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PILOT / DTI Business to Business Mentoring Initiative

CASE STUDY

PHASE 1

October 2000 – May 2002 

MENTOR 

Rolland Gelling, Shell UK 

MENTEE  

Rob Double, Pyroban

Business  2 Business – CASE STUDY

Aim

The purpose of this report is to capture the successes and lessons learned during the DTI/Pilot sponsored Phase 1 Business 2 Business mentoring initiative so far.

The intention of the participants in the B2B mentoring scheme is to gain increased understanding of each other’s businesses and reduce the gap between the parties in the supply chain with the aim of promoting innovation and business efficiency. 

Background

Mentor:

Roland Gelling has an MSc in Physics and 15 years experience in the upstream oil and gas industry, working in Netherlands, UK, Oman and Australia for Shell in both technical, planning, economics and finance roles.

SME:

Rob Double has 10 years Technical sales experience, working for Perkins Engines as an apprentice, Technical trainee and Assistant Business Manager before joining Pyroban as Business Development Manager.   

Brief overview of Pyroban:

Pyroban is an SME with a turn-over of £ 13 M, located in Shoreham by Sea, Sussex.  Pyroban has been producing explosion protection equipment accessories and systems for diesel engines working in formally classified, potentially hazardous atmospheres for over 30 years.

The mentoring relationship started off with a different Shell mentor.  Due to a change of role in the Shell Group, the first mentor withdrew from the scheme and Roland stepped in.  Valuable time was lost as the mentoring relationship had to be re-built.  

Objectives

Pyroban’s objectives were set during the first month of the initiative and remained largely un-changed when the Shell mentor was changed out.  The objectives of the new mentor were discussed in August 2001 and fully supported by Pyroban.

SME Objectives

1. Grow turn-over of the Offshore sector to £ 2 M and profitability to 10%.

2. Identify new product opportunities.

3. Develop new business opportunities and market them.

4. Break down supply chain barriers.

Personal objectives of Roland Gelling

1. Understanding how SMEs work and survive in the business environment

2. Pick-up entrepreneurial skills from the SME and use in my future career

3. Transfer SME insights into Shell organisation

Building Relationships

Due to the disappointment of losing the first mentor in the pairing, the partners were slightly hesitant in the initial meeting.  However, the match turned out to be very fortunate (by coincidence) and the working relationship took off well, considering the distance between the work locations of the partners.  In an effort to make this work, both parties committed considerably more time than was expected by the organisers.  

The traditional animosity between players at the top and bottom of the food-chain was completely absent in the relationship as both parties tried to understand, learn from and admire each other’s achievements. 

Whilst Rob Double remains the first contact in Pyroban, Ian Ratcliff (Technical Director of Pyroban) showed great interest in the mentoring scheme from the start and took part in most of the intensive brainstorming discussions.  Furthermore, the Human Resources Manager and the Finance manager of Pyroban became additional resources for the scheme.  

In Shell, somewhat later, Derek McKenzie got involved on the well services and supply chain management side whilst line and top management support for the scheme remains excellent throughout.  Roland’s experience in the Middle East is helping Pyroban to find their way in these locations.

Although this scheme has a formal mentor and mentee, in some situations the roles felt reversed and the learning was with the montor rather than with the mentee.

Process

Due to the distance, Aberdeen to Shoreham-by-Sea (near Brighton on the south coast), the meetings tended to be monthly and took a full day.  The evening before, occasionally there was the opportunity to meet in a more relaxed manner over a meal or drink, which helped create an atmosphere of trust and understanding.

Although minutes were kept of the main conclusions during the meetings, action items were kept by each action party individually.  This, less formal, approach  worked well and fitted well into the mentor-mentee relationship.  

Meetings tended to feel rather chaotic in comparison to the meetings in Shell and complete reversals of previously made conclusions have happened several times, even within one meeting.  Through these very intense and creative brainstorming sessions, issues have been covered and understood very well and consensus was achieved each time.

The events, organised by the DTI and Urquhart Partnership provided excellent opportunities to bond and learn from other pairings as well as benefit from interesting presentations and discussions on related topics like Venture Capital Funds.

Lessons Learned/Achievements

Distance Counts in a relationship

Because of the large distance between the Mentor and the Mentee company (600 miles), considerably more time, effort, planning and structure was required to make the scheme work.  The DTI could consider pairing up local mentors for remote mentee companies, in the future.

Probation time for a Pairing

The first pairing was less fortunate than the second due to differences in personality.  The selection process should include a probation period in which the partners meet, providing flexibility to alter the pairings in the first weeks of the scheme in case both partners feel that more optimal pairings are possible.

Processes in large companies – translation into SME’s

Rob: Pyroban has seen benefits in adopting some of the Techniques used in large companies. This has helped us to ensure that correct decisions are made and Pyroban has previously made mistakes in N.P.D. activities by not thoroughly investigating market competitor products, true costs to market.

Our mentor has also made us aware that we should make more use of our European operations and thus benefit from our cultural differences in business management. 

Small can be Beautiful

Roland: Comparing the personnel systems, I expected to find that the smaller company would have less developed methods and systems in place.  After interviewing the personnel manager and several other staff, I realised that in areas like “skill pool management” and “360 degree appraisal” effective systems are in place which are by no means inferior to Shell’s systems.

New Product definition and development

Rob: The mentoring has been particularly successful in enabling us to define our new products with much more clarity than before.  Having a second opinion on hand whenever we needed was a great help.  Our brainstorming sessions were given a guiding hand and “sense check” facility whenever the mentor was present.

Rob: The program has also helped us to get in front of influential Industry of Government bodies such as HSE and UKOOA.  These presentations have helped to form the basis for our product launch plans and provided valuable feedback from our customers.

Understanding of how SME’s work and survive

Roland: As I had never worked in a small company, I had no appreciation of the tightrope that many SME’s walk.  The mentoring scheme has opened my eyes on this and in my future dealings with small companies, this experience will be considered.

The entrepreneurial spirit of Pyroban is a major element of their success. 

The agility Pyroban display in changing direction quickly, when the landscape does, is admirable from the eyes of a large corporation.

Very different – and yet similar

Roland: Pyroban and Shell are on opposite sides of the scale in the oil industry.  Yet in some areas they are struggling with the same issues as they are both market leaders in their field, worried about brand and reputation issues.

Provide insight into Big Oil Ltd

Rob: Meeting with Roland has certainly opened my eyes to how the top of the “food chain” operates. One thing that quickly became apparent was the level of investment into new developments, opportunities and above all safety. Safety being the core of our business it has been a useful insight into what Shell and other large players all are likely to demand in the future.

Innovation may be hampered due to distance in the supply chain

Roland: It has become clear to me that Pyroban’s remoteness to the end-user of its products has delayed materialisation of safety and efficiency enhancing innovations in the oil industry.  The direct line into Shell through the mentoring scheme allows Pyroban to test their innovative ideas with the end-user and find a more receptive ear with the links in the middle of the supply chain.

Summary 

Despite initial problems with the first pairing and the distance between the partners, this DTI/Pilot initiative has proved to be very successful for the participants in this pairing as it has increased the understanding of both parties of each others perspectives of the industry.  Although still embryonic at the moment, significant business advantages are expected to come out of this pairing in due course whilst less tangible benefits are already clearly visible to the participants.  

Future Mentoring Relationship

The partners have agreed to continue the mentoring relationship beyond the formal end of the DTI facilitated scheme to see several of the benefits come to fruition in the latter half of this year.  Beyond that, contact is likely to continue in a relationship where it is unclear who is mentoring who as it has become clear that large companies can learn from small ones as much as small companies can learn from large ones.  
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