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Fortune 1  Case Study:  
An I nternat ional Strategy I m plem entat ion 
 
 
Background 
I n 1999, Fortune 1 was hired to help a U.S. based specialty text iles m anufacturer assess 
their current  internat ional sales operat ions and create a st rategy for m oving forward.  The 
com pany had approxim ately $40 m illion in annual revenue and 200 em ployees.  I t s 
products were sold into clean room , life science, foodservice, and autom ot ive m arkets.  The 
com pany’s autom ot ive products were revolut ionary as applied to the final paint  process of 
each car, significant ly increasing first  pass yield, and im proving safety and health concerns.   
 
The focus of the Fortune 1 project  was specifically how our client  could duplicate it s U.S. 
success in the European autom ot ive m arket .  This included:  
 

• 40% +  m arket  share 

• Tier-1 supplier relat ionships 

• Be known as an innovat ive solut ions provider t o autom ot ive m anufacturers 
 
Our client  had em ployed a direct  sales person in Europe during the preceding three years, 
and there were dist r ibutor agreem ents in The Netherlands, Belgium , United Kingdom , and 
Spain.  Other count ries were covered by 2nd level dist r ibutors cont rolled by one of the 
aforem ent ioned partners.  To support  it s dist r ibutors, the client ’s U.S. based autom ot ive 
applicat ion experts were visit ing Europe three to four t im es per year.  However, despite it s 
sales effort s and dist r ibut ion agreem ents, our client  had spent  three years and alm ost  $1 
m illion in it s European expansion effort s and had achieved zero sales.   
 
 
Strategic Managem ent  
We first  inst ructed our client , his senior t eam , and five addit ional people who were in 
various ways involved in our client ’s internat ional sales efforts, on Em ergent  St rategy.  I n 
sum m ary:  
 

• St rategy cannot  be dictated top down 

• St rategic act ions m ust  em erge from  ongoing m arket  interact ion 

• A com pany cannot  be t ied to a single st rategic plan, or tunnel vision results 

• The people form ulat ing and execut ing st rategies are the keys to success 
 
There are six st rategic im perat ives:  
 

1. Custom er focus 

2. Talent  

3. Cost  

4. I nnovat ion 

5. I ncreasing Sales;  Expansion 

6. Technology 
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The em ergent  st rategy approach served as the m odel for all subsequent  act ivit ies in our 
assessm ent , form ed the basis for st rategic discussions with our client , and ult im ately served 
as the fram ework for  how to DO the client ’s st rategy in Europe.   
 
I t  is im portant  to note, that  although Fortune 1 uses the em ergent  st rategy approach in this 
case study, t radit ional st rategic planning can also be very effect ive.  I n this case, we felt  our 
client ’s loose and fr iendly culture, which our client  went  to great  lengths to create, fit  well 
with the em ergent  st rategy approach and it s ideals.  This does not  always apply, and often 
t radit ional top-down planning is a bet ter fit ,  depending on the client . 
 
 
Assessm ent  
I t  m ay sound obvious, but  a com pany who is not  achieving success is doing so because it  is 
uncom pet it ive.   
 
I n em ergent  st rategy it  is up to the people closest  to the m arket  to determ ine why their 
com pany is not  com pet it ive.  We needed to draw out  st rategy from  ongoing m arket  
interact ion, but  in this case our client  did not  have any sales.  Although there was a direct  
sales person based in France, it  was apparent  that  sales efforts to date had been purely 
opportunist ic.  Neither our client  nor his direct  sales person understood the European 
autom ot ive m arket  with any authority. 
 
Our client ’s interact ion in the European m arketplace was sporadic.  I t  lacked intensity, and 
focus.  Our client  had dist ributor agreem ents in place, but  there was no prim ary partner 
that  gave our client  credibilit y in the m arket .  The direct  sales person should have filled this 
role, but  his area of expert ise was not  in the autom ot ive sector.  As well, our client  had a 
loose m anagem ent  st yle and lim ited expectat ions with regards to the sales person – who 
was essent ially a lone operator signing up dist r ibutors and opportunist ically selling. 
 
Fortune 1 needed to get  full- force and candid input  from  our client ’s people and dist r ibutors, 
to determ ine why our client  was uncom pet it ive.  We started with interviews of three 
applicat ion experts and two m anagers who were in involved in our client ’s internat ional 
sales.  We t raveled three t im es with the applicat ion expert s on their sales t r ips in Europe.  
As well, we m et  individually with each dist ributor.  We interviewed autom ot ive 
m anufacturers in person and by phone, and toured autom ot ive plants in the U.S., France, 
The Netherlands, and Poland.  We also m et  with three com pet itors and interviewed two 
others by phone, gathered product  sam ples from  each, and secured background profiles via 
business directory and credit  rat ing channels. 
 
We also dug into autom ot ive research by the Econom ist  I ntelligence Unit , Cardiff Business 
School, Financial Tim es, and the Worldwide Autom ot ive Supplier Directory, am ong others. 
 
From  our field work, the m ost  telling anecdotal feedback included:  
 

• You [ our client ]  are not  a French com pany, so you will not  be successful in France. 

• You have cost  m e a lot  of t im e and m oney, and have negat ively affected our  
   relat ionships at  autom ot ive plants. 

• We have spent  a great  deal of energy, but  your products are not  selling. 

• There is no feedback or acknowledgem ent  when we order sam ples.  We have no 
     idea how long it  will take or if anyone has actually received the order. 
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• European m anufacturers are not  interested because your products are too expensive. 

• The people you have in Europe do not  bring the autom ot ive expert ise needed. 

• Your people in Europe have too m uch to do;  They are too busy. 
 
 
Strategy Developm ent  
 
1 .  Define the Gam e 
 

Our client ’s obj ect ives in Europe included:  
 
• Achieve a 40+ %  m arket  share in Europe 

• Develop Tier-1 relat ionships 

• Be known as an innovat ive solut ions provider t o autom ot ive m anufacturers 
 

The m arket  told us the following:  
 

• The auto indust ry is m oving toward a system s-oriented supply m odel. 

• Suppliers are increasingly asked to take greater levels of responsibilit y for supply  
chain, logist ics, cost  reduct ion, and qualit y cont rol. 

• The relat ionship between the m anufacturer and the supplier is crit ical. 

• Suppliers m ust  offer new and innovat ive solut ions to their autom ot ive custom ers. 

• Unbeatable custom er sat isfact ion is expected from  every supplier. 

• Suppliers m ust  solve m anufacturers’ problem s:  Qualit y, Cost  savings, and Speed 

• The “Shared Dest iny”  ideal is becom ing a realit y. 

• Despite the global context  of the autom ot ive indust ry, the ideal of “global supplier”  
rarely exists because regional biases st ill drive the ult im ate “buy”  decision. 

 
2 .  Define the Fitness Crit eria 

Cardiff Business School’s Center For Autom ot ive Research had published an excellent  
sum m ary of what  it  takes to be com pet it ive as a supplier t o the autom ot ive 
m anufacturing sector.  Based on feedback from  our client  and his dist r ibutors we were 
able to m ake a rough est im at ion of how our client  stacked up against  this part icular set  
of fitness criteria.  Tables 1 and 2 below show the criteria and our client ’s perform ance. 
 
I n a nutshell, our client  was uncom pet it ive, because he was under perform ing in the top 
three m ost  im portant  f itness criteria.  I n fact , the client  fell far short  in all, but  two 
areas. Although these were bright  spots in an otherwise dism al picture, we advised our 
client  that  in term s of the European m arket ,  these areas of high perform ance were 
actually costs of qualit y that  would do nothing for him  in the European m arket  unt il he 
at tacked the three m ost  fundam ental criteria:  

 
• Custom er Integrat ion 

• Understanding Custom er/ Supplier 

• Im prove Sales & Market ing Effect iveness 
 



 

©  Fortune 1, I nc., 2002 
4  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Competitive Bases

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0

Growth by Mergers & Acquisitions

Reduce Number of Suppliers

Globalization

Business Process Planning 

New Materials and Designs

Business Flexibility 

Improve Marketing & Sales Effectiveness

Understanding Customer/Supplier 

Customer Integration

Relative Importance

Table 1  Center For Automot ive Research, Cardiff Business School, United Kingdom  

Client’s Performance of Competitive Competencies

0.0 1.0 2.0 3.0 4.0 5.0 6.0

Growth by Mergers & Acquisitions

Reduce Number of Suppliers

Globalization

Business Process Planning 

New Materials and Designs

Business Flexibility 

Improve Marketing & Sales Effectiveness

Understanding Customer/Supplier 

Customer Integration

Client’s Performance vs.  Level of Importance  

Table 2 

Fitness Criter ia 

Client ’s Performance 
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3 .  St im ulate Act ion 
Fortune 1 created four st rategic st im uli to overhaul our client ’s European sales efforts. 

 

� Prim ary St im ulus: Transpose the client ’s organizat ion 
The client  had a unique organizat ion in the U.S.  Not  only was it  a fast  growing and 
fun place to work, it  had created a level of applicat ion expert ise and service that  far  
excelled it s r ivals in the autom ot ive sector.  This included:  
 
• 24-hour delivery of sam ple requests 

• Minim um  purchase of only 1 case 

• Custom izat ion:  solvents, shapes, sizes 

• Very Knowledgeable people with applicat ion expert ise;  and low turnover 
 
I n Europe, our client  was not  playing seriously.  He had not  localized any of his 
inform at ion or collateral m aterials;  was t rying to play in all m arkets and sell to all 
custom ers;  And the client ’s own direct  sales person was poorly t rained in term s of 
the autom ot ive m arket .  We pushed our client  to focus on delivering the sam e high-
end, on-site, service and applicat ion expert ise it  did in the U.S.  Our client  had a 
unique organizat ion, and had effect ively com m unicated this and delivered on it  in the 
U.S.  Now they needed to deliver the com pany’s uniqueness in the European m arket .   
 
The client  needed to t ranspose it self to Europe, our client ’s effect iveness would 
forever be lim ited.  Sam ple requests, product  custom izat ion, and knowledgeable 
people were key different iators for our client  in the U.S., and he had m ade 
considerable investm ent  in organizat ional capabilit y.  Yet , this capabilit y was not  
extended to the internat ional m arketplace.  Essent ially, our client  was an ent irely 
different  com pany in Europe. 
 
As always, we also recom m ended our client  re-work and localize his prom ot ional and 
technical m aterials for each m arket .  This is a fundam ental support  issue that  m any 
com panies avoid at  the outset ;  however it  is so basic and fundam ental to selling, 
that  no com pany should enter any m arket  without  doing so. 

 

� Secondary St im ulus:  Focus on key custom er and key geographic m arkets 
I n Europe our client  was spread too thin.  He was at tem pt ing to sell to all autom ot ive 
com panies in m ost  EU count ries.  I n our invest igat ion, we were able to size our 
client ’s m arkets both in term s of custom ers and geography (See Table 3) .  I n looking 
at  the custom er and geographic m arkets, and in speaking with dist r ibutors and 
autom ot ive m anufacturers, we advised our client  to cut -back his effort s, and take a 
m ore focused approach toward key custom ers and count ries.  We narrowed down the 
count ries and m anufacturers to those represent ing the best  opportunit ies. 
 

�

 Toyota     
�

 Honda    
�

 Nissan    
�

 PSA ( Cit roen and Peugeot )   
�

 GM 

�

 UK 
�

 France 
�

 Spain 
�

 Poland 
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I n parallel with this, our assessm ent  of the current  dist r ibut ion partners, m ade it  
obvious that  in som e cases the relat ionship was too badly dam aged or our client  
sim ply did not  have enough potent ial in the dist r ibutor’s m ind to warrant  real 
at tent ion.  Hence, our client  needed to ally it self with a sm aller num ber of com m it ted 
dist ribut ion partners;  our recom m endat ions were:  
 

• Dist r ibutor ABC (UK and Poland)  

• Dist r ibutor XYZ (France)  

• Dist r ibutor QRS (Spain)  
 
The dist r ibutors in UK, Spain, and France were st rong players with crit ical m ass and 
a level of professionalism  our client  needed.  I n Poland, we discovered a purchasing 
agent  with General Motors who had been involved in the test ing phase of our client ’s 
products at  a GM plant  in the U.S.  As well, the UK Dist r ibutor was well penet rated 
into this GM plant  in Poland, m aking it  an obvious place to sell into. 
 
Looking at  Table 3, the m ore lim ited m arket  focus was st ill forecasted at  7.3 m illion 
autom obiles ( t rucks and com m ercial vehicles excluded)  and represented 45%  of the 
total est im ated European product ion in 2000.  Our client  had Tier-1 status or 
enjoyed a very st rong relat ionship, with all but  one of the m anufacturers, in the U.S.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

� Tert iary St im ulus: Build m arket  presence and professionalism  
The m essage we consistent ly sent  to our client  was they were a part - t im er in the 
European m arket .  The problem  with opportunist ically selling into a m arket  is that  
one or two years of part - t im ing a m arket  can hurt  a com pany when they finally get  a 

Target Market: Geographic-Market Production

Manufacturing Group Company Country 1998 2000 2005 CAGR

PSA Peugeot Citroen Peugeot France 810,000 800,000 785,000 -0.4%
PSA Peugeot Citroen Citroen France 610,000 605,000 590,000 -0.5%
Toyota Toyota France 0 50,000 175,000 0.0%

France Total 2,360,000 2,433,500 2,487,000 0.8%

GM Opel Espana Spain 435,000 410,000 375,000 -2.1%
Nissan Nissan Motor Iberica Spain 64,000 55,000 85,000 4.1%
PSA Peugeot Citroen Peugeot - Talbot Spain 105,600 52,020 140,000 4.1%
PSA Peugeot Citroen Citroen Spain 280,000 350,000 250,000 -1.6%

Spain Total 2,215,765 2,309,020 2,311,500 0.6%

GM Vauzhall/IBC UK 300,000 289,995 350,000 2.2%
Honda Honda Motor UK 140,000 155,000 175,000 3.2%
Nissan Nissan Motor UK 275,000 317,650 425,000 6.4%
PSA Peugeot Citroen Peugeot - Talbot UK 80,000 135,000 145,000 8.9%
Toyota Toyota UK 145,000 175,000 340,000 12.9%

UK Total 1,720,000 1,924,645 2,415,154 5.0%

GM GM Poland Poland 4,000 40,000 50,000 43.5%
Poland Total 515,000 697,000 713,193 4.8%

Total 6,810,765 7,364,165 7,926,847 2.2%

Table 3 
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st ructure and presence built , because there is negat ive equity in the m arket  with 
regards to the com pany and it s products, due to previous inconsistencies. 
 
Our client ’s products were revolut ionary enough, and were used in the paint  area 
thereby definit ively affect ing end qualit y, that  the sales cycle required applicat ion 
experts to dem onst rate the products and to assess each auto plant ’s paint  process.  
This was being m anaged by visits from  U.S. applicat ion experts three to four t im es 
per year.  The technical sales approach had served our client  well in the U.S., and we 
felt  it  was even m ore valuable in Europe, because it  acknowledged the slow- to-
change phenom ena in Europe, it  fit  well with the issues m anufacturers were dealing 
with in the paint  area, and the dist ributors and m anufacturers we had spoken to said 
“a technical sales approach is very m uch appreciated.”  Furtherm ore, as the fitness 
criteria had m ade very plain, auto m anufacturers were seeking solut ions and 
partners.  Hence, our client  needed to deliver in-depth technical knowledge and 
applicat ion expert ise to create pull for it s products. 
 
To sell into auto m anufacturers and to support  our recom m ended roster of 
dist ributors in UK, Spain, France, and Poland, our client  needed to build a direct - to-
custom er sales m odel in Europe – to build relat ionships, to provide technical support , 
solve problem s at  m anufacturers’ plants, and collect  inform at ion.  Each of the four 
count ries required an applicat ion expert .  Moreover, we insisted our client  stop it s 
U.S. based people from  visit ing European custom ers.  Such visits only perpetuated 
the part - t im e percept ion that  our client  had fast  becom e known for in Europe. 
 
Our client  also needed to put  a consistent  face with it s nam e in the European 
m arket .  This included:  
 

• Perm anent , professional business address 

• Regularly at tended, perm anent  phone num ber 
 

Whereas our client  had a sales person based in France, this individual had relocated 
twice over the previous three years;  each t ime with a result ing address and phone 
num ber change.  As a result , our client ’s European business address was in constant  
m ot ion.  Corporate office and virtual office space available via com panies like Regus, 
was inexpensive and easily set  up for $150 per m onth.  A perm anent  address, 
telephone and fax num ber were established.  Not  only did this offer partners and 
custom ers a reliable place to call and leave m essages, but  if our client  ever decided 
to part  com pany with the sales person, the com pany contact  inform at ion would 
rem ained unchanged. 

 
There was a loom ing issue with regards to integrat ion to dist r ibutors and autom ot ive 
m anufacturers.  EDI  was used with good success in the U.S., and at  this t im e, during 
the height  of the Internet  boom , GM had just  int roduced e-GM to:  “create one- to-one 
relat ionships with m illions of custom ers and suppliers.”   Our recom m endat ion to our 
client  was to ant icipate the t rend.  Although there was no im m ediate need to link 
into a part icular m anufacturer,  we suggested the client  m ove beyond a passive 
website and im plem ent  a m ore sales oriented website to increase service and 
knowledge t ransfer.  For exam ple, the client  was publishing it s technical t raining on 
CDs and in m anuals.  Fortune 1 recom m ended the client  concent rate in put t ing this 
inform at ion on the web.  As well, sam ple requests and product  orders needed to be 
part  of their website, and specifically geared to servicing their internat ional 
dist ributors. 
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� Fourth St im ulus: European partnership 
Fortune 1 usually recom m ends a st rategic partner or partners for  com panies 
expanding internat ionally.  I n som e cases this is a m aster dist r ibutor or  a global 
t rading com pany.  I n other cases, it  is a m anufacturer of com plem entary products 
who is selling into sim ilar m arkets.  A st rong partnership is typically the key success-
m aker for any com pany m oving internat ionally, at  least  in the first  one to three 
years, as the U.S. com pany gets it s feet  wet  in the internat ional m arketplace. 

 
We had helped our client  assess a partner whom  they had com e to know through 
indust ry.  The partner was a chem icals m anufacturer current ly selling into the French 
autom ot ive m arket .  Based on our assessm ent  of the partner, the m arketplace, and 
our client , we felt  this was a good opportunity to set  up facilit ies for inventory 
m anagem ent  and possibly even a saturat ion facilit y, where our client ’s text ile 
products would be saturated with the French partner ’s chem icals.  This would reduce 
shipping weight  and Hazardous Material requirem ents for  our client .  However, the 
French partner was only fam iliar with the French auto m anufacturers and did lit t le 
outside of France and Spain.  Furtherm ore, t he French partner’s com pany was a 
m ore t radit ional old- line com pany, whose organizat ional culture was very different  
from  our client ’s.  Following from  this, we recom m ended a non-exclusive deal, 
packed t ight  with non-com pete agreem ents as the way forward with the French 
partner. 

 
I n addit ion, we built  a long list  and conducted first - level due diligence of potent ial 
partners in other European count ries.  Ult im ately we boiled this down to 25 
com panies with whom  our client  could partner, aft er it  gained a foothold in UK, 
Spain, France, and Poland. 
 
Finally, we advised our client , in associat ion with it s dist r ibutors, to form  an 
Autom ot ive Advisory Board, m ade up of paint  area m anagers and purchasing people 
at  the targeted custom ers:  GM, Toyota, Honda, PSA, and Nissan.  First , this was an 
original approach in Europe, no com pet itor was doing anything like it .  Two, our 
custom er needed closer interact ion and needed to build relat ionships with the 
autom ot ive m anufacturers, and create venues to show off it s applicat ion expert ise.  
Third, our client  needed a serious and com m it ted gesture to support  it s dist r ibutors 
who were up unt il now unim pressed with our client .  The advisory boards would m eet  
quarterly;  provide a guest  speaker, and refreshm ents.  The Advisory Board would 
not  be sold to, instead the focus was to get  their opinions on new product  ideas and 
features. 

 
 
Epilogue 
As a consultant  it  is always a difficult  to bring bad or even ugly news to your client .  I n the 
end, you do so and usually with full- force because that  is what  your client  is paying you for .  
I n this case, our client  was failing m iserably in Europe, and for  obvious reasons. 
 
I t  is som et im es difficult  to m ove a successful U.S. com pany into Europe, because those 
things that  m ade them  successful in the U.S. are not  necessarily the recipe in Europe.  One 
excellent  exam ple is the stereotypical “cowboy” ent repreneur approach.  Europe does not  
have the love affair with ent repreneurs that  Am erica does.  The establishm ent , the known 
quant ity – the old m oney if you will – is usually the first , second, and third choice.  This is 
changing som ewhat , but  it  is doing so slowly.  Com panies entering Europe are well advised 
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to be professional, to com m it , and to invest .  Com panies should not  just  opportunist ically 
show up.  I nstead, establish yourself, show com m itm ent , and build relat ionships.  
 
Our client  took all of Fortune 1’s advice, with the except ion of how it  created it s partnership 
with the French chem icals partner.  The arrangem ents with the French partner were 
m anaged too loosely and ended poorly.  Essent ially, the French partner used our client  to 
gain a bet ter understanding of the text ile side of the business, and after less than 18 
m onths, the French partner backed out  of the hand-shake deal, and int roduced its own 
products.  This was a significant  set  back that  could have been avoided with a m ore 
st r ingent  cont ract  and closer m anagem ent .  Fortunately, the drop in sales m aterialized only 
in the French m arket ;  our client ’s dist ributors in UK, Spain, and Poland were able to m anage 
dam age cont rol and fended off the m ajor challenges.  However, our client  essent ially 
subsidized a new com pet itor ’s ent ry into the m arket . 
 
Our client  has m ade excellent  in- roads into the init ial m arkets, and has expanded back into 
the The Netherlands, Belgium , Germ any, and I t aly, via new dist r ibutor partnerships in these 
count ries.  The client  has also pushed into Czech Republic and Turkey, and has begun 
providing sam ples to a Russian m anufacturer. 
 
I n each count ry, our client  em ploys an applicat ion expert  to work with the dist r ibutors and 
the m anufacturers.  As the client  has expanded, it  has cont inued to m ake hir ing an 
applicat ion expert  it s first  order of business. 
 
I n 2001, our client  hired a professional General Manager for  Europe.  His funct ion is one of 
organizat ion, m anagem ent , and t rouble shoot ing.  He works with the dist ributors to ensure 
t im ely m anagem ent  of all requests and issues;  and also organizes the quarterly Advisory 
Board m eet ings.  This has helped to increase the professionalism  and presence felt  by our 
client ’s dist r ibutors and custom ers. 
 
Our client  has not  achieved Tier-1 status with any European m anufacturer as of yet , but  
sales into the European autom ot ive sector, in the last  three years, have grown from  zero to 
j ust  over $8.5 m illion.  This is an est im ated 32%  m arket  share, and our client ’s penet rat ion 
cont inues to grow.  Our client  is confident , and so is Fortune 1, that  the 40%  goal will be 
achieved. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


