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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.

Register and submit your
completed written online
entry form

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:

P
National Champions selected
by judges from the online
entry form submissions
Country events held

P

•	Bringing attention to Europe’s best businesses
• Sharing Learning
• Stimulating the debate

Video entries submitted by
National Champions uploaded
to EBA website for public
voting and judging

BY NUMBERS

P

•	During the 2015/16 campaign, the EBA
programme has engaged with over 32,000
organisations in 33 countries showcasing the
best of Europe

Ruban d’Honneur recipients
selected by judges from the
National Champions written
entry form submission and
video entry submission

P

•	Participants represented a combined
turnover of over €1.2 trillion (European
countries including Turkey, Norway,
Switzerland, Serbia and the Former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia)

Overall category winners
are selected following
Ruban d’Honneur face-toface judging sessions and
announced at EBA gala finale

•	The 2015/16 competition has generated
widespread global media coverage, leading to
over 5,200 items of coverage across print,
broadcast, online and social media, resulting
in a PR value of over €20 million and reaching
millions of business people. Coverage has
included The Financial Times, Reuters,
Bloomberg and many leading European titles
•	227,497 individual votes were received in the
public vote
• 150+ judges
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THE AWARDS PROCESS

EUROPEAN BUSINESS AWARDS

FOREWORD
The European Business Awards is built on the ethos that an innovative, strong
and thriving business community makes a more successful and prosperous
Europe. There are many ways you could go about “leaving the place better
than you found it”, we happen to believe, that; from unemployment to climate
change; from conflict to poverty, it is business that has one of the biggest roles
to play in helping tackle the major challenges the region and the globe face.
Creating stronger, more successful, innovative and ethical business communities
will help to address all of the challenges above and many more.
This book showcases some of the exceptional talent and capability
we are lucky to have in Europe. All of these businesses have
been recognised in the Awards and their profiles are designed to
give you an insight into what makes them so successful.
Europe needs more companies like these.
We hope you take inspiration from them.
ADRIAN TRIPP
CEO & Founder
European Business Awards
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Travel / Leisure
FOUNDED

2009
E M P L OY E E S

145
IN A NUTSHELL
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Despite launching in the midst of a financial
crisis, Alba Star has become the leading airline
dedicated to transporting travellers from across
Europe to the pilgrimage site of Lourdes in
France with particular emphasis on Passengers
with Reduced Mobility (PRM)
T U R N OV E R

2014: €29,517,050
2015: €36,062,557
2016 (forecast): €53,000,000

SINCE ITS FIRST FLIGHT IN JULY 2010, ALBA STAR HAS
GROWN TO AN AIRLINE WITH A FLEET OF SIX PLANES,
ADDING A NEW PLANE EVERY YEAR. NOW THE NUMBER
ONE INTERNATIONAL PILGRIMAGE CARRIER IN EUROPE
AND WITH AN R.O.I THAT IS EXTRAORDINARY FOR THE
AIRLINE INDUSTRY.

The year is 2009. Europe is in the grip of a
crippling recession. Greece’s economy is on the
brink of collapse and Spain’s unemployment is
about to hit 30%. Banks have stopped lending
and business growth is coming to a standstill
across the Western world.
It was against this bleak backdrop that Michael
Harrington and partner Pino D’Urso began
preparing to launch Alba Star, a new charter
airline that would specialise in transporting
pilgrims and PRMs to Lourdes, and holidaymakers to destinations in and around the
Balearic Islands.
Knowing very well that obtaining bank finance
would be difficult – or impossible – they chose
to finance the venture themselves with support
from two family run tour operators and a cargo
logistics company.

“At the time, the Lourdes market was in
decline,” explains Managing Director, Michael
Harrington. “Pilgrims were getting older and
not being replaced with younger persons, and
people were just travelling to Lourdes less in
general due to the economic crisis.”
But the biggest reason for this difficult outlook
was accessibility believed Michael and Pino.
Furthermore given that a major slice of the
market travelled to Lourdes via train – which
often made for uncomfortably long journeys
of over twenty four hours for elderly and sick
passengers, who make up a large proportion of
Lourdes’ visitors.
“People felt they just couldn’t get there. The
Lourdes market was convincing itself that this
was a mission too difficult to achieve. We wanted
to show them they could get there comfortably

ALBA STAR S.A.
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and economically, and in addition the transport
of PRMs in large numbers was possible.”
In July 2010, the first Alba Star flight took off
with a fleet consisting of just one Boeing 737
aircraft and a team of only 58 employees. It was
a high risk start-up situation with very limited
capital, a scenario which in aviation terms is
filled with a catalogue of failures. However Alba
Star could count on a most experienced and
capable team of professionals in the field, and
with the first season under their belt there was
no stopping their determination to succeed.
“Many excellent airlines managers were made
redundant from Spanish airlines like Futura
and LTE, these were victims of the financial
crisis. So I was able to put together a very
experienced team with new flexible labour
contracts” explains Michael. >

A L B A S TA R S . A .
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Alba Star’s mission was to encourage pilgrims
back to Lourdes by providing a viable alternative
to the train and reliable alternative to traditional
charter flights. But Michael knew the Lourdes
flights wouldn’t sustain the business alone as
it is very seasonal, so the airline sold charter
flights to Greece and the Balearics too on the
days the Lourdes market is weakest. It was
just like putting together a jig saw puzzle. The
strategy focused on Lourdes flights Monday to
Friday, and the weekend was dedicated to the
traditional charter holiday flights.
But the questions remained: how to convince
people that flying was a better option that
taking the train?
Michael and the team decided there were
two hurdles they had to overcome. First they
had to ensure their planes and crew were
fully equipped to meet the needs of the sick
and elderly – so that no matter how frail or
vulnerable some of the passengers might be,
they would feel safe and looked after.
Second they would suggest – and actively
encourage – the tour operators, hotels and
guest houses to offer pilgrimage packages that
were shorter and cheaper because two days
were historically being wasted by train travel,
so by taking air travel the passengers either
had a longer time in Lourdes or could save on
expenses during their train journey.
Both hurdles presented challenges.
“Penetrating a highly traditional market required
a very innovative approach from Alba Star,”
says Michael.

“The key to success really was convincing
the organisations that served this historic
passenger market to offer new shorter stay
products, in addition to the traditional weekly
product, and above all cut out the Homeric
journey that was prevalent in most cases to
get to/from Lourdes.
“But as you can imagine, there was a high
reluctance on the part of the tour operators to
offer shorter stay products, not least because
most of them also had major investments in
hotels in the destination – so lowering the
hotel occupancy rate over a typical week was
counter productive for their businesses.”
Despite initial hesitancy, the plan worked.
Hotel found that by having last minute capacity
available on sale via internet they could also
increase the average yield on room sales. It
worked so well in fact, the same unwilling
organisations servicing the market began
transferring passengers from train travel to
air travel – a feat not achieved by any other
competitor airline.
As for luring the passengers away from trains
and onto planes, Alba Star did this by instigating
a series of pioneering approaches. The airline
provided emergency cards in Braille, introduced
stretchers on the planes, and undertook special
training for handing wheelchair passengers.
Special medical equipment is carried on board,
like defibrillators. The airline obtained a special
‘Dangerous Goods’ license for more specialised
equipment as airlines are at war with certain
types of batteries which also can be contained
in medical equipment.
While airlines around the world focussed on
low-cost, no frills travel – and reduced flight
turnaround times to 25 minutes – Alba Star
actively increased their turnaround times:
“We’ve not gone for productivity, we’ve gone
for quality and punctuality.”

ALBA STAR S.A.
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But this was only half of it: to ensure that
passengers were looked after by a crew that
understood their needs, Alba Star’s cabin crew
went and stayed in a specialist institution for
paraplegics to experience first-hand what are
the real issues with such passengers. “This was
fundamental to our success,” recalls Michael.
“Instead of trying to second-guess what it was
like to serve a PRM or sick passenger, the
cabin crew went and stayed in this hospital –
and continue to do so every winter.

With Europe so successful, the team is now
looking to widen its market by linking into
other economies where the pilgrim market
is strong, such as North America, Brazil and
The Philippines. Pilgrimage tours that connect
the Marion sanctuaries of Lourdes, Fátima in
Portugal and Cze˛stochowa in Poland are
being discussed.
“For a company of our size there is still a huge
potential to grow.”

“They actually live with the disabled passengers
there and learn what’s it like to sit in a
wheelchair – they’ll go around the hospital in
a wheelchair or in a blindfold in order to get a
better understanding the challenges that sick
and PRMs have.”
The plan is working – and working very well.
Since its first flight in July 2010, Alba Star has
grown to an airline with a fleet of six planes,
adding a new plane every year. Now the
number one international pilgrimage carrier in
Europe and with an R.O.I that is extraordinary
for the airline industry.
“Over one of the most volatile and depressed
periods in the aviation industry’s history, we’ve
firmly established ourselves as Europe’s
principal pilgrimage and ad-hoc charter airline,”
says Michael.
Alba Star’s market share, meanwhile, grew to
over 24% in 2015. “This in a highly fragmented
market in which, historically, no competitor has
achieved over 15%,” adds Michael.

LEARNING POINTS
Focus on your core product: Alba Star never changed its
direction or focus – even in the face of much adversity. “There’s
always a tendency to believe that you need to change direction,”
says MD Michael Harrington. “Don’t do this. Stay true to your
strategy until it gets firmly established.”
Put your customer first: Alba Star’s focus on customer care is
nothing short of remarkable, especially facilitating the carriage of
sick and PRM passengers. While airlines around the world have
moved towards the ‘no frills’ model or the high-cost, premium
model, Alba Star has focused on a niche strategy and placed
customer care and service at the centre of their business.

A S E KO L
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SECTOR

Non-profit waste disposal and recycling
FOUNDED

2005
E M P L OY E E S

40
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IN A NUTSHELL

Czech company using innovative technology
to ensure Waste Electrical and Electronic
Equipment (WEEE) is recycled
T U R N OV E R

2014: €8,469,000
2015: €14,668,000
2016 (forecast): €7,485,000

WE OPERATE A NETWORK OF 2,500 CONTAINERS WHICH
ARE ACCESSIBLE TO THE PUBLIC AND ALLOW THEM TO
DROP THE WEEE INTO THE CONTAINERS VERY EASILY.
PSYCHOLOGICALLY AND LOGISTICALLY THIS FACTOR IS
VERY IMPORTANT.

It wasn’t until 2005 that the concept of
recycling Waste Electrical and Electronic
Equipment, or WEEE, became popular
in Europe. Before then, expired electrical
goods would meet the same fate as
many other end-of-life materials – to be
dumped in household garbage bins or
placed on the street, from where they
would be taken to vast landfill sites and
left to leak their hazardous chemicals into
the soil and imperil the environment.
But in 2005, a Czech company sought to
remedy this by launching a compliance
scheme for take-back of WEEE. ASEKOL
had essentially been a one-man show at its
inception – a typical start-up project, but one
that was driven by a desire to catalyse a shift
in how electronic waste was dealt with in
the country. “The WEEE recycling business
was new to our county in 2005,” says Jan
Prokop, CFO of ASEKOL. “The need for

such an organisation originated within the
producers and importers of electrical and
electronic products. There were no such
companies in this specific business in Czech
Republic at that time.”
The company began to collect and process wornout and obsolete equipment in a manner that
accorded to the increasingly strict environmental
regulations surrounding waste recycling. It
developed strong working relationships with
cities and towns across the Czech Republic,
as well as final sellers and service providers,
compliance companies, and processors of
electrical and electronic equipment.
“In the olden days many of these electrical and
electronic products ended up in the household
waste without having been recycled,” Jan
says. “Items like televisions and refrigerators,
which represent the highest risk for the
environment, were quite often thrown onto a
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What would have happened if companies like
ASEKOL, which quickly went from being a
one-man operation to having 40 employees
and leading the sector in the Czech Republic,
hadn’t taken the initiative and struck out to
correct this problem?

rubbish heap deep in the forest or were even
being simply dumped next to the road. There
was no education done in this area in terms of
the ecological risks, environmental responsibility
and recycling needs of EEE products.”
In addition to a broad lack of public awareness,
there had been little financial incentive behind
the recycling of end-of-life materials, and
thus less of a motive for both producers and
consumers to alter their habits when it came
to getting rid of expired electronic items.

“Should the WEEE not be recycled at all, the
countryside and cities in which we are living
would look like big waste baskets with lots
of items lying around that were dangerous to
human health and the environment,” says Jan.
“That would represent a great risk and also a
huge economic loss.”
More than a decade after its inception, the
company now has operations not just at home
in the Czech Republic, but also in neighbouring
Poland and Slovakia. It has launched focused
branches of the company that handle specific
items, such as the take-back of solar panels,
e-waste and rechargeable batteries. It is hoping
to develop further its more niche specialisms
and make the job of recycling WEEE easier for
the public. >

A S E KO L

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S
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“We are constantly trying to introduce new
ideas in terms of technology, logistics,
marketing, education and so on,” says Jan.
One idea the company developed was the
placement of red containers across the country
that are specifically designed for the collection
of WEEE. “We operate a network of 2,500
containers which are accessible to the public
and allow them to drop the WEEE into the
containers very easily. Psychologically and
logistically this factor is very important.”
Not only that, but installed inside each
container is an infra-red sensor that is hooked
up to the internet, and beams information back
to ASEKOL’s offices regarding the volume of
waste in any one container. This allows the
company to determine remotely whether each
container is close to capacity, and therefore
whether it needs collecting. Rather than
sending teams out each week to check every
container, it can do so from a distance, and in
the process make huge savings.
The company has recycled more than
150,000 tonnes of WEEE since it began
back in 2005. That’s 150,000 tonnes that
would otherwise be dumped in landfill sites
and left to pollute the earth. It played a key

role in pressing for legislative changes to
ensure the Czech Republic complies with
EU directives regarding disposal of WEEE,
while its state of the art technology has
greatly streamlined the whole process.
Moreover, it has launched several initiatives
to raise awareness among the youth in the
Czech Republic regarding the importance of
recycling. One project, called Recyklohrani,
or The Recycling Games, provides schools
with both collection containers and education
materials, and schools that comply with the
initiative are awarded points that they can
exchange for additional educational took.
“It is important for us to make sure that
environmental and social awareness is
spread around,” says Jan. “We consider
environmental education to be one of the
most important aspects of the whole recycling
business, and we try to generate a change
in the way of thinking and behaviour of the
people and of the whole society as well.”
The company was able to survive the
economic crisis largely because the situation
prompted people to think differently about
how they function as consumers.

ASEKOL

and shops, and open pro-active communication
with the government bodies and authorities
that are responsible for setting the standards in
the WEEE business.
What hopes does the company have for the
future? Jan thinks the take-back collection
quotas will grow in the coming give years,
and in some categories they will even double.
“That means we will need to recycle more
products in the future. That represents us
with a challenge and an opportunity at the
same time.”

Save water,
recycle your
television!

Recycling of a single TV set (monitor)
saves 745 litres of potable water (757 for
a monitor) and prevents the generation
of the same quantity of wastewater.
The same amount of water is used,
for example, for ten showers.

In addition, companies will need to innovate
more. Nowadays there are increasingly fewer
metal parts inside products and instead more
and more plastic components. This situation
will require the need for a change in recycling
and treatment technologies. Jan says that
opportunities like this will mark a separation
between companies that can come up with
new ideas and thus prosper in a changing
market, and those that will eventually fall by
the wayside.
“The above factors mean that only the big,
strong and efficient players will survive,” he
warns. “Only those will be able to face and
deal with changes which are about to come.

www.asekol.cz

During the slowdown, ASEKOL noticed there
was a higher demand for used products –
people were more and more willing to buy
second-hand computers, mobile phones and
so on, given they were increasingly struggling
to afford new and more expensive models.
This meant the company could salvage items
that had been put up for recycling and instead
ensure they were reused.
Jan speaks positively of the employees at
ASEKOL who keep the company moving
forward. “We have a great team of people
with a strong will to set ambitious goals and
who share a binding commitment to reach
those goals,” he says. The company also
benefits from support from environmentally
responsible producers and clients, as well as
close partnership with municipalities, schools

LEARNING POINTS
Companies today have obligations to behave responsibly
when it comes to social and environmental concerns. Failure
to do this can result in a damaged reputation.
Innovation is key to future success. Keep a close eye on
new demands that emerge, and adapt your methods and
processes to meet those demands.
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SECTOR

IT Technology
FOUNDED

1997
E M P L OY E E S

30
IN A NUTSHELL
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With operations in no fewer than 12 countries,
B2B Gaming Services is a hugely successful
and innovative gaming platform pioneered by
its founder and CEO, Gabriel Chaleplis
T U R N OV E R

2014: €2,200,000,000
2015: €1,700,000,000
2016 (forecast): €2,300,000,000

Today the company’s head office is in Malta,
with other main offices located in London and
Rome, and two more in Nicosia (Cyprus) and
Durban in South Africa. As well as helping
companies execute their gaming services
online, the company provides responsibly
compliant frameworks, and expert consulting
services, within the complicated and varied
regulatory standards of individual countries.
As the name suggests, B2B Gaming Services
provides gaming companies – from start-up
size to established corporations – with the
infrastructure they need to be successful in the
ever-expanding world of on and offline gaming.
“Our principle and focus was to build a robust
solution which could accommodate the needs
of major global brands as well as start ups and
SMEs,” explains Gabriel Chaleplis, founder and
CEO at B2B Gaming Services.
“We needed to build a platform that was solid
enough for our clients to operate their business
effectively, but also flexible enough to enable
them to expand on their individual uniqueness
and be competitive against other brands.”
Gabriel’s tenacious and principled approach
paid off. Over the years, B2B Gaming Services
has grown to become a market leader in
Europe, with direct operations in 12 countries
– including Greece, Italy, Lebanon, Romania,
Bulgaria, South Africa and Nigeria.

“We empower our clients with an array of
assets for customer protection against
unscrupulous operations,” says Gabriel.

A BRIEF HISTORY
Gabriel founded the operation with just a
team of four in 1997. With an engineering
background and a focus on IT and technology,
he was eager to explore the capabilities
of the fledgling World Wide Web, and so
developed a betting platform that could
accept and manage bets both online and
offline. In the same year, the entrepreneur
launched its business to consumer brand,
Betshop – a website for online betting that
runs on the B2B Gaming Services platform.
“We launched the first betting website with
the betting slip on the right hand side of the
screen. Before then, a betting slip didn’t exist
online,” explains Gabriel. >

B2B GAMING SERVICES
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GABRIEL CHALEPLIS
FOUNDER & CEO

INNOVATION FOR US ISN’T JUST ABOUT
DOING THINGS DIFFERENTLY. IT IS ABOUT
BEING ABLE TO FORESEE, OR EVEN
INVENT, AN OPERATIONAL ARCHITECTURE
WHICH NOT ONLY SATISFIES NEEDS, BUT
EVANGELISES POSITIVE CHANGE.

B2B GAMING SERVICES

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

Three years later, in 2000, Gabriel and
the team launched the first online casino
product, providing a single account per
user per all products, and a year later the
first live casino was introduced. Betshop’s
popularity grew, meanwhile, and by 2007
the Betshop logo was emblazoned on the
football shirts of the Palermo football club
in the Italian Serie A football league.

16

Today, B2B Gaming Services has 700,000
active users on the platform in Greece
alone and handles an incredible 6.3
million bets on average, per month.
“This record growth for both Betshop and
B2B Gaming Services, was achieved and
managed by team members who have been
with us since the beginning, progressively
gaining more demanding roles, such as
Massimiliano Cerfoglia who became our

Chief Operating Officer in 2011,” introduces
Gabriel. “Massimiliano’s 14 years’ experience
in the leisure and gambling sector has
proved invaluable to the company.”
Equally central to Betshop and B2B
Gaming Services’ development has been
Paul Milburn, now Chief Financial Officer.
Paul joined the company in 1997 and is
responsible for financial and strategic
planning, procurement and internal audit.

THE QUESTION OF TAX
Having strategic financial planning in place
is especially important in a country like
Greece, where companies can pay up to
35% in corporation tax – one of the highest
in Europe. In Greece this is made even
more complicated by the interim licensing
around online gaming companies.
“Right now, Greece is in the sixth year of the
interim licensing framework,” explains Gabriel.
“Many mega international brands have decided
to suspend operations in Greece, primarily
because of the taxation framework which is
among the highest in Europe at 35% on gross
revenue, on top of the tax dues on gaming
companies licensing countries.
“We’re not intimidated by the taxation
framework, however. On the contrary, we
believe in Greece and we willingly exceed
ourselves to come to the aid of our country’s
financial condition.”
This is just as well; B2B Gaming Services
returned 70 million Euros in betting duty taxes
to the Greek economy since the beginning of
its operations in Greece and continues to go
from strength to strength.
Operating in Greece’s turbulent economy has
brought more than just a high tax bill of course.
“We’ve equipped ourselves with back up plans
and safety measures to protect cautious,
long-term planning,” reveals Gabriel. “For facts
beyond our control, there are always global
partnerships to support rational frameworks of
operation, as well as the individual state and
European policies to invigorate business
processes. Our platform has in-built facilities
to reduce revenue volatility to the minimum.”

B2B GAMING SERVICES

A RESPONSIBLE FUTURE
Gabriel and the team take their role in
the gaming industry very seriously. All
operations – both on and offline – are
built with solid mechanisms to ensure the
protection of vulnerable customers, the
prevention of underage gambling, fraudulent
and criminal behavior; and the protection
of customer privacy and information.

“Innovation for us isn’t just about doing things
differently,” explains Gabriel. “Rather, it means
being able to foresee – or even invent – an
operational architecture which not only satisfies
needs, but evangelises positive change.”
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Acutely aware of the negativity that’s
often attached to gambling, and how the
entertainment aspect is downplayed,
they’re determined to provide a responsible
approach at every turn – and are launching
the Institute for Responsible Gambling &
Commercial Gaming to carry out this mission.
“The Institute is a way to merge the
preventative with the corrective aspect of
gambling behaviour in an initiative that’s not
currently available for the industry in Europe,”
says Gabriel. “In the US, these initiatives are
undertaken by educational institutions, like
the University of Nevada, with the primary
concern of building the necessary intellectual
and social capital through gaming research,
executive education and social initiatives.
“At B2B Gaming Services, we’re
working towards creating the necessary
advocacy in order to initiate such an
institution for Greece and Europe.”
Underpinning all this is a self-imposed work
ethos that puts innovation and technology at
the heart of all operations. Gabriel believes
passionately that the global demand for
online betting and gaming will continue to
be enhanced by what he calls “anytime,
anyplace, anywhere technologies”.
Gabriel and his team of 52 are determined
to stay ahead of the fast paced technological
environment they operate in and, where
possible, shape it.
“The story of our company is a story of
determination and focus on the principle
that technology is the only enabler for
entertainment, compliance and social
responsibility for the web. As much as this is
brightly apparent in other industries, online
betting and gaming is still dominated by myths
and victimised with suspicion,” says Gabriel.

LEARNING POINTS
Be bold: The Greek gaming market was a fierce monopoly when
B2B Gaming Services entered the online sector of the market
“against all odds” in 2012. According to CEO and founder, Gabriel
Chaleplis: “The principle was to enter the online market and
provide ‘oxygen’ to online brands wanting to pursue the business.”
Be flexible: Since its launch, B2B Gaming Services has sought
to serve businesses of all shapes and sizes. Thanks to its flexible
product and services, made even stronger by the informed and
open-minded approach of its leader, the company now works
with leading online brands in Greece.
Be responsible: B2B Gaming Services is working towards
opening the Institute for Responsible Gambling and Commercial
Gaming in 2017. The Institute’s primary concern is to serve as
an organisation that broadens understanding, encourages and
promotes research and learning and prevents unethical behaviour.

B A R RY G R O U P
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ONE OF THE PRINCIPAL HALLMARKS OF ANY
SUCCESSFUL COMPANY IS THE ABILITY TO
WEATHER ADVERSITY – TO ADAPT WHEN
EXTERNAL PRESSURES DEMAND IT, AND TO
INSTIL CONFIDENCE IN YOUR EMPLOYEES AND
CUSTOMERS THAT ANY STORM WILL PASS OVER.

J I M B A R RY
M A N A G I N G D I R E C TO R
SECTOR

Wholesale distribution
FOUNDED

1955
E M P L OY E E S

230
IN A NUTSHELL

Irish company responsible for the Costcutter,
Carry Out and Quik Pick franchises across the
Republic of Ireland

It was then that Jim began to look inwards. “I
was nominated as a finalist in the Ernst & Young
Entrepreneurial Programme and that changed a
lot for me,” he says. “I really got to know

“That’s when I started really looking at myself
as a leader. I began to challenge everything
we do, absolutely everything.” He says the
recession hit the company later than others,
for in the years between 2008 and 2011 it had
more or less remained steady. But by 2012
the fate that befell many competitors began
to loom large. He describes that period as the
most difficult trading environment in the last
20 years. >
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myself and became more open to identifying
what opportunities lay in front of me.” The son
of James A Barry, the founder of Barry Group,
Jim had grown up intimately familiar with the
business, and knew by the age of 14 that he
wanted to play a prominent role in the company.
But it was the experience of the recession, and
the deep self-evaluation he underwent in the
entrepreneurial programme that prompted a
shift in his attitude towards what his own
influence in the workplace might be.

N
Ch ati

One of the principal hallmarks of any
successful company is the ability to weather
adversity – to adapt when external pressures
demand it, and to instil confidence in your
employees and customers that any storm
will pass over. Jim Barry, Managing Director
of Barry Group, saw the need for this early
on. It was 2010, and Ireland was deep in a
recession that sent the economy crashing
to its knees and unemployment levels
rocketing. It was a nervy time for businesses,
and many competitors in the wholesale
distribution sector were either being bought
up or disbanded entirely. Not only that, but
competition had intensified with the entry of
Aldi and Lidl, two titans of the global discount
supermarket chain, to the Irish market.
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B A R RY G R O U P

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

“It had become a tougher environment, so
we dug deeper, thought harder, and just kept
looking at the areas in which we needed to
perform better,” Jim says. Fast forward three
years, and not only does Barry Group remain
the family business that it started out as in
1955, but it boasts a string of awards that
reflect the transformation that Jim spurred
in the company’s operations and in the
confidence of its employees.
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It scooped the “Great Place to Work” award in
2015, one of Ireland’s most coveted business
honours, while Jim was honoured as “Ireland’s
Most Trusted Leader”. So what exactly did the
company undertake to push itself forward at a
time when it could have easily crumbled?
“For a while we were just happy to have stayed
in business,” Jim says. “All we wanted to
do was survive those rough years. But when
market changes and there’s more there, you
want to push forward.” Perhaps the most
important investment made was in the trust
of its employees, something that Jim, having
emerged from the entrepreneurial programme,
realised was absolutely essential to a wellfunctioning workplace. The management
opened new communication channels with its
employees, and held regular consultations to
explore where staff thought there were holes
that needed plugging.
And finally, it brought in the Great Place To
Work auditors to determine levels of trust in
the company – of the management, of one
another: a seemingly tough thing to measure,
with 75 targeted questions asked to each
employee, but one that Barry Group excelled
in. It clocked trust levels of 89% in the most
recent survey.

BARRY GROUP

“Low trust levels indicate that a leader isn’t
doing a great job, but the scores we achieved
showed us that we were on the right path.
A huge part of this was our drive to encourage
more communication across all levels of the
company – if there’s something wrong, or a
member of staff isn’t happy, then we want to
hear about it quickly. Building a positive team
is what is required for a company to provide
great customer service.”
Barry Group began life as small distributor of fruit
and vegetables to shops based in the village of
Banteer. It was Jim’s father who founded the
company six decades ago, and Jim spent his early
years observing how the business functioned and
evolved. Not long after its inception, James Barry
moved his family and business to a new house
with a warehouse in the back, and according to
Jim, that’s where it all took off. By the late 1960s,
it had relocated to Mallow and was housed in a
proper facility, and from there it grew and grew.
“My father made many bold decisions at a time
when it was very tough to keep a business
afloat,” says Jim. “When he moved to Mallow
his ambition was to employ 100 people. The
previous owner there had 100 staff, and he
saw that as something to aspire to. It’s funny
where you get that inspiration from.
Nowadays, Barry Group employs more than
230 staff, and is responsible for the Costcutter,
Carry Out and Quik Pick franchises across the
Republic of Ireland. It trades both nationally and
internationally to more than 1,000 customers.
The past 18 months has seen the company
step up yet another gear, and develop the
Carry Out Express string of convenience stores
that have proven to be a big hit in Ireland. In
addition, it has developed a “chill and fresh”
central distribution solution that can deliver up
to 2,000 products to Barry Group’s customers
three times a week.

And on top of all that, Jim makes time for
initiatives outside of the office that are close
to his heart. He became involved in a Junior
Entrepreneur Programme in 2014 that sees
him visit schools across Cork and promote
the principles and know-how of successful
business management to 11 and 12 year-olds.
In 2015, 800 children across 30 schools were
involved in the project, and Jim guided them
through the steps needed to create a business
and market and sell its products. The initiative
held a hugely successful showcase day in May
2015 where the schools involved detailed their
entrepreneurial projects.
“The response that the kids had to the idea of
setting up a business was amazing. They were
creating their own small versions of what a
company might look like, and had so much fun
doing so,” he says. Dignitaries were invited to
watch presentations given by the children, and
at the end the children were able to clock up
how much money their company had made.
“You see so much natural ability among them,
and in some cases they made a lot of business
over the course of the programme.”
In contrast to the difficult years since 2008,
there is a renewed sense of optimism in
Ireland’s economy. Dublin in particular is doing
very well, with business there picking up 40%
in the past year. Jim is confident that this
will soon ripple out to the rest of the country,
where signs of an uptick in the market are
already evident. And while he is frank about
the tough times Barry Group faced, he also
acknowledges that any recovery had to have
begun with whomever is behind the wheel. “I
had to start with the leader – myself,” he says
of the learning curve he underwent during the
entrepreneurial programme, one that was vital
to the company’s success. “So in a sense it
started off as a personal project, but inevitably
that fed into the business as a whole.”

LEARNING POINTS
Prepare for crises – they will arrive at some point. If you can keep your business afloat then you will be all the richer
for it, monetarily and mentally.
If competition is building, think of ways to plug holes in the market that bigger players than yourselves are yet to turn
their attention to. This will ensure you stay relevant.
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CERTICON

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

SECTOR

IT
FOUNDED

1996
E M P L OY E E S

300
IN A NUTSHELL
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CertiCon is a pioneering IT techonlogy
company that provides critical software and
hardware development – from conception to
completion – and applied research solutions to
companies of all sizes and sectors
T U R N OV E R

2014: €9,696,795
2015: €13,381,578
2016 (forecast): €16,000,000

“We are a company that develops software,
hardware and provides testing,” explains
Vladimír. “Our people are well educated and try
to bring added value to the innovation process,
by helping our customers define what they really
want and doing it in the best possible way.
“This is our advantage and differentiator – our
people are knowledgeable. As well as being
coders and software developers, they think
about the programmes and try to help with an
optimum and intelligent solution.”
Founded in 1996 by three university professors
and a businessman, CertiCon was spun out
of the Czech Technical University in Prague
– one of central Europe’s longest established
technical institutions.
“We decided to establish a spin off company
in order to take over some of the university’s
research and, especially, development tasks
and provide innovation and services at the
same time,” explains Prof. Vladimír Mařík,
co-founder and CEO since 2010.
“From then on the university recommended
our services to its research partners, and it
grew from there. Now we work with several
universities, providing applied research and
services around product development.”
The name CertiCon is a portmanteau of
‘certification’ and ‘consultancy’ – two of the
defining services the company offered back
in 1996. Today it brings these services to
businesses of all size and sectors, turning over
more than thirteen million Euros in the process.

It’s this considered, iterative approach that’s
applied across specification, design,
development and testing that’s won CertiCon
contracts with household names like Airbus
Industries, Robert Bosch and Frequentis, as
well as leading medical companies like Vitatron
Medical and Medtronic.
“Our product is embodied inside tens of
thousands of patients around the world as a
result of our cooperation with Medtronic in
Minneapolis,” explains Vladimir, referencing
CertiCon’s groundbreaking work with the
software inside pacemakers.
But for Vladimír, it was an opportunity to work with
Vitatron Medical in the early days, back in 1996,
that became CertiCon’s first major milestone.
“We were invited by Vitatron to assist in the
development of the first adaptive pacemaker in
the world which was completed in 2006 – and
our contribution was very significant. This
opened the door to cooperation with Medtronic.”

CERTICON

OUR PEOPLE ARE WELL EDUCATED
AND TRY TO BRING ADDED VALUE
TO THE INNOVATION PROCESS, BY
HELPING OUR CUSTOMERS DEFINE
WHAT THEY REALLY WANT AND DOING
IT IN THE BEST POSSIBLE WAY.
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P R O F. V L A D I M Í R M A Ř Í K

After 17 years in the role he was ready for a
change and so when an opening for
managing director came up at CertiCon, he
put himself forward.
“When I saw that the director at the time,
Tomáš Vlček, was moving somewhere else
after leading the company for 10 years, I
decided it was also time for me to leave my
role at Rockwell Automation and move into a
managerial role at CertiCon – a business which
is very dear to me and which I co-own.
The next major turning point came a few
years later when, under Vladimír’s leadership,
the company began producing its own
products such as the 4mulCom: CertiCon’s
own telecommunications product line for
secure and high-speed GSM communication
for emergency and rescue purposes,
including police departments and firefighters
in the field.

“It was an exciting time and also a challenge!”
Another welcomed challenge for CertiCon
is how to manage growth. In 2015 sales
growth hit 38%, and the business is on target
for 30% in 2016. With expansion like this
comes responsibility and Vladimír is eager to
restructure the company accordingly. >
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“This was a major turning point,” says Vladimír.
“And it happened soon after I started leading
the company.” Before 2010, the award-winning
scientist had been founder and director of the
Rockwell Automation Research Center Prague,
a part of Rockwell Automation Inc.
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CERTICON

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S
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“The company is moving from medium-sized to
bigger-sized, so we need to create divisions
with a degree of independence and we would
like to have the core of the company in the
form of applied research and administrative/
financial services to divisions. We have already
started to build these divisions.”
As a result, supporting CertiCon’s headquarters
in Prague are two branches – one in Pilsen
with 25 engineers and one brand new branch
in Ostrava with a workforce of 40. But this is
just the beginning; there are plans to open new
branches in international cities too “we feel
we should be geographically distributed,” says
Vladimír, and a collaboration with the Vienna
University of Technology is also underway.
Collaborating with universities forms a key
part of CertiCon’s strategy. The company
acts an incubator and mentor to “gifted”
science students by supporting their
research, both financially and through its
expertise, before welcoming them into
the team and helping them bring their
research to full product development.
“We support small teams at university that
show crucial progress for local industry and, if
successful, we absorb them into the company,”
says Vladimír. “This way the students aren’t
obliged to start their own business, but can
operate under the umbrella of our company.”

Evidently the strategy is working. Alongside
the work with local industry, some of
CertiCon’s key business achievements
include the company’s pioneering work
with Airbus Industries, where CertiCon
helped to develop a pilot solution
for an Airbus’ intelligent production
scheduling system in October 2015.
And then there’s their work with Asekol.
In June 2015, CertiCon helped develop
an intelligent electrical waste sorting
line for electrical waste recycling – with
its activities focused on automatic
electrical waste recognition.
The project has enormous ramifications for
the challenges inherent to recycling and is
yet another example of how the company
strives to contribute to the environment
– socially and physically – in the way it
provides services and technology.
In 2016, meanwhile, CertiCon introduced
two new software products as a result of
pioneering projects and applied research
from recent years. CertiCon’s SmartCam –
a ready-to-use software for video analysis
that’s based on the results of long-term
research in the field of computer vision
– provides the capabilities of intelligent
computer vision methods for application
in business security and public safety.

CERTICON

In the field of medical biosignal processing,
CertiCon introduced the Cyber PSG;
a software for large biomedical data
processing that’s optimised for accelerated
and objective scoring of polysomnographic
(sleep studies) recordings using advanced
signal processing, artificial intelligence and
machine learning techniques.
“We focus on solving specific industrial
problems of other businesses, which then
provide better usability and satisfaction for
the end users, such as patients, labourers and
product end-users,” says Vladimír.
So where to go from here? For the CEO,
the future is very, very bright – with key
opportunities coming from the speed at which
technology is progressing and converging.
“We feel we can play the role of linking the
physical world of manufacturing with the
virtual world of data processing and intelligent
decision making.

“The convergence of technology within the
fields of communications, computers and
information technology, that’s now under
the umbrella of ‘Industry 4.0’, will provide
a lot of opportunity for us. Companies
need to link their devices – we feel there
is a broad scope of technical integration
activities needed in the forthcoming years.
If you talk to our customers about what
we do for them, you’ll find that a lot of it is
about integration.”
If CertiCon’s work with Doosan Škoda Power
is anything to go by, this ‘integration’ is at a
critical and transformative level. In June 2013,
the company helped the turbine giant develop
real-time technical diagnostics to prevent
failures in energy plant turbine generators.
This combination of data analysis, predictionbased algorithms, knowledge-based decision
support systems and model-based diagnostics
is exemplary of the transformative and far
reaching work of CertiCon – a company that
grown to become much, much more than
certification and consultancy.

LEARNING POINTS
Invest in your people: Many of CertiCon’s employees are hired
from leading universities, with the company providing the perfect
entry point for graduates looking to develop their research
without having to launch a start-up.
Invest in start-ups: CertiCon invests heavily in start-up
companies by supplying services such as coding and
development in return for equity.
Be methodical and aim high: CertiCon prides itself on its highly
iterative process through which it solves problems for
businesses. “We focus on solving the impossible and building
innovation,” says its CEO, Prof. Vladimír Mařík.
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ELEMENT SIX
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For most of us, the word ‘diamond’ conjures
up images of exquisite jewellery using unique
gemstones formed by Mother Nature. Not
so for the 1,900 employees at Element Six.
Mention diamonds to them and they’re more
likely to bring up oil and gas exploration, how
your smart phone is made – and why you’re
better off listening to Radiohead’s new album
through speakers with diamonds inside them.
For these are just a few of the wide-ranging
applications where synthetic diamonds are
used today.
SECTOR

Manufacturing
FOUNDED

1946
E M P L OY E E S

“Most people just don’t realise the sheer diversity
of applications where diamond is used,” says
Steve Coe, Executive Director Commercial &
Marketing at Element Six. “For a start, most
applications that require the machining of
difficult materials are ultimately done with
tools that use diamond.”

1,900
IN A NUTSHELL

Since opening its Global Innovation Centre
near Oxford, UK, Element Six has capitalised
on over 50 years of innovation, enabling
better solutions for its customers and
confirming its position as a world leading
authority in the research and development
of synthetic diamond

The “difficult materials” Steve refers to vary from
the screen and casing on your smart phone to
surgical blades used in eye operations and the
carbon fibre construction of passenger planes.

BEGINNINGS
But to really understand Element Six’s story,
we must go back to the beginning – to 1946.
Sir Ernest Oppenheimer, then chairman of
Element Six’s parent company De Beers,
believed passionately there was potential for
diamond to be used not just for jewellery, but
for industrial purposes too. >

ELEMENT SIX
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MOST PEOPLE JUST DON’T REALISE THE
SHEER DIVERSITY OF APPLICATIONS
WHERE DIAMOND IS USED. FOR A
START, MOST APPLICATIONS THAT
REQUIRE THE MACHINING OF
DIFFICULT MATERIALS ARE
ULTIMATELY DONE WITH TOOLS
THAT USE DIAMOND.
STEVE COE
E X E C U T I V E D I R E C TO R C O M M E R C I A L & M A R K E T I N G

ELEMENT SIX

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

So he founded a new company – the first of
its kind – for that very purpose. He called it
Industrial Distributors Ltd, which would later
become Element Six.
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A research laboratory was set up in
Johannesburg, South Africa, dedicated to
understanding diamond and its development in
wholly new applications. But it was six years
later, in 1953, when the world of diamond
really changed forever. For this was the
moment that scientists first manufactured
synthetic diamond.
Using a process that essentially mimicked
nature, they applied extreme pressure and heat
to carbon, in the form of graphite, to produce
industrial grade diamond.
Over the next fifty years, Element Six pioneered
the development of this new, man-made
diamond bringing it to sectors as diverse as
aviation, healthcare, automotive and construction.

SYNTHETIC DIAMOND IN OIL
AND GAS EXPLORATION
Despite diamond’s unparalleled durability and
abrasive resistance, the costly production
process required to produce it meant that it
remained too expensive for the oil and gas
industry – already plagued with eye-watering
overheads – to use it in their drills.
But in the late 1990s, all this began to change.
A combination of Element Six’s unwavering
commitment to developing better performing
diamond cutters, and the oil and gas sector’s
exploration in increasingly tougher locations,
meant that by 2010 almost the entire industry
had moved over to using diamond in their drills.
“It’s all about the lifetime of the drill bit,”
explains Steve. “If you can drill to the bottom
of that well with one drill bit, rather than having
to stop halfway down, take the drill bit out and
put another one in, you’ve saved the drilling
companies an awful lot of time and money.
“Today, oil companies are typically having to
drill longer distances, or drill into harder rock
formations. And the cost of drilling is so high
that there’s huge pressure on them to drill
more quickly, so they apply huge pressure on
us to improve the performance of the diamond.
“And that’s been a major focus for much of our
innovation over the last 10 years.”

CHEMICAL VAPOUR DEPOSITION
In addition to high temperature and high pressure
processes in diamond synthesis, Element Six
is also leading in the field of chemical vapour
deposition (CVD); a ground-breaking technology
used for creating man-made diamond.
“Since the 1990s we’ve pioneered CVD
technology,” says Steve. “It’s where you get
a mixture of hot gases reacting together and,
with the right conditions, you can actually grow
a layer of diamond onto a substrate.”
What makes CVD so interesting to scientists is
its potential to synthesise diamond of a much
higher purity, which provides the opportunity to
exploit the unique qualities of diamond beyond
its exceptional hardness.
“Whilst diamond formed under high
temperature and high pressure is the optimal
material for applications that require extreme
hardness and resistance to abrasive wear,
the purity of CVD diamond opens up other
exceptional properties. For instance, diamond

ELEMENT SIX

has the best ability to conduct heat of any
known material – more than five times higher
than copper,” adds Steve.

Element Six invested an enormous $32m into
the centre but Steve points out that it’s already
showing a valuable level of return.

As a result, Element Six CVD diamond is
now used in electronic applications. Many
high-powered electronic devices are limited
by their capacity to spread heat, says Steve
and so by placing a diamond heat spreader
within the electrical device, it can “literally
suck the heat out and cool the device
down so it can operate at a higher power
and increase its reliability and lifetime.”

Steve cites a number of transformative
benefits; having all the innovation teams under
one roof fostering a culture of collaborative
working, access to some of the world’s
brightest graduates and proximity to the wider
innovation community in general.

Another area where CVD is having a great
impact is in high-power laser systems.
Element Six produce optically transparent
diamonds, which can be made into diamond
windows with exceptional optical and
thermal properties that make them ideal
for use in high power lasers in diverse
applications from cutting and welding to
semiconductor lithography, leading to more
efficient manufacturing in industries such as
automotive, aerospace and electronics.
In 2003, CVD diamond opened the door to a
very different sort of client for Element Six:
the renowned British hi-fi manufacturers,
Bowers & Wilkins.

Today Element Six’s Global Innovation Centre
is the largest research centre in the world
focused purely on diamond innovation.
“If you came to visit you’d see it’s a very progressive
and open culture – where people are willing to
try new things. It’s a very positive dynamic.”
With the centre now firmly established, Steve
has taken on the role of Executive Director
Commercial & Marketing – one he relishes.
“In this role, I work at the interface between
innovation activity, commercial activity and the
manufacturing operations. Bringing the three
altogether is the most difficult part, but it’s also
the most rewarding when you’re successful.”
One thing’s for sure, there no shortage of
success at Element Six.

“Diamond has the highest stiffness to weight
ratio,” explains Steve. “It’s this property which
means it vibrates with no distortions at high
frequencies and gives the best possible highfrequency sound reproduction.’
“For this reason, we found an application to
use it as a tweeter in audio systems – and now
each one of B&W’s top range speakers has an
Element Six made diamond dome inside.”
Finding and developing new ways to
commercialise CVD has been a key focus for
Steve since 2000, when he worked as the R&D
Manager for the CVD division before being
made General Manager.
His other key focus – at least for the last three
years – has been leading the launch of the
Global Innovation Centre. Opened in 2013
near Oxford, the Global Innovation Centre has
brought in a new era for Element Six.
“Up until then we’d had our R&D spread across
our various production plants around the
world,” explains Steve.
“In the Global Innovation Centre we wanted
to create a focal point for R&D and closer
collaboration with our customers who are
increasingly global in nature.”

LEARNING POINTS
Go to where the talent is: In 2013, Element Six opened
its Global Innovation Centre close to some of Europe’s top
universities and academics.
Understand your customers better: The new Global Innovation
Centre is focused on extensive application testing to enable
Element Six to develop an in-depth understanding of customer
requirements across its broad client base.
Invest in innovation: As its customers’ marketplaces have
grown increasingly pressured and competitive, innovation has
become all the more integral to Element Six.
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SECTOR

Logistics
FOUNDED

1947
E M P L OY E E S

1,635
IN A NUTSHELL

Established nearly 70 years ago, Finnlines
has grown to become a leading green
shipping operator for wheeled cargo and
passenger services in the Baltic Sea,
North Sea and the Bay of Biscay
T U R N OV E R ( N E T P R O F I T )

2014: €532,900,000 (€41,700,000)
2015: €511,200,000 (€56,800,000)
Last two year turnover reduction mainly
due to reduced bunker surcharge,
linked to reduced oil prices

FINNLINES

What’s more, its fleet size has halved.“Those
direct moves protected Finnlines from the
downturns of cargo demand,” explains the
President and CEO, Emanuele Grimaldi. “It
was a major decision to make, especially in
the times of recession, when large investment
projects typically came to a halt. Nevertheless,
it was the right one.”
In addition to moving to a fully owned fleet,
the ro-ro (roll-on/roll-off) shipping operator for
wheeled and unitised goods has been able to
significantly increase investment into its ships.
“From an industrial perspective, we opted for
a quality transportation system. This meant
replacing old, inefficient and mostly chartered
ships with fewer, owned, bigger and more
modern ones,” explains Emanuele.
The investment has paid off. Fuel costs are down
dramatically while economies of scale have
improved significantly. The new, bigger ships can
carry up to twice as much as their predecessors
while running on the same amount of fuel. The
ships are more versatile too.

This last point is of crucial importance; as of
1 January 2015, EU member states have to
ensure that ships in the Baltic, the North Sea
and the English Channel are using fuels with a
sulphur content of no more than 0.10 per cent.
“The IMO (International Maritime Organisation)
and EU’s requirement was a historical green
challenge,” says Emanuele. “We reacted
by starting a 100 million Euro Environmental
Technology Investment Programme that will
be finished in 2016.”
To date, the programme has seen emission
abatement technology installed on a large part
of the fleet, nine ships re-bladed and fitted with
rudder bulbs as part of a propulsion upgrade
system, and two vessels treated with special
foul release coating.
“We will be among the Nordic ship-operators
opting for the highest coverage of sulphur abating
technology on its fleet,” adds Emanuele. >
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As a result, the average age of Finnlines’
ships is 12 years – compared with a sector
average of 20-25 years – and the young fleet
requires less fuel and emits less sulphur.

on

“The same new vessel can carry roll on/
roll off cargo, cars, and break-bulk cargo
simultaneously – thanks to multiple ramps
and flexible decks design.”

N
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Finnlines is on a mission. In 2006 the company
started its one billion Euro Capex programme,
and over the last five years, the historic Nordic
shipping company has put an end to chartering
vessels and now owns every single one of its
23 ships.
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FINNLINES

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

And the numbers tell a similar story: Finnlines
has cut its fuel consumption by over 14 per
cent from 2013 to 2015, while CO2 emissions
have reduced by approximately 160,000 tonnes
since 2013.

IN THE BEGINNING

32

Finnlines was born as a subsidiary of Merivienti
Oy (directly translated as Sea Export Ltd), a stateowned exporter of forest industry products
from Finland to the Western block of countries.
The priority at the time was for Merivienti Oy
to provide a service to the North Sea, though
before long it grew apparent that a liner service
to the United States was also a practical
possibility. Oy Finnlines Ltd was specifically
planned to operate this new liner service.
Throughout the succeeding decades, developing
the ships to match new customers’ needs
and the future requirements played a major
role in the company. In the 1970s, US exports
to Europe developed vigorously and a cargohandling system called The Finnflow was
developed. During this time the first ro-ro
vessels – MS Finncarrier, MS Hanz Gutzeit and
MS Finnfellow – were also built.

Today the company is no longer state-owned,
of course, having listed on Helsinki Stock
Exchange in 1990. In 2006, the Grimaldi Group
became the majority shareholder – and things
started changing rapidly.
“Big and far-sighted investment decisions were
made and alongside the one billion Euro Capex
programme, we launched the Environmental
Technology Investment Programme, which
would change the future of Finnlines forever,”
explains the CEO.
“The target of the programme was to maintain
ships that were larger in size, better and more
environmentally friendly. Now the programme
is nearing completion with great results.”

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES
The end of 2008 saw the beginning of a very
turbulent time for Finnlines. As the financial
crisis took hold, the company’s share price
dropped to a record low and a fast intervention
from the company management was required.
“We turned the company upside down to find
new ways to cut costs and gain volume, as well
as to simplify the structures of the company.

FINNLINES

Plans were implemented pedantically and
as a result, we turned things around,”
recalls Emanuele.
“Every function and every cost item was
rigorously analysed to find out if there was
room for lowering costs. Optimisation was the
key to operational cost reduction. Cargo flows
and vessel routes were also analysed to find out
whether they could be improved for efficiency.
The implementation of the plans was not easy
nor did it occur without opposition. Still, hard
times called for hard decisions.”
Thankfully, the turnaround programme
worked and Finnlines has a very bright future
once again – and is now a more global and
integrated organisation. Under the umbrella of
the Grimaldi Group, one of the world’s largest
shipping operators in the world, Finnlines has
been able to offer transport solutions between
numerous destinations on the European
continent to a vast web of global destinations,
including Northern Africa and America.
What’s more, after working with Grimaldi
Group IT solutions, two new booking
systems have been developed for pax and
cargo – replacing more than 20 pre-existing
and outdated software systems. According
to Emanuele, this has enabled Finnlines to
standardise the training and pooling of its
booking workforce, boosting flexible working
practices in the process.

the environment and their efforts towards
sustainability. And so they should be. Through
a progressive and pioneering approach to
maritime technologies and operations, backed
by heavy financial investment, Finnlines
has decreased its fuel consumption by
almost 35 per cent since 2008 – a factor
Emanuele says is he very proud of.
“We pride ourselves on being a reliable partner
and a responsible shipping industry operator –
providing high-quality, environmentally friendly
and sustainable sea transport services.”

LEARNING POINTS
Invest in efficiency: Finnlines is nearing completion of a radical
overhaul that has returned amazing results. “We have always
set goals to improve our productivity and profitability,” says
Emanuele Grimaldi, President and CEO of Finnlines. “But now,
with our record-breaking performance levels and results, we
can look into the future and reset our targets even higher.”
Be the best employer you can be: Finnlines strives to provide
its employees with a positive working environment and
encourages skills development through on-the-job training and
regular job rotation.
Restructure with purpose: It hasn’t always been plain sailing
for Finnlines. At the end of 2008, when the world economy
took a turn for the worse, turnover shrank and the share price
plummeted to a record low. The company was “turned upside
down” to find new ways to cut costs and simplify structures.
It worked.

Today Emanuele and the team say they are
immensely proud of their commitment to

THROUGH A PROGRESSIVE AND PIONEERING APPROACH TO
MARITIME TECHNOLOGIES AND OPERATIONS, BACKED BY HEAVY
FINANCIAL INVESTMENT, FINNLINES HAS DECREASED ITS FUEL
CONSUMPTION BY ALMOST 35 PER CENT SINCE 2008.
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FJORDKR AF T
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E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

WE DEVELOPED A SET OF VALUES THAT
INFLUENCE EVERYTHING WE DO, BOTH WITHIN
THE COMPANY AND WHEN WE DEAL WITH
OUTSIDERS, THEREBY BUILDING UP A BANK OF
EVIDENCE THAT SHOWED THE ADVANTAGES OF
HAVING FJORDKRAFT AS YOUR SUPPLIER.

Individuals and companies the world over
spend vast quantities of their annual budget
on electricity. It’s one thing most of us can’t
do without, yet each year significant chunks
of household or business expenditure on
electricity is wasted, largely on account of
inefficient usage. End-user companies know
that energy efficiency brings huge savings
for consumers, and those whose pockets
are fatter at the end of the day tend to be the
contented ones.
SECTOR

Electricity
FOUNDED

2001
E M P L OY E E S

150
IN A NUTSHELL

Norwegian electricity end-user company with
innovative ways of boosting efficiency
T U R N OV E R

2014: €405,488,000
2015: €406,890,000
2016 (forecast): €434,000,000

“Electricity is a major expense for large
businesses,” says Jeanne Tjomsland, Senior
Vice President of Human Resources and
Communications at Fjordkraft, one of Norway’s
leading electricity suppliers. It also happens
to be a sector in which competition among
providers is high. Not only does everybody
in Norway require it, but the country’s strong
economy means usage is not constrained
by the same financial concerns and weak
infrastructure that limits its consumption
elsewhere in the world. With so many people
using so much of the stuff, the playing field
for companies is dauntingly large – around
100 electricity suppliers compete against one
another in Norway, the result being that it
becomes all the more difficult to stand out as
one that offers something unique.
But Fjordkraft found a way. “Our products are
generic, and in principle they are more or less
the same as those of our competitors,” says
Jeanne. “We started out by asking ourselves the
question: Why should you choose Fjordkraft?”
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J E A N N E TJ O M S L A N D
ROLF BARMEN

SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT

CHIEF E XECUTIVE OFFICER

H U M A N R E S O U R C E S & C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

The company’s employees and management
mused over the proposition before striking out
to change the way it operated. “We developed
a set of values that influence everything we
do, both within the company and when we
deal with outsiders, thereby building up a
bank of evidence that showed the advantages
of having Fjordkraft as your supplier.”

factory”, has allowed the company to lower
its invoicing costs by close to 50 percent since
the date of the project’s inception in 2012.

One of its key areas of development was in
the development of a digital reporting tool for
electricity consumption. The idea was that
this would help Fjordkraft’s customers to use
energy more efficiently.
“We made a decision in 2012 to invest 5.5
million Euros in digitalisation from 2013 to
2015,” Jeanne explains. “The purpose of
this investment was to increase efficiency by
automating a number of manual tasks involved
in collection and invoicing. The result, which
came to be referred to as the “Fjordkraft

That means both that the interaction between
company and customer is streamlined and
also that the huge savings Fjordkraft has made
through its digitalisation of invoices can be
invested in others areas of the company to
heighten efficiency even further. And now, not
satisfied with its own significant improvement,
it has decided to develop the “Fjordkraft
factory” into a business concept that can be
sold to other companies.
In an industry known for its low margins in
sales and tough competition, businesses can
often fall by the wayside, never to recover.
“Only a few years ago, our corporate segment
was generating such low earnings that we
were not far from deciding to close it down,”
says CEO, Rolf Barmen. >

FJORDKR AF T

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

That was soon remedied, however. “Today,
the segment is profitable and constitutes
30 percent of the revenue. We achieved
this turnaround by investing in the
corporate market with more personnel and
salespersons. We have set up two new
local offices so that we can be closer to
our customers. We have developed new
products and an excellent reporting tool to
help our customers reduce their costs.”
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But the industry is changing, and the 100
or so companies involved in it in Norway,
like those throughout the world, will need
to adapt to new trends and new markets.
Electric cars are likely to grow in popularity;
more people will generate electricity through
the use of solar panels. This marks the shift
from consumers to what Jeanne and others
in the business refer to as “prosumers” –
those who produce independently the energy
that they then consume. As the digitalisation
process creates new opportunities and new
ways of communicating with customers,
so will the emergence of a new breed of
“prosumers” begin to catalyse greater
innovation within companies like Fjordkraft.
So how will it stay relevant, and continue
to catch the eye of Norway’s 2.3 million
households that rely on electricity. “Other
companies can copy our products and
services, but they cannot copy our brand and
business culture,” Rolf says. “We developed
a communication concept in which facts are
presented engagingly. We have delivered
our message of low prices in a simple and
fun way. The concept is impossible for our
competitors to copy, partly thanks to its
powerful use of design and colours.”

It also gives it customers the ability to exercise
consumer power over the electricity they
use. The major source of energy in Norway
comes from hydropower. But elsewhere
in Europe it comes predominantly from
fossil fuels or nuclear energy, and because
Norway is attached to the European grid and
exchange system, there is a likelihood that
electricity from these sources is being used
by households and businesses in Europe.
Fjordkraft wants to give its customers a say
over where their power comes from – in
other words, it seeks to offer them what it
calls “guarantees of origin”, and was the first
electricity company in Norway to do so.
“To buy guarantees of origin for electricity
provides households and companies with
an opportunity to voluntarily exercise
consumer power,” says Jeanne. “They
can choose whether or not to financially
support producers of renewable energy.”
The company is carbon neutral, which means
its carbon footprints – normally sizeable in
the energy sector – are compensated. It
also contributes financially to environmental,
sports and other organisations. “And as
part of our corporate social responsibility
programme we try to influence other
companies to become carbon neutral, and
help them reduce their energy consumption
and carbon footprint,” she adds.
But it is the company’s adeptness at ensuring
the satisfaction of its customers that makes
Fjordkraft really stand head and shoulders
above industry competitors. This has been
the number one factor in its steady growth
over the years, and to achieve this, says
Jeanne, the company has had to be visible
and present in a number of different sales
channels and with many different partners.
“Great customer service and high levels of
customer satisfaction are a must. A huge
effort has gone into improving customer

FJORDKRAFT
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service, so much so that we are now industry
leaders in that regard.” Contracts have been
made more attractive to those it provides for,
while a new loyalty programme gives special
offers on a number of brands. Any customer
who isn’t satisfied with their product will be
compensated by customer service personnel.
Of course to generate the degree of customer
satisfaction that Fjordkraft has managed would
not be possible without a driven workforce.
Jeanne says a huge debt is owed to the
“promise-based management” that has been
at the core of the company’s philosophy since
2004. “We use a lot of resources on information
sharing, staff involvement and creating a good
atmosphere and sense of belonging at the
workplace,” she says. “This is supported by
good training, development and feedback.”
And for this reason, it is of little surprise that
Fjordkraft’s efforts, both within the workplace
and outside, have been richly rewarded.
“Winning the award for ‘Best Customer
Service Management’ in January 2016 and
several times the best customer service

in the industry, as well as ranking highly in
the ‘Great Place to Work’ index and being
recognised among the 10 top in Norway in
the ‘Sustainable Brand Index’, is a source of
delight and inspiration,” Jeanne finishes.

LEARNING POINTS
When competition is high, companies need to find a way to
stand out from the crowd, otherwise they’ll struggle to stay
relevant. Look for what others are not doing, and then act on it.
If the industry is changing, then adapt to whatever
developments occur. These are opportunities to innovate and
expand. Don’t just watch them pass by.

JERÓNIMO MARTINS

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

Pingo Doce’s ready-made soups made
with ugly vegetables being prepared

ur

Food retail

R
d’ uba

20 Ho
n
15
/1 nn
6
e

N
Ch ati

on

20
am ona
15
/1
pi l
6

SECTOR

FOUNDED

1792
E M P L OY E E S

89,027
IN A NUTSHELL
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Lisbon-based international food retail
group with stores across Portugal, Poland
and Colombia
T U R N OV E R

2014: €12,680,000
2015: €13,728,000

WE WORKED CLOSELY WITH CHARITIES AND
NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATIONS IN PORTUGAL
TO DETERMINE HOW WE COULD REINFORCE THE
CONVERSION OF FOOD BEING BINNED EACH YEAR INTO
SOMETHING THAT COULD INSTEAD END UP ON THE
PLATES OF THE COUNTRY’S MOST NEEDY.

When the economic crisis struck Portugal in
2011, jobs were cut in their tens of thousands
and queues outside food banks in Lisbon and
elsewhere began to grow. It was the sight of
so many people struggling for basic provisions
that spurred the staff of Jerónimo Martins, one
of Portugal’s largest food retailers, to launch
an awareness campaign around food waste.
“We’ve always prided ourselves on efficiency, and
we hate waste,” says Chief Communications &
Corporate Responsibility Officer Sara Miranda,
who joined in 2010. “And the crisis made
it clear that waste in the food sector was
absolutely unacceptable. We knew over one
million tonnes of food were being thrown away
each year in Portugal. Yet people were starving.”
In response the company launched a concerted
drive to reshape attitudes the length of the
supply chain, right from the producer to the
consumer, and everyone in between. It worked
closely with charities and non-governmental

organisations in Portugal to determine how it
could reinforce the conversion of food being
binned each year into something that could
instead end up on the plates of the country’s
most needy. And when the European Union
announced 2014 to be the year against food
waste, its response was kicked into action:
“Fighting Food Waste on All Fronts” sought to
challenge the indifference to food waste that the
company considered far too pervasive among
the Portuguese population, if not the world’s.
It began with the producers. “When they
found products that were ugly or deformed –
carrots that were too big, or cucumbers that
were strange shapes – they knew that no
retailer would buy them, so they didn’t make
the effort to pick them from the field,” Sara
says. “Instead they left them to rot.” To waste
such quantities of perfectly edible food on the
grounds of appearance alone was unforgivable,
particularly as levels of unemployment

JERÓNIMO MARTINS
Manufacturing unit for
ready-made salads
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Ready-made salad

continued to grow over the years, from 12.7
percent in 2011 to as high as 16.2 percent in
2013. Jerónimo Martins saw use for these
unattractive fruit and vegetables where other
retailers saw only a waste of time and money.
“We told producers we would incorporate
these products into our ready-made soups and
salads and so on, and they came to understand
that they could pick them; that it wasn’t a
wasted product.”
The result was significant. In 2014 alone, when
the programme took flight, the company had
utilised 7,500 tonnes of raw produce that
would otherwise have been left to the earth.
“When we talk to the producers now this is
very emotional for them,” says Sara. “It’s the
saddest thing when you invest your energy
into growing something and then you just have
to leave it to rot, knowing no one will eat it –
it’s a complete waste of effort. Agriculture is
already so hard, but we feel this initiative has
benefited everyone.”
Jerónimo Martins began 224 years ago with
a small store in Portugal’s capital. Its founder,
an immigrant from Spain, knew the recipe
for success was diversification – “a store
that sold absolutely everything”, Sara says.
At the beginning of the twentieth century it
was acquired by the grandfather of one of the
company’s main shareholders today, and began
to develop, fast. The company owes much of
its growth – averaging around nine percent
each year – to stable governance, including a
solid shareholder structure. >

The process is closely monitored by
quality and food safety specialists

JERÓNIMO MARTINS

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

It boasts an international presence, owning
not only supermarket chain Pingo Doce and
wholesale network Recheio in Portugal but also
the more than 2,600-strong Biedronka network
of discount stores in Poland. On top of that,
it boasts a chain of neighbourhood shops in
Colombia called Ara.

40

While its business in Colombia is growing
fast, with Ara’s first store opening in 2013
and expanding to more than 140 by the end
of 2015, it has made a big impact at home in
Portugal, developing a sector-wide reputation
for high-nutrition produce at affordable prices.
Its operations cater for consumers at both
the bottom and the top of the economic
ladder, but it is among the country’s most
vulnerable communities that it has made a
major contribution. Portugal is replete with
small charities providing food and services
for the needy – a segment of the population
that has, sadly, grown since the economic
crisis. As part of Jerónimo Martins’ large-scale
campaign against waste, a philosophy that Sara
insists is imprinted on the company’s DNA,
some perishable food that isn’t purchased by
the end of the day is taken by these charities
and distributed to those who need it most,
whether in orphanages or old people’s homes,
or directly to the homeless on the streets.

SA R A M I R A N DA
C H I E F C O M M U N I C AT I O N S &
C O R P O R AT E R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y
OFFICER

“Packaged food, such as hot meals that are
not sold by the end of the day, or fruit or
vegetables that don’t have a good appearance,
are donated to charities, given they are still
perfectly good for consumption,” Sara explains.
“Through these charities we have an extensive
network of people working in the community.
At the end of each day we call these charities
and tell them we have two kilos of codfish, or
sacks of potatoes or shelves of ready-made
meals. In a short period of time they arrive
in a van and take the produce and load it into
refrigerator units we loan to them and take it
to these communities.”
This hasn’t been a minor endeavour: in 2014 and
2015, some 17,500 tonnes of food, totalling what
would be equivalent to nearly 30 million Euros at
price cost for the company, was redistributed.
Had it not been for Jerónimo Martins, it would
have otherwise ended up in the bin. The
company’s operations in Colombia also
emphasise the need for corporate responsibility.
During 2014, the Ara chain contributed around
940 kilograms of food to a project supporting the
country’s food banks. By forming strategic
alliances with public and private partners, it was
able to help provide sustenance to vulnerable
communities in Colombia, including children,
pregnant women and the elderly. In Poland its
stores fan out across the majority of the country,
and the company will soon shift its focus to
implementing a redistribution programme
inspired by the one in Portugal.
Of the company’s future plans, Sara is coy.
She clearly prefers to talk about what has
already been done so far. The owners, the
shareholders and the staff are evidently proud
of their work – it is the supermarket workers
who, as the stores close at night-time, begin
boxing up the food that won’t appear on
the shelves the next day and readying it for
delivery to the orphanages, the homeless and
the elderly. “We are doing what’s right and
that is what motivates us, from the bottom to
the top of the company,” says Sara. “There
are so many people in need, but not just
at the end of the supply chain. We are also
helping producers and this strengthens their
relationship with us and their sense of loyalty.
And we are being business-smart while
everyone benefits.”
The company’s ability to manage the whole
supply chain with such efficiency makes it
somewhat unique in Portugal, particularly
since the launch of the “Fighting Food Waste
on All Fronts” campaign.

JERÓNIMO MARTINS
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Ready to cook soup packages sold at Portugal’s leading supermarket chain Pingo Doce

So what now? The redistribution programme
in Poland will begin soon, Sara says. And for
Portugal, the goal is to continue doing as they
are, but on a wider scale. “We’re already
proud, but we can only focus on what is still to
be done. We shouldn’t ever be satisfied with
what we’ve already achieved because there’s
so much we need to keep doing to fight food
waste.” That clearly strikes at the heart of the
company’s philosophy, and ensures it keeps
moving forward. “The road ahead of us is long
and it will always be – but that’s what keeps us
going,” Sara says.

Non-standard tomatoes

LEARNING POINTS
Understand that the general public no longer puts up with waste. Your business needs
to be as green and people-friendly as possible.
Think big. If your line of business has the potential to expand on the international stage
then take whatever opportunities come. The rewards will likely be rich.

L I TA L S A

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S
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FOUNDED

1972
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As the largest independent lithography and
varnish company in the world, Litalsa works
with household names as varied as
Coca-Cola and Jean Paul Gaultier, and has
doubled turnover in the last five years
T U R N OV E R

2014: €22,481,000
2015: €26,385,000
2016 (forecast): €29,000,000

You may not know Litalsa’s name, but you’ll
be more than familiar with the brands it works
with. From Jean Paul Gautier’s iconic perfume
bottles and embossed tins, to cans of Coke
and cigar cases, Litalsa produces some of the
world’s most recognisable metal packaging.
“We work for the largest packaging producers
and metal products manufacturers’
worldwide,” explains Jesús Ubierna, the
firm’s Deputy Managing Director. “We
provide varnish and high-quality off-set
printing services on metal sheets, which are
then transformed by our customers into a
wide variety of packaging and closures.”

The packaging and closures that Jesús
refers to include everything from classic tin
containers for preserved foods, to aerosols,
decorative tins, twist off lids for jars and the
ubiquitous crown cork – or bottle cap at it’s
also called.
And it’s thanks to the company’s steadfast
commitment to advancing lithography
technology that Litalsa can enjoy its worldleading position.
“Litalsa’s policy has always been a relentless
and continuous monitoring of the best
technologies in the market, partnering up with
key business leaders in machinery, research
and development and major suppliers,” says
Jesús. “We recently acquired the best printing
line in the market too – it’s the first one of its
kind to be installed anywhere in the world.”
Juan Inchausti and Jose Luis Inchausti, the
grandfather and father of Litalsa’s current CEO,
Juan Inchausti, founded the firm in 1972. In
these early years the small-scale production
plant took up just 1.2 square metres – a
mere fraction of the 15,000 square metre
(3.01 acres) plant currently in operation.
“The company started its business with one
monochrome printer and in 1993 it would
take six months to deliver a product,” says
Jesús. “Today we have 21 printing units
and can deliver a product in two days
time – we’ve come a very long way.”

LITALSA
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Litalsa’s more recent growth has been largely
down to the company’s decision in 2008
to sell 80% of the company to the Spanish
private equity firm, Ahorro Corporación. This
enabled the management to make significant
investments in the development of the
company says Jesús, and was “one of our
most important milestones”.
In 2015, Ahorro Corporación sold its stake
to Realza Capital, another private equity
firm, with Juan Inchausti holding onto the
remaining 20%. This was also the year
Litalsa introduced its new KBA printer; the
first of its kind, and a printer that Jesús
describes as the most advanced, innovate
and modern printing line in the world. “The
printer has dramatically increased the speed

of production, which allows us to give shorter
deadlines to our clients,” says Jesús.
“It’s also improved quality, partly because the
adjustments are automatic instead of manual.
It has more accuracy too, so it can do more
complicated works, which would be very
difficult to execute using other printers.”
In 2016, Litalsa has gone even further still, by
introducing the use of UV inks mixed with
conventional inks. Also they have installed
artificial vision. “By implementing artificial vision
in all machines we avoid mistakes,” explains
Jesús. “It helps us control possible mistakes in
our process by going through the material we are
producing and comparing it to the master to see
potential differences in color, texts or design. >

L I TA L S A

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S
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“It also detects small dots of dust or any other
dirt the metal may have. Right now we have it
installed on all printers, but we plan to install
it in all our machines, including the cutting line,
in order to detect possible dirt at the beginning
of the process and avoid future problems.
We want to give our clients the best quality
possible, that’s very important for us.”
Indeed, underlining this commitment to R&D
is an equal commitment to quality. Most of the
metal handled by Litalsa is used for food and
drink products for major brands like Nestlé
and Heineken, brands requiring the highest
levels of quality.
“Our sector requires a quick response to
customers, orders must be processed in a
few days,” explains Jesús. “Over the last 18
months, we’ve improved our machines by
75% so that Litalsa can significantly increase
productivity and deliver to customers faster.”
With this comes greater energy efficiency
too – with the company making great strides
in its efforts to reduce energy consumption

and pollution. Building and machine lights
have been converted to LEDs, reducing
electricity consumption by 50%, while a
state-of-the-art incinerator designed to burn
gases generated by the varnishes prevents
air contamination.
“We’re constantly analysing our efforts to
be more environmentally friendly. And
we recently installed vacuum pump
compressors on machines that work to
reduce the effect on the environment.”
Today Litalsa is the biggest company in its
region, Oyón. A position it takes very seriously.
“We do our best to support local sports teams
and play a part in the community. We think it’s
important that the local population knows that
we’re doing what we can to make this area a
better one.”
And as much as Jesús and the team think
locally, so too are they aware of the global
implications of the work they do – particularly
when it comes to food waste. Jesús points to
the depressing statistic that around 90 million

LITALSA

tonnes of food is wasted in Europe every year,
a number that he says is expected to rise to
126 million tonnes by 2020 if no action is taken.
“Due to its unique attributes, metal packaging
saves food. Cans act as food warehouses,
able to capture harvests for future use in all
logistical or climatic conditions. They can have
unrivalled shelf lives and protect the contents
over many months with no refrigeration.”
For this reason, Jesús believes Litalsa will
enjoy even greater growth in the coming years.
“More and more of our clients, who are
the largest packaging and metal product
manufacturers worldwide, are outsourcing the
offset printing and varnish because they are
confident we’ll provide the best quality and
delivery times.”

LEARNING POINTS
Invest in technology: Litalsa uses state-of-the-art
machinery across all its operations. Over the years,
this commitment to innovation has dramatically
improved both its turnaround time and productivity.
Commit to quality: An unwavering commitment to
quality has put Litalsa at the very top of its game. “The
key to our success is that we’ve convinced our clients
that it’s better for them to outsource the lithography
to us, in order to have the best quality, delivery times
and prices, and then they can focus on making the
cans,” says Jesús Ubierna, Deputy Managing Director.
Invest in your people: Employees are valued very,
very highly at Litalsa. “Without their know-how, skill
and expertise, the company wouldn’t have achieved
the phenomenal growth it’s enjoyed in recent years,”
says Jesús. For this reason, salaries are higher than
average and staff retention rates are excellent.

So next time you open a can of coke or go
shopping for perfume, spare a thought for the
folks in Oyón.

JESÚS UBIERNA
D E P U T Y M A N A G I N G D I R E C TO R
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LOUX
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E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

FOCUS ON MARKETING AND SPONSORSHIP HAS
BEEN A KEY FACTOR IN HELPING THE BUSINESS
CAPTURE THE 27% VALUE SHARE OF THE FLAVOURED
SOFT DRINKS MARKET IT NOW HAS. IT’S HELPED PUT
LOUX AT NUMBER TWO IN THE SOFT DRINKS MARKET –
AMONG MULTINATIONAL AND GREEK COMPANIES.

SECTOR

Soft drinks and juices
FOUNDED

1950
E M P L OY E E S

Panagiotis Marlafekas was just 25 years-old
when he founded Greece’s most successful
soft drinks business, Loux. The year was
1950 and Patras – the young entrepreneur’s
small hometown – was slowly coming to
life again after the horrors of the Second
World War.

130
IN A NUTSHELL

As a family-run drinks business with just
130 employees, Loux proves that a small,
independent business can withstand both
major economic downturns as well as
competition from multi-nationals
T U R N OV E R

2014: €28,619,452
2015: €30,000,000

“Everything was starting to flourish in
Greece, it was the moment that business
started to grow once more,” explains Platon
Marlafekas, Panagiotis’ third son and now
Vice President at Loux.
In some ways, Panagiotis was following in
the footsteps of his older brother Georges
Marlafekas too. Georges had been trading ouzo
– Greece’s national liquor – and other alcoholic
drinks across the country for some time and
Panagiotis often worked with him.
It was through his experiences working with
his brother that Panagiotis spotted a gap in the
market for good quality soft drinks – a gap he
could fill. But he wasn’t the only one; according
to Platon, around this time at least 11 other
competing soft drinks firms were also looking
to capture this lucrative market.
So the only way to distinguish his brand from
the others was to choose the best ingredients.
Choose the best ingredients and “combine
it with his love of making drinks and creating
unique recipes”, which he hoped would catch
on in Patras.
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The plan worked and Panagiotis’ range of
sparkling orange drinks, lemonades and soda
waters were a hit. Loux continued to grow
year-on-year and in 1972 Panagiotis made a
decision that would transform the business
completely: this was the year he relocated the
firm to the tiny village of Kefalovryso, a few
kilometres outside the city of Patras, in
north-west Greece.
“This seemingly unremarkable village had
one remarkable asset that Panagiotis was
determined to exploit,” explains Platon.
“Water! It was a very small place, famous for
its water! And this water is still used in all our
drinks, it’s fundamental to the company.”
The next big change occurred a few years later,
in 1989, when Ioannis, Kostas and Platon –
Panagiotis’ three sons and heirs to the business
– officially took over the running of the company.
“This was a very important moment,” recalls
Platon. “Our father had been preparing the
business for us to take over and when we did,
we were ready to introduce new strategies. We
knew we wanted to move the brand into new
markets and transform the brand’s marketing.”

SPONSORSHIP AND MARKETING
Until now there had been little done in the
way of marketing the Loux ranges and the
brothers were intent on changing that.

So much so that marketing and sponsorship
soon become a major focus for the soft drinks
brand – a move that seems obvious in our
marketing obsessed times, but was actually
revolutionary for Greece in 1989.
Platon believes this focus on marketing and
sponsorship has been a key factor in helping
the business capture the the 27% value
share of the flavoured soft drinks market
it now has. It’s helped put Loux at number
two in the soft drinks market – among
multinational and Greek companies.
Today Loux sponsors multiple sport clubs in
the wider region of Patras and across Greece
in general. Examples include its sponsorship
of Greece’s national football team in 2005,
sponsorship of AEK Football Club, support for
the basketball team of Patras Esperos
and recently for Panathinaikos and PAOK
basket teams.
As well as its outstanding commitment to
sports, Loux also supports the arts; with
ongoing support for music festivals, theatre
productions, and the Carnival of Patras – the
biggest carnival event in Greece that’s been
running for 180 years.
Loux has received numerous distinctions and
awards over the last decade too. The brand took
over as ‘Supporter of the Greek Presidency of
the EU’ in 2014 and was honoured to be the
official soft drink for the Greek Presidency. >

LOUX

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

This was also the year when Loux was
awarded the Innovation and Creative
Entrepreneurship Award by the Athens
Chamber of Tradesmen, while in 2015, Loux
earned a distinction in the categories Famous
Greek Product in the sector of Food and
Beverages and Business Excellence in the
Made in Greece Awards. In addition, in 2016
Loux stood out among 36 Greek companies in
the European Business Awards and became
Greece’s Public National Champion.
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This brand awareness has helped the firm
withstand Greece’s economic recession and
keep growing; in 2015 Loux generated 30
million Euros compared to 28.6 million Euros
in 2014 and steadily increased its value share in
both the total and flavored soft drinks market.

LOUX

“Over the last eight years we’ve managed to
increase sales by 30%” says Platon. “Not only
that, but the company has no bank debts or
other loans and has increased job opportunities
in the firm by more than 30%.”
This is true, notwithstanding Greece’s hard
times, employees at Loux have enjoyed
good wages, with no salary or staff cuts
being implemented.
“We apply a strong motivation policy such as
bonuses for the workforce and especially for
our sales people. We’ve developed a unique
system for rewarding high performances with
no financial limits: it’s very simple, the better
the employees do, the higher bonus they get.”

QUALITY NOT QUANTITY
Key to Loux’ success is its unwavering
commitment to quality: “we always follow
specific procedures in all stages of production,”
says Platon. “So the fruits that go into our range
of 100% natural fruit juices are hand-picked
and come from small-scale, local producers and
suppliers to ensure excellent quality.
“At each stage – from harvest to transport to
selecting and final juicing – continuous and diligent
controls are applied. Quality controls continue in
the stages of pasteurisation and condensation,
so that the most valuable ingredients, like
vitamins and flavours are preserved.

“Later, the natural juice is transferred in special
containers at the production place where
the “Loux recipe” is applied and the right
combination of juice with the famous mineral
water of Kefalovryso and the ideal portion of
carbonate create soft, unmatched in quality
and taste, soft drinks and natural juices.”
Of course, maintaining this level of quality
during the economic downturn of 2008 to
2009 was tough. Platon concedes that it
meant the company couldn’t enter new
markets and that it was “very hard to build
new units”.
But times are changing in Greece and Loux
is now launching a whole new range of
low-calorie, no added sugar drinks with
natural sweeteners only, as well as a range
of iced teas to its repertoire. As of spring
2016, all Loux’ existing drinks will be
available in low calorie form, as well as four
flavours of iced tea; black tea with peach,
black tea with lemon, green tea with lemon,
and black tea with multi fruit.
The company is also keen to build on the
20 markets it already exports to. “We’re
very interested in Russia,” says Platon.
“This is a difficult but important market for
us to enter, we’re hoping that 2016 is the
year we do it.”
Judging by their previous success, we’re
confident they will.

LEARNING POINTS
Since 2007 Loux has generated huge sales growth by 30% and has invested over 20 million Euros in
new, well equipped facilities to produce innovative products. Moreover, Loux has received numerous
distinctions and awards.
Export, export and export! Loux currently exports to Germany, Canada, USA, England, Australia, Cyprus, China,
United Kingdom, Scotland, Israel, Malta, Panama, Switzerland, Romania, Korea, Albania, Qatar, Dubai, Belgium
and Holland.
Loux Plus & Light: Loux is ready to launch a range of low-calorie, no added sugar drinks, with only natural
sweeteners to reflect the modern consumer’s desire for healthier products, proving that Loux listens to its
customers and delivers.
Put quality at the centre of your business: In 1972, the founder of Loux, Panagiotis Marlafekas, made the key
decision to move the entire business to Kefalovryso, a village famed for its natural mineral water, which is now
the main ingredient of all Loux products.
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SECTOR

FOUNDED

1998
E M P L OY E E S

280
IN A NUTSHELL

50

Through its pioneering social enterprise model,
Manus helps long-term unemployed citizens
get back into work by providing cleaning,
landscaping and renovation services to the
private and public sectors
T U R N OV E R

2014: €3,862,134
2015: €4,130, 652
2016 (forecast): €4,500,000

THE AIM OF THE PROJECT WAS TO CREATE JOBS FOR
UNEMPLOYED CITIZENS IN THE NEIGHBOURHOOD,
WHICH WOULD IN TURN HELP REGENERATE THE AREA
AND ITS NATURAL ENVIRONMENT.

In many ways Manus is just another services
provider. Whether it’s cleaning, landscaping or
renovations, Manus will do it for you – and do
it very well.

With unemployment at critical levels across
the country, “something had to be done” and
the project grew into a non-profit organisation
called Berchop-Esdeurn vzw.

But that’s just one part of the story.

In 2005, the non-profit joined forces with a
similar project and Manus was born. At that
point Manus employed just 55 people in
manual labour jobs like gardening, cleaning
and small renovations in Antwerp – and it
had one big ambition: create jobs for
unemployed people.

Because what Manus also does (very well)
is provide a fresh start for the long-term
unemployed and low-skilled Belgian citizens it’s
helped get into work over the last 18 years.
Manus’ journey to becoming one of the
country’s most revered social enterprises –
with two centres in Antwerp, one in Mechelen
and one in Brussels – began in 1998 when a
small neighbourhood project was born.
“The aim of the project was to create jobs for
unemployed citizens in the neighbourhood,
which would in turn help regenerate the area
and its natural environment,” explains Katleen
Vermeiren, Director, Manus.

“Today Manus does so much more!” says
Katleen. “We’ve created social innovation
based on an inclusive business model with
the ambition to create social value for every
partner concerned in the business model.”
The “inclusive business model” Katleen
refers to works by bringing together
otherwise unemployed citizens with local
partners, governments and SMEs.

MANUS
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Once the citizens – or ‘Manussers’ – have
spent three to five years working on the
manual labour contracts Manus holds with
local government organisations, housing
associations and private businesses,
they’re deemed ready to be transferred into
employment with a local business.
The model enables this otherwise marginalised
demographic to train on-the-job and have
access to careers advice and support.
After establishing the model in Antwerp first,
Manus expanded into Mechelen in 2009 and
Brussels in 2010 – but not before drastically
altering the organisation.
“This expansion signalled the start of the
exponential growth we’ve experienced over
the last few years,” explains Katleen.

“Our business processes and logistics had to
change drastically to be able to grow a business.
We hired skilled managers and tapped into the
local communities to find workers.”
It was after “extensive” networking that
Manus managed to grow the business into the
transfer model it is today.
“We want to offer as many people as possible
a stepping-stone towards mainstream
employment,” explains Katleen.
“We support and help our workers, but they
are responsible for seizing the opportunities
that present themselves. So our workers
‘work’ for their chance for a career in a
regular company.” >

MANUS
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After a three- to five-year employment period
with Manus, it’s hoped the worker will have
enough skills and a good working attitude to
start working independently.
“By this point they shouldn’t need the
protection from our working environment and
guidance from us anymore,” says Katleen.
By keeping the incubation period to around
three to five years, the social enterprise
can ensure that the Manussers coming
through the programme have developed
the soft and hard skills they’ll need to
sustain themselves independently.
It’s a critical time period; while the organisation
is self-sufficient, it also receives subsidies
from the Flanders and federal government,
and so must ensure that enough people
advance on to private employment.
Katleen says that over the last few years,
Manus has worked incredibly hard to prepare
the organisation to be successful in durable
transfers to regular companies.
The social enterprise has designed a ‘transfer
matrix’ and ‘attitude barometer’, which,
together with external partners, helps them to
guide their workers and prepare them for their
new career in the best possible way.

“Our hands are integrated seamlessly into
mainstream companies through internal
advancement, individual advancement and
collective advancement.
“This change of mind-set within the company
is something we address every day.”

CHALLENGES
Surprisingly, perhaps, the greatest challenge
that Manus faces is finding potential
Manussers. Despite the 8.2 per cent
unemployment rate in Flanders, locating
unskilled, unemployed, motivated people
isn’t straightforward.
Katleen talks of the multiple factors that
determine whether someone can apply for a
job at Manus.
“For example, it’s not easy for someone who
doesn’t speak the language to find his or
her way to the right parties that assess all of
this – even when we rely heavily on the social
services to get workers.”
This has prompted the team to actively go into
communities, with social services, in order to
find migrants and asylum seekers and inform
them of Manus’ work.

MANUS

“We’re recognised as a durable partner that
get things done, and as a contractor who’s
always looking for that extra bit of added
value for our workers.”
The enterprise has already grown so
successful that local businesses now look
to it to deliver new employees for their
company – “because they know they
come out of poverty, unemployment and
deprived areas of the city” – and Katleen
believes it’s a model that can be comfortably
replicated elsewhere.
“Our profits are reinvested in creating more
social impact. Our focus is creating jobs for
long-term unemployed people. We’ll do
this with Manus, but also in many projects
and partnerships with other social
organisations, social enterprises, regular
companies and governments.
“Because of the uniqueness of our
concept, combined with the simplicity of
our structures, and the local specificity,
we believe we can scale and become a
good brand with major social impact.”

Katleen and the team remain committed to
helping these people, despite them being
technically not “ready” to work in the
social economy.
The project is working. With intensive
language classes and training on-the-job
from coaches and foremen, the team is
satisfied that those they actively brought in
are now flourishing and making progress.
“Some of them are now in the running to be
hired by a private company. That will be the
start of a new life and Manus is happy to
facilitate that.”
Manus is now setting its sights even further.
To Ghent (Belgium) in the immediate future,
and then hopefully to international shores
such as the Netherlands, Germany, France,
Luxembourg, Italy and possibly the UK.
“We’re eager to set up a social franchise,”
says Katleen. “Private companies are often
impressed by the quality of our workers, the
hands-on mentality of our foreman and the
way we tackle issues that come our way.

LEARNING POINTS
Strive for independence: Despite being a social enterprise
that receives some government funding, Manus remains
self-sufficient and independent. “It gives us room to move,
experiment and create our own independent image,” says
Katleen Vermeiren, Director, Manus.
Give enough time and results will come: Manus’ employees
are expected to stay for three to five years before gradating into
the wider workplace. This allows them sufficient time to get
adequate training and dramatically improves their chances of
remaining in employment.
Believe in your people: Manus’ entire business model hinges
on the belief that supposedly unemployable citizens can make
excellent employees.
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Facility services

E M P L OY E E S

7,500
IN A NUTSHELL

Italian company offering cleaning, catering and
other facility services, noted as a Great Place
to Work
T U R N OV E R

Employees satisfaction is the basis of… In
the services sector, the quality of a company’s
delivery owes a great deal to the motivation
of its employees. If staff are unhappy then
this will be reflected in their output. And
because it is they that determine the quality of
services, any lack of motivation among them
will have immediate impacts. “Having satisfied
employees in our sector is the basis of our
success,” says Evelyn Kirchmaier, Managing
Director of Markas and member of the
company’s founding family, which offers high
quality cleaning, catering, and facility services
in its home country of Italy, as well as Austria
and Romania. “It is exactly for this reason that
we do everything possible to safeguard their
wellbeing and improve their satisfaction.”
It is this dedication to the wellbeing of its
employees that has made the company such
a success story in Italy, where it is considered
to be among the most satisfying places to
work in the country. In 2013, it conducted a
survey of its employees in a bid to measure
their degree of happiness in the job, and the
results were encouraging: 90 percent said they
were proud to work for Markas, and 85 percent
considered their job not to be like any other
job. With that, Markas nabbed 12th position in
the countrywide Great Place to Work rankings.
The survey provided Markas with important
insights into its strengths as an employer,
but it also allowed the company to locate a
number of shortcomings in its operations.
The survey revealed, for example, that only
less than half of the employees believed that
Markas offered special benefits. In response,
it began the Markas Family initiative, which
offers a range of benefits to employees.
One year later, when Markas repeated the
survey, these efforts paid off: in fact, Markas
had been able to climb the ranks to the 11th
spot, well within view of the summit. The
results of the survey provide evidence for all

2014: €192,000,000
2015 (approx.): €200,000,000
2016 (forecast): €210,000,000

those involved in the services sector that
engaging with employee concerns is integral to
both the quality of output, and in turn a
company’s reputation. And indeed, instead of
resting on these laurels, Markas thrives for
even better results. “After the second survey,
we discovered that many of our employees
were unsatisfied with the internal communication
and our current headquarter,” Evelyn says. >
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Markas began in 1985, “completely from
scratch”, as Evelyn notes. Back then the
company only had five employees, but
was quickly able to secure its first cleaning
contract in the city hospital in Cuneo in
Italy. Only a year later it established a
headquarter in Austria, and bagged its first
contract there soon after. In the subsequent
years it won catering contracts in Verona
in Italy, and has continued to grow since,
opening a branch in Romania. Within the
first three decades of its existence, Markas
has thus developed into one of the leading
companies in the service industry in the
countries it operates in. From just five staff
members in the mid-1980s, it now boasts
7,500 employees, and works with hospitals,
nursing homes, schools, universities, hotels
and private companies. And it doesn’t stop
there. As well as cleaning and canteen
services, the company offers nutritional
education, transport for hospital patients,
pest control, food delivery – the list goes on.
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“We believe that our presence in the healthcare
sector might indeed contribute to improving
the satisfaction of the employees,” says
Evelyn. “In healthcare institutions, quality
standards are very high – much higher
than elsewhere – which requires a very
careful way of working. This fact gives
our employees the feeling that their work
directly affects the recovery process of
patients and influences their wellbeing.”
Things haven’t always been plain sailing.
The economic crisis struck Italy particularly
hard, shrinking the economy dramatically
and sending unemployment rates soaring.
Companies went bust in their hundreds;
those that survived were forced to drastically
rethink how they went about their work.
“This gave us the chance to react and implement
concrete measures in order to improve these
areas.” For this reason, Markas currently
works on improving lines of communication
between staff and management and in
addition, it will soon set up a new headquarter
in Bolzano in north Italy.

“Instead of reacting to the crisis at the expense
of our customers or our employees, we
tried to regard it as a chance rather than an
obstacle,” says Evelyn. “It is easy to be a good
employer when conditions are favorable, but
it is during the hard times when a company
can prove its loyalty and reliability.” During
“We also care about the health of our employees,” this period Markas chose the latter path: it
Evelyn says of the drive to create a pleasurable
continued to hire people instead of discharging
working environment – a healthy family, if you
them, always paid fair and punctual salaries,
will. “We organise different sport activities, like
and extended benefits to them through the
a company run and a soccer tournament, and
Markas Family initiative. Moreover, it took the
in our headquarters we offer yoga courses and
crisis as an opportunity to increase efficiencies,
have bikes available for our employees. When
to innovate and to prosper. As a result, it
it comes to nutrition, in our headquarters, the
was able both to distinguish itself from its
employees have the possibility to order a
competitors, and to prove its commitment
healthy lunch at a reduced price, which is then
to its own employee base, which remained
directly delivered to their workplace.”
largely intact throughout those testing times.

MARKAS

As more businesses see the benefits of
outsourcing services to specialised providers,
Markas is only likely to expand. There will of
course be concern about how it can maintain
its core values as it adapts to meet that
demands that inevitably accompany growth
– how can it ensure the same leadership
style everywhere? How can it be sure that its
employees are treated in the same way?
These aren’t easy questions to answer,
but the clues perhaps lie in the ethos that
emerged back in 1985 when its founder, Mario
Kasslatter, first launched the company in its
humble office in the mountains of northern
Italy. Two years before his death he would
pass the reigns of the company down to his
two sons, Florian and Christoph and his wife
Evelyn, and in doing so it would remain firmly
in the family. “Such a change in leadership can
be a very traumatic experience for a company,
but we mastered it and even emerged from it
stronger than before, Evelyn says.
And she believes the fact that it has remained
a solidly family-run business has played an
invaluable role in keeping things moving
forward during difficult times. It is the
management, and not shareholders, that make
the key decisions, while personal relationships
fare better as a result of that familial spirit that
courses through the veins of the company.

A real family business: The Kasslatter family has owned
and managed the Company since the beginning

“Knowing as an owner that you continue the
legacy of your own family provides you with
a very high motivation to give your best every
day and to put your heart and your soul into
what you are doing,” she says.
And it is perhaps this, more than anything, that
defines the Markas brand, one that as time
goes on is sure to be in greater demand than
ever – not just in Italy, but also in the markets
that open up across Europe. “The ‘family
concept’ automatically influences everything
you are doing for the company and it is selfevident that you try to instill in it the guiding
values of your family – reliability, commitment
and fairness,” Evelyn finishes.

LEARNING POINTS
Employee satisfaction is of the highest priority. If your
staff is happy then this will be very evident in the quality
of their output, especially in the service sector, and your
company’s reputation will improve.
Crises can often present themselves as opportunities.
Use them as chance to reflect on the areas of the
business that need improvement.
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SECTOR

Retail pharmacy
FOUNDED

2001
E M P L OY E E S

85
IN A NUTSHELL

With two more branches due to open in spring
2016, Meagher’s has transformed from a
single family-run pharmacy to a mini empire of
progressive pharmacies providing an invaluable
service to Dublin communities
T U R N OV E R

2014: €7,300,000
2015: €7,887,887
2016 (forecast): €11,000,000

On a wet Monday morning in April 2001,
Oonagh O’Hagan walked into a Dublin bank.
In her hand was a business plan she’d hastily
put together that weekend. One hour later
she walked out of the bank with a loan of two
million Irish pounds – equivalent to 2.5 million
Euros today. Oonagh was 28 and a qualified
pharmacist for just four years.
What Oonagh may have lacked in experience,
however, she more than made up for in
passion, foresight and business acumen – as
was evident to her new bank managers. They
weren’t mistaken; Oonagh is now Managing
Director of a group of six pharmacies and has
two more branches due to open in Spring 2016.
But back in 2001, her sights were set firmly
on just one; Meagher’s Pharmacy on Baggot
St. “I had completed my intern year under
Pierce Meagher, the former owner, from 1995
to 1996 – and I just loved every moment of
it,” explains Oonagh.

MEAGHER’S PHARMACY GROUP
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“I loved the location, the heritage, the building,
but most of all I loved the customers. The day
I left, I was devastated and I begged Pierce to
let me know if he ever intended on selling the
business, as I dreamt of owning it one day”.

BRINGING MEAGHER’S INTO
THE 21ST CENTURY
Four years later Pierce called, and the sale was
made. Oonagh’s dream had come true, and
having already worked there for a year, she
knew exactly what she wanted to do.
“It was a traditional pharmacy, all the
pharmacists worked in the dispensary, hidden
away from the customers and closed off. I
wanted to bring out all that expertise making it
accessible to our customers. I also wanted to
bring in a number of retail brands that weren’t
stocked which would match the customer
profile and their needs.”
The plan worked and the business quickly
grew, but a nearby multinational store
remained a significant competitor. In order to
compete on price, she would have to increase
her purchasing power and that meant scaling.
So the search began, and in 2003 Oonagh
acquired her second pharmacy, this time
in Ranelagh Village, and in 2005 her third
business on Glenview Park, Tallaght.

“I looked for a similar type of pharmacy to
apply the same model for growth, those who
weren’t maximising their retail space and
were more traditional,” recalls Oonagh.
The expansion plan continued and in
2006 the pharmacy group opened its first
greenfield site, a brand new pharmacy next
door to a doctor’s surgery in Castletymon
Shopping Centre.
Pharmacy numbers five and six both opened
in 2007 – the first in the digital hub of Dublin
and the second in a medical centre in Sandford
Road. Both pharmacies were opened just
months before the full weight of the financial
crisis came crashing down on Ireland.

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS
“Suddenly a bomb went off in the world,” says
Oonagh on recalling the financial crash. “It had
a devastating impact on everybody.”
One of the biggest challenges – and shocks –
for the group was the implementation of the
Financial Emergency Measures in the Public
Interest Act (FEMPI).
This Act radically reduced the cost per item
dispensed by Irish pharmacies, and the fees
paid on certain government health payments. >

M E AG H E R ’ S P H A R M AC Y
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The reduction of dispensing fees and margins
and the introduction of reference pricing
relating to the cost price of medicines, wiped
38% of the group’s turnover.
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“Our dispensary turnover and margins
plummeted with the Government led cuts.
Ireland was in a state of financial crisis. This
high level of uncertainty led to the collapse of
consumer confidence and retail spending fell
off a cliff,” explains Oonagh.
“We knew we had to drastically change our
business model in order to survive.”

Oonagh O’Hagan

A NEW ERA FOR MEAGHER’S
What followed was a series of crisis meetings,
headed up by one defining meeting held
one cold Friday night in October at The
Sandymount Hotel.
“I knew I had to get absolutely everyone in the
business together. My team were afraid, they
didn’t know if their jobs were secure. They’d
heard a lot of frightening stories circulating
about other pharmacy groups laying off large
numbers of staff and that was something I did
not want to do.”
“So I asked every single person to come to
the meeting with one thing, a picture of what
Meagher’s meant to them in order to establish
and agree a new vision for the company.”
This meeting would prove transformative for
the business.
“That night I clearly explained where we were
at, the impact of the cuts to our business
and what we needed to do to make our bank
commitments and keep our business profitable
to retain everyone’s jobs. Out of that crisis
came an awareness of several opportunities
that we were blind to beforehand.”
After the meeting the team split themselves
into groups: one group worked on defining the
business’s core values, what they meant and
how they should be applied; another group
focused on procurement and how to better
streamline processes; another on improving
customer experience, by introducing feedback
sessions through customer workshops; and
lastly, Meagher’s clinical pharmacists set about
repositioning themselves as experts in specific
fields such as diabetes, Alzheimer’s, cancer
and more recently, nutrition.

Over the course of the next 24 months, the
Meagher’s pharmacies metamorphosed into virtual
medical centres. The accessibility to pharmacists
that Oonagh had introduced already was
dramatically increased; customers were actively
encouraged to visit the pharmacy for consultations.
“People couldn’t afford to go and see their
doctor, they couldn’t afford to be sick and risk
losing their job,” explains Oonagh.
“Suddenly we saw this as a huge opportunity
to become a credible alternative to a General
Practitioner. The reality on the ground was that
people were choosing not to go to their GP,
because of the cost.”
Meagher’s accessible opening hours of 8am to
8pm, free consultations and growing expertise
saw their customer footfall increase by 23%
over the first 24 months.
Each consultation was recorded and the
data analysed so that a new strategy could
be developed, developing a suite of services
which was customer led. This has repositioned
the role of our pharmacists in the treatment
and prevention of many disease conditions.
“People simply aren’t aware of just how
educated pharmacists are when it comes
to minor ailments and medicines,” explains
Oonagh. “We are a hugely underused resource.”

RETAIL AND HEATH SCREENING
Medicines and prescriptions are just one half
of the business, however. Oonagh knew she
needed to overhaul the retail half if she was
survive these difficult times.

MEAGHER’S PHARMACY GROUP

TODAY MEAGHER’S HAS THE LARGEST SUITE OF
ADVANCED SERVICES OFFERED BY ANY PHARMACY
IN IRELAND AND IS THE ONLY PHARMACY GROUP
TO OFFER HEARING TESTING, BONE DENSITY
SCREENING, SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED INFECTION
TESTING AND BOWEL CANCER SCREENING.

The group did this by widening its retail offer
– improved value brands were added including
many niche lines which had limited distribution
in Ireland.
“People still needed to use cosmetics and still
wanted to treat themselves, so we gave our
customers a wider choice, so they could still
treat themselves but in a more affordable way.”

“This growth is going to increase our turnover
by 25-30%, and we will create 25 new jobs
taking our team to almost 100,” says Oonagh.
“We’re all very excited.”
And so they should be.

The team also noticed that many of the
customers were taking better care of their
health by growing interested in nutrition and
preventative health screening.
Many new health screening services were added
and the team upskilled to deliver these services.
New expertise was also recruited to roll out a
new Nutrition category within the business.
The benefits are clear; these new services were
attractive in terms of cost, reduced waiting
times and improved customer experience.
Today Meagher’s has the largest suite of
advanced services offered by any pharmacy
in Ireland and is the only pharmacy group to
offer hearing testing, bone density screening,
Sexually Transmitted Infection testing and
bowel cancer screening.
And that’s not all. With Ireland’s economy
booming again, so is Meagher’s. Two new
openings are on track for spring 2016; a new
pharmacy inside the Mater Misericordiae
University Hospital, Dublin and also the
acquisition of a busy Northside Dublin pharmacy.

LEARNING POINTS
Encourage a diverse set of skills: “Embrace differences.
It’s very easy to play it safe and recruit people who are
just like you,” says Oonagh O’Hagan, Managing Director
of Meagher’s Pharmacy Group. “We use a team audit
tool that analyses the skills needed for our business
and which skills we are missing as a team.”
Don’t manage, coach: Meagher’s has adopted a culture of
coaching across the business for the last five years which
encourages personal responsibility, self efficacy and more
proactive decision makers.
Make mistakes: Fear of failure can often hold entrepreneurs
back, believes Oonagh. “I’ve learnt more from the mistakes I’ve
made than the successes I’ve had.”
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SECTOR

Construction and property
FOUNDED

2002
E M P L OY E E S

9,650
IN A NUTSHELL
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With 24 joint ventures across the public
sector, the Norse Group delivers facilities
management and property services to councils
throughout England and Wales and is also a
care provider in England
T U R N OV E R

2014: €352,820,300
2015: €356,664,240
2016 (forecast): €402,222,000

Norse Group is a unique enterprise. Made
up of three limited companies – Norse
Commercial Services, NPS Property
Consultants and NorseCare – it is a public
sector owned company that thinks and acts
like a commercial organisation.
“In 2002 we were faced with a dilemma,”
explains Mike Britch, Norse Group Managing
Director. “There were two companies within
Norfolk County Council that were being very
successful in winning work outside the council,
and we felt the best vehicle for advancing
those two companies was a limited company
rather than being part of the county council.”
None of the above was taken lightly. A series
of consultations were held with the staff, the
management and, of course, the local authority.
“But it was a unanimous decision in the end,”
says Mike. “Splitting from the council was
the right thing for the companies to do.”
And so Norse Commercial Services and NPS
were born – and in 2011, NorseCare was added
to the Norse Group portfolio.
“Many of Norfolk County Council’s care homes
needed a lot of investment to refurbish and
improve their environments,” explains Mike.
“So we proposed taking them on as a 15-year
contract to deliver a transformation programme.

Lydia Eva Care Home
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“There was also a clear need to provide
new accommodation to meet an increasing
demographic need to care for older people.”
The transformation programme involved
extensive investments into the existing homes,
as well as the build of new specialist dementia
care homes.
“We could do this because the Group has access
to capital that the local authority doesn’t have –
as well as a more flexible employment policy.”
The transformation worked: NorseCare is now
responsible for 23 residential homes and 14
‘Housing with care’ schemes across Norfolk.
It employs over 1,700 people and is on track
to turnover £33m this year.
In June 2014, the company opened an
innovative £7m dementia care scheme, and
won Care Home of the Year in 2014, and
Care Provider of the Year in 2015.
But NorseCare is just one of three Norse
companies going from strength to strength.
The facilities management firm, Norse
Commercial Services, now employs 8,500
people and is due to turnover £175m this year.
The property consultancy, NPS, meanwhile,
employs 980 people and will turnover around
£100m this year. >

NORSE GROUP

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

Together, the companies will turnover more
than £300 million this year and employ almost
10,000 staff – providing a diverse portfolio of
services, mainly within the public sector.
Whilst the Group continues to compete
competitively for work, it has developed a
unique model of establishing joint ventures
with local authorities.

64

“This model allows our partners to concentrate
on their strategic agenda whilst we deliver
high quality services on a reduced cost base,”
says Mike.
“In a period of difficult economic circumstances
within the public sector, we’re able to expand
the joint ventures and, along with a healthy profit
share arrangement, can help mitigate some of
the financial challenges faced by our partners.”

CELEBRATING DIFFERENCE
WITHIN THE GROUP
Much of the Group’s strength comes from its
diverse and complex nature: the sheer number of
services it provides, from specialist care homes
to school catering and property management.
This complexity is recognised, celebrated and
carefully nurtured, explains Tricia Fuller, the
Norse Group’s HR Director.
“The Group is entirely responsible for its own
HR policies and practices – so we can set our
recruitment practices according to each business
and even the firms within that business. Our
mantra is to recruit for attitude and train for
skills – and this has stood the test of time.

“We employ thousands of people across the
group, but we manage them as individuals.
We provide extremely good job security,
develop people’s careers and give opportunities
that many wouldn’t have had otherwise.”
Tricia points to the numerous awards that Norse
Group has won over the years and the Group’s
good working relationship with trade unions –
despite the unions’ philosophical opposition to
the externalisation of the public sector.
“Staff transferring from the public sector after
a number of years of restricted spending are
motivated by the investment we provide,”
says Tricia.
“The transfers are managed in an ethical and
sustainable manner with transferring staff
given career opportunities and job security
often denied to them in the public sector.
“Flexibility is at the heart of our strategy, which
includes paying market rates to ensure we
remain competitive.”

MIKE BRITCH
G R O U P M A N A G I N G D I R E C TO R

All of this is aligned to “exceptionally good industrial
relations” and national agreements with all four of
the Group’s trade union partners, as well as openbook accounting and employee representatives who
meet unions quarterly to share board papers and
engage on strategic decision-making.
Norse Group invests heavily in its people:
“This is what we trade on, our people are our
most important asset. We sell our people and
their skills,” says Mike.

NORSE GROUP
JOINT VENTURES
Through 24 joint ventures, Norse Group
provides these qualified people and their skillsets to local authorities across England and
Wales (Scotland is also on the cards).
By working in partnership with these
authorities the Group can provide councils with
more flexible systems and processes than
would otherwise be possible.
“Our offering to the public sector is simple:
we have a great hub of fantastically flexible
systems and processes, so we can run your
business and give you back profit better than
you can do yourself,” says Mike.
“And that’s the truly unique bit about what we
offer! We are willing and able to share that
profit back with the partners – so the money
gets recycled back into the public purse rather
than disappearing to private investors.”
In the last 18 months alone, £12.8m has been
‘recycled’ in rebates and profits share to the
Group’s joint venture partners – providing a
powerful argument for a local authority to want to
enter into a joint venture with the Norse Group.

“We were able to bring our expertise from
another part of the business to benefit this
new partner. Within the first year we had met
all the targets for getting a number of this
group back into employment, and again, we
used the supply chain to assist with this.”
Norse Group has countless success stories
like this one, and a forward order book of
over £3bn as a result. The Group has won a
number of contracts in open competition too,
accounting for 39% of all new business over
the last 18 months.
Now it’s setting its sights increasingly on the
private sector. The Group already has one joint
venture with a private sector enterprise, and
hopes to expand on this soon.
“We realise that in a few years’ time we’ll
have exhausted the public sector,” says Mike.
“And until now, we’ve been too busy working
with the public sector!”

Tricia Fuller, Norse Group HR Director (pictured centre) with
the Graduation Project Search students

As Mike puts it: “We have a track record
of providing service improvements and
excellence. We give local authorities the best
of both worlds, which is the commercial edge
to public service.”
Each venture partner has differing community
needs, and Norse Group works hard to focus
on the key local issues. “One partner was
keen to address employability issues with the
long-term unemployed in a deprived area,”
explains Tricia.

LEARNING POINTS
Embrace diversity: the Norse Group doesn’t believe in a ‘one size fits all’ policy when it comes to recruitment and
training. Instead, employees benefit from tailored HR policies that reflect the company’s culture and market demands.
Inform and engage employees: Regular staff meetings and roadshows are held throughout the year at Norse Group.
These serve to inspire employees and help them understand better where the Group is heading – and the potential
their role has on the journey.
Recognise and reward employees: Each company within the Group holds an annual Evening of Excellence Awards,
where hard work and high performance is rewarded and celebrated.
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SECTOR

Services
FOUNDED

2003
E M P L OY E E S

Approximately 200
IN A NUTSHELL

Neumüller is an award-winning, progressive
and pioneering recruitment firm providing
exceptional opportunities for engineers,
technicians and industry across Europe
T U R N OV E R

2014: €20,000,000
2015 (forecast): €18,000,000

Neumüller is a recruitment organisation
with a difference. Central to its ethos is a
commitment to employees that goes above
and beyond best practice and standard codes
of flexibility. “Everyone talks about it, we
actually do it,” says Werner Neumüller,
co-founder and CEO.
Impressively, Neumüller has maintained this
commitment alongside a steady growth that’s
seen the company place 1,200 specialists and
management staff over the last 10 years.
A mix of engineers, technicians and
scientists have been contracted to work
across power station construction and within
automotive technology and automation/
process technology businesses.
“Today we have about 200 employees, in
particular engineers, business economists and
natural scientists, supporting industry in the
area of personnel and engineering services,”
adds Werner.
“Our core business is supporting customers
with recruitment through personnel leasing,
and then providing the opportunity for them to
employ the employees full-time.”
These employees have “markedly rare special
skills and fields of application” – skills that
are in high demand and difficult for many
organisations to find independently. >

NEUMÜLLER

NEUMÜLLER’S CORE BUSINESS IS SUPPORTING
CUSTOMERS WITH RECRUITMENT THROUGH
PERSONNEL LEASING, AND THEN PROVIDING THE
OPPORTUNITY FOR THEM TO EMPLOY THE EMPLOYEES
FULL-TIME. THESE EMPLOYEES HAVE SKILLS THAT
ARE IN HIGH DEMAND AND DIFFICULT FOR MANY
ORGANISATIONS TO FIND INDEPENDENTLY.

R EG I N A N EU M Ü L L E R

W E R N E R N EU M Ü L L E R

CO - FOUNDER & CEO

CO - FOUNDER & CEO
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N EU M Ü L L E R

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

In some cases, the recruitment specialists
have managed to supply personnel in
moments of real urgency – preventing major
infrastructure projects from being delivered late
or even not at all. “We’ve saved the customer,
together with other suppliers, from horrendous
contractual penalties,” adds Werner.
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Such has been the company’s success,
Neumüller expanded to include a new branch
in Regensburg in 2011, with further branches in
Berlin and Hamburg following in 2015, and the
Munich branch opening in 2016.
In 2006, the company moved headquarters
to Nuremberg in a move that Werner
counts as a key milestone for the business.
“It was a significant step for our clients and
for our engineers.”

A FAMILY-FIRST COMPANY
Founded in 2003 by husband and wife team
Regina and Werner Neumüller, the company
has managed to keep family values at the very
core of its business.
“We were a married couple with similar
qualifications and professional experience who
wanted to work freely together,” explains
Werner. “And we wanted children.”
It was this desire to maintain a work-family
balance, but also to work for a company
with ethics and sustainability as its model
rather than just profit, that drove the couple
to start Neumüller.
“We wanted to implement positive, moral and
ethical views within business life – values like
honesty, sustainability and industriousness.”
Today Werner and Regina express these
values through both the company’s extensive
corporate social responsibility projects and
the employee benefits it provides. An onsite
nursery means parents can bring children into
the office when needed and opt for part-time
working if they choose.
“The creation of family-friendly work conditions
is part of the philosophy and the work-lifebalance concept of the Neumüller Group.”

HEALTH AND HAPPINESS
Creating a family-friendly environment for
employees to thrive is only half of it, however
– Neumüller also places great emphasis on
providing a healthy workplace. So much so,
the recruitment firm has picked up a host of
awards in the process, including a Special
Award for Health Promotion in addition to its
Germany’s Best Employers 2015 Awards.
“In 2012, we implemented a Corporate Health
Management Scheme which introduced
measures like healthy food workshops,
company fitness room and ‘Bike to Work’
campaign. Our corporate health management
is based on the wishes of our employees. We
are also planning for the third participation at
the German company running championship,
called B2RUN,” explains Werner.
“Through these diverse projects and measures,
the balance between family and work is

NEUMÜLLER

strengthened, and simultaneously stresses
and strains and health risks of the employees
are reduced.
“The Scheme proved so successful we were
awarded the Corporate Health Award 2013
and 2014.”

CHARITY AND CSR
The team at Neumüller takes its corporate
social responsibility very seriously. As well as
the firm’s regional expansion and economical
success – which, Werner points out, is contrary
to the industry trend within personnel service
– Werner is very proud of what the firm has
achieved through its CSR programmes.
“Since its formation the Neumüller Group has
been supporting charitable and social projects
and has been sponsoring training, education,
science, culture and sport. For example, a
part of the annual profits is used to set up a
charitable trust called the Consilatio Stiftung.”
It’s through this trust that the firm supports
the work, among others, of Doctors Without
Borders [Médecins Sans Frontières] “so
that as many children as possible can be
saved from polio and other diseases through
inoculation,” says Werner. “We help financially
in the case of surgery and emergencies.”
As well as the work with Doctors Without
Borders, Neumüller is funding the build of

a school in India. “Thanks to this school,
disadvantaged children and those with fewer
chances will be able to receive an education
and medical care, and be able to look forward
to a better future.”
Werner is adamant that it’s only with the
exceptional support and commitment of the
firm’s employees, in the form of donations, but
also through their donation of time, that the
company is able to have such an active and
progressive CSR programme.
“We also regularly support the campaign
Consolation Teddies, also called Troesterteddys
of the registered association Helping Children.
This association provides teddy bears to
ambulance services so they can console
children with the soft toys after an accident.”
And it doesn’t end there; Neumüller also
supports World Vision and ‘SOS Children’s
Village’ by sponsoring children through the
programme. Unsurprisingly, the firm has been
awarded many awards for its dedication to the
charity sector.
As for the future, Wener believes it’s important
that the firm operates in a way that will support
future generations. “The basis for this is the
reasonable handling of resources and a social,
ecological and caring commitment,” he says.
“We align our activities with ecological and
social viewpoints. Our corporate philosophy is
based on ethical and moral principles.”

LEARNING POINTS
Be good to your people: For Neumüller, employee happiness is paramount. The company even has an onsite nursery
so that working mothers and fathers can bring children in to the workplace when necessary.
Grow steadily and sustainably: Over the last 13 years, the management team at Neumüller has focused on scaling
the business sustainably to avoid growing too fast and compromising core values.
Be good to your environment: An ecological approach to working is instilled across the organisation at Neumüller.
Employees are encouraged to conserve the use of working materials and be aware and mindful in everything they do.

69

ONESTOP REPORTING

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

ur

Software and IT development

R
d’ uba

20 Ho
n
15
/1 nn
6
e

N
Ch ati

on

20
am ona
15
/1
pi l
6

SECTOR

FOUNDED

2007
E M P L OY E E S

26
IN A NUTSHELL
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OneStop Reporting is a pioneering IT
software development company that
provides a Business Intelligence (BI) suite
of reporting, budgeting and analysis tools
for businesses of all sizes and sectors
T U R N OV E R

2014: €2,428,392
2015: €3,695,652
2016 (forecast): €5,500,000

T H E C O M PA N Y F O U N D E R S

ONESTOP REPORTING
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OneStop Reporting was officially founded in
2007, but its real journey began much earlier.
“We’re a team of six founders, who have
worked together since 1993,” explains the
CEO, Morten Tønsberg. “We’ve developed
three different companies together and
three products.”
The first of these products was a financial
consolidation tool called Solver, later renamed
to Enterprise Reporting. The product grew
so successful that Microsoft acquired it in
1998, absorbing the company as it did so.
But after two years in Microsoft the team
decided to leave and start over again.
This time they developed a new reporting
tool called XL Reporter. Again, the product
was a hit and the company was acquired
by the IT giant SAP in 2005 – with the team
absorbed into the firm in much the same
way as it had been previously by Microsoft.
Despite the success of both businesses, for
Morten and the team being part of a large
corporation never felt quite right: “We rather
liked being our own independent company,
and being a little bit more flexible and able to
develop our own ideas,” he says.
So in 2007 the founders decided to go it alone
once again and left SAP with the view to
start their third business, OneStop Reporting.

With heavy experience from the two previous
setups the team of six combined the most
successful key elements from both Enterprise
Reporting and XL Reporter to form a more
holistic reporting tool.
“We wanted to develop a product for the future.
We knew it needed to be web-based and
that mobile devices were starting to become
a demand. We were quite lucky with the
timing, as this was a time when things were
changing,” explains Morten.
Crucially for the developers, the slate was
wiped completely clean; there was no heritage
software to update and work with, they could
build a new tool from scratch that would meet
the demands of the new era. >

ONESTOP REPORTING
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E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

“We knew that this time we wanted to go all the
way and grow this to a large company, we didn’t
want to sell out like we had done previously.
This time we decided to go all the way.”

The company was significantly expanding its
client base too, with a growing pool of partners
introducing the software to a wide and varied
mix of businesses.

It took three years of development until
OneStop Reporting version 1.0 was brought to
market. The wait was worth it; once again the
team had produced an outstanding product,
and within two years the business was turning
over more than one million euros.

“We have a very active and extensive partner
network that we work with,” adds Jarle. “It’s
something we’ve built since launching the
product in 2010, and it’s continuously growing.
That’s the way we get the product out.”

The next turning point came in 2012. By
now the product was two years old and the
company was five. “We decided that we
needed to grow, so we went from six founders
to 15 employees,” says Morten. “That was the
year we really decided to push things.”
By 2013 OneStop Reporting had moved fully
web-based and mobile. “You had to be on
the web at this point, and this was key to our
increase in sales,” explains Jarle Roti, the
firm’s CTO.

Oslo, Norway

And while the software is very much an out
of the box solution that can be integrated with
most production systems, Jarle and the team
believe passionately that a ‘one size fits all’
approach isn’t always the right one.
Instead the team works closely with locally
based partners in order subtly to adapt the
tool and introduce special features based on
feedback, as required for that market and sector.
It’s thanks to this approach that OneStop
Reporting has an incredibly diverse customer
base that includes the global charity Concern
Worldwide (which uses the software for its
reporting in more than 20 countries across
Africa), the multinational professional services
giant PWC, and sports teams like the LA
Lakers and the New York Mets.
Today OneStop Reporting has 1,500 clients with
more than 25,000 end-users in 40 countries
worldwide. And as well as using the software
for reporting, many organisations now use it for
budgeting too, around 70-80% in fact.
As you might expect, both Jarle and Morten
are immensely proud of the company’s
achievement and growth. “We’ve managed
to grow the business with an average of 47%
since 2010,” says Morten. “And so far we’ve
managed to do that without any external capital,
which has been our choice because we decided
to grow the company independently. We’re
very proud of being able to steer the company
in the direction that we want to move in.”

ONESTOP REPORTING

“So we’re working on making it available to
more users, and more types of users too – the
systems must be intuitive and very easy to use.”
As well as moving to a “self-service model”
Jarle wants future systems to do more for the
users too. Business intelligence will be more
action driven in the future, he says. Future
versions of OneStop Reporting won’t just
provide data for analysis, but will put forward
suggested actions and proposals.
“The future solutions that we’re building now
need to be more intelligent, they will process
data and be action driven. That’s what we’re
basing our next five years strategy on.”

For now that direction is very much towards
the cloud – both the major opportunity and
challenge for the industry.
“When we look into the future we see more
cloud-based solutions,” says Jarle. “That’s
the big technology change in our industry.
We think that in a couple of years’ time most
companies will be accessing services through
the cloud, so we’re going to launch the first
cloud solution in 2017 and provide a full suite
of analytical services from the cloud.”
And it doesn’t end there. Jarle and the team
believe the future of business intelligence
software lies in the cloud and in being made
available to more users.
“Today if a person needs data they go to the
IT department and are given a report, but
we’re now building systems so more financial
people can extract and find the data they want
themselves,” explains Jarle.

LEARNING POINTS
Think global, develop local: OneStop Reporting draws local
expertise from more than 200 partners around the world. By
working with these local experts, the firm is able to adapt and
modify its solutions to work with different markets. “Our approach
is open-minded and flexible,” says Morten Tønsberg, CEO.
Learn from experience: The founders of OneStop Reporting
had already launched and exited two successful companies
before launching their current business. So when the time
came to found OneStop Reporting in 2007, naturally they “took
the best parts from the previous businesses.”
Stay head of development: As businesses around the world
increasingly move to the cloud, OneStop Reporting is on the
verge of releasing a full suite of services accessible from the
cloud. “We’ve already developed the infrastructure, so we don’t
have to retrospectively develop anything,” explains CTO Jarle
Roti. “We don’t have legacy software that we have to update.”

WE HAVE A VERY ACTIVE AND EXTENSIVE PARTNER NETWORK
THAT WE WORK WITH. IT’S SOMETHING WE’VE BUILT SINCE
LAUNCHING THE PRODUCT IN 2010, AND IT’S CONTINUOUSLY
GROWING. THAT’S THE WAY WE GET THE PRODUCT OUT.
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Marjan Batagelj never intended to buy a
company operating a natural resort. He already
had his own successful business providing real
estate development services – the last thing
he needed was one of Slovenia’s best-loved
natural heritage sites on his hands.
But in 2010, he became the proprietor of
what was then Turizem Kras – the company
responsible for Postojna Cave.
“Turizem Kras was up for sale and I was
involved as a consultant,” explains Marjan
Batagelj, CEO, Postojnska jama d.d.
SECTOR

Travel / Leisure

“I was supposed to help determine if the
purchase was economically justified.”

O P E R AT I N G S I N C E

1818
E M P L OY E E S

164
IN A NUTSHELL

Over the last five years, Marjan and Katja
Batagelj have transformed one of Slovenia’s
most important natural resorts, Postojnska
Cave, into a must-see destination for both
domestic and international tourists, while
boosting profits by almost 500%

The acquisition grew incredibly complicated,
however. The cave that Turizem Kras was
responsible for is one of Slovenia’s most
important – and loved – natural assets, and
there seemed to be political issues involved at
every turn. By the time it came for the company
to actually sell, almost all buyers withdrew.
“So I decided to purchase the company myself.
I believed I could create a remarkable story by
only needing to change the style of management,
improve the efficiency and remove the disruptive
elements that had been impairing the company.”

T U R N OV E R

2014: €16,465,775
2015: €18,284,417
2016 (forecast): €21,300,000

Marjan believed the company was severely
underperforming; that there was no clear
strategy or vision. He felt that operations had
been too influenced by “local companies and
individuals, and powerful political interests”.
The business needed a radical overhaul. >

POSTOJNSKA JAMA
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M A R JA N B ATAG E L J
OW NER & CHIEF E XECUTIVE OFFICER
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So through his existing company, Batagel & Co.
d.o.o., Marjan took out a bank loan and bought
Turizem Kras in August, 2010. He was 48 at
the time.
The entrepreneur remembers this period as one
of “crisis” throughout Slovenia. “No one had
the courage to do anything, but some sort of
commercial ‘nirvana’ was happening,” he recalls.
“Tycoons were being persecuted by the courts, as
the people blamed them for the existing crisis,
and everyone was worried that Postojna Cave
would be purchased by a foreigner – and that this
would mean Slovenia’s greatest natural attraction
would no longer be owned by Slovenians.”
As a result, after Marjan bought the business
he was considered a hero, says the CEO,
because “there was more emotion around than
business logic!”
The first thing the Batagelj’s decided to do
was change the name back to reflect the
area it represented. So Turizem Kras became
Postojnska jama d.d. This was an important
move for the new owners: “It restored the
employees’ sense of pride,” says Katja Batagelj,
Managing Director, Postojnska jama d.d.
The second move was less popular. In order
to repair the damaged finances, non-justified
bonuses were curtailed and a series of
bootstrapping measures introduced. But even
at this stage, no external management was
brought in.

“During the first ten months, we employed no
one,” says Marjan. “First, I wanted to get to
know what the existing team excelled at, and
where their weaknesses were. I didn’t want
to impose any management on the team.”
Instead, they focussed on marketing, sales,
information technology and interpreting the
visitors’ experience. But most importantly,
Marjan and Katja wanted to transform the
company culture.
“We needed to shift our employees’ way
of thinking into realising that the only way
to be successful was by truly wanting to
attract visitors and treat them in the best way
possible,” recalls Katja.
“This meant undoing 40-year-old systems that
were deep-rooted among the employees.”
One the biggest challenges was convincing
the staff that visitors to the cave weren’t just
numbers. At the time of purchase, around 600
people used to visit the cave at any one time
– making the experience anything but intimate
and personal.
Marjan was determined to change this. He
wanted to transform the logistics so that only
140 guests would visit the cave – via a train
ride – at any one time. Not only this, but each
train would be divided by language so that
visitors could experience the cave, learn
and understand better its remarkable and
ancient history.

POSTOJNSKA JAMA

In order to do this safely and effectively,
new information technology, online data
and video surveillance was introduced –
so the team could see how many people
were in the cave at any one time.
Technology was introduced in others ways
too: “We added a new instruction-video
called Cave etiquette with the Caveman. It
doesn’t forbid anything to the guests, but it
warns them in a humorous way to behave
so that future generations will still be still
able to admire the cave,” says Marjan.

“Our fundamental competitive advantage is
shown by the fact that we have succeeded in
combining various tourist attractions with the
package sale as a whole,” explains Marjan.
“As a consequence, our destination has
become a synonym for a whole-day
experience and not just a trip.”
Marjan and the team hope to capitalise on this
further by opening a newly renovated hotel
in spring 2016 – and thereby upgrading their
visitors to guests. The other major plan for
the future is the launch of a travel agency for
southeast Europe, to encourage more visitors
from all over the world.
One thing the Marjan won’t be doing is taking
too much advice: “It’s much better if you’re a
little bit crazy, and want to do something that
no one else has done before!” he says.
And while revenue and profit are important,
they’re not everything either. “Money is the
result of your work, it should never be a goal,”
he adds.
Instead, Postojnska jama d.d’s goal is to ensure
the cave is protected at every turn, and that its
sustainable development is paramount.

And the visitors themselves were
encouraged – and still are – to give feedback
after their visit, so that errors could be
remedied immediately where possible.
“The company’s strategy is ‘We do
what is good for the cave and for our
guests’ – and it’s proved by the excellent
business results,” adds Marjan.
The changes are working – phenomenally
well. The Postojna Cave park now has
almost one million visitors every year from
167 countries, and revenues are up by
83% compared with five years ago.
“The company’s broader social effects
are shown in the permanent increase of
employment, high salaries and payment
of above-average taxes,” says Katja.
“The company has become a barometer of
Slovenian tourism.”
Customer surveys, meanwhile, reveal that
96% of visitors have their expectations
met – which may explain why 53% of
visitors now explore one of the park’s other
two attractions, instead of just the cave.

Or as Marjan puts it: “This gem has been
entrusted to me and my wife to manage and
take care of, can you imagine what a wonderful
and responsible job we have?”

LEARNING POINTS
Listen you your customers: One of the first things Marjan and
Katja Batagelj did after taking over Postojnska jama d.d was
implement a customer feedback programme. Customer surveys
were introduced at every major juncture in the visitor’s experience
– and the feedback was acted upon as soon as possible.
Build the right company culture: Without good staff your
business is nothing. At Postojnska jama d.d the employees
understand and appreciate how important good customer service
is. “This has proved instrumental in turning the business around,”
says Marjan Batagelj, CEO.
Diversify your offering to make your business stronger: While
the magnificent Postojna Cave will always be the star attraction,
the park also has the Predjama Castle, the Vivarium and the
exhibition centre, Expo Jama Kras.
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Sales
FOUNDED

1977
E M P L OY E E S

106
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IN A NUTSHELL

Norwegian importer and seller of maintenance
and repair products
T U R N OV E R

2014: €23,409,000
2015: €26,402,000
2016 (preliminary figure): €30,463,000

Every company has its own particular culture
that emerges from the interplay between the
vision of the management and the character
of the workforce it oversees. When the two
components fail to align, the company will
struggle to stay afloat. But when they do come
together, and the employer and employees
share common aspirations, it produces a
fusion effect that dramatically enhances
the performance of the company and the
satisfaction its staff take home with them at
the end of each working day.
This isn’t easy to achieve, however. Only
through the management’s careful examination
of the culture of its workplace can it spot flaws
that need correcting. And if employees are
not happy then it will be clearly reflected in
their output. For a company whose business
is heavily reliant on sales, this is crucial. “From
the moment we started with sales people, I
realised that getting, developing and keeping
the best sales people was the key to our

success,” says Rune Arnhoff, outgoing CEO
of Relekta-Group, one of Norway’s best-known
importers of maintenance and repair products.
“In order to do that you need to develop a good
working environment.”
The company currently operates in Norway
and Sweden, where imported products that
are used in a range of sectors – construction,
heavy industry, agriculture, fishing, shipping and
garages – are sold via direct sale, wholesale
and retail. Soon it will enter the Danish market.
“Since these are high quality products they are
often more expensive than the competition,”
says Rune. In light of that, the sales team
must be equipped with the skills to powerfully
demonstrate to would-be buyers that Relekta
products are worth that bit extra. And in a global
economy that remains fragile and prone to
recession, customers continue to watch their
finances. Therefore the work of those tasked
with convincing buyers of the benefits of quality
over cost becomes even more of a challenge.

WE CAN LIKEN WHAT TRUST DOES FOR AN ORGANISATION
TO WHAT HIGH QUALITY LUBRICANTS DO FOR A MACHINE:
MAKING IT RUN BETTER AND LAST LONGER, WITH LESS
BAD NOISE AND WEAR.
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But Relekta appears to have found the right
mixture of ingredients needed to build a
sales team that is hungry to succeed. And
for that its efforts have been richly rewarded:
in 2016 it came first in Norway’s “Great
Place to Work” awards for medium-sized
companies; in the Europe-wide competition
the year before, it ranked 22nd – a laudable,
and evidently deserved, achievement for a
company where the majority of employees
are in the sales department away from
their colleagues in the main office.
Key to any company’s success in the “Great
Place to Work” award scheme is evidence that
trust – perhaps the most vital component to
a functioning work environment – permeates
the entire structure of the company. “Trust
is fundamental to all relationships,” says
Rune. “The quality of a relationship is never
better than the level of trust among the
parties. We can liken what trust does for an
organisation to what high quality lubricants
do for a machine: making it run better and
last longer, with less bad noise and wear.”
He explains that for his staff to perform at their
highest capacity, there must be a harmony
running down through all tiers of the Relekta
hierarchy. “The resulting trust makes people
achieve more, and the company thus succeeds
better,” says Rune. When colleagues really
want to help one another succeed, teamwork
improves and productivity increases.” >

R E L E K TA - G R O U P
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The company began in 1977 with only one
employee: Rune. Aged just 19 at the time, he
is frank about his initial reason for its birth.
“I did see a market for products for chemical
cleaning of computers and other technical
equipment, but the impetus was mostly
personal. I wanted to start my own company
to make as much money as possible. My
goal was to build the business and make
a fortune on it within 10 years or so. With
this financial freedom, I could then travel
around the world and do other projects. It
turned out to take 37 years before I sold
the company – and I have had the chance
to travel a lot through all these years.”
His commandeering of Relekta from a oneman show to a company boasting a 26 million
Euro turnover in 2015 has been impressive,
but more so is the cultivation of 100 or so
highly able and eager employees. “The secret
to our success is the many, many years of
systematic development of people, quality
and results that we put in. Developing our
people is an obvious goal, but each individual’s
satisfaction is earned through the quality and
results that their work produces.” A feedback
loop then forms, whereby strong results drive
greater hunger for success, which in turn
boosts the quality of the company’s output.

In short, “A focus on quality creates good
results, and good financial results create
security and motivation among the staff.”
The success they achieved in the ‘European
Business Awards’ competition was no small
feat. First, to win the national competition,
Relekta had to compete against 500 other
Norwegian companies. And then for the
Europe-wide Ruban d’Honneur, it faced off
against 678 national champions from across
the continent. “In our class, ‘Employer of the
Year’, we are now among the 10 best from all
over Europe,” Rune notes.

RELEKTA-GROUP

One piece of evidence that testifies to
its success in that department is the staff
turnover. More than 20 percent of its full time
staff have been at the company for more
than 15 years, leaving Relekta with an annual
staff turnover of 10 percent among full timers
and five percent among part-time employees.
“From the information we get, it is evident
that the largest competitors struggle with a
much higher turnover,” says Rune, referring
in particular to companies that, like Relekta,
have a majority of staff in sales and therefore
expect higher turnovers. “We have worked
systematically to reduce turnover by growing
the talent pool, improving recruitment and
selection techniques, improving on-boarding,
and placing much greater emphasis on better
sales management in general.“
Having built the company from scratch in
1977, Rune recently sold it to a new owner,
Indutrade, and has now departed for pastures
new. In his place has come Olle Petter
Andersen, whose vision for the company
begins where Rune’s left off. “We will
continue to build all our people development
activities into what we call ‘Relekta
Academy’,” he says. “Many giant corporations
have this, but we are just a little more than
100 people so this speaks volumes of our
desire to develop our people and Relekta.”
And key to that will be the men and women
driving the company forward. “Attracting,
hiring, developing and retaining the best sales
talents will continue to be our top priority,”
Olle continues. And it is because this constant
attention to the health of the workplace and
the positive synergy between management
and employees, unfazed by the departure of
its founder, that Relekta looks set to march
forward boldly into the future.

LEARNING POINTS
Your employees are the engine that keeps business moving forward. If they are not
satisfied in their work then the impact on productivity and profit will be significant.
Understand the importance of trust in the workplace. It is the glue that binds the
management to the staff.
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FOUNDED
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IN A NUTSHELL

Italian company developing innovative
ways of strengthening historic buildings
against natural disasters and other shocks
T U R N OV E R

2014: €2,200,000
2015: €4,200,000
2016 (forecast): €6,300,000

WE CAPTURED THE MARKET WITH OUR INNOVATIONS,
WHICH CENTERED ON SOLVING PROBLEMS THAT WERE NOT
POSSIBLE TO SOLVE WITH TRADITIONAL TECHNIQUES. THE
MATERIALS BEING USED WERE NOT GOOD FOR HISTORICAL
BUILDINGS, WHICH HAVE BIG PROBLEMS – AGE, DECAY,
ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE, AND SO ON.

Millions of tourists flock each year to Italy to
walk the piazzas of Rome and climb up inside
the domes of the hundreds of cathedrals
scattered across the country. There is a magic
to the place that emanates out from its heritage
buildings, many of which date back to the
days of the Roman Empire when new styles
of architecture were explored that, against all
odds, have endured to the present day. But
these buildings are at risk. Italy is more prone
to earthquakes than perhaps any other western
European country, and on top of the human cost
that these disasters carry, the damage done
to the country’s infrastructure – its historical
buildings in particular – can be immeasurable.

In 1986, Emo Agneloni wised up to the need
to develop new technologies that could
provide fragile buildings with a greater degree
of protection when such disasters struck the
country. Many technologies that were popular
at the time may have helped offer something
of a buffer against damage, but they were
also damaging of themselves. This was a
matter of particular concern for buildings that
required preservation, rather than a complete
overhaul. And so TEC. INN. – INNOVATIONS,
was born, and it introduced to the construction
sector in Italy a new way to approach the task
of strengthening buildings, one that wasn’t
invasive, and that minimised damage.
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Piazza della Signoria, Florence, Italy
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Carbon, basalt, aramid, hemp, flax and
steel fibers that are very thin, sheets
used to reinforce and protect structures
combined with resins and/or mortars.
“Classical interventions required the gross
demolition of sectional elements of
buildings,” Emo says of the methods in
that were being used at the time of the
company’s founding. Those of TEC. INN. –
INNOVATIONS instead prioritised keeping
intact the main structure of the buildings
being worked on, meaning that interventions
to strengthen them produced fewer impacts
on the surroundings. Less debris was being

transported away, fewer chemicals were
being released into the air, all of which
combined to make the work more gentle on
the environment and surrounding communities.
“We captured the market with our innovations,
which centered on solving problems that
were not possible to solve with traditional
techniques,” he continues. >

T EC. I N N . – I N N OVATI ON S

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

84

Capitolio, Havana, Cuba
Piazza Duomo, Milan, Italy

and also became a member of the Knights
of Malta. In three successive years, from
2011 to 2013, TEC. INN. – INNOVATIONS
was honoured with the Innovation National
Award, presented by the Italian president at
the time, Giorgio Napolitano.

“The materials being used were not good for
historical buildings, which have big problems –
age, decay, environmental damage, and so on.
For us in Italy, but also in general in European
and Middle Eastern countries where we work,
these buildings are very important. They need
to be protected, to be reinforced.”
Among it past projects have been some big
names in the world of heritage: the Royal
Palace of Milan, parts of which date back
to the medieval communes based there in
the Middle Ages; the dome on St Peter’s
Basilica in Rome, one of the country’s most
iconic buildings, whose design received a
helping hand from Michelangelo. It has also
worked on major projects overseas: building
warehouses in Dubai, capitolio in Havana,
mosques in Libya, Italian embassies around
the world. The list continues. “These projects
have been successful, and allow us to
promote our activities abroad,” says Emo.
For his efforts, he has been richly
rewarded. Several years ago he was given
a knighthood by the Italian government,

But it doesn’t stop at heritage buildings. One
of its patents is a desk designed for school
classrooms. When earthquakes strike, so
the theory goes, children can dive under the
desk and be protected against falling debris.
It’s a much-needed addition to schools in a
country where the chances of an earthquake
are higher than one is comfortable with. “In
Italy we worry about natural disasters because
we have had a lot in the last 10 years – three
earthquakes in the past decade, with lots of
victims,” Emo says. “Eighty percent of the
population lives inside historical buildings, and
eighty or ninety percent of schools are housed
inside historical building. This means that the
same proportion of children go to school in
old buildings, and these might not be able to
withstand the force of an earthquake.”
Another patent it owns is perhaps in a whole
different league of innovation. Known to the
company as the Elastic System for Dynamic
Retrofitting, or ESDR, it provides a layer
around buildings that effectively serves as
an airbag protecting outside walls against
blasts. That has been particularly popular
with embassy buildings, given the rising
threat of terrorist attacks around the world.

TEC. INN. – INNOVATIONS

The company has grown in large part as a
result of exporting its innovative technologies
and efficient interventions abroad, to countries
that require advanced solutions to complex
problems such as terrorist attacks or natural
disasters. Its wide remit means the company
has a broad customer base, and it works with
ministries, embassies and consulates, schools,
civil and industrial buildings, both old and new.
“At the present time, these sort of entities in
Italy, Europe and all over the world have been
in the spotlight since the owners or the people
responsible for their safety must guarantee
the integrity of its structures, and therefore,
the wellbeing of the people that live and work
inside,” the company says.
It describes its techniques as of a surgical
kind, but which are non-invasive, thereby
minimising the risk of damage. “There exists
a parallel between our work and medicine,”
says Emo. “First a clinical analysis is required
to investigate the symptoms found in the
patient, and afterwards, a diagnosis can be
achieved. Finally, a decision must be made
the kind of intervention required to heal the
patient.” The company does something similar,
carrying out careful assessment of the ills of
the buildings it is working on, before deciding
what action to take. Much of its testing is done
in labs and on site right from the inception
of an idea. If it satisfies thorough testing
criteria, then it is pitched to the customer,
meaning TEC. INN. – INNOVATIONS is
charge of solving whatever problem arises
from the start of the process to its finish.

In 2008, the economic crisis hit Italy almost
as hard as the natural disasters that TEC.
INN. – INNOVATIONS has built its reputation
defending Italy’s prized assets against. It was
able to weather the crisis primarily because,
according to Emo, its employee base is
comprised of highly educated and determined
workers. “It was a period in which we fought
like lions,” he says. “We concentrated on
innovation, innovation, innovation – we have
a direct stake in the reputation of our clients
and so we have to create new technologies
and applications that hold the key to solving
whatever problems they have.”
It may seem odd to speak of innovation – the
drive to develop new technologies – in the same
breath as explaining the importance of
preservation of the country’s antiquities. But if
Italy’s historical buildings are to remain intact for
centuries to come, and are to continue to ensure
it retains its preeminent position as a goldmine
of European heritage, then new processes will
need to be developed to tackle the problems
that old technologies were unable to solve. And
this is TEC. INN. – INNOVATIONS’s crowning
achievement – the ability to deploy ideas of the
future to safeguard treasures of the past.

E M O AG N E L O N I
PRESIDENT & FOUNDER

LEARNING POINTS
Always be thinking of new ways to approach old problems.
Doing so will keep your company relevant as competitors fade out.
If you can break into international markets then do so. It will
vastly increase the exposure of your brand and generate more
interest in your work.
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SECTOR

Financial services
FOUNDED

2008
IN A NUTSHELL
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The customer service function of the Financial
& Risk business of Thomson Reuters has
undergone a transformation over the last four
years, resulting in a record 23% increase in
customer satisfaction for 2015 alone
T U R N OV E R

2014: US$12,209,000,000
2015: US$12,605,000,000

THOMSON REUTERS

87

Thomson Reuters is perhaps best known
for its world-class news agency, but as any
finance professional will tell you, its Financial
& Risk business is equally world-class.
As the largest business unit at Thomson
Reuters, Financial & Risk serves more
than 40,000 customers in 150 countries
worldwide, and accounts for around half
of the organisation’s total revenue.
“We deliver an incredibly unique body of
resources to help our customers succeed,
and this is a core value for Thomson
Reuters,” explains Tom Frossell, Global
Head of Customer Service for the Financial
& Risk business at Thomson Reuters.
“We provide a range of offerings to finance
professionals. We deliver unique content,
including fundamentals, estimates, primary
and secondary research, along with tools,
platforms and services that enable fast and
intelligent decision-making.”
And it doesn’t end there. Financial & Risk
supplies the world’s banking sector with
over 50,000 regulatory alerts per year,
while helping thousands of firms navigate
175 different financial exchanges.

TRANSFORMING CUSTOMER SERVICE
At the helm of the customer service function
of this vast, complex and truly global unit is
Tom, who joined Reuters in 1991 – before its
merger with the Thomson Corporation in 2008.
The first 10 years of Tom’s career were
spent managing content, before he decided
to make the switch to customer service.
“I moved from content to service because I’m
intrigued and excited by our customers, I think
they are the only thing that really matters,”
Tom explains. “I enjoy spending time
understanding our customers, understanding
their workflows, and understanding how
we can help make them succeed.”
This unequivocal passion for customer service
is what led Tom to spearhead a four-year
long transformation period across the global
customer service team of Financial & Risk. >

T H O M S O N R EU T E R S
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The result was a break out year in 2015: staff
retention improved by 72% and customer
satisfaction by 23%.
“The reason we achieved that is through
technology, collaboration and people all coming
together to deliver the best experience for
our customers.”

TECHNOLOGY
88

In June 2014, Financial & Risk rolled out its
new CRM system (the SFDC-Service Cloud
by Salesforce) to more than 4,500 users
in over 100 locations. The CRM has since
proved critical in transforming customer
service for the organisation.
“The decision to move to Salesforce was an
important moment,” says Tom.

“Up until that point we’d been working with a
CRM system that had been highly customised
– to the point that even the vendor didn’t
always understand what the system was. So
we had no ability to innovate on that platform.”
So the team chose a non-customised, off the
shelf, sales-cloud implementation for its new
CRM. They “went absolutely vanilla” as Tom
puts it, designing the processes around the
customer experience instead.
“We made a design choice to use out of the
box solutions, limiting customisation and
therefore complexity.”
In order to ensure the smoothest and most
effective implementation possible, Tom enlisted
input from people across Financial & Risk at
every stage in the process – from the initial
design, through to the continuing involvement,
and right up to the implementation.
All programming was kept in house too. Rather
than outsource the installation to an outside
consultancy, the project initiation was kept
firmly within Thomson Reuters, and this has
proved “incredibly valuable” says Tom.
“The benefits have been felt across all
customer-facing teams, from account manager
to administration to training and help desk.
We’ve moved to a 360-degree view of the
customer, so when our customers contact us
we know so much more about them at that
point of contact.”
Another technological advance that’s proven
instrumental has been the integration of live
chat across all Financial & Risk products. The
feature has further enhanced and consolidated
the voice of the customer, believes Tom,
helping to place the customer at the very
centre of the strategy from within the Financial
& Risk business.

THOMSON REUTERS

PEOPLE
Another major priority for the last three
years has been the focus on improving
employee engagement. “Our people are
without a doubt the most important element
of our customer service function,” says
Tom. “The best tools, capabilities and
resources are only as good as the skill and
commitment of the people using them.
“In the ever-changing world of support,
we know that behaviours – how people
work and how they think – are just as
important as what people know.”
Which is why a series of initiatives to
support the knowledge, skill and growth
of employees have been introduced.
These programmes include The Quest
for Excellence/Global Quality programme,
designed to embed the behaviours required
to deliver an excellent service experience;
a Market Sector Specialisation programme,
developing specific pathways designed
around customer business sectors; and
over 22,000 regular coaching sessions
– all in the last 18 months alone.
Meanwhile, executive listening sessions
and informal lunches, coupled with regular
employee engagement surveys, ensure
that staff issues and concerns are flagged
and managed as quickly as possible.

“Digitisation is a key area that we’re looking at,”
explains Tom.
“We’re moving to a more digitised experience
across all of our touch points. This includes
work with open web, e-commerce, service
automisation, in product messaging and
digitisation in terms of self-service and training.”
The move towards increased digitisation
reflects Financial & Risk’s commitment to
collaboration: the organisation is determined to
break down silos and ensure a joined up, best
practice and holistic approach across the board.
This is no easy feat for a business as complex
and global as Thomson Reuters, but it’s a
mission Tom accepts whole-heartedly.
“We now have incredible collaboration across
our content, development, technology and
billing teams – who are now all part of the
end-to-end experience for our customers.
“That collaboration has meant that we really
can bring true expertise, through our full
body of resources, and help our customers
be truly successful.”

All this is consolidated by a rigorous pay
for performance culture, “We’ve truly
engaged with our people,” says Tom.
“Our workforce now feels more confident
and empowered, with a stronger voice
than they’ve been able to have before.”
And the proof, of course, is in both the
employee and customer feedback. “Our
customers are telling us that we’ve made a
difference. I spend half of my time with our
customers, and irrespective of what your
metrics tell you, it’s when you’re actually
sitting down with a customer, and they tell
you that you’ve been successful in making
their job easier and helping them succeed,
that’s been my proudest moment.”

BUILDING ON THIS SUCCESS
The plan now is to keep building on this
success – to keep innovating in order to keep
providing the world-class customer service that
Thomson Reuters has become renowned for.

LEARNING POINTS
Listen to your people. In a bid to optimise productivity and better
engage staff, the Financial & Risk business of Thomson Reuters
listened to employees’ concerns about high-effort, low value tasks
and acted accordingly. Just one of the measures that’s helped
boost staff retention by 72%.
Never stop innovating. Innovation is a core value at Thomson
Reuters. “We innovate to provide better service to our customers
and drive our growth in what is a very dynamic environment,” says
Tom Frossell, Global Head of Customer Service for the Financial &
Risk business at Thomson Reuters.
Collaboration is key: Customer service is embedded across all
the teams within Financial & Risk – not just the helpdesk. This
culture of collaboration and accountability across the board has
dramatically improved customer service.
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IN A NUTSHELL

GÖKHAN MENDI

As one of the most reputable institutions in the
Turkish banking sector, Türk Ekonomi Bankası
(TEB) – with its expanded network of branches
and a diversified range of products and
services – operates across the banking sector
in investment, leasing, factoring and asset
management as well as conventional banking

R E TA I L & P R I VAT E B A N K I N G
S E N I O R A S S I S TA N T G E N E R A L
MA N AGER

T U R N OV E R

2014: €221,000,000
2015: €280,000,000

THE VISION OF TEB FAMILY ACADEMY IS TO BECOME ‘THE
MOST COMPREHENSIVE FINANCIAL LITERACY PROGRAM
IN TURKEY, BY EDUCATING THE SMALLEST UNIT IN THE
COMMUNITY; THE FAMILY, IN ORDER TO COVER THE SAVING
GAP IN TURKEY.’

Türk Ekonomi Bankası (TEB) was established
as ‘Kocaeli Bankası’ in 1927 and was
renamed ‘Türk Ekonomi Bankası’ in 1982.
In 2005, the bank reached a major
turning point: TEB entered into a strategic
partnership with BNP Paribas, one of the
largest banks in the world. The partnership
was to transform the bank forever; the
union meant TEB was able to carry its
expertise in corporate, commercial and
private banking over into the fields of
retail banking, small business banking and
SME banking.

Six years later, in 2011, the bank reached
another milestone when it merged with Fortis
Bank A.S. The merger expanded TEB’s total
branches to more than 500, its employee
base and more than four million clients.
“We’ve introduced groundbreaking approaches
to our banking – including our highly praised
TEB Family Academy initiative. On top of
all this, with our global partner BNP Paribas’
expertise, we now have international reach
and a global understanding” says Gökhan
Mendi, TEB Retail and Private Banking Senior
Assistant General Manager.
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TEB FAMILY ACADEMY
Supported by a state economy policy; Turkey
aims to increase the ratio of savings to gross
domestic product from 15.6 percent in 2015 to
17.8 percent by end-2018, which would help
lower the nation’s current-account gap by
educating families on the appropriate use of
banking products and on the importance of saving.
That gap led TEB to launch financial literacy
initiative called ‘TEB Family Academy’
that Gökhan Mendi refers to is in indeed
‘groundbreaking’. Launched in 2012, the financial
literacy campaign spans national television, social
media, live workshops and children’s theatre.

The vision of TEB Family Academy is to
become “the most comprehensive financial
literacy program in Turkey, by educating the
smallest unit in the community; the family, in
order to cover the saving gap in Turkey.”
Thanks to groundbreaking partnerships, the
TEB Family Academy was widespread into
many institutions. >

T Ü R K E KO N O M I BA N K AS I
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Through its partnership with the Ministry
of Family and Social Policies, TEB has
become the first and the only financial
partner of the project called ‘Family
Education Program’. In 2013, as the first
corporate member of Financial Literacy
and Inclusion Association (FODER), TEB
organised Turkey’s first and foremost
‘Financial Literacy and Inclusion Summit’.
During the summit, TEB launched the
Financial Literacy and Inclusion Index with
Boğaziçi University. The Index was a first
of its kind for Turkey and highlights some
important spending and saving habits
made by Turkish families.
According to the TEB Financial Literacy
and Inclusion Index, 44% of the nation
doesn’t currently plan a household budget,
while 53% didn’t made an investment or
any savings in 2013. What’s more, only
30% of the participants had high scores
from financial knowledge questions.
In fact, Turkey’s financial literacy score is just
59.8 – nearly three points under the 62.3
average of OECD countries.
During the second Financial Literacy and
Inclusion Summit in 2014, where John Hope
Bryant, the former vice chair on the U.S.
President’s Advisory Council on Financial
Literacy and founder of Operation Hope was
one of the keynote speakers, TEB announced
its partnership with UNICEF and the Ministry
of National Education (MEB). Through
this partnership financial literacy has been
integrated into the curriculum of 11 million
secondary school students through arts and
social classes.
Participants to the TEB Family Academy
are taught how to save money and budget
efficiently, as well as what their rights are
when it comes to loans and credit cards.
Its mission, meanwhile, is to help Turkey in its
transformation to becoming a savings nation
through awareness and education provided by
the programme.
“The TEB Family Academy has been a runaway
success,” says Gökhan Mendi. We have
provided one-to-one financial literacy education,
completely free of charge, to more than
200,000 people over the last three years.
“It’s simple, financial literacy is one of the most
important issues on the agenda of our bank.”

Another successful partnership includes one
with General Directorate of Lifelong Learning
(HBÖGM). The project called ‘I Can Manage
My Own Budget’ will enable TEB to reach
five million adults within the next three years.
While the ‘I Can Manage My Own Budget’
project will be focusing especially on families
whose financial literacy is believed to be limited
and who are thought not to be sufficiently
knowledgeable on budget management issues,
it will also be providing financial literacy training
to 1,000 teachers that will qualify them for
financial literacy instructor certification. As
certified financial literacy specialists these
teachers will be able to serve as financial literacy
course instructors and advisors at community
education centres in 81 cities in Turkey.
“Over the next year we plan to reach 1.2
million vocational and technical high school
students through our partnership with the
General Directorate of Vocational and Technical
Education. Financial literacy will be integrated
into accounting and finance classes and
students will find the opportunity to intern in
corporations from TEB SME banking client
portfolio.” says Gökhan Mendi.
Our partnership with metropolitan
municipalities paved the way for providing
free financial literacy to local municipality
workers as well. Within just one year in 2015,
2,084 workers in 7 municipalities received
free financial literacy trainings. Our trainings in
universities are open to everyone and because
students from other universities could also
join the free trainings, we were able to extend
trainings to different universities. By this way,
5,673 college students in 18 universities
received free financial literacy training of TEB
Family Academy just within one year in 2015.
Our partnership with Turkey’s national TV and
Radio Institution (TRT), Turkey’s National Postal
Services (PTT) enabled us to integrate financial
literacy into corporate curriculum of private
companies as well. We integrated one hour TEB
Family Academy trainings into the corporate
curriculum of private companies who have
education programs, academies and trainings for
their employees and have provided awareness on
financial topics and savings importance on future.
TEB Family Academy even included a oneday festival of family workshops, attended by
more than 1,350 participants. Festival activities
included: family academy drama trainings,
workshops for children and TEB Children’s
theatre performances.

TÜRK EKONOMI BANKASI

“The aim is to strengthen TEB Family
Academy’s relevancy with financial literacy
and create a family-friendly atmosphere within
TEB,” says Gökhan Mendi. Families found
out more about how to prepare household
budgets while enjoying family time.
But, crucially, much of the programme is
focused towards children too. The team
behind TEB Family Academy is committed
to informing and educating Turkey’s next
generation of workers and parents.
To do this, TEB Family Academy created
TEB Çocuk (TEB Children); a world of digital
characters based on financial concepts of
cost, income, saving and trading – each with
a separate storyline and behaviour that helps
young people understand the basics of good
financial planning and personal finance.
Gamification apps involving these financial
characters are free to download from the
app store and are available on the dedicated
TEB Çocuk website. To date, TEB Çocuk has
already reached one million children via the
website, iPad and school visits.
Some of the numerous pioneering initiatives
include ‘Rüzgar’s Piggy Box’, TEB Children’s
theatre’s first play, which reached 30,000 children
– and taught children financial terminology.
The theatre performed a nationwide tour
where it visited eight cities as a result.

Key messages included: the importance of
defining dreams and targets; the importance
of saving for the future; that money is a
manageable tool; the difference between a
need and a wish; as well as the importance of
budgeting, and how it can be done properly.
As TEB Family Academy we continue to
provide free financial literacy educations
to each and every single individual from all
segments in society through our customised
content for children, high schools students,
college students and women.
“We’ve reached millions and millions of
people thanks to effective partnerships, and
by reaching out to 20 million people within
the next few years, TEB will provide free
financial literacy training roughly to 25% of the
population in Turkey” says Gökhan Mendi.
“We have so many reasons to be proud of TEB
Family Banking” says Gokhan Mendi. If you
would like to test your own “Financial Fitness
Score” and see how you compare to your
peers or complete the free training online, you
can log on to www.tebfamilyacademy.com.
Also, if you follow TEB on social media, you
can enhance your knowledge and awareness
on financial literacy by exercising the tips and
tricks provided constantly by TEB.

LEARNING POINTS
Help your customers and they’ll help you back: In October 2012, TEB launched a nationwide campaign to
improve the community of Turkey’s financial literacy level and saving habits, by helping it build a loyal customer
base in return.
Consider partnerships: By entering into a strategic partnership with BNP Paribas, TEB has been able to diversify
its offering and dramatically grow its business.
Tailor your services: TEB has launched a series of tailor-made products and services to suit the differing needs
of its customers.
TEB’s digital banking platform has been launched in April 2015 named as CEPTETEB which aims to acquire pure
digital clients to meet their banking transaction needs without visiting branches. In addition, the bank launched its
Women Banking programme to support the specific needs of women business owners in May 2015.
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SECTOR

Telecommunications
FOUNDED

1994

94

E M P L OY E E S

16,000
IN A NUTSHELL

Turkish integrated telecommunications
operator that has used mobile phone
technology to make education accessible to
35 million people

Several years ago a noted economist at
Harvard University, Lawrence Katz, carried
out a simple equation to determine what
impact education had on income, and made
a shocking discovery: the difference in
the wages of a family with two universityeducated members versus a family with
members educated only to high school level
was as high as $30,000, or nearly half the
average annual household income in the
US. That such a discrepancy exists between
families in the US is little surprise – across
the world, the richest one percent now
own more than the remaining 99 percent
combined. But the linking of education
levels to such a drastic difference in income
proved how important access to education
has become in the 21st century, and how
unequal opportunity fuels inequality.
The problem is something that had been
playing on the minds of innovators at Turkey’s
leading integrated telecommunications
operator for several years. Turkcell had
begun operations in 1994, and now boasts
a customer base of more than 35 million
people. It knew that a university degree made
a huge difference to employment prospects
in Turkey, but also knew that not all the
country’s citizens were privileged enough to
go to the kinds of schools that prepared one
well for entrance exams. Nearly a quarter of
Turkey’s population lives below the poverty
line, and many of these reside in rural areas
where schooling is below the standards of
their urban competitors. This means that
a high school student’s inability to access

university limits their ability to develop the
skills and prestige needed to generate the
kind of income that would lift them out of
poverty. And thus the vicious cycle plays out.
“Since 2008 when we launched 3G in
Turkey we had a dream: people, with
equal opportunity, would be able to access
information from everywhere at any time,”
says Banu Isçi Sezen, Senior Vice President of
Turkcell Academy, which the company founded
in 2006 to offer training and development
solutions to Turkcell’s ecosystem. In its
early incarnation it focused efforts on the
more than 500,000 people in this so-called
ecosystem – employees, dealers, business
partners and suppliers, the vast majority of
which were conducted via distance-learning
technologies. But it wanted to go one step
further and expand access to education across
its 35 million-strong customer base. And so
in 2014 it launched the Digital Academy. >

TURKCELL ACADEMY

WE WANTED TO RESHAPE WAYS OF LEARNING SO
THAT ANYONE, ANYWHERE, ACCESS TO WORLD-CLASS
EDUCATION AND QUALITY CONTENT.
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“We wanted to reshape ways of learning so
that anyone, anywhere, would have access
to world-class education and quality content,”
says Banu. And the motivation was simple:
“We believe that accessible knowledge
combined with mobility will offer equal
opportunities in education,” she says. And
importantly, “this will empower people.”
Turkcell began in 1994 with only 90 employees.
Over the years it grew and grew, and in 2000
began trading on the Borsa Istanbul and New
York Stock Exchange – the only Turkish company
to be listed in New York. Soon it expanded
beyond Turkey’s borders, moving to buy up
the Ukrainian integrated telecommunications
operator Lifecell, as well as launching operations
in emerging markets like Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan,
Moldova and Georgia.
But it is with the Digital Academy that the
company has made a huge impact beyond
its outside of it sector. “This groundbreaking
initiative is one of the very few global
examples where a private company,
functioning outside the field of education,
makes such resources available to the public,”
Banu says. It has achieved this by partnering
with renowned Turkish and international
institutions, including the prestigious
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
in the US, one of the world’s top universities.

MIT’s Office of Digital Learning joined with the
Turkcell Academy to launch ‘’Innovators MBA’’,
a programme focusing on entrepreneurship,
conducted in both English and Turkish. It was
the first online programme for which MIT
cooperated with a European company.
“We aim to revolutionise the learning
process by bringing the content of the
pioneering global players in education to
Turkey, in Turkish,” says Banu. Given the
company’s huge existing customer base
and unique infrastructure, the programmes
have the potential to reach millions of
people across Turkey’s vast territory.
The content made available to this new
generation of digital students is shaped
after in-depth market research and data.
“Every customer is analysed in specific
segments, from Youth to Professional, from
Housewife to Corporations,” the company
says. “Needs from all segments are met in one
place, from the local University Examination
Preparation Packages (YGS, LYS) to Public
Personnel Examination Preparation Packages
(KPSS) to learning Professional English, Daily
Speaking English and certification programs in
Entrepreneurship, Sales and Programming.”

TURKCELL ACADEMY

For Banu, the intention of the Academy is
plain to see. “We believe that such a system,
accessible from any device at any time,
will offer equal opportunities in education
and therefore empower people.” This sort
of accessibility is something Turkey had
previously lacked. “There are very limited
options for people to engage in continuous
learning once their formal education is
over, or to support their formal education
with other learning opportunities. If these
opportunities exist, they mostly exist in
major cities. Mobile technology gives us the
chance to spread access to global learning.”
The desire to succeed is something we
all share. But for millions in Turkey, that
desire is frustrated by unequal access to
the resources needed to get ahead in life. In
this context, the Digital Academy provides
a lifeline. “Education sets minds free, while
giving people the necessary tools and
confidence to succeed in life,” Banu says.
The university exams, known as the YGS and
LYS, are the only gateways to a degree in
Turkey. “The only way one can get enrolled
in a university and choose his or her major
depends on how well they perform in these
examinations”, she adds, and the Digital
Academy provides a series of trial exams
prior to the real ones in order to prepare
students for what lies in store.

The success of the initiative, unprecedented in
Turkey, is reflected in the string of accolades
the company has won since the inception
of the Digital Academy eight years ago, and
indeed their variety: it has picked up awards in
technology and in its commitment to investing
in people; an eclectic mix of achievements
that reflects Turkcell’s deft instinct when
it comes to understanding what society
needs, and the role it can play in aiding this.
And it doesn’t stop there. This year the
company will join with one of the biggest local
universities located in the region to launch
two e-MBA programs, Health Management
and Management of Information Systems. It
was Banu who, having joined Turkcell in 2003,
went on to initiate the Digital Academy, the
first and only one of its kind in the country.
Her vision, and that of her team, has since
been recognised with more than 30 global
awards. “I believe the world is evolving
through the democratisation of knowledge
and ease of access to information,” she
finishes. “This excites me very much.”

LEARNING POINTS
Know the particular needs of your society. If your
business can aid the sectors that are struggling most then
it is likely to win broad support, and in turn be successful.
Integrate new technologies as much as possible. Doing
so dramatically widens your client base and sets you apart
from competitors.

BANU ISÇI SEZEN
T U R KC E L L G R O U P S E N I O R V I C E P R E S I D E N T
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SECTOR

Aerospace / Industrial / Energy
FOUNDED

1972
E M P L OY E E S

704
IN A NUTSHELL
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A world leader in the production of
aerospace ballscrews and leading
manufacturer of high-precision aeronautical,
industrial and energy products
T U R N OV E R

2014: €109,317,00
2015: €119,160,00
2016 (forecast): €117,950,00

Chances are, Umbragroup has helped you
fly somewhere. Maybe home to relatives
for Christmas or Eid, or perhaps somewhere
coastal for your summer holiday. So long
as the airplane had more than 100 seats,
it had at least one Umbra component.
That’s no mean feat for a family-run business
less than 50-years-old. Umbra Cuscinetti
is the headquarters of UmbraGroup.
But then, Umbra is no ordinary family-run
business. It is the world’s leader in the
production of aerospace ballscrews and
leading manufacturer of high-precision
aeronautical, industrial and energy products.
Its dedicated team of 704 employees,
meanwhile, sets the benchmark for the
production standards of ballscrews across
the aerospace sector around the world.
So it stands to reason that Umbra’s clients
include aerospace giants like Boeing, British
Airways, Air France, General Electric, KLM and
Qantas, as well as industrial heavyweights
like Trumpf, Norvento and Prima Power.
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Lying at the very heart of this pioneering
manufacturing business is the Baldaccini family.
And more specifically, its unwavering set of
values that position both the customer and the
employee as fundamental to the Company’s
vision, mission and ultimate success.
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UMBRA CUSCINETTI

“People were always very important to my
father,” explains Antonio Baldaccini, CEO &
President of Umbragroup since 2014, after
taking over from his father, Valter Baldaccini.
“They were important to him throughout his
lifetime.”
The late Valter Baldaccini was just 27-years-old
when he was appointed Director of Production at
Areonautica Umbra. At the time Umbra Cuscinetti
was a fledging aerospace business based in
Foligno, Italy, and founded by the German
multinational, FAG Kugelfischer, to produce just
one product: high-precision bearings.
The year was 1972 and Umbra had just one
client, its owners, FAG Kugelfischer.
But Valter was an ambitious and gifted
mechanical engineer, and quickly caught the eye
of his boss, Mr. Sterker. He was soon promoted
to Plant Manager of one of FAG’s much larger
plants, and it was here that he successfully
led the Group to diversify its production and
expand its range of products from ball bearings
to ballscrews and actuators. >
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In doing so he opened the door to the
aviation industry – “this was a historic
moment,” says Antonio – and by 1993 he
had risen to Managing Director of Umbra.
The role came with significant challenges.
The early nineties proved to be a turbulent
period for the business and Valter, now
48, grew acutely aware of the potential
impact this had for the Company’s
employees – who were facing lay offs.
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“So he said to himself: ‘Valter, do you want to
be a spectator or an actor in this situation?’”
He chose the latter, and together with
Reno Ortolani and two other investors,
orchestrated a management buy-out. In doing
so he protected the local employees and by
November, 8th 1993, with his investors, he
owned 100% of Umbra in a deal worth around
1.3 million Euros.

“He spoke about this acquisition on many
“My father would often say that ‘the Company
occasions,” says Antonio.
is a large family, everyone has an important
role and should be respected,’” recalls Antonio. “He often said that he was quite aware of his
responsibility for the people who worked
with him.”
This passion for the Company and its people
had spurred Valter to move from engineer to
entrepreneur and he was ready to transform
the business. By 1996 Umbra had acquired
the German Company Kuhn GmbH, and three
years after that, acquired US firm, Northwest
Gear – known today as Umbra Cuscinetti Inc.
And during this same period of expansion
Umbra opened a groundbreaking 25,000m2
factory in Foligno and a 4,600m2 office space
alongside it.

UMBRA CUSCINETTI

It was also during this time that Umbra began
producing stainless steel ballscrews – thanks
to a collaboration with the Company’s previous
owners, FAG, who had exclusivity rights to the
use of Chronidur 30 material for bearings.
“Umbra was already manufacturing ballscrews
for Boeing at the time,” explains Antonio.
“So it began manufacturing ballscrews
using Chronidur 30 material which enabled
Umbra to make a crucial leap in aerospace
manufacturing and become the leader of this
type of hardware.”
As well as grow the business through its
products, Valter continued to grow the
business via acquisitions, and in 2011 the
successful takeover of Kugelfertigung Eltmann
GmbH was completed.
People remained at the heart of the business
and 10 managers entered as shareholders
in 2007, followed by an employee stock
ownership plan beginning in 2008.
The 20-year period led by Valter saw a period
of unprecedented growth for UmbraGroup;
sales grew from 13 million Euros to 150 million
Euros and a workforce of 270 to almost 1,000
working all over the world.
When giving what would become his last
speech to the Company’s workforce, the late
engineer said: “Together we have planted the
seed that will become a large tree.”

ANTONIO BALDACCINI BECOMES CEO
In 2014, following the passing of Valter
Baldaccini, Antonio Baldaccini was appointed
CEO of UmbraGroup and the responsibility for
nurturing that tree was thus passed on.
Of course Antonio was not alone. Today he
shares the responsibility with his team of
directors, which includes his brother, Leonardo
Baldaccini as Chief Financial Office of Umbra,
and their sister, Beatrice Baldaccini as the
Company’s Human Resources Director.
Like his father, he is intent on diversifying the
Company’s portfolio, and is looking to grow its
electronic mechanical division – in particular
electromechanical actuators.
“We are pushing more and more the integration
of our technology,” says the new CEO. “And
we continue to invest in improving manufacturing
methods by making them leaner.”

Another area the Company is pushing hard is
its investment in people.
The Baldaccini’s believe that developing new
products, customisation and expertise are
prerequisites in being an excellent supplier of
industrial and aerospace components.
“We can only achieve this through investing and
developing plans,” explains Antonio. “In 2014,
at a group level, we conducted 11,695 hours of
training involving 688 employees.”
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These employees also enjoy exposure to
Umbra’s international subsidiaries in Germany
and the United States, as well the recently
inaugurated Research Centre in Albanella (SA),
southern Italy, which opened two years ago.
Speaking of the Research Centre, Antonio says:
“It’s our commitment to high-tech product
development that will continue to make Umbra
Cuscinetti a premier supplier in our industry.”
To you and me, of course, that means flying
safely to our favourite destinations in state-ofthe-art planes.

LEARNING POINTS
Diversify your portfolio. Umbra started life with one product and one
client. The Company now produces a wide range of highly specialised
products. Moreover, it provides also the aftermarket services.
Sacrifice profit over staff. The management team at Umbra has
never laid off staff – even during the most of difficult times. “We invest
in people. We believe that what is bad today can be good tomorrow,”
says Antonio Baldaccini, CEO of Umbra Cuscinetti S.p.A
Nurture your client relationships. Umbra works hard to maintain
excellent relationships with all its clients. This is demonstrated by
the life-long relationship it has with the Schaeffler Group, owners
of FAG Kugelfischer, Umbra’s original customer and owner.
Clear and non-negotiable values. The acronym F.I.R.S.T.
represents the Company values and reflects the reasons why
customers choose Umbra as their partner every day: Focus on the
customer; Innovation; Respect; Social responsibility; Teamwork.
These values make Umbragroup even more competitive and
innovative, producing value to be shared with its stakeholders.
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VIRTUAL REALITY SYSTEMS AND SIMULATORS WILL
SOON BECOME SO IMMERSIVE, WITH SUCH A HIGH
LEVEL OF DETAIL AND FIDELITY TO THE ACTUAL
EXPERIENCE, THAT IT WILL BE VERY DIFFICULT TO
DISTINGUISH THEM FROM THE REAL WORLD.
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SECTOR

Visual simulators and virtual reality technologies
FOUNDED

1992
E M P L OY E E S

72
IN A NUTSHELL

Slovakian company producing simulators for
aircraft and service and maintenance of devices
T U R N OV E R

2014: €5,484,767
2015: €7,497,346
2016 (forecast): €8,191,716

Before a trainee airplane pilot first sets foot
in the cockpit, he must spend hours upon
hours undergoing simulator training. In front
of him will be a mosaic of buttons, switches
and levers that correspond to the controls
used by trained pilots flying 30,000 feet above
them. If something goes wrong up there – if
the system malfunctions or the pilot makes an
error – then the results can be catastrophic,
hence the budding competition to develop
the most thorough and dependable simulator
systems possible.
“Virtual reality systems and simulators will soon
become so immersive, with such a high level of
detail and fidelity to the actual experience, that it
will be very difficult to distinguish them from the
real world,” says Julius Berith. He is Chairman
of the Board of Directors at Virtual Reality Media
(VRM), a company based out of Slovakia that
produces an array of products, including visual
simulators, for airplanes and helicopters across
both the civil and military fields.
Yet the scope of activity for any designer or
manufacturer working in this industry is
severely limited, making it difficult for one
company to set itself apart from the rest.
Anyone who pilots a commercial jet is
responsible for the lives of hundreds of people
for each journey they make. Short-haul pilots
often fly around 70 legs a month, and on each
leg carry up to 150 passengers. That equates to
around 10,000 people they need to get safely
to their destination just in one month alone. >

VIRTUAL REALITY MEDIA
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In light of this, the training of the pilot, and
the reliability of the equipment they use
in the training process, must meet strict
regulatory standards that clearly delineate
what technologies and design formats are and
are not used. The upshot is that the scope for
innovation, normally such a key ingredient in any
company’s efforts to stand head and shoulders
above their competitors, is heavily constrained.
In the flight simulator industry then, a bit of
outside-the-box thinking is required.
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This restrictive environment had begun to grate
the executives at Virtual Reality Media, a small
company with only 72 employees in a sector
dominated by companies boasting thousands
of employees. It was launched in 1992 with
just three staff, and began, as Julius recalls,
“as a small business with a computer store.”
As it moved further into the simulator market,
staying afloat was a big challenge, and the
company needed to become more competitive
in terms of price, design and quality.
“To win in the competition with big guys, we
realised needed to provide better support
and services,” he says. “Therefore we

Mi171 simulator

Cessna FTD cockpit

launched a new internal doctrine relating
to our export activities. Slovak simulators
became known for their quality, in the
same way that the Swiss watch is
synonymous with reliability and durability.”
Although creativity was limited, VRM
managed to develop a number of small-scale
component parts to its products that together
began to bring greater attention to the
company. “The regulated world of aviation
standards doesn’t give us lot of freedom, but
we were able to find some narrow gaps for
fundamentally new technological ideas,
which we began to build into our latest
simulators,” says Julius. “Our new cockpit
control electronics and cloud-based
simulation solution opens up an entirely new
horizon for modern simulation training and
allows us to use new innovative ways of
sales and marketing.”
But that wasn’t all. The quality of products
made them a reliable go-to source for airline
companies, but diversification remained
minimal. “All of our competitors have, plus or
minus, a similar product,” says Julius.

VIRTUAL REALITY MEDIA

“They use a similar way of distribution, while
prices are also very similar. As for promotion, it
is nearly also all very similar: they are visiting
the same exhibitions, writing the same
brochures, and so on.”
To remedy this stasis in the company’s
development and allow growth in other areas,
it came up with another platform – one that
finally put VRM ahead of the crowd. “Even
our competitors deliver devices but then
do little in the way of maintaining these
devices. Customers need their devices to be
operational round-the-clock and we realised
that a maintenance service for simulators
should be available in the same way it is
for cars,” says Julius. And so they not only
elevated the quality of their products from the
outset, but they also sought to ensure that
should something go wrong, VRM would be
on hand to fix it. The outcome they hoped
for would be to give their devices a longer
shelf life than many of their competitors,
and to craft a reputation for reliability and
attention to their products long after they’ve
left the manufacturing plant. And in the
process, they would generate more interaction
between the company and its clients.
As a result, in 2013, VRM Services was born,
and dedicated itself solely to maintenance of
the company’s devices. And because of this,
it was able to go where others had not. “We
discovered an absolutely great gap in the
market,” says Julius. “Most of our competitors
do not pay enough attention to this subject,
and we hear customers crying because they
cannot get the logistical support they need for
their devices.”
But then a new problem emerged. Knowing
that other companies may realise the success
of VRM’s diversification and branch out in
a similar direction, they needed to become
innovative in the world of service and
maintenance itself. “And we did this,” says
Julius, adding that the company brought
what he refers to as an “invisible program
of sustainable technological life” into the
business. “The program includes permanent
care for used technology, and regular and
lifelong updates and upgrades. And all of this
within the standard price bracket.”
Soon, VRM hopes to diversify even further.
Not content with what it has achieved so
far, it wants to develop its own flight training
centres. “Many customers have given up their
own training centres and made the move from
“owner” to “user” of centres,” Julius says.
“This market trend is connected to the growing
complexity of simulation training and the
different budgetary constraints for companies.

And it is to this that we need to react. Adding
training centres into our portfolio would mean
that we cover the entire spectrum of goods
and services in the simulation business, and
in the process create an interesting business
synergy whereby our own simulation centres
use our products and services.”
He speaks of the “Four Ps” that are integral to
any company’s development: product, price,
place and promotion. “And our secret weapon
has been to change not just one of the Ps
but all them so that we set ourselves apart
from the rest.” Driving the changes to VRM’s
products has been the increasing speed of
production and more streamlined installation.
This then cuts costs and allows more space
for pricing competitiveness. The company’s
cloud-based product platform has in turn
introduced a unique channel for distribution
and the provision of services support, while
also allowing VRM to market its products
through an online App Store that caters for
new simulation products.
As a result of this, Julius and his colleagues
find themselves occupying a niche place in
an industry in which company size no longer
seems to be a guarantor of market leadership.
Instead, the root of success lies in the ability to
innovate within a sector that limits innovation.
The creative streak that runs through VRM,
and that has kept it pushing at the boundaries
of virtual simulation, has made it, as Julius
likes to say, the Swiss watch of virtual reality
technology – a product that customers can
expect to benefit from well into the future.

LEARNING POINTS
Stay ahead of the curve when it comes to
technological innovation. Failure to do so could quickly
make your brand obsolete.
Sometimes merely tweaking certain aspects of your
business won’t make much change. A wholesale
readjustment in all areas might be what’s needed.
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SECTOR

Agriculture, farming and forestry
FOUNDED

1860
E M P L OY E E S

245
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IN A NUTSHELL

German producer of environmentally-friendly
plant care products for private gardens
T U R N OV E R

2014: €79,800,000
2015: €97,000,000
2016 (forecast): €107,000,000

IT IS VERY IMPORTANT FOR THE GARDEN USER THAT THEY TRUST
US. WE WANT TO GIVE THEM THE BEST AND MOST RISK-FREE
SOLUTION FOR THEIR GARDEN AND THIS IS A STATEMENT THAT
STANDS FOR NEUDORFF.

More than a century before the trend towards
environmental awareness began to take root
in mainstream thinking, a decision was taken
by a small company in the town of Kaliningrad
on Russia’s Baltic Coast that would put the
company way ahead of its time. It was 1860,
and the founders of Neudorff released a
product named Spruzit, an insecticide destined
for the gardens of the region. The product had
a unique quality, however: it contained not a
single chemical. Instead it used as its main
active ingredient pyrethrum, a genus of several
Old World plants. Fast-forward a century and
a half, and Neudorff, by now relocated to
Germany, is one of Europe’s leading producers
of natural, environmentally-friendly products for
private gardens.
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H A N S - M A R T I N LO H M A N N
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“Today our products are considered mainstream
for people involved in responsible gardening,”
says Hans-Martin Lohmann CEO of the
company. It was in the 1970s, around the time
that awareness of the environmental damage
wrought by chemicals had increased, that the
company went big. Up until then most people
wanted fast-acting chemical pesticides, says
Hans-Martin. “But this changed in the 1970s.
The mot convinced users of that time were
people of the alternative movement. They love
the nature and didn’t want to harm it.”
Around this time the company began to place
more of an emphasis on non-chemical products
and the development of more eco-friendly
processes, compounds and equipment – those
that are ideal for use in natural gardens, in
organic horticulture and in integrated plant

cultivation. “A whole range of new products
were developed and produced. We recognised
very early on that there is a market for ecofriendly products for amateur gardeners and
we have continued to expand these product
lines,” he says. >
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In the process it has become something
of a trend-setter in the markets it operates
in. Many of the products it develops have
been mimicked by its competitors, but
Hans-Martin says their mission is often
somewhat different to Neudorff’s. “We
were the first with peat-free soil and today
there are many companies which produce
reduced turf soil or peat free soil. These
companies have only a limited, short-term
view of profit and do not understand that
this is a way to a new sustainable economy
with limited resources.”

As time goes on, however, Neudorff can
expect the competition to widen. Companies
now know that environmentally friendly
products no longer appeal just to niche
interest groups. More and more end-users
of the kinds of products Neudorff and its
competitors specialise in are demanding that
whatever they spray on their plants inflicts
minimal damage on the planet. Failure to
act on these demands will eventually be the
downfall any company in the industry, hence
the gradual transition towards chemicalfree products that is currently underway.
Soon, this will be an obligation under law.
“In the future companies will have to change
because the legislation will change,” says
Johannes Albers Sustainability and Business
Development Manager. “This is already
happening in many countries. Governments
will not allow chemical pesticides for private
use in the future because it harms useful
insects and pollutes the environment.”
There is a second factor that is becoming
increasingly apparent. As well as the
improvements to a company’s reputation
that comes with evincing an awareness
of the sensitivity of our planet, the shift to
environmentally friendly products, and indeed the
process used to make these products, makes
perfect sense in terms of profit and efficiency.
Johannes offers up several examples. “A
combined heat and power plant creates heat
for the drying process and electric power for

W. NEUDORFF

the machines,” he notes. “That is an increase
in efficiency of up to 80 percent. The usual
electric power generators have only 40 percent
efficacy because they dump the heat. Every
saved kilowatt will save money. So the best
way is to reduce energy consumption.”
The fact that more and more gardeners are
taking to Neudorff’s products is a result
perhaps not just of concerns about the broader
health of the planet, but for much more local
reasons. And this is where the company’s
innovative new techniques and discoveries
come into play. “If your garden is polluted or
poisoned you can’t throw it away and buy a
new garden,” says Johannes. “So it is very
important for the garden user that they trust
us. We want to give them the best and most
risk-free solution for their garden and this is a
statement that stands for Neudorff.”
Of course the company’s success is reflective
of a less than cheery scenario – that if we don’t
shift as a whole towards more sustainable
living, then we risk doing irreversible damage
to the ecosystems we rely on most. The
chemicals that percolate into the soil from the
use of traditional products to spray ones plants
are unnecessary: the protective coat that
keeps pests away from our gardens doesn’t
need to be made up of toxic ingredients, yet
the continued lack of awareness means that
people still continue to use them.

very complex and expensive and take
many years of testing before they can
be successfully marketed. Growth is an
opportunity but also carries risks. The growth
requires new structures to be integrated into
the company, because it cannot expand as
easily as it did in former times,” he says.
But any expansion of the company would
be a reflection of something positive:
that despite the fact that above our global
ecosystem hangs a ticking clock that is
growing louder as time goes by, people are
cottoning on to how crucial it is that the
hands of that clock are slowed dramatically.
“Twenty years ago we operated in a niche,
but now our way of thinking has become
mainstream,” says Johannes. This can only be
a good thing, for it will take a society-wide shift
in thinking to stem the tide of environmental
damage. Yet there are signs that, slowly and
surely, this is underway. Companies working
in a range of sectors they believed were
dependent on chemical products must now
thinking differently – it is not only a matter of
survival for the planet, but such is the taboo
now surrounding heavy chemical usage that it
will soon become a matter of survival for the
companies themselves. “Now the demand
of natural and healthy food is increasing in all
sectors. The green economy is the growing
market of the future and our competitors will
also participate of this growth.”

“A beautiful natural garden or balcony brings
joy, pleasure and recreation,” Johannes says.
“Every social group, whether upper or lower
income can experience and enjoy the nature
in their own individual way.” As a result, the
company’s customer base is broad, and not
limited to one particular income groups –
anyone who enjoys their private outdoor space
would benefit from its knack for innovation.
Indeed during the economic crisis, when
businesses went under in astonishing numbers,
Neudorff was able to survive partly on account
of the fact that the garden has always remained
a place of sanctuary for populations the world
over. “In the financial crisis in 2008 many
people stayed at home in their garden,”
says Johannes. “There they developed
their own little private happiness during this
uncertain time. So this crisis didn’t affect
Neudorff as hard as it did other companies.”
The company does face challenges with
regards the strict regulations governing the
development and sale of such products.
“Approval procedures for new products,
especially in plant protection, have become

LEARNING POINTS
Be aware of trends in the market. If a certain product
is becoming increasingly controversial to use then
diversify away from it.
What is niche one day will the next be mainstream.
Persevere if you believe your product will eventually find
a market.
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SECTOR

Electricity distribution
FOUNDED

1970
E M P L OY E E S

687
IN A NUTSHELL

Turkish electricity distribution company wit a
strong focus on sustainable energy initiatives
T U R N OV E R

2015: €439,003,379
2016 (forecast): €439,003,379

The energy sector finds itself in a difficult
position in the 21st century: growing public
awareness that much of the energy we
consume comes from finite resources has
pressured companies to develop more
sustainable solutions to extraction and
distribution. But it has also fueled increasingly
grisly conflicts over access to whatever
energy remains in the ground. In light of
both the human and environmental costs
now associated with the industry, the trend
towards corporate social responsibility (CSR)
has gathered pace, for companies now
know that image and positive impact has
a strong bearing on profit and durability.
“The responsibility that lies with organisations
likes us who manage and distribute an
asset that cannot be stored and is used
instantly upon being generated is vitally
important,” says Nurettin Turkoglu, Managing
Director of YEDAS, one of Turkey’s largest
electricity distribution companies. “It is for
this reason that we are endowed with the
most critical task of leaving a sustainable
world for the generations to come.”
That attitude sets the tone for a new
direction YEDAS has pursued in recent
years. The company has been something
of a trailblazer within the sector in Turkey,
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“Our employees volunteered to educate
children, housewives and youngsters about
the efficient use of energy in cities such as
Samsun, Ordu, Sinop, Çorum and Amasya,”
says Nurettin. “We have so far shared
banners, posters, brochures and booklets on
energy efficiency to reach the target masses.”
And the work doesn’t stop there. In 2015 it
launched an Energy Team gift book that targets
children between the ages of seven and 11
with a story on the importance of energy
conservation and explains the stages through
which electricity travels, from the source to
the home.
where environmental awareness has
increased in tandem with the knowledge
that rising demands for energy among a
growing population inevitably conflicts with
a gradual decrease at the supply end of
the chain. The electricity industry remains
indispensable, but it must adapt to this
new landscape, and YEDAS has made this
a priority. Not only has it transformed its
own operations to lessen the burden on a
fragile ecosystem, but it has sought to instill
in its customers an understanding of the
need for responsible consumption. After
launching a new CSR framework in 2012,
the company organised a host of training
sessions and events on the efficient use of
energy in the regions in which it operates.

For its efforts, YEDAS won what many in the
industry tout as the ‘Communication Oscars’
of Europe, the United Nations Development
Programme’s (UNDP) Special Prize. The award
acknowledges companies that have made
a valuable contribution lessening the social
and environmental impacts their operations
have, and YEDAS is the first electricity
company to receive such an accolade. The
road that led to YEDAS winning the prize
began with the CSR initiative in 2012 and its
focus on Turkish across all rungs of society.
“We focused on forgotten occupations, the
unique assets of our historical heritage, and
the exquisite beauty of our environment
with a view to preserving them. >

Y E DA S

112

E U R O P E A N B U S I N E S S AWA R D S

YEDAS
We called it ‘Mobilising our Energy’,”
Nurettin says. And then a letter came
through from the Turkish Public Relations
Association, TUHID. “Would you be
willing to compete with world giants?” it
asked. “Certainly,” YEDAS replied, and at
the award ceremony, it came out on top.
The foundations of YEDAS were laid in
1970 with the establishment of TEK, or the
Turkish Electricity Authority. Later, in 2004,
having already undergone one transition,
YEDAS was born. And finally, in December
2010, the company became ÇALIK YEDAS,
a powerhouse in the Turkish energy sector
with 1,976 employees under its banner.
In the process of its development, the
company has come to realise the necessity
of engaging with stakeholders on the
ground – those who use its services,
and those who might be affected by its
services. It sends teams out to the five
provinces in which it operates in Turkey
to speak with locals and to incorporate
their opinions into the broader decisionmaking processes that guide its work.
“We conduct Social Benefit Analyses for
this purpose,” says Nurettin. “We contact
people and organisations from all walks
of life, such as civil society organisations,
NGOs, universities, municipalities and
governors’ offices in the provinces we
operate. From the information we gather we
compile reports, and using this we create
projects based on our analyses.” Nurettin
notes that the studies have encouraged
YEDAS to examine its responsibilities to the
communities it operates, in considers such
projects as long-term strategic investment
tools rather than being unnecessary
expenditures. In short, she says, “the aim of
our projects is to establish deeper relations
with our customers so that we earn their
esteem, trust and loyalty.”
On the side it pursues a number of projects
geared towards heightening awareness of
Turkey’s unique heritage. Its ‘Illuminating
our Culture Project’ supports and sustains
the longevity of practitioners of endangered
occupations in the country. “We repaired
traditional craftsmen’s workshops, affixed
lanterns and plaques of honor on their walls,
and undertook to provide them with free
electrical energy for a whole year,” Nurettin
notes. And the company’s ‘Illuminating our
History Project’ focused on under-promoted
historical treasures, shining a proverbial light
on important archeological excavations and
in turn drawing national and global attention
to Turkey’s rich history and the thousands of
buildings and artifacts that populate it.

On the operations side, it maintains a transparent
management approach and continually gauges
the satisfaction of its customers. Such is the
emphasis on efficiency and openness that it
became the first and only electricity distribution
company to win the ‘EFQM 3 Star Award
of Competency’ award at the 21st Quality
Congress, organised jointly by the Turkish
Society for Quality (KALDER) and the Turkish
Industry and Business Association (TUSIAD).
It remains the largest employer in the Central
Black Sea region of Turkey where it operates,
and abides by an equal opportunities framework,
as well as hosting a range of development
programs to serve its many employees.
But it is in the field of energy sustainability
where YEDAS stands apart from its
competitors. “Distribution companies must
be viewed, and must view themselves, as the
most important actors in the management
of energy, a valuable asset that is the
cause of wars across the world,” Nurettin
warns, reasserting the message that the
responsibility for the proper distribution
of that energy in order to avoid as much
as possible any practices that harm the
environment and drive conflict lies primarily
with the companies themselves.
The fact that all humans rely on such a finite
resource is cause for concern. But it is also
perhaps the making of a more collaborative
environment in which companies both learn
from, and educate, their customers in order to
formulate best strategies to lessen the human
and ecological coats that are traditionally
associated with the sector. That is certainly the
message that YEDAS is trying to drive home
across all rungs of society in Turkey. “The idea
is not actually very complicated,” Nurettin
finishes. “All matters must be considered from
a sustainability perspective – the whole issue is
about being sustainable.”

LEARNING POINTS
Keep an eye on social trends, like environmental awareness.
If they can be integrated into your business then it will improve
both reputation and prosperity.
Always be alert to your customers’ needs. If satisfaction
decreases then your business will suffer.
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The RSM Entrepreneur of the Year Award
Entrepreneurs are visionaries who are instrumental in the success of a business.
Their tireless approach to enterprise expansion places them at the crux of the
business. Understanding objectives, formulating ideas and making decisions are
part and parcel of the role. This award recognises those special traits that make
successful entrepreneurs so inspiring.

The Business of the Year Award

Turnover €0-25m, €26-150m and €150m+
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This award goes to the outstanding company that best demonstrates exceptional
financial returns, strong growth, innovation strategies and market leadership in its
sector. Judges will look for evidence of inventiveness, ethical credentials, good
stakeholder relationships and long-term planning balanced by the flexibility to deliver
consistent results in dynamic market conditions.

The UKTI Award for Innovation
Innovative individuals and organisations drive the economy. Recognising the evolving
nature of business, true innovators originate forward-thinking concepts to instigate
improvement. This award acknowledges the importance of innovation as a strategy
to influence ongoing business development.

The ELITE Award for Growth Strategy of the Year
International growth has enormous benefits for local and global economies. This
award goes to the organisation that best demonstrates an international organic
growth strategy and that has achieved outstanding levels of improvement in sales,
profit and market share.

The Award for Environmental and Corporate Sustainability
As an evolving business approach, the Award for Environmental and Corporate
Sustainability considers business operations in a social, cultural, economic and
environmental context. Valuing consumer, employee and eco-friendly issues
amongst their core values, these corporations operate transparently and actively
nurture employee development. Winning models look beyond the legislative
requirements and endeavour to improve a company’s green credentials through
innovation and moral modernisation. This award celebrates businesses that have
conscientiously implemented and evolved these practices.

The Employer of the Year Award
Businesses can reap rewards by offering employees outstanding training programmes,
progression monitoring and continuous career prospects. Employers recognised in
this award category have the ability to inspire and motivate their staff by enabling
career expansion, operating equal opportunity schemes and understanding the
importance of a work-life balance.

The Award for Customer Focus
As an important aspect of business development, customer focus ensures that
services provided are useful and relevant to current and potential customers. As a
core practice it drives growth through a deep understanding of customer values.
This award celebrates organisations that have enhanced their prospects and
profitability by putting the customer at the heart of their business.

The Import/Export Award
This award recognises organisations that can demonstrate a continuously positive trend
in the import/export or re-export of goods, demonstrate the expansion of coverage in
existing or new markets and, through the introduction of creative and innovative
operational processes, show robustness in managing and developing international trade
and maintaining and improving market position in the face of competition.
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CONTACT US
European Business Awards
TELEPHONE

+44 (0)20 7234 3535
EMAIL

info@businessawardseurope.com
ONLINE

www.businessawardseurope.com

●

EU R O P E A N B U S I N ES S AWA R D S –––– W I N N I N G B U S I N E S S : W H AT E U R O P E ’ S B E S T B U S I N E S S E S L O O K L I K E –––– C A S E S T U DY C O L L EC T I O N 2 N D E D I T I O N

