted to develop the familial feel of the 
company. That’s extremely important to us, 
and I hope we’ve continued in this spirit.  
We want people to be coming to the family 
that they feel they belong to.” This effort to 
create a Steklarna family has seen the 
company go above and beyond normal 
welfare requirements – it provides funding for 
employees’ children to go on holiday, 

“BECAUSE WE’VE INVESTED 

SO MUCH IN STRENGTHENING 

THE SELF-CONFIDENCE 

AND RESPECT OF THE 

EMPLOYEES, WE FEEL THIS 

HAS BEEN PASSED ON TO 

THE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN THE COMPANY AS 

A WHOLE AND OUR BUYERS”

ANDREJ BOŽIČ
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presents at New Year, educational 5 days 
health retreat programs and more. In addition 
it channels money back into local services, 
such as the Hrastnik fire brigade, health care 
services and youth centres. 

“Because we’ve invested so much in 
strengthening the self-confidence and respect 
of the employees, we feel this has been passed 
on to the relationship between the company 
as a whole and our buyers.” Its clients are 

high-end, internationally renowned names 
who expect quality products, such as Pernod 
Ricard, Jack Daniels, Remy Cointreau, Bacardi 
– the list goes on. The company regularly 
opens its doors to the public – the factory is a 
spectacle for anyone with a discerning 
interest in the art glasswork, particularly when 
its history is as rich as Steklarna’s.

“I’m very proud that whenever visitors 
come to our factory their first impression is of 
people smiling and saying hello and being 
positive,” says Andrej. “This is the end result 
we’re after. We’ve profited financially, but that 
wasn’t the only target – we wanted to build a 
sustainable company, and to do this we 
needed employees who would stick with us. 
To do this they need to be happy.

Andrej’s fondest memory was of a man 
who had spent years working at Steklarna, 
and retired recently. He bumped into the man 
soon whilst en route to collect his pension, 
soon after he had retired. “He wanted to call 
me comrade, even though he wasn’t with the 
company any longer. I’m proud I can help 
people fulfil their dreams.”

LEARNING POINTS

•  Invest in your employees.  
Their job satisfaction will vastly 
improve the health of the 
company and its levels of 
innovation and success.

•  Always stay one step ahead of 
the game. Experiment with new 
technologies and push 
yourselves beyond the normal 
limits of creative comfort.
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About the Awards
FOR ALL OF US AS CITIZENS OF EUROPE, our jobs, 
prosperity, social and health care systems are reliant on us 
creating a stronger more innovative, ethical and internationally 
minded business community. One that forms the beating heart of 
an increasingly global economy.

Launched in 2007 European Business Awards’ primary purpose is 
to support the development of a stronger and more successful 
business community throughout Europe. In creating a high profile, 
wide reaching and very well respected awards programme we 
strive to create a stonger business community by:

• Bringing attention to Europe’s best businesses

• Sharing Learning

• Stimulating the debate

BY NUMBERS

•  During the 2014/15 campaign, the EBA programme has engaged 
with over 24,000 organisations in 33 countries showcasing the 
best in class

•  Participants represented a combined turnover of over €1 trillion (8.23% 
of EU GDP including Turkey), employing over 2.3 million people

•  Media and PR coverage reached 209 million business people 
multiple times

• 174,518 individual votes were received in the public vote

• 150+ judges

• 4 stages of competition

Register and submit 
your completed 
written online  

entry form

National Champions 
selected by judges 

from the online entry 
form submissions 

Country events held

Video entries 
submitted by 

National Champions 
uploaded to EBA 
website for public 
voting and judging

Ruban d’Honneur 
recipients selected by 

judges from the 
National Champions 
written entry form 

submission and video 
entry submission

Overall category 
winners are selected 

following Ruban 
d’Honneur face to 

face judging sessions 
and announced at  

EBA gala finale

P P P P

THE AWARDS PROCESS
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