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PILOT / DTI Business to Business Mentoring Initiative

CASE STUDY

PHASE 1

October 2000 – May 2002 

MENTORS

Tim Drew / Stuart Paton, Shell UK 

MENTEE  

Richard Austin, Global Maritime 

Business 2 Business – CASE STUDY

Aim

As part of the Dti and Pilot Business to Business Mentoring Initiative, marine and offshore engineering consultants Global Maritime Scotland Ltd were paired with mentors from Shell Expro.

The key objectives of the mentor relationship were as follows:

To identify opportunities for Global Maritime to grow their business in Aberdeen by 25% by:

· Carrying out a strategic review of Global Maritime's business.

· Reviewing Global Maritime's current markets, products, services and technologies and identify new markets, clients and applications.

· Identifying and implementing business development opportunities.

· Maximising the use of support from within the Oil & Gas sector.

This close-out report gives brief profiles of both Global Maritime and the Shell Expro Mentors, discusses the experience of the mentoring process in general and highlights the achievements and benefits gained.  Recommendations for improvements to the Mentoring Initiative are made.

Background

SME Profile:

Global Maritime (GM) is a privately owned, limited company providing marine and offshore engineering consultancy to the shipping, offshore, insurance and legal professions.  Worldwide, the company employs a staff of over 100 naval architects, marine engineers, master mariners, and support staff, operating from offices in London, Aberdeen, Stavanger, Rotterdam, Houston and Newfoundland.

Initially established in 1979, the Global Maritime group of companies has grown steadily and now has a turnover in excess of £10 million.  The structure of the group is illustrated below.
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The Mentoring Initiative concentrated upon the activities of Global Maritime Scotland Ltd in Aberdeen, which employs a staff of fourteen and in 2000 had an annual turnover of approximately  £1.0 million.  The Aberdeen office operates to a Quality Management System which conforms to BS EN ISO 9001: 1994 and has been certified by DnV.

Global Maritime's clients in Aberdeen include the major oil companies and field operators, offshore construction and contracting companies and vessel owners.  The company operates in a niche market with a handful of direct competitors.  GM's capabilities are well known by our contacts within the client organisations and the majority of the company's business is obtained in response to specific enquiries from clients.  As such, GM's approach to marketing and sales is reactive rather than proactive.  The lack of a formal marketing plan was identified as a key shortfall which, it was hoped, could be addressed with the help of the mentor.

Mentor Profile:

Tim Drew of Shell was the initial mentor working with GM.  Tim graduated in 1982 with a degree in engineering, followed by a 3 year graduate apprenticeship with GEC Turbine Generators, and has since been with Shell for 17 years.  He has worked for two years in The Hague as a maintenance engineer, 4 years in Oman in maintenance and production operations and finance, 4 years in Nigeria in maintenance engineering and audit, 6 years in Expro in Aberdeen as a Principal Maintenance Engineer and OIM and is currently in The Hague as a consultant.

Stuart Paton of Shell took over from Tim in December 2001.  Stuart joined Shell in The Hague as a geologist in 1993, and moved to Expro, firstly in the Central North Sea exploration team and then in the HPHT Development Team.  Since May 2000 Stuart has been working in a commercial group looking predominantly at tie-backs of Third Party Fields over Shell operated facilities.

Mentor / Mentee Relationship

Following the launch of the initiative in October 2000, Tim Drew met with GM directors Richard Austin and Dick Nortcliffe approximately once a month, generally for between three and four hours.  More frequent meetings were not practicable, since they had to fit around Tim's offshore rota as OIM.

A relaxed and friendly working relationship was rapidly established.  It was clear from an early stage that Tim was as keen to learn of the challenges that face an SME, as GM were to gain from his experience.

Although GM found it difficult to prioritise actions from the mentoring sessions against the day-to-day pressures of running the business and responding to client's needs, worthwhile actions and deliverables were achieved, as discussed in Section 4.

Unfortunately, Tim Drew re-located to The Hague in August 2001.  After a period of three months it was agreed that it would be worthwhile to appoint a replacement mentor from within Shell, since this would provide the impetus to ensure that the work which Tim had started was properly closed out.

Stuart Paton took over December 2001.  Stuart has met with Richard four times since December and has enthusiastically taken over the mentoring role.

Objectives for Global Maritime

As noted previously, a key shortcoming in GM's business strategy was perceived to be the lack of a formal marketing plan.  Whilst GM's management had a good understanding of the market within which they operate, it was agreed that a more rigorous assessment of the company's activities would be beneficial if the target 25% growth in turnover was to be achieved.  The key steps towards the development of the plan were as follows:

· Evaluate external business climate.

· Evaluate internal strengths, core competencies and sources of competitive advantage.

· Evaluate strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.

· Define segments to be targeted and associated products.

· Formulate a marketing plan.

A second objective for GM was to undertake a review of the GM group website.  In particular, to:

· Review GM website hit rate and ascertain how much business has been obtained through it.

· Review effectiveness of major search engines in locating GM website.

The third objective was to look at GM's systems for establishing customer feedback.  This led to a more specific investigation into the effectiveness of the First Point Assessment Limited (FPAL) process, with particular regard to SMEs.

· Undertake customer feedback survey.

· Review effectiveness of FPAL registration.

Objectives for Mentor

The primary objectives for the mentor were associated with familiarisation with Global Maritime's business in particular and the operation of SMEs in general.

· Understand the Global Maritime product line, market and business climate.

· Gain an improved understanding of the challenges facing an SME.

In addition, as part of the customer feedback investigation, Tim undertook a customer feedback survey for Global Maritime from within Shell.

Impact of the Mentoring Relationship and Initiative

Achievement of Objectives

Whilst the marketing plan and the results of the various analyses and studies that have contributed to it are, understandably, commercially sensitive, they are discussed here in general terms.

A review of Global Maritime's competitors was undertaken.  The review took the form of a meeting of all GM Aberdeen staff at which a matrix was prepared showing their perception of our competitors' relative capabilities across the various business areas with which the company is involved.  The review demonstrated that, whilst there are only two or three direct competitors who cover broadly the same range of services as GM, for individual aspects of our business we may be competing with a diverse spread of companies, ranging from major multi-national engineering firms to “one man band' consultancies.  The findings from the ranking of our competitors in each business area confirmed the general perception of where our main sources of competition lie.

A SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) was completed.  Several recommendations arose from this analysis.

A review of GM's client base was carried out using data for the year to December 2000.  The review demonstrated that over 50% of GM's business was obtained from our top ten clients.  The top twenty clients generated over 75% of business, with the remaining 25% derived from a further sixty clients.

The development of the marketing plan involved a thorough assessment of the various 'product lines' that GM offers.  These include the various analysis and engineering services, manual and procedure preparation, provision of marine warranty surveyors and rig moving services.  Whilst the review helped formalise understanding of the wide variety of work undertaken, it was concluded that the company was not in a position to 'cherry pick' only the most profitable areas of business.  GM survives by offering a diverse range of services and often involvement in the areas of work which command lower fee rates can lead to spin off work which is much more profitable.

The investigation into customer feedback has led to a greater involvement in the FPAL process and a commitment to increase the number of feedback responses submitted to FPAL.

The objectives in relation to Global Maritime's website have not been fully achieved.  It is still of concern that the site is not found by search engines when key words associated with our core services are entered.  The deficiencies of the website have been highlighted to group management and it is hoped that progress will be made in this area.

Key Business Impact on the SME

It is difficult to pinpoint specific impacts on GM's business that can be directly and wholly attributed to the mentoring initiative.  Nevertheless, in the course of the period there have been several positive business outcomes that can, at least in part, be linked to the more focussed management that has arisen from involvement in the programme.

Global Maritime Scotland turnover during the year to December 2001 has increased to £ 1.2 million; a 20% increase on the previous year.  The increase in turnover has been achieved without sacrificing profitability.

Significant progress has been made in breaking into the area of rig moving, where GM's established expertise in mooring analysis and preparation of procedures has been extended to include provision of personnel to supervise operations offshore.  This has been the result of a positive decision to target this area of business.

GM has been awarded the engineering associated with the decommissioning of a major North Sea platform.  The work was won in direct competition with a major engineering design house.

In-house systems, including development of a group-wide intranet linked to the companies accounting and management software, now allow tighter control of individual project profitability.

A Financial Controller has been appointed to look after all accounting functions in the UK.  This has released the senior management in both London and Aberdeen from routine 'book-keeping' tasks, allowing them to concentrate on more important strategic management.

Key Personal Development Impact on the Mentor

Much improved understanding of the day to day challenges facing an SME, in particular cash-flow and the difficulty of directing attention to longer term issues away from short-term fire-fighting.

Practice at communicating in a business context which is very different from Shell's.

Key Lessons Learned

A key lesson learned by both mentor and mentee has been that 'Management Theory' is not always applicable in practice, particularly when applied to an SME.

Although a consultancy such as GM remains largely at the whim of clients as to the volume, timing and nature of work, there are measures which can be taken to focus the marketing effort and hence the direction of the company.  It is possible to be more pro-active rather than just responding to client requests as and when they come in.

The development of a marketing plan has certainly been a worthwhile effort, even if it has only formally documented what was already understood.  Much of the benefit has been gained in the course of undertaking the various investigations that make up the plan.  As such, any marketing plan should be developed internally if it is to have maximum worth - certainly it is not a job for external consultants.

GM now has a better understanding of its place within the market with respect to competitors.

Particularly for consultancies, where key asset (staff) have the potential to be mobile, the Global Maritime brand is important.

Some strategic shifts in the type of work undertaken have been made in the course of the mentoring period - e.g. rig moving.

Group management changes, involving employment of a group accountant and more formal budgeting and goal setting have been enthusiastically embraced within the GM Scotland office, largely as a result of increased awareness of their benefits gained through the mentoring initiative.

There is a better understanding of FPAL as a direct result of the mentoring initiative.  Global Maritime's baseline audit is currently being resubmitted to improve scores in areas where we are apparently weak.  Pressure is being applied throughout the GM Organisation to submit feedback forms.

GM's openness in providing information and frank discussion has been invaluable for the relationship.

Tim's departure left a void for several months.  It was worthwhile to put a replacement in place, if only to ensure that the work that had been completed was not lost and final documentation was put in place.

The very good personal relationship (with both Tim & Stuart) was fundamental to the success of the mentoring process.

It would have been beneficial to have more frequent meetings in order to keep the momentum of actions more immediate.

The time pressures of running a small business, particularly the need to keep clients happy (fire-fighting on a short timescale), meant that mentoring actions were often put on the back burner.

Effectiveness of Support Provided by Dti & Urquhart Partnership

The M&M Club was found to be a good forum to meet the other pairings and exchange experiences.  The format of the evening meetings was considered to be a success.

Both Dti & Urquhart have been active in promoting discussions with FPAL.

We are looking forward to participation in the Close-out fair.

Recommendations for Improvement to the Mentoring Initiative

More frequent meetings would have been of benefit - ideally fortnightly (although there will always be the need to call off at short notice).  Offshore working is not ideal for the mentor, as rotas do not permit frequent meetings.

Formal monthly objectives were not found to be of benefit.  It is of more importance to define and adhere to quarterly objectives.  The process must still be sufficiently flexible to allow changes of direction and objectives as the mentoring relationship develops.

Conclusions

Participation in the mentoring initiative has certainly been value for money for the amount of time invested.  More commitment of time would probably have led to greater benefits, but would perhaps not have been incrementally worthwhile.

Face to face meeting is the best way to understand the workings and constraints under which an SME operates and this has been very effective.

Overall, the process has been an invaluable method of lateral learning between a large operator and an SME, to the benefit of both parties.
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