


The Ivey Business Review is an undergraduate business strategy publication conceived, written, 
and managed exclusively by students at the Richard Ivey School of Business, to provide a forum 
for tomorrow’s business leaders to develop, voice and discuss their thoughts on today’s business 
strategies, threats and opportunities. Each article has been created specifically for the magazine 
and comes from several months of intense collaboration between the writers and members of the 
Editorial Board.

The Richard Ivey School of Business at Western University (www.ivey.ca) offers undergraduate (HBA) 
and graduate degree programs (MSc, MBA, Executive MBA and PhD) in addition to non-degree Ex-
ecutive Development programs. Ivey has campuses in London (Ontario), Toronto, and Hong Kong. 



FROM THE EDITORS
As the pace of technological and societal change 
has accelerated, so too have the forces of creative 
destruction and rebirth. For much of modern his-
tory, businesses were insulated from many of the 
dangers of poor management and decision mak-
ing: customers picked brands for life, competitors 
moved cautiously and investors held their shares 
for years.
 
Today, business empires can be built in only a 
few years and destroyed by a single, unforeseen 
usurper. Three years after the launch of Facebook, 
The Guardian famously asked “Will MySpace ever 
lose its monopoly?” Technology companies are not 
the only businesses vulnerable to this accelerating 
cycle of disruption. After 100 years in business, 
F.W. Woolworth became the largest retailer in the 
world in 1979. Only a few holiday seasons later, 
it lost this title to an even older company, Sears. 
Within a decade, Walmart, which opened its first 
store fewer than 25 years earlier, used its IT mas-
tery to supplant them both. Today, Walmart’s reve-
nue exceeds Sears’ by close to 11 times and only 
one part of Woolworth’s still exists, its shoe depart-
ment, Foot Locker.
 
As you read this issue, which discusses topics 
from smartphone betrayal, to the rise of the “share 
economy” and the opportunity for commercial Un-
manned Aerial Vehicles, you’ll realize no company 
is immune to the pressure to rapidly adapt their 
strategies and redefine their business model.
 
With this in mind, we hope you enjoy and debate 
this issue, for the only consensus about ‘tomorrow’ 
is that it will be more challenging than today.
 
Sincerely,
 
- The Editorial Board
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INTERVIEW: DAVID O’BRIEN

IBR: Having recently hit retirement age at TransCanada, 
what are your thoughts on set retirement age policies for 
board members?

DOB: My view is that you must have a retirement age; I 
think it is good for renewal of the board, but it’s a diffi-
cult issue. The world is changing, people are living much 
longer and CEOs now can rarely take on more than one 
board, which wasn’t always the case. Consequently, it 
has become harder and harder to find experienced board 
members. On the other hand, what has happened in two 
cases with me is I’ve gone past the age of retirement re-
quested by the board, at both Encana (due to special cir-
cumstances) and the Royal Bank of Canada. 

I think it’s important to have a retirement age because it 
is difficult to turnover a board if you don’t, but you need 
flexibility to allow for circumstances where you may want 
to keep someone on beyond normal retirement. For in-
stance, at TransCanada, I suggested to them that if they 
were recruiting someone new who was 65 or older, they 
give them a seven-year run on the board regardless of age 
so they would have a meaningful time to participate.

IBR: Have you given any thought to the succession plan-
ning for the Chairman role and the timeline for your re-
tirement from Encana?

DOB: Yes, I had it all set. I was going to step down at the 
Annual Meeting coming up in April. I have been Chair of 
Encana and predecessor companies for 20 years starting 
with my role as CEO at PanCanadian Energy. I’ve done 
this a long time; I don’t need to do it any longer. I had per-
suaded my friend Clayton Woitas that he should replace 
me as Chairman at the Annual Meeting. Then, as you 
know, Clayton went in as Interim CEO, so I will stay on 
while we conduct a search for a CEO and when Clayton is 
freed up from his interim role he will step in as Chairman.

David P. O’Brien, OC 
Chairman of Encana and RBC

In 1996, David O’Brien was named Chairman, Presi-
dent and CEO of Canadian Pacific Ltd., having previ-
ously served as CP’s Chief Operating Officer, as well as 
CEO of the company’s petroleum arm.

As CEO of the $14B conglomerate, Mr. O’Brien led the 
company through a period of considerable change, 
during which it was split into five separate businesses, 
including CP Rail, Fairmont Hotels & Resorts and the 
present-day Encana. Though the proposal put an end 
to the historic 120-year-old company, it was supported 
by 98% of shareholders and is believed to have un-
locked more than 30% in shareholder value.

Mr. O’Brien currently serves as Chairman of Encana 
and the Royal Bank of Canada and is a board mem-
ber at Enerplus, Range Royalty, and Spur Resources. 
In addition, he has previously held Director roles at the 
C.D. Howe Institute, Fairmont Hotels & Resorts, Inco, 
Molson Coors and TransCanada and was the Chancel-
lor of Concordia University from 2006 – 2010.

Mr. O’Brien earned a B.A. (Honors Economics) from 
Loyola College and a Bachelor of Civil Law degree from 
McGill University. In 2009, he was named an officer of 
the Order of Canada.

Conducted by Michael Zawalsky and Andrew Cornhill

IBR talks with a Canadian 
business legend, as he reflects on 
his distinguished career.

DAVID O’BRIEN
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was in strong enough shape to stand independently. When 
I had arrived at CP, four of the six had no chance of being 
an independent public company. 

By the time we got to the “starburst”, all the companies 
did reasonably well. Some were acquired, but sharehold-
ers had a huge double-win: the conglomerate discount 
disappeared, and additionally some of the companies got 
taken over at very healthy premiums. Looking back, peo-
ple made enormous sums of money from it. People think 
the challenge was the split, but that was easy - getting the 
companies ready for it was the challenge. 

IBR: Could you speak to the specific tactics you used 
with public market investors to buy yourself time to dis-
aggregate CP? 

DOB: We narrowed the focus of CP by selling Marathon 
Realty in 1996 and later selling our billion-dollar invest-
ment in Laidlaw. We accelerated the pace of improvement 
at the remaining companies so that CP, as a whole was 
performing better (net income in 2000 was $1.8 billion 
vs. a net loss in 1995). With these initiatives, the street was 
somewhat pacified allowing us to choose our own timing. 

IBR: Recently, shareholder activism seems to be forming 
as a theme in Canadian Business. How would you char-
acterize the shift in dynamics between shareholders and 
boards?

DOB: Generally, I think it’s not a bad thing. I would call 
some boards somnolent in the sense that they are there and 
they do their job, but they aren’t driving the company for-
ward. When that happens and it’s apparent for a consider-
able period of time, having an outside activist shareholder 
isn’t always a bad thing. When I was running CP over 10 
years ago, I felt pressure from the shareholders on the con-
glomerate discount. Shareholders in the last 20 years have 
become much more strident in terms of what they want, 
and boards have generally become much more engaged. 

However, there are different kinds of activist investors. 
There are some who are actually trying to improve the 
company, and they bring new ideas and work with man-
agement to implement. I would have to say that seems to 

IBR: Speaking of CEOs, how do boards think about suc-
cession planning for, and motivation of, long-serving 
CEOs?

DOB: So much depends on the person. For example, Gord 
Nixon at the Royal Bank came to the CEO role at a very 
young age (I think he was about 43 at the time). He’s been 
there almost 12 years now, but he’s still very energetic and 
everything seems to be going right for the Bank right now. 
It’s not really a problem for us. The only issue is that at 
some point you get tired in the job – and Gord may come 
to that even though he’s a younger guy – so boards have 
to be ready with succession planning. We spend a fair 
amount of time on that; we have potential successors iden-
tified, and we give them the experiences they require so 
when Gord says it’s time to go, we’re ready.

IBR: What role do you think the CEO should take in 
their succession planning?

DOB: So much of it is dependent on quality. If you’re not 
happy with the performance of the CEO, then you really 
don’t want a lot of input about who they think should suc-
ceed them. If they are a very good CEO, like Gord Nixon 
is, then absolutely. 

In most circumstances, it’s preferable to choose an inter-
nal candidate because of cultural fit and knowledge of the 
company. An outside hire is generally riskier, but becomes 
necessary when there are no qualified internal candidates 
and/or the company needs a major fix or a culture change.

IBR: You have served quite successfully in the roles of 
CEO, Board Member, and Chairman over the years. 
What do you view as the most challenging situation 
you’ve faced, and why was it so challenging?

DOB: I think the most challenging thing that ever hit me 
in business was sometime after I became the CEO of Ca-
nadian Pacific – which, as you know, was a conglomerate 
comprised of about six different businesses – when it be-
came apparent to me within about two years of being in 
the role that the conglomerate format was not going to 
survive in the long-term. 

So, I looked at the businesses, and I said “what I have to 
do is get each of the businesses strong enough to be able 
to be independent, freestanding companies in the public 
market.” The pressure was starting to grow because CP 
was facing shareholder discontent over the conglomerate 
discount in the marketplace, so I had to play for time. It 
took three years or so to make sure each of the companies 

“PEOPlE ThINk ThE chAllENgE WAs 
ThE sPlIT, BuT ThAT WAs EAsy - 
gETTINg ThE cOmPANIEs READy fOR 
IT WAs ThE chAllENgE.”
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er capital requirements on some businesses with a view to 
reducing risk, but in turn this reduces return on capital.

IBR: Do you think that government should intervene and 
stop the take-over of Canadian national champions like 
Encana? 

DOB: This is a difficult question when you look at a com-
pany like Encana: it is Canada’s biggest natural gas com-
pany. I think it would be unfortunate if too many Cana-
dian companies in Calgary become subsidiaries of foreign 
companies because you lose a lot in the process. When 
people are here and are members of the community, they 
support the community in different ways. The vitality of 
the community is different when you compare head offic-
es versus branch offices. 

I think there is a place for national champions; the diffi-
culty is determining who gets protected. We saw how the 
politics in Saskatchewan played out with Potash Corp. On 

be the case with the CP Rail/Pershing proxy battle. There 
are others that look for a chance to make a quick buck on 
the market by putting a bid in; I would put someone like 
Carl Icahn in that category. He has no intention of run-
ning the business. He identifies what he views as an un-
dervalued company, makes a bid, and looks for someone 
else to take him out. That is what happened with Fair-
mont Hotels.

IBR: Governments are a more significant force on corpo-
rations than activist investors. Have you seen regulatory 
changes that significantly altered the strategy of a com-
pany you represent? 

DOB: I’ve seen this expressed in several ways. For instance, 
the change in taxation of income trusts made the high 
payout model much more difficult and companies are 
forced to reinvent themselves in a growth and income 
model where the payout is lower. In the banking industry, 
new regulation since the banking crisis has imposed high-

Profiling the Disaggregation of Canadian Pacific Ltd. 

The Disaggregation of Canadian Pacific
Canadian Pacific was formed in 1881 with the goal of connecting Canada from East to West. While originally conceived as a railway 
company, it diversified into hotels, real estate, trucking, airlines, energy and mining, and shipping to support its main business operations.

By the early to mid nineties Canadian Pacific was suffering anywhere from a 10-30% conglomerate discount. Then CEO, David O’Brien 
readied all CP businesses for spin-off into five companies from 1996 to 2001 (it’s real estate division was sold in 1996). This sudden 
disaggregation was termed the “starburst”. The split-up was announced in February 2001 and was completed October the same year.

Acqusition by CP Company

Merger

CP Company Acquired

Split

Alberta Energy

Encana

Hapag-Lloyd

Dakota, Minnesota, & Eastern

Encana

CenovusPanCanadian Energy

CP Ships

CP Rail

Fording Coal

Fairmont Hotels

Canadian Pacific Ltd.

‘09

‘06

‘08

‘07

‘02

‘01

Teck Resources

Kingdom Hotels (w/ Colony Capital)

‘06

Oxford Properties (w/ GE Capital)

‘96

M
arathon Realty

Source: Company Reports
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the other hand, you need some pressure on performance. 
It’s a tradeoff and you can’t start protecting everyone. In 
many jurisdictions, they simply don’t allow their biggest 
companies to get taken over. It’s a fight between efficient 
capital markets and having national champions; there is 
no perfect answer. The way that we have tried to deal with 
it at Encana, at least to date, is by bringing in joint venture 
partners in major projects so that they participate with us 
– they bring their capital, but don’t take us over.

IBR: In hindsight, given the collapse of natural gas pric-
es, do you think that the spinoff of Cenovus from En-
cana was the right call?

DOB: Well, had I known that natural gas prices were going 
to go from $7-8 down to $2, I would have thought hard 
about it. After the split, people ended up with two pieces 
of paper, and my guess is those two pieces of paper com-
bined today would be worth more than if we had not split 
up. There are two reasons for this: before the split, Encana 
would go on the road trying to sell natural gas to investors 
and we would get all kinds of questions about our oilsands 
holdings – which distracted from our narrative. Also, we 
were viewed as a natural gas company, and the oilsands got 
lost in the shuffle when we were all together. We thought, 
“this is a good time to go and split the company.” Things 
turned out not as well in the short-term because of what’s 
happened to natural gas prices. 

IBR: Has there ever been a time where you felt that you 
over or under reacted to changes in the oil patch in North 
America?

DOB: Yes. I under reacted as the Chairman of Encana in 
2010 to the coming glut of natural gas. Two things de-
ceived me. First, I was focused on how well we were do-
ing. All of a sudden we had our 10 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) 
of gas grow to 100 and we were just rubbing our hands 
thinking, “isn’t this wonderful?” I failed to fully appreci-
ate that the same thing was happening to other producers, 
and the impact on the overall market. 

I was also deceived by the fact that we were good at hedg-
ing. Even though the prices were coming down, we had 
hedged 50% of our production for three years out, which 
gave me comfort that even if there was a glut, maybe it 
would reverse itself and we would be okay. I just didn’t re-
alize how severe the glut could become and that we were 
running out of hedges. I under reacted to a change in cir-
cumstances of monumental proportions.

IBR: There is a disruptive shift in banking with non-fi-
nancial institutions such as Rogers or Wal-Mart creeping 
into the market. How do you see RBC responding to the 
threats of these non-traditional players?

DOB: We are very active now in the e-Wallet idea and 
we’ve had conversations with various technology and tele-
communication companies such as Bell and Rogers. In 
the future, I think most of the solutions are going to be 
combined with a telecom. It’s certainly an area in which 
you don’t want to be disintermediated - so we’re about to 
launch some products to prevent that.

IBR: RBC is a conglomerate in a fashion, comprised of 
many business units. Would the Board consider spin-
ning-off a group that investors have expressed concerns 
about, like RBC Capital Markets? 

DOB: We think that Capital Markets is an essential ingre-
dient to our service to our clients – and there are different 
pieces to capital markets. For instance, investment bank-
ing and M&A are healthy, essential services. With trad-
ing, a lot of it is pretty straightforward:  its interest rate 
swaps, foreign exchange and fixed income trading. All of 
these, in our view, are very important ingredients of what 
we call the “universal bank” - the ability to provide all the 
services. What we have done though, is de-risked our Cap-
ital Markets group by getting away from some of the more 
esoteric products: the structured credit products, where 
there was too much potential high-impact tail risk. 

In 2011 and 2012, all the analysts were saying they didn’t 
like our Capital Markets because they couldn’t predict its 
earnings well, and the truth is you can’t. But now, Capi-
tal Markets is humming again. We are doing well and our 
stock price has gone up; we’ve hit $90B market cap and 
now we’re the shiny boy on the mountain.

“All ThE ANAlysTs WERE sAyINg 
ThEy DIDN’T lIkE OuR cAPITAl 
mARkETs... NOW WE’RE ThE shINy 
BOy ON ThE mOuNTAIN.”

FOR MORE FROM DAVID O’BRIEN:   
www.iveybusinessreview.ca
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By Kevin Romano and Ryan White

Google’s growing fear of an emerging titan: Samsung

ET TU, 
GOOGLE?

Rome was not built in a day, but over years 
of battle, conquest, and deal making. Its 
rise was led by Julius Caesar, a dictator 
whose newfound power grew so strong 
that it threatened to destabilize the Em-
pire. He was assassinated by those closest 
to him in a pre-emptive attack. Today, Goo-
gle faces this same dilemma: must Samsung, 
the modern day Caesar, be killed to save 
the Empire?
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Android brand in consumer mindshare.  While consumers used 
to buy Samsung devices because they were running the Android 
OS, they now purchase them for the Galaxy brand name.   

Google’s mobile data collection pipeline has transitioned from 
being supplied by a wide range of OHA members to overdepen-
dence upon Apple and Samsung. At its core, Google is still a 
data company; it gathers, analyzes, and monetizes data like no 
other firm, so this perilous source of mobile data is worrisome. 
Given 90% of the world’s data has been created in the past two 
years – largely due to the proliferation of smartphones – the loss 
of a stable data source would have serious repercussions for the 
search giant. Android remains Google’s mechanism to capital-
ize on data flow, but should Samsung flee the ecosystem, Goo-
gle’s core business will be at risk.   

A Man Amongst Giants?
Google’s mobile data flow is dependent on two channels: the 
use of the Android OS and its affiliated applications, and the 
use of Google as a default mobile search option. Apple and 
Samsung exert significant control over this information stream; 
combined, the two companies account for 69% of the smart-
phone market and 106% of industry profit (when taking into 
account losses incurred by other manufacturers). Should either 
of these companies shut out Google, its data pipeline would 
quickly dry up. 

Apple 

The feud between Apple and Google has been well document-
ed. Google cannot afford to lose iPhone users, as they generate 
Google four times more revenue despite being three times few-
er than all Android users combined. Google even pays Apple a 
yearly fee of $1B to remain the default search provider on iOS. 
However, Apple keeps inching further and further away. First, 
it attempted to switch from Google Maps to Apple Maps. Then, 
in 2012, there was the glaring omission of a preloaded YouTube 
app on iOS 6 devices. Most notably, Siri’s direct attack on Goo-
gle’s search business. By accessing specific databases directly, 
Siri bypasses Google from the search market, thereby threat-
ening Google’s main revenue source. As this relationship be-
comes even more strained, Google must think proactively about 
a world where accessing data through, its largest customer,Ap-
ple becomes increasingly unpredictable.

Samsung 

At first glance, the Samsung relationship appears to be much 
stronger. Samsung uses Android across a suite of product lines, 
while its powerful market position drives Google’s data collec-
tion. Yet there are concerning signs about the future of the Goo-
gle-Samsung relationship. Samsung has plans to use other OSs 
on its high-end smartphones including the Linux-based Tizen, 
an OS developed in part by Samsung. With a planned August 
release date, this non-Android Samsung phone has just been re-

In 2007, Google founded the Open Handset Alliance (OHA), 
a group of 34 companies, including HTC, LG, Sony, Motoro-
la, and Samsung, to “accelerate innovation in mobile and of-
fer consumers a richer, less expensive, and better mobile expe-
rience.” At the heart of this consortium would be Android, a 
jointly-developed operating system (OS) that would be free to 
all members to use, customize, and contribute towards. The 
success and growth of Android has been staggering, yet the 
spoils of this growth have not been equally shared. 

During the 2012 holiday shopping season, Samsung controlled 
an astounding 98.5% of operating profit among Android de-
vice manufacturers. Not only has awareness of its Galaxy brand 
eclipsed that of Android itself, but as hard as it is to believe, 
Samsung makes more profit from Android smartphones than 
Google does as a whole. Even HTC – Android’s second larg-
est vendor and maker of the platform’s first handset – has seen 
operating margins tumble to 1% and its market share drop by 
80% since 2011. To make matters worse, Samsung has recently 
begun removing any association to Android, choosing to brand 
its phones as “SAFE,” or Samsung for Enterprise. Many suspect 
the company will soon transition away from operating purely 
on the Android platform, as marketing Galaxy devices to en-
terprise consumers is difficult when the smartphone runs on an 
OS susceptible to hacking. 

Gone are the days of Android versus iPhone. Today, it’s Sam-
sung versus Apple.  The Samsung brand has now surpassed the 
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When Amazon first released the Kindle Fire, it operated on 
the Android platform. Amazon, however, had no plans to con-
tinue using Android and chose to revamp the software to its 
own specifications. Many Google offerings and services were 
removed from the tablet, taking with them a valuable source 
of data. The Kindle Fire now represents 8% of total US tablet 
market share and has a user base three times greater than any 
Android tablet; despite this, Google is unable to capitalize on 
any data from this consumer base.

Google’s Future in the Mobile Industry
Google needs to build a defense to maintain its position in the 
mobile market should Samsung decide to fork Android. The 
2012 acquisition of Motorola provides a perfect hardware part-
ner to build a high-end Google branded phone that can com-
pete against the S4. Rumors of a Motorola X Phone suggest a 
phone is in the works that gives consumers the ability to cus-
tomize their hardware. It is rumored to offer integration with 
Google’s wearable computing offerings, namely Google Glass.  

In order to effectively compete with Apple and Samsung in the 
mainstream market Google will need to target the average con-
sumer, which represents a departure from Google’s historical 
focus. Consequently, Motorola branding and specifications that 
appeal to the “techie” market over the average consumer is not 
the path Google should be taking. Given Google has far great-
er brand appeal than Motorola, this new phone should deem-
phasize Motorola’s involvement despite irs back end work. The 
new phone should be branded strictly as the “Chrome Phone” 
to play up the anticipated future convergence of Android OS 
and Chrome OS. 

Highlighting specifications that appeal mostly to tech conscious 
consumers will not accomplish Google’s ultimate goal of secur-
ing a reliable mobile data pipeline. The Chrome Phone will re-
place the Nexus line, whose reputation as a “developer phone” 
and lack of full Google branding limits its mass market appeal. 

A key success factor in the mobile industry is having one flag-
ship device. Where Samsung has the Galaxy line and Apple has 
the iPhone, Google will now have the Chrome Phone . A mar-

leased to app developers and is expected to compete in the same 
high-end space as the Galaxy and iPhone lines.

More recently, to combat Android’s weak security and its sus-
ceptibility to hacking, Samsung created the Knox security sys-
tem to be part of its SAFE platform. The Knox system helps 
alleviate the fear of hacking and makes Samsung devices more 
attractive to enterprise customers. Although this feature will in-
crease sales of the Android platform, it only accrues value to 
Samsung, at the direct expense of Google. The development of 
proprietary software like Knox is a further step away from An-
droid to a completely independent Samsung OS. 

Samsung’s March 14th  launch of the Galaxy S4 provides the 
most telling glimpse into the future Google-Samsung relation-
ship. Not only did Samsung release a suite of Samsung specific 
software like S-Voice, S-Translator, and a Samsung Apps store 
(replacing functionality currently offered by Google), but at no 
point during the grandiose release was Google even mentioned 
as a strategic partner. 

High-end smartphones are vital to Samsung. The Korean firm’s 
handset operating margins sit at approximately 20%, but earn-
ings are heavily skewed towards its flagship devices. The Galaxy 
line earns 35% margins, while mid-to-low market phones yield 
margins of only 1-2%. Equally important are the spillover ef-
fects from being a smartphone leader. Samsung depends on the 
brand power gained from the Galaxy line to market and posi-
tion its other product lines.    

History Repeats Itself
Industry consensus suggests Samsung is going to “fork” the An-
droid OS. Forking is a term used to describe when one firm 
takes an open software platform (such as Android), changes the 
original code, and adds its own proprietary software on top, ef-
fectively creating a new distinct piece of software. The notion of 
Samsung forking Android should not come as news to Google; 
the internet giant faced a near identical situation in 2011 with 
the Kindle Fire and failed to make any strategic pre-emptive 
moves. 

Mindshare Over Time - Galaxy versus Android
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and cannot offer any substantial pushback. Ceding to the wish-
es of these irrelevant players by not aggressively marketing the 
Chrome Phone’s launch would only serve to further expose 
Google to the threat of a Samsung fork. 

In the long term, the Chrome Phone must drive integration 
across Google platforms. The Chrome Phone can serve as the 
focal point from which consumers utilize Google’s services and 
future hardware. Despite having a suite that includes smart-
phones, tablets, Google TV, Chrome OS, and Google Glass, 
Google users do not exhibit the same motivation to remain 
within the ecosystem as Apple users do. Google has not con-
trolled this ecosystem in the past, allowing hardware manufac-
turers to put their own tweaks on Google software, thus pre-
venting seamless integration. Google must now use its increased 
power through the introduction of Chrome Phone to ensure the 
ecosystem is properly maintained. By doing so, Google can pre-
vent similar vulnerabilities from reoccurring.    

Failing to take proactive action has burnt Google before. As 
Samsung grows to capture an even greater mindshare of con-
sumers and the Android market, the steady stream of data Goo-
gle is collecting becomes increasingly vulnerable. It’s time to 
take an asset that is bleeding money – Motorola – and put it 
to work . 

keting budget of $1.5B should be dedicated to the release, which 
exceeds the Galaxy S3’s $1.1B budget and approaches the S4’s 
anticipated budget. Such a large budget is vital to building hype 
in the competitive hardware market, and given that consumers 
are not accustomed to Google hardware, a large effort will be 
needed to encourage early adoption. Several phones with top-ti-
er specifications have failed to meet sales targets due to unag-
gressive marketing campaigns, most notably the HTC One X. 
A $1.5B campaign from Google will help prevent these previous 
issues.

Since Google’s primary focus is ensuring a pipeline of data col-
lection, the Chrome Phone should be sold at a discount to the 
iPhone and Galaxy lines. Unlike other phone manufacturers, 
Google is able to make money off data collection in addition 
to hardware markup. By entering the high-end market at a 
mid-level price point, Google immediately establishes itself as 
a formidable competitor who can subsidize smartphone sales 
through data monetization. A mid-level price point also con-
forms to Google’s desire for openness and accessibility in the 
future of mobile. 

Although Google can trace its mobile history back to the 
founding of OHA, it must realize how dramatically times 
have changed from 2007. Other than Samsung, OHA is com-
posed of what are now fringe players in the smartphone market. 
These fringe players – LG, HTC, Sony and the like – will not 
be pleased about the introduction of a Google branded com-
peting device. But these competitors are effectively powerless 
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By Shelly Bajaj and Sean Bandyopadhyay

How Warner Brothers can successfully re-enter the Indian film industry

fROm POPcORN TO sAmOsAs

On February 1st, 2010, a seemingly unknown man made his 
way through a crowd of spectators to ring the opening bell at 
NASDAQ to promote his new film. Even when featured on 
CNN after the event, few outside of his home country would 
recognize him as a man equally influential as any of the ti-
tans of Hollywood. His name is Shahrukh Khan and, as Bol-
lywood’s favorite son, he is quietly among the most powerful 
people in film. 

The unmatched fan following enjoyed by Khan and his co-ac-
tors in Bollywood has changed the Indian movie industry from 
a beloved cultural institution into a global brand and booming 
business. While the rest of the global movie industry is expected 
to grow by a meager 3.1% by 2016, the Indian market is surg-
ing: with 11.5% projected annual growth, 3 billion yearly ad-
missions, and revenues reaching $3.6B by 2017. All this comes 
as the global film industry’s core markets are becoming less at-
tractive due to tighter regulation and cost pressures.

But even if the Indian film business presents a tantalizing op-
portunity, sustained success for a number of Hollywood’s stu-
dios remains elusive. There is no better example than Warner 
Bros (WB), one of the most storied and influential studios in 
Hollywood. The company first ventured into Indian film in 
2009 when they partnered with an unsuccessful Indian pro-
duction company and suffered a loss of approximately $6M. 
Although the loss is small, WB has ever since been reluctant 
to venture into any further Indian productions, instead choos-
ing to simply distribute their Hollywood productions in India. 
However, with India’s rising middle class and widening distri-

bution of films, the possibilities seem endless for Hollywood’s 
deep-pocketed giant.

Currently the biggest box-office markets in the world after the 
US are China, Japan, France, the UK, and India. While Hol-
lywood has taken advantage of China’s rapidly growing movie 
industry, the expansion has been highly regulated by the Chi-
nese government. The government-backed French movie indus-
try, on the other hand, faces exorbitant expenses due to rising 
costs including fees guaranteed to stars, producers, and direc-
tors. The end result is often unprofitable movies. 

WB’s active presence in the Japanese movie industry and its 
close association with the British industry – where it continues 
to grow through acquisitions of facilities such as the Leavesden 
Studios – leaves India as the next frontier for the company’s 
growth. 

Breaking down Bollywood
The Indian movie industry is segmented into different sectors 
based on the language the movie is produced in. Bollywood 
is the largest and most popular segment comprising of movies 
made in Hindi. Recent years have seen the Indian movie in-
dustry experience high growth, demonstrated by movies setting 
new box-office records year after year. The “100CR Club”, the 
current benchmark of box-office performance of movies in In-
dia, refers to movies that generate revenue more than 100CR 
($20M). In 2011, while only five movies entered this coveted 
club, 2012 saw the addition of nine more, bringing the cumula-
tive total to 18. At an average ticket price of INR100 ($2), less 

FROM POPCORN TO SAMOSAS
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than 1% of India’s population have watched a “100 CR Club” 
movie, indicating the significant potential for growth in the In-
dian movie industry. Experts already predict that the future in-
dustry benchmark will be a “200CR Club.” 

With a CAGR of 11%, the South Indian movie industry pri-
marily caters to the 135 million Tamil and Telugu speakers of 
India. This industry has been a fast-growing subset which will 
grow to revenues of $662M by 2016. There have been numer-
ous collaborations between Bollywood and the South, where 
content is shared between filmmakers to remake successful re-
gional movies into Hindi and vice versa. In fact, five out of the 
18 movies that have entered the “100CR Club” have been re-
makes of regional movies.

Show Me the Rupees!
A major factor driving the lucrative movie industry is the grow-
ing middle-class population of India whom, on average, earn 
roughly $13,000 annually. Between 2006 and 2011, consumer 
market spending nearly doubled from $549B to $1.06T. More-
over, a recent report from McKinsey Quarterly stated that In-
dia’s middle class population is expected to grow from 5% of 
the total population to 40% by 2025, creating the world’s fifth 
largest consumer market. The film industry has been able to 
capitalize on the increasing willingness of the middle class to 
spend their disposable income on movies, translating this new 
trend into bankable profits.

Revenues for Indian movies break down into four major sub-
sets: domestic theatrical, international theatrical, home-video, 
and cable and satellite rights. While the home-video market has 
been diminishing, domestic and international theatrical reve-
nues have surged due to widening distribution and double-digit 
industry growth. From 2010 to 2011, the number of domestic 
and international screens for medium and big-budget movies 
more than doubled per release. This expansion exemplifies the 
increasing demand for Hindi, Tamil, and Telugu movies. Dig-
itization is also contributing to wider distribution. Compared 
to analog prints, digital prints are much cheaper and allow pro-
duction companies to add or decrease screens to movie theatres 
in real-time. Moreover, digitization promotes wider releases of 
low-budget movies, which traditionally have had more narrow 
releases. Digital prints allow producers to show their movies in 
theatres throughout India, an opportunity that did not exist 
before.

Another factor driving growth is the increasing number of mul-
tiplexes in the country. These modernized, digital theatres rep-
resent only 15% of total screens in India, but account for over 
a third of all domestic box-office revenues due to their higher 
ticket prices. The higher prices can be attributed to the increas-
ing disposable income of India’s middle class population. The 
number of overall multiplexes is expected to grow to 2000 by 
2016. Furthermore, acquisition fees to broadcast movies on tele-
vision channels grew at a rate of 20% from 2011 to 2012. Such 
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sics in Bollywood. While WB will benefit from this experience 
and acumen, the Hollywood studio can contribute their refined 
production process to the partnership, including their experi-
ence in marketing, budgeting, distribution, cinematography, 
and merchandising. WB must take advantage of the current 
trend of production companies by becoming more involved in 
the entire film production, including the filmmaking process, 
instead of merely adding value at the tail-end of the project. 
This strategy allows both production houses to build on each 
other’s expertise and resources to create a sustainable partner-
ship in Bollywood before eventually moving onto the growing 
South Indian movie industry.

One of the key success factors of the movie industry has been 
recognizing trends in the genre of movies that resonate with au-
diences and the connection the audience can form with a specif-
ic actor. While certain actors have been successful in one genre, 
they have failed in others. Utilizing the expertise of companies 
like Ormax Media, an independent company conducting re-
search and analyzing trends in the movie industry, can be a key 

resource for WB. Using a “big data” approach, WB can use an-
alytics in combination with Ormax’s experience with the local 
market to make more informed production decisions.

The market share of Hollywood films released in India has in-
creased by 50% over the past year, accounting for 8.8% of over-
all box-office revenues in India. This presents ample opportuni-
ties for WB to develop the market in India for their Hollywood 
productions. Globalization has increasingly drawn urban Indi-
an consumers to Western culture. By entering in a partnership 
with Dharma Productions, WB can foster relations with big 
Bollywood actors and introduce the company to a large pool 
of Indian talent. WB can accelerate their casting of Bollywood 
actors into Hollywood productions; the ardent fan base of these 
actors can be used as a platform to generate hype and expand 
the market for WB’s Hollywood ventures in India.

The above recommendations allow Warner Bros. to effectively 
re-launch themselves into a global economic giant with one of 
the largest consumer markets in the world. To compete with its 
major competitors, it has become imperative for the company to 
continue to expand globally. The Indian movie industry allows 
WB an opportunity for growth, portfolio diversification, and 
an avenue to advertise its brand to more than a billion people.

high acquisition fees have led to producers recovering 40-80% 
of their investment costs even before theatrical release.

WB’s Indian Options 
There are four ways WB can approach the prospering Indian 
opportunity: partnering with an Indian production house, es-
tablishing a green field investment, pursuing an acquisition, or 
licensing.

Hollywood giant 20th Century Fox has already set their base 
in India by partnering with Star India, an Indian media and 
entertainment company. The jointly created production house - 
Fox Star Studios - has concentrated mostly on expanding their 
distribution network. With the increasing influence of Western 
culture in India, Fox Star has been able to successfully distrib-
ute popular Hollywood flicks. They have also churned out two 
of the most profitable Hindi movies of 2012, and are starting 
to expand into the Tamil movie industry by co-producing with 
established production houses.

Viacom has entered India by forming a joint venture with Net-
work 18, an Indian mass-media company. The joint venture 
company, Viacom 18 Motion Pictures, was the first production 
company to partner with YouTube to upload a full-length HD 
quality version of its movie. This allowed viewers to watch the 
film online on the same day of its theatrical release. This al-
lowed the film to charge a fixed price and reach targeted audi-
ences from specific geographies.

UTV Motion Pictures is one of the most successful produc-
tion companies in India. Despite its mammoth success in the 
Indian movie industry, the company is in fact the film unit 
of UTV Software Communications, a subsidiary of the Walt 
Disney Company. Even without utilizing its parent’s lucrative 
brand name, UTV continues to draw audiences into Indian 
theatres by producing a mix of entertaining and critically-ac-
claimed movies. UTV has also established itself in the South 
Indian movie industry.

As demonstrated by the success of its competitors, it is evident 
that with the right strategy, Warner Bros. can establish them-
selves as a major player in the Indian movie industry.

The Beginning of a Beautiful Friendship  
WB should partner with a successful Indian movie production 
company like Dharma Productions to co-produce movies. After 
suffering a loss in their first big Indian production, forming a 
partnership allows WB to share the risk inherent in film pro-
duction. As there are some distinct differences in the preference 
of Indian and American audiences, the partnership will also al-
low WB to take advantage of the knowledge and expertise of 
a well-established production company.  Since 1980, Dharma 
Productions has been forging relationships within the movie 
industry and has produced some of the biggest all-time clas-

“As DEmONsTRATED By ThE succEss 
Of ITs cOmPETITORs, IT Is EVIDENT 
ThAT WITh ThE RIghT sTRATEgy, 
WARNER BROs. cAN EsTABlIsh 
ThEmsElVEs As A mAjOR PlAyER IN 
ThE INDIAN mOVIE INDusTRy.”
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Ensuring Illumina capitalizes on the impending personalized healthcare boom 

gENOmIcs IllumINATED

Illumina Inc.’s (Illumina) recent rejection of a proposed $8.5B 
buyout by pharmaceutical behemoth Roche, an offer worth 
34 times expected 2012 net income, illustrates the company’s 
noteworthy potential. CEO Jim Flatley dismissed the Roche of-
fer, stating it “dramatically undervalues Illumina and does not 
adequately reflect Illumina’s singular position in an industry 
poised for extraordinary growth.” Flatley was referring to the 
personalized healthcare industry – the future of pharmaceuti-
cals. Though despite Flatley’s confidence, Illumina is facing in-
creased competition with new entrants competing largely on 
price, driving down industry margins. While management is 
optimistic about the future, Illumina’s future may be more dim 
than Flatley thinks.

The Company
Illumina is the largest manufacturer of genomic sequencing ma-
chines, that examine the variations and make-up of DNA. Illu-
mina sells its products to a wide variety of institutions ranging 
from academic to biotechnology clients. These customers use 
Illumina’s technologies in order to better understand causes of 
diseases and how to effectively treat them.

Illumina has two business segments: Lofe Sciences and Diag-
nostics. Life Sciences – all products and services relating to the 
research markets, is the source of most revenues. On the oth-
er hand, Diagnostics – comprised of all opportunities in the 
emerging molecular diagnostics field, is a largely inactive divi-
sion operating in an infant but growing market, and currently 
composes less than 10% of all revenues.  

Since 2008, Illumina has grown organically and through ac-
quisitions; its bottom line has grown 283% from $39M to 
$151M. With total revenues exceeding $1B and cash equiva-
lents of $1.4B, Illumina has the cash required vertically inte-
grate through acquisition and maintain a strong position in the 
personalized medicine market. 

Advancements in Personalized Medicine
Personalized medicine refers to medical treatment that is tai-
lored to individuals’ unique characteristics. Technological ad-
vancements have enabled a deeper understanding of what dif-
ferentiates us genetically. For example, the study of human ge-
netics has made it increasingly clear what components of our 
DNA are linked to specific personal features. By identifying 
and analyzing our unique makeup, it is now possible to deter-
mine if a patient is susceptible to a particular ailment. This pro-
active approach to evaluating an individual’s health represents 
a drastic change to the traditional method of treating health 
concerns after symptoms have materialized. The critical con-
cept is that personal differences are recognized and considered 
to provide an unprecedented level of customization. Drug man-
ufacturers can then design a unique pharmaceutical, improving 
quality of care as treatment is based on a patient’s personal con-
dition as opposed to a generic patient profile. 

Technological advancements have dramatically reduced the cost 
of sequencing the human genome from $3M down to $4,000 
per sequence. Consequently, demand has increased from indi-
viduals seeking to have their genome sequenced. With the se-
quencing process becoming increasingly accessible, PwC fore-

GENOMICS ILLUMINATED
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Vertically Integrated Healthcare
Illumina’s increasingly relevant Diagnostics division should 
be involved in three stages of the personalized medicine pro-
cess: sequencing, interpreting, and testing. Illumina is already a 
market leader in the first stage via their acquisition of Verinata. 
But to really drive value they need to expand their offerings in 
the second stage through a Knome acquisition and in the third 
stage through an acquisition of A&G. In the short-term, Illu-
mina can use strong product sales from Life Sciences to fund 
Diagnostic’s development, achieving a necessary change in or-
ganizational focus prior to the negative impact of technology 
commoditization in the long-term. Illumina’s entrance into the 
services industry is a drastic change requiring new capabilities. 
However, this endeavor is feasible as the necessary competencies 
can be added via the aforementioned acquisitions.

First Stage: Sequencing

The process begins when a patient visits a health care provider 
for a diagnosis. The healthcare provider, seeking to better un-
derstand the patient’s condition, refers the patient to Illumina. 
The patient then visits an Illumina clinic where the company 
uses its current technologies to perform the sequencing process 
upon the individual’s DNA.

Second Stage: Interpreting

Next, the genetic strand is interpreted. Illumina’s recent acqui-
sition of Verinata allows them to screen fetuses as early as 10 
weeks for diseases such as Down’s syndrome, but the firm cur-
rently lacks the technology needed to interpret a whole genome 
sequence for more prominent diseases such as cancer. Given Il-
lumina’s lack of proprietary technology and relevant expertise, 
developing this capability internally would be difficult. Acquir-
ing Knome is preferable and recommended. 

Knome’s knoSYS device contains pre-installed templates for 
breast cancer that allows for successful interpretation of whole 
genome sequences when screening for this disease among oth-
ers. Illumina currently pays Knome each time an Illumina cus-
tomer uses Knome’s devices. This acquisition would eliminate 
all licensing fees and enable them to offer a more comprehensive 
service.

Third Stage: Testing

Once the genetic strand is interpreted, the testing phase detects 
the presence of targeted diseases. Many companies, have iden-
tified markers for diseases. Rather than looking to test for all 
conditions, Illumina should start by acquiring a niche player 
such as A&G Pharmaceuticals (A&G). A&G has offerings in 
oncology; specifically, they can test for and monitor breast and 
lung cancer in real-time. 

casts the therapeutic, medical device, and diagnostic aspects of 
the personalized medicine industry to grow from $24B in 2009 
to $42B in 2015. 

A Changing Industry Sequence
Illumina’s market share currently stands at 60% in what the 
company defines as the “next-generation” sequencing market. 
Demand for its Hiseq 2500 machine (priced at $740,000) and 
its forthcoming Miseq machine (priced at $125,000) is expect-
ed to rise within the academic field, with current sales project-
ed to increase 30% to 50% in the next five years, especially in 
clinics. These trends have led to predictions that Illumina’s total 
revenues will grow 10.4% organically, and 4.6% through their 
recent acquisition of Verinata in the short term. 

Illumina’s success has attracted new market entrants including 
Life Technologies, Pacific Biosciences, and Beckman Coulter. 
Their products compete on features such as required resources 
per run, time per run, and cost per instrument. Although these 
technologies use different sequencing chemistries, competitors’ 
machines are capable of reading sequences in comparable sizes 
at a similar pace to Illumina’s.  

Though performance differs, all of these machines suffice to 
meet the needs of most customers. Consequently, JP Morgan 
predicts “pricing pressures caused by competition and increased 
demand will result in lower priced instruments.” With technol-
ogy rapidly advancing, competing products will soon provide 
equal utility to consumers, and Illumina will be forced to lower 
its prices in order to remain competitive. 

Technology Commoditization
The personal computer (PC) market illustrates the potential 
consequences of technology commoditization as firms begin 
competing primarily on price. In that space, hardware compo-
nents became cheaper to manufacture over time as economies of 
scale were achieved and competition intensified; PC companies 
were eventually forced to lower prices. The personalized medi-
cine industry, meanwhile, is currently dominated by monopo-
lies derived from strong patent protection – there are numerous 
ways to sequence a genome. Genetic sequencing machines are 
competing on speed, but over time these sequencing machines 
may mirror the fate of PCs, as margin erosion leaves a once lu-
crative industry relatively commoditized.  

Illumina prides itself on being an innovative technology pro-
ducer, yet its revenue growth is expected to taper off and re-
main steady at 8% in the longer term. Illumina has correctly 
recognized that remaining a technology pure-play is not a viable 
option and consequently is actively expanding its diagnostics 
business. Management has noted that they maintain a goal of 
becoming a leader in genomic-based diagnostics.  They have fu-
eled these ambitions through the acquisitions of players includ-
ing BlueGnome and Verinata. 
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ing business than in one that focuses upon research. This will 
also help to isolate Illumina’s healthy Life Sciences unit from 
the challenges that will arise when integrating acquired firms; 
and from the more volatile, high-growth nature of the diagnos-
tics market.  

Preventative Medicine for Illumina’s Cor-
porate Strategy
The acquisitions of Knome and A&G represent the incorpo-
ration of biotechnology, pharmaceutical, and theranostic ser-
vices into one model under the Illumina name. This vertically 
integrated approach enables Illumina to capture value at three 
different points: sequencing, interpretation, and testing. Rap-
idly developing its Diagnostics business also ensures Illumina 
withstands the threat of its technology production becoming 
increasingly subject to pricing pressures. 

Over time, the cost of Illumina’s services and custom drug man-
ufacturing will represent a cheaper alternative to the status quo 
of reactively treating patients once their ailments have materi-
alized. Insurance companies will see the value in preemptively 
addressing clients’ unique health concerns. This revolutionary 
form of healthcare is still developing; however, as the cost of ge-
nomic sequencing continues to decline, Illumina can position 
itself to shine as it capitalizes on the impending personalized 
medicine boom.

A&G is developing a both a screening test and drug (GP88 
monoclonal antibody) for breast cancer once detected but be-
fore expression – this drug would be a first foray for Illumina 
into the emerging business of theranostics – where a company 
both diagnoses and treats a condition. A&G is planning to gen-
erate a quick win from their breast cancer test – this test would 
be the main value-driver for Illumina. Also, A&G is approach-
ing Phase I of bringing the GP88 to market, though the risk of 
failure so early in the drug development lifecycle is extreme-
ly high. The potential added benefits of successfully develop-
ing drugs such as GP88 would not be the primary focus of an 
A&G acquisition, however. Illumina should acquire firms such 
as A&G for their proprietary technology, which can be incorpo-
rated into Illumina’s testing services. If drugs being developed 
by acquired firms do reach later stages of development, Ilumi-
na can choose to sell these properties to pharmaceutical firms; 
partner with pharmaceutical firms to develop the drugs; or ex-
amine the feasibility of developing the drugs in-house. These 
considerations can be made in the future once Illumina has 
made progress developing a strong diagnostics division.

With a sizable cash position of $1.4B, several of these acquisi-
tions are possible. The acquisitions of A&G and other similar-
ly situated firms would increase the thoroughness of Illumina’s 
testing, providing customers with a wider range of information.  

Partnering With Pharmaceutical Compa-
nies to Develop Personalized Treatment
The acquisition of A&G also notably enables Illumina to enter 
the therapeutics market. Broadly, therapeutics refers to caring 
for a patient comprehensively by both preventing disease as well 
as addressing specific problems. Illumina’s DNA analysis pres-
ents information unique to an individual, which can be used 
to provide personalized therapeutic treatment. Illumina should 
enter this space by partnering with pharmaceutical companies 
such as Pfizer. A licensing strategy would be attractive to these 
companies as Illumina is essentially bringing business directly 
to them. Illumina would license its analysis of an individual’s 
genetic information to large pharmaceutical companies whom 
could then manufacture a personalized drug. 

A licensing model is the best strategy here, as Illumina is ill-
equipped to become a large scale drug manufacturer. Although 
some of Illumina’s acquisitions may be developing early stage 
pharmaceuticals, if Illumina were to aggressively enter drug 
manufacturing they would alienate the firms they hope to li-
cense their services to. Furthermore, these firms already have 
the competencies and vast resources required for drug develop-
ment, marketing, and distribution. 

Finally, Illumina should accentuate its strong movement into 
the molecular diagnostics field by standing up its Diagnostics 
segment as a separate business unit from Life Sciences. Differ-
ent talent and processes are required to succeed in a patient-fac-

Theranostics Value Chain
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DIsRuPTINg ThE DIsPATch

How Uber can succeed in the race for mobile taxi supremacy

It’s 3:00AM on a Sunday morning in Vancouver, and a hard-
working banker is attempting to find his way home after burn-
ing the midnight oil at his downtown office. Similar to many 
large metropolitan cities, it is virtually impossible to hail a cab 
on the street this time of day, let alone reach a taxi dispatcher. 
Furthermore, the nearest running bus is more than 10 blocks 
away. The banker would normally have used his smartphone 
to book a Town Car through Uber, the revolutionary mobile 
application connecting passengers with luxury vehicle drivers; 
however, just a few weeks earlier, the British Columbia Pas-
senger Transportation Board deemed Uber illegal, citing a lit-
tle-used rule preventing limo operators from charging less than 
$75 per ride. The ruling significantly reduced Uber’s presence 
in Vancouver, forcing the company to operate “underground.”

The ruling is nothing new for Uber. The three year old start-
up has been fighting with regulators in Washington DC, San 
Francisco, Toronto, and countless other cities. Although the 
company has been an astounding hit with both investors and 
consumers, it is struggling to define its role within the evolving 
car-service business. Recently, new mobile taxi applications are 
beginning to appear across the globe; services such as London’s 
Hailo and San Francisco’s FlyWheel. Each represents a chal-
lenger to Uber’s land grab strategy.

Starting Up a Startup      

The idea for Uber was spawned by Travis Kalanick and Garrett 
Camp during a 2008 technology conference in Paris. Camp had 
come fresh off the sale of discovery engine phenomenon Stum-
bleUpon, and Kalanick had recently sold his peer-to-peer deliv-
ery service, Red Swoosh. They had spent much of their time in 
San Francisco, and began venting mutual frustration with the 
city’s atrocious taxi industry. Inconsistent service and a lack of 
vacant cars were at the forefront of their dissatisfaction. The 
two serial innovators consequently sought to find a better way 
of cabbing in a major metropolitan city.

Camp began developing a mobile application to allow users to 
connect directly with luxury vehicle drivers in virtually all loca-
tions any time of day, avoiding directly entering the traditional 
taxi space where passengers must either call into a centralized 
dispatch or hail a cab on the street. By June 2010, Uber had 
three drivers cruising the streets of San Francisco on its test run. 
Three years later, Uber boasts thousands of users and has ex-
panded to over 25 cities across the United States, Canada, Eu-
rope, and Southeast Asia.      

Uber’s growth is fueled by funding from angel investors, ven-
ture capital groups, and major investment banks. After raising 
$12M from Benchmark Capital in early 2011, Uber raised a 
further $32M from investors including Menlo Ventures, Bezos 
Expeditions, and Goldman Sachs just 18 months after launch. 
Armed with $50M in secured capital, a growing presence in ma-
jor US cities, and rapid increases in its user base, Uber entered 
2012 poised for success.

DISRUPTING THE DISPATCH
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Uber has since found success in cities like Washington DC and 
New York City, where regulators have allowed the company to 
operate on a trial basis; however, its battle to gain legal status 
has also cost Uber time and money, while causing it to experi-
ence the wrath of existing taxi companies.  

The Challenge of Being First on the Road 
Uber’s early success can largely be explained by its main com-
petitive advantages:

1. Its reputation as a first mover, allowing the compa-
ny to capture new markets and attract new drivers

2. An aggressive, entrepreneurial corporate culture, fos-
tering respect from those who are keen to see liber-
alization of the personal transportation industry

3. Prioritization of customer service, allowing the 
firm to develop a loyal base of customers 

Despite all its strengths and clear potential, there are two areas 
of concern Uber must remain cognizant of: being the first-mov-
er is not always the best strategy for the long haul, and compe-
tition is often fiercer in evolving industries.

Sometimes “followers” inherit the biggest competitive advan-
tages of all, and Uber must be wary not to bear the cost of lib-
eralizing the currently restricted transportation industry only 
to open the door for others to surpass it. There are many exam-
ples of disruptive companies who have lost their strategic edge 
by being the frontrunner in new market development. Take, 
for example, Docutel, who quickly rose in the late 1970s upon 

Navigating the Speed Bumps     

The taxi industry is a phenomenally difficult arena for new 
entrants; strict regulations and deep-rooted incumbents make 
it virtually impossible for new companies, let alone disruptive 
technologies like Uber, to succeed. The industry’s basic activi-
ty – transporting passengers to a specified destination for a fee 
– has changed little for decades. Furthermore, it is structured 
and regulated differently across markets; policy is usually deter-
mined at the municipal or regional level. Uber faces the trials 
and tribulations of being a disruptive company in what has been 
an inert industry.

A major barrier to entry into the taxi market is the limited num-
ber of licenses granted to taxi operators. In New York City, a 
city seemingly overwhelmed with yellow cabs, incumbents 
have protected themselves by influencing legislators to limit the 
number of new licenses, or “medallions,” granted on a periodic 
basis. Low supply and high demand have shot up the price of 
a single medallion to nearly $1M. Although Uber (the compa-
ny) isn’t required to hold medallions to operate its mobile app 
service, Uber drivers must each own one. Restrictive laws range 
from floor rates, which limousine services must charge passen-
gers, to domicile standards requiring the drivers to have lived in 
the city they operate in for a specified number of years. These 
rules have been set up to protect incumbent services. 

New York City’s Taxi and Limousine Commission first banned 
Uber in September 2012. It proclaimed the adoption of any mo-
bile applications used to hail cabs or pay for transportation ser-
vices was unauthorized, effectively classifying Uber as illegal. 
San Francisco was quick to follow in its condemnation, slapping 
Uber with a $20,000 fine in November for illegally operating 
taxi-hailing services without the required permits. 

Vancouver

Limos must have a 
minimum $75 fare per ride

New York City

Taxis are prohibited 
from prearranging
rides outside of the 
main system

Toronto

Failed to file a schedule or 
rates related to its luxury 
sedan and SUV services

Washington DC

Unconventional business model 
could “pose a danger” to consumers

San Francisco

Failed to include 
full insurance coverage
and hired drivers in a 
substance abuse program

Clashing With The Man

X

Resolved:
Market Testing

Issue
Resolved

Issue
Unresolved X Banned

Source: NYTimes, CNET, The VergeUber has faced a number of regulatory challenges with varying levels of success
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Grabbing land before first testing the market can also have se-
rious consequences. If Uber doesn’t fully understand the pref-
erences of passengers in a new market, they could risk burning 
bridges with its consumers in an industry characterized by low 
customer loyalty. One mistake, such as hiring unsafe drivers 
or failing to provide services in a high-traffic location, could 
damage Uber’s reputation and ultimately allow its competitors 
to fill the void. In February 2012, hundreds of town car drivers 
were dismissed from Uber’s San Francisco operations. Barely a 
month later, drivers began protesting outside Uber’s headquar-
ters. claiming the company was treating them unfairly. The 
drivers wanted pay increases, full employee status, and better 
protection from passenger ratings. If  drivers make similar de-
mands across other markets, competitors like Hailo can learn 
from Uber’s labor failures and adapt accordingly.

Furthermore, Uber’s strategy of simply entering a new market 
without first establishing its legality with regulators could hurt 
its relationships with policy-makers. In cities where the compa-
ny still operates an “underground” service, regulators have more 
incentive to shut down the business rather than work cooper-
atively to find a joint solution. This is especially true in cities 
with lots of taxis; although Uber can add convenience, hailing a 
cab in Chicago was never as difficult as in San Francisco. When 
there’s less desire for liberalization, consumers are less likely to 
publicly declare support for a new, innovative company to be 
allowed to operate. Uber may eventually find pursuing a “wait-
and-see” approach in certain markets could be more advanta-
geous than simply entering before first doing its homework.

Finally, to convert its rapid growth into sustainable gains, Uber 
must ensure its entrepreneurial culture does not overwhelm and 
prevent balanced growth. Uber must stick to its fundamental 
strengths, but cannot be afraid to mold its business model to 
the evolving competitive landscape. Fortunately, the company’s 
entrepreneurial culture has shown adaptability, having recently 
announced a ride-sharing option in San Francisco to compete 
in that specific niche. 

Future challenges lie in how it navigates the changing landscape 
of a newly-liberalized ground transportation industry. Should 
Uber stick to core competencies and the model that has brought 
it success in its early years? Or should it succumb to competi-
tors’ adaptations of the model, continuing to innovate, and risk 
losing the edge it has built? Although there are several questions 
the company must answer, there is no question the late-working 
banker would be better off with Uber’s services than waiting 
around for the inefficient, protectionist services of the taxi-cab 
industry.  

developing the first ATMs. The company floundered merely 
years later after being surpassed by less expensive, more custom-
er-friendly competitors. Docutel successfully transformed the 
average consumer’s banking habits, and Uber has done the same 
by being the first company to unite technological innovation 
with consumer demand for more convenient ground transpor-
tation. However, there is nothing stopping startups from imi-
tating by coding a similar application. And they have. Uber is 
no longer the only on-demand transportation service in urban 
centres. Hailo – another mobile app car service, first launched 
in London – operates with regular cabs, enabling it to cater to-
wards a more cost-conscious user base. This appeal could help 
the company gain better traction and brand recognition in the 
broader market compared to Uber.

The Road Map to Success
Generally, the “land-grab” strategy Uber has pursued when en-
tering new locations has worked successfully. This strategy al-
lows Uber to establish brand name before any of its competitors 
reach the market, and allows the company to claim priority on 
a city’s selection of licensed, for-hire drivers. There are several 
areas, however, in which the land-grab strategy could result in 
a disadvantage. 

Uber is able to enter new markets rapidly by using a “silo” 
strategy; each new market – whether it be Toronto, Shanghai, 
or Singapore – operates independently. This structure allows 
Uber to quickly gain access. Unfortunately, it fails to effective-
ly build-upon the resources and learning capabilities across the 
entire organization. Start-up organizations can benefit greatly 
from shared experiences to ensure the same mistakes are not 
repeated. For example, each independent silo is responsible for 
signing on new corporate clients. By approaching large multi-
national clients through a singular, centralized approach, Uber 
headquarters could better manage cost savings and client rela-
tionships. This would standardize Uber’s services internation-
ally and help the company become a more effective global op-
eration. 

sOmETImEs “fOllOWERs” INhERIT 
ThE BIggEsT cOmPETITIVE 
ADVANTAgEs Of All, AND uBER musT 
BE WARy NOT TO BEAR ThE cOsT 
Of lIBERAlIzINg ThE cuRRENTly 
REsTRIcTED TRANsPORTATION 
INDusTRy ONly TO OPEN ThE DOOR 
fOR OThERs TO suRPAss IT. 
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North American crude oil markets are in a state of flux. The 
advent of new oil drilling techniques, has unlocked enormous 
quantities of crude oil previously thought unrecoverable. US 
crude oil production is expected to grow 60% from pre-reces-
sion levels by 2017.  This has led industry commentators to proj-
ect that the US will be able to produce enough crude oil to meet 
domestic demand by 2030, something that hasn’t occurred 
within the last 40 years. This astronomical growth in supply 
has overwhelmed traditional pipeline infrastructure, leading to 
bottlenecks. The inability to connect oil production to market 
has caused a supply-demand imbalance, leading to depressed oil 
prices in certain regions. The North American benchmark oil 
price, West Texas Intermediate (WTI), has traded at a discount 
as large as $30 to world oil prices, which trade at around $110/
barrel (bbl). 

Due to their location, refineries in 
the central US enjoy cheap do-
mestic oil and the high margins 
associated with it. Meanwhile, 
refineries on the East and West 
Coasts are forced to buy oil from 
overseas at world prices due to 
pipeline bottlenecks. While re-
finery closures are nothing new, 
these recent trends have exacer-
bated the problem. Five refin-
eries on the US East Coast have 
been forced to close since 2010, 
and three more were threatened 
with closure before they sold at 
extremely discounted prices. Sim-
ilar problems face Imperial Oil’s 
Dartmouth, Nova Scotia refin-
ery, which was put up for sale 
in May 2012 and will close if a 
buyer is not found. Manage-
ment does not believe that the 
Dartmouth refinery is posi-
tioned to compete against 

the new, low cost refineries on the US Gulf Coast (USGC) and 
the refineries in the US Midwest, that have access to low cost 
oil. But major market changes are coming. Energy companies 
are spending billions of dollars to re-pipe the continent. Once 
all these pipelines are completed, the Dartmouth refinery will 
be competitively positioned relative to its peers.

Refining in North America
Crude oil is transported from the oil wells to refineries by 
pipeline, railcar, or tanker. Pipelines are the primary and saf-
est method of transportation in North America. There are two 
types of oil, light and heavy crude, both of which refineries 
can process. Light oils are refined into gasoline, while heavier 
crudes produce diesel and jet fuel. Not all refineries can process 
both types of oil, reconfiguring a refinery to process light from 
heavy and vice-versa requires billions in capital investment and 
years to complete, making this option unattractive.

Refineries are expensive to build, have long payback periods 
(20-30 years) and sell low-margin products. They make their 
money off of the difference between the crude oil input costs 
and the refined product sales price. This is called the “crack 
spread”. Unfortunately, the prices for both commodities are 
very volatile and do not always move together. Additionally, re-
fineries built outside North America are far more cost effective 
due to lower overhead costs, cheaper labor, and more lenient 
environmental regulations.  These factors, along with stringent 
environmental and emissions legislation in the US make it clear 
why few new refineries have been built in the US since the late 
1970s. 

By Chad Gray and Oliver Robbins

Connecting Atlantic refineries with cheap American crude oil

REFINING’S RENAISSANCE

“INDusTRy cOmmENTATORs PROjEcT 
ThAT ThE us WIll BE ABlE TO 
PRODucE ENOugh cRuDE OIl TO mEET 
DOmEsTIc DEmAND By 2030.” 
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USGC has effectively doubled its supply of North American 
oil, pushing out foreign oil imports. However, the incremental 
crude oil delivered to the USGC is lighter than the imported oil 
it used to process. New oil deliveries to the USGC will contain 
domestic light oil and heavy oil from Canada. Refineries in the 
USGC have spent billions over the past decade to convert their 
refineries to process heavy crude from Venezuela and Mexico. 
This means that refineries in the USGC will not be able to pro-
cess the influx of light oil without significantly increasing their 
operating costs or spending billions to retrofit their refineries 
again. Reverting back to previous configurations would be a 
tough sell since these refineries have just recently completed 
their reconfigurations and to do it again would likely take an-
other decade. 

Increases in USGC light oil supply is forecasted to completely 
push out light oil imports by the end of 2013. This will result 
in a massive oversupply in the Gulf Coast – the exact problem 
plaguing the US Midwest. Depressed prices will follow unless 
alternative markets are not found. 

In the meantime, increasing supplies of domestic ultra-light oil, 
which contains more gasoline than diesel, represents a major 
dilemma for USGC refiners. This is because refining diesel is 
much more profitable than gasoline. Increasing crack spreads 
on diesel, have led USGC diesel production to grow dramati-
cally. This new supply of light oil will leave refiners with two 
choices: 1) run the ultra-light oil, or 2) reject it and  continue to 
run their existing crude blends. 

Run American ultra-light oil

If the USGC refin- eries run American 
ultra-light oil, as opposed to the 

Changing Market Conditions
Dramatic increases in American and Canadian crude oil pro-
duction is overwhelming refineries in the Midwest, creating sig-
nificant oversupply. Pipelines moving crude oil out of the re-
gion to other markets are full, exacerbating the supply problem 
– leaving WTI oil discounted more than $20/bbl below world 
prices. A multitude of pipeline projects have been proposed to 
redirect oil surpluses to the USGC, the world’s largest refining 
center, to close this price difference. 

North American refineries located on the East Coast are 
amongst the oldest, most expensive to operate (twice as much as 
competitive refineries) and least sophisticated in North Amer-
ica, which allows them to only process light oil. These refiner-
ies only receive crude oil by tanker since there are no pipelines 
that connect. Building such pipelines would be prohibitively 
expensive. Reliance on high cost crude oil has forced several 
refineries to close or become idle as they are put up for sale. It 
took two last ditch sales to prevent 40% of the US East Coast’s 
refining capacity from being shut down in 2012.  Shipping dis-
counted Midwestern oil by railcar to these East Coast refineries 
has given them a new lease on life. However shipping by rail is 
much more expensive than by pipeline and is unsustainable in 
the long-run.

Southern Comfort: Crude Oil Economics in 
the Gulf Coast
Like Canada and the US Midwest, the USGC is also experienc-
ing a surge of crude oil production. Current production in the 
region is expected to grow 50% from 3.7 million barrels per day 
(bpd) by 2017. Combine this with forecast deliver- i e s  
of 1.5 million bpd from the Midwest, and the 

Simplified Refinery Value Chain

Gasoline

Diesel

Heavy Fuel Oil
Heavy Crude

Light Crude
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$110/bbl

$78/bbl

Source: Bloomberg, WSJ, EIA, Author Estimates

Refineries purchase crude oil to process and then sell the products (gasoline, diesel, and heavy fuel oil). The difference in price between the product and supply is called the 
crack spread, and is how refineries generate revenue. Refineries have little control over the sale price of the products, so to maintain margins they pay less for the crude oil input.
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Canadian Refining: More than it’s Cracked 
up to Be

Rail Strategy

In the meantime, Imperial Oil can take steps to lower its crude 
cost by replicating the crude by rail strategy which refiners on 
the US East Coast are using. Enbridge (one of the largest pipe-
line companies in North America) is aiming to reverse one of its 
pipelines to carry crude from the Midwest. This line will car-
ry cheap Midwest oil to Montreal by early 2014. Oil could be 
taken off Enbridge’s pipeline at Montreal and shipped by rail to 
Dartmouth. By having Enbridge build a rail terminal at Mon-
treal and utilizing existing rail lines at the Dartmouth refinery, 
Imperial Oil would only need to build an inexpensive off-load-
ing terminal to receive the crude oil. Shipping oil by pipeline to 
Montreal and then on to Dartmouth by rail should cost roughly 
$9/bbl, half the cost of shipping oil all the way by rail. Though 
all of the pipeline’s capacity is spoken for, the savings on the 
cost of transportation would make it worthwhile for Imperial 
Oil to inquire about an expansion. If prices on the USGC fail 
to fall quickly compared to world prices, a discount between 
Midwest and USGC crude will remain. This rail terminal can 

light oil they currently import, they will increase their gasoline 
production at the expense of their very profitable diesel busi-
ness. Because refiners have little impact on the sale price of their 
refined products, the only way for these refineries to maintain 
profitability is to control their input costs. In effect, they will 
pay less for their raw material (light oil) to maintain margins. 
This will cause the price of light oil to decline (without needing 
a surplus of supply to exist) because the light oil that the refiner-
ies in the USGC are running is less valuable to them so they are 
willing to pay less. Short of a refinery reconfiguration, there is 
little available incremental capacity to process the surge in sup-
ply. Eventually the increases in oil supply will result in a surplus 
on the USGC, causing prices to decline.

Run existing crude blends

If refineries decide to reject the influx of ultra-light crude, an 
oversupply of ultra-light oil will result on the Gulf Coast imme-
diately causing the price of crude oil there to decline.

Either case will cause the price of light oil to decline by similar 
amounts over time, but these market forces will take time to act 
– at least until the majority of the Midwestern pipeline capacity 
is built by 2014.

Refinery Map

East Coast

US Gulf Coast

West Coast

Rockies

Midwest

Western Canada
Central Canada

Atlantic
Canada

Source: CAPP, EIA, Company Reports
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As a consequence of Dartmouth’s lower crude input costs com-
pared to its world competitors, the refinery would be well posi-
tioned to compete in international markets should they be un-
able to sell all of their refined products in Atlantic Canada. 

Sale for a Price

Unless Imperial Oil wants to transition away from its refining 
operations, which is unlikely as they have made significant in-
vestments in their refining and retail operations in the past, 
they don’t need to sell this refinery. At a minimum, the input 
cost pressures Imperial has named as reasons for the sale are eas-
ily addressable with small capital investments. If Imperial Oil 
is particularly adamant about selling the Dartmouth refinery, 
it should make sure it sells at a significant premium to recent 
transactions on the US East Coast. These transactions occurred 
at valuations of $1,200-$2,000/bbl of daily refining capaci-
ty, which if applied to Dartmouth would imply a valuation of 
$105M-$176M. 

Patience is Important
Less than five years ago, the US was faced with 20 years of de-
clining crude oil production and rising imports. Refineries and 
pipelines were being oriented to accept and process these in-
creasingly heavy and foreign crude supplies. Now, producers, 
pipeline companies, and refiners alike are asking themselves 
what they are going to do with all this excess domestic supply. 
The rise of hydraulic fracturing and its associated increases in 
production have created billions of dollars in investment op-
portunities, breathing new life into assets that were forecast to 
become relics of a domestic energy industry no longer; but this 
process takes time. Imperial Oil will stand to benefit from these 
changes to the oil market; they just need to be patient and make 
a few small capital investments to improve the profitability of 
their refinery in Dartmouth. It is Imperial Oil’s old thoughts 
about the economics of refining that need to become relics of 
the past, not its refinery. 

act as an insurance policy for Imperial Oil, ensuring access to 
cheap Midwest oil.

Imports from the US Gulf Coast by Sea

Once USGC light oil prices fall, Atlantic Canadian refineries 
such as the one in Dartmouth are well positioned to compete 
for supply of unrefined oil from the USGC. This is because 
their refining peers on the US East Coast cannot buy USGC 
light crude. Since there are no pipelines connecting the USGC 
to East Coast, the oil must be shipped by boat. This is difficult 
due to restrictions by a US regulation called the ‘Jones Act.’ 
The Jones Act requires all goods that are transported by boat 
between US ports be built and registered in the US, and owned 
and crewed by US citizens or permanent residents. The number 
and availability of Jones Act compliant vessels is limited, which 
makes shipping oil from the USGC to the US East Coast diffi-
cult and expensive. Although similar legislation prevents Amer-
ican crude oil from being exported, Canada is the only destina-
tion that has received exemptions. As long as the discount on 
the USGC is greater than the cost of transportation by tanker 
to the refinery ($2/bbl) then it makes sense to import American 
oil to Eastern Canada. 

Imperial Oil should use its relationship with its parent company 
Exxon Mobil, a major refiner with significant knowledge and 
expertise in the USGC, to help source discounted crude. The 
less expensive crude will allow Imperial Oil to improve its crack 
spreads. By lowering its cost of crude in comparison with refin-
eries on the East Coast, the Dartmouth refinery will no longer 
be the marginal cost refinery in Eastern North America. 

“ImPERIAl OIl WIll sTAND TO 
BENEfIT fROm ThEsE chANgEs IN 
ThE OIl mARkET, ThEy jusT NEED TO 
BE PATIENT.”
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Harnessing the power of Valve’s gaming network

What is more important, how much fun a game is to play, or 
how many other people are playing it? Valve, a privately held 
video game company well known for its blockbuster hits, has 
the best of both worlds. Valve supplements its impressive digital 
distribution platform, Steam, with franchises such as Count-
er-Strike, Portal, and the Half-Life series. Analogous to Ap-
ple’s iTunes, Steam allows users to electronically purchase and 
download new games, chat, play online, and update content en-
tirely with seamless digital rights management. The service has 
an estimated 50 million active users, compared to Xbox Live’s 
40 million, and PlayStation Network’s (PSN) 90 million. Al-
though PSN’s user base appears significant, the service contains 
duplicate, unused, and separate accounts for other Sony prod-
ucts. 

By generating revenue through content-creation, the Steam net-
work has developed far greater value per user than traditional 
console networks. Microsoft’s Xbox Live and Sony’s PSN gener-
ate value from monthly subscriptions and virtual content sales, 
whereas Steam also cultivates a core set of active users that ac-
tually create content for Steam games. This content is then sold 
by Valve, with the company taking a percentage of these sales 
and the remainder going back to the creators. In 2012, content 
sales accounted for 50% of Valve’s growth. Consistently adding 
content also extends the lifespan of Steam games, keeping them 
engaging for current and new Steam users. The most proficient 
content creators can earn up to $500,000 a year, and are often 
even employees of Valve’s competitors, working in their spare 
time. 

The New Engine
Valve recently unveiled the first iteration of its new console, the 
Steam Box, at the consumer electronics show (CES) in Las Ve-
gas. The prototype, the “Steam Piston”, is the first of its kind 
- most easily described as a scaled-down personal computer uti-
lizing a modular chipset, allowing for yearly hardware updates, 
and operating on a Linux-based operating system. These fea-
tures are marketed towards “hard-core” gamers who appreciate 
open-source customization and hardware upgradability. Hard-
core gamers, however, generally own multiple consoles and 
high-end PC’s that run Steam. Reasons for this demographic 
to potentially purchase a scaled down version of something they 
already have are unclear and this raises major questions about 
Valve’s decision to launch a console.

Valve has been successful utilizing this strategy in the past. This 
success means Valve is financially strong, which may be a source 
of confidence for expanding its offering to gamers. In response 
to a $1B takeover bid from Electronic Arts in 2012, Co-Found-
er Gabe Newell estimated the company’s worth at $1.5B. Fur-
thermore, Forbes estimated Valve’s value to be between $2-4B, 
and projected Valve’s 2011 revenues to be $600-$800M. How-
ever, this valuation still leaves Valve at half the size of Electronic 
Arts, and an eighth the size of Activision – its main competitors. 
In addition, both of these competitors generate over $4B in rev-
enue. Valve is in a dangerous position: it has enough credit to sit 
at the table but only enough cash to make a few bets.

STEAM’S ENGINE
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Therefore, the goal of the Steam Box goes beyond profitabili-
ty. Given Valve’s corporate strategy, the goal of the Steam Box 
is to inflict as much change as possible on the console indus-
try. Valve is trying to implement this change by revolutionizing 
console technology. Using the remarkably small Xi3 is one ex-
ample of how Valve is trying to perfect a console with state-of-
the-art features. Further, other Steam Box models have been de-
layed citing technical issues, as well as delays in redesigning an 
ideal controller featuring biometric input. Essentially, Valve is 
applying its software design process to hardware; Valve is trying 
to create the perfect machine. However, this premise is flawed 
because hardware is merely a commodity and new hardware is 
quickly imitated. Therefore, packaging together next-genera-
tion technology is not “revolutionary” – any serious gamer can 
piece the parts together. Rather, this is giving hard-core gamers 
an alternative to their powerful PC computers, running in a 
living room setting. To achieve its goal and realize a positive 
return, Valve needs to focus on its console’s sustainable point 
of differentiation and superiority. This starts with the Steam 
network. 

To develop the Piston, Valve partnered with computer manu-
facturer Xi3; however, after several months the partnership re-
cently fell apart. Xi3 wants its next generation of computers to 
be “more than just a Steam Box” particularly, Xi3 wants to re-
lease the Steam Box with Windows. Linux is not widely sup-
ported by major video game manufacturers as they mainly cre-
ate content for Windows. For this reason, Valve’s console model 
is being criticized as a locked-down PC that essentially occupies 
the same market position as high-end PCs – a market Valve al-
ready dominates. Now, the first “prototype” of the Steam Box, 
developed in cooperation with Xi3, no longer belongs to Valve. 
If Valve released a Steam Box it would compete against all the 
major consoles, Xi3’s new offering, and directly against Steam’s 
traditional PC offering. 

Building Pressure
Using traditional metrics, it’s difficult to determine Valve’s rea-
soning for this seemingly counterintuitive strategy. One must 
recognize that Valve employs a very unique corporate strategy, 
one whose inspiration is driven by altering the very nature of 
gaming and the video game industry. Valve’s product release 
patterns and strategic positioning demonstrate it is willing to 
sacrifice near-term profits to improve the gaming experience. 
Far more than any other company, Valve listens to and then 
develops for its growing consumer base. Accordingly, the Steam 
Box’s rollout must uniquely navigate the value chain and com-
petitive landscape to achieve widespread acceptance without 
sacrificing this consumer relationship.   

Valve’s past decisions are easier to understand when taking into 
account its unique motives. Consider a not-for-profit organiza-
tion: their goal is to effect the maximum change in its cause, 
without damaging its own livelihood. Valve gives away Steam 
subscriptions and titles for free, allows users to release modified 
versions of its games, and takes time to produce the highest 
quality games as opposed to releasing lesser titles yearly. At the 
cost of potential profits, Valve has taken these actions to better 
the video game industry, to promote creative content, and to 
generate exciting new content. So while Valve’s revenues show it 
is decidedly for-profit, these not-for-profit tactics are what have 
made Valve so popular with gamers. It is these not-for-profit 
tactics that it must continue to use.

Steam’s Business Model

Content creation versus traditional subscription

Xbox Live

General Users

Xbox Sells Content

Users Pay Fee

Steam sells content to users

Community content
extends the lifespan
and value of existing
games, which creates
more value for Valve

Community content 
is sold to other users, 

Valve takes a cut of 
revenues.

$$$

VERSUS

General Users

Community
Content Creators

Steam

ThE mOsT PROfIcIENT cONTENT 
cREATORs cAN EARN uP TO $500,000 
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While it makes sense for Valve to expand its Steam network by 
entering the console market, Valve doesn’t necessarily need a 
partner to develop its console. Valve should give out all the nec-
essary tools to make a competitive console for free. Valve still 
creates value for companies like HP or Dell should they enter 
the console market. This strategy would emulate Google’s ap-
proach with the Android OS and its manufacturing partners 
that created a competitive mobile phone market. Therefore, 
while on the surface Xi3 separating from Valve looks like a bad 
sign for Steam, it is actually one of the best things that could 
have happened. Xi3 will prove to PC manufacturers that it is 
possible to create and release a console that competes with Xbox 
and PlayStation. Xi3 will also create hype for the Steam Box – 
users will associate Xi3’s console with Valve despite the severed 
connections. Finally, whether the Xi3 console runs Linux or 
not – it will still run Steam, and this will undoubtedly grow the 
network. At the end of the day, Xi3 producing an independent 
console will prove that Valve does not need to produce anything 
itself, it merely needs to enable PC manufacturers.

In order to convince other hardware producers to begin build-
ing Steam Boxes, Valve will have to limit manufacturers’ risk. 
Valve should employ two strategies to limit such risk. First, 
Valve should offer its brand and content to promote sales of 
the console. Secondly, Valve can limit the number of “certi-
fied” consoles, limiting the inter-brand competition of multiple 
Steam consoles. To accomplish these goals, Valve should require 
accredited manufacturers to brand their consoles “Steam Box-
es.” Companies who demonstrate an ability and willingness to 
develop a Steam console, and can meet key specifications in-
cluding price and performance, will have their console endorsed 
by Valve. 

In addition, Valve should offer the ability for these manufactur-
ers to earn significant profit. Given a $300 value of free content, 
manufacturers can sell consoles in the $500 to $600 range. At 
this price, they can develop competitive consoles, and sell them 
at reasonable margins. In addition, Valve should offer manu-
facturers a percentage of revenues from content purchased on 
its devices. This will come out of Valve’s typical percentage and 
would provide enough of a profit margin to motivate new man-
ufacturers to enter this competitive space. Securing future rev-
enues will allow manufactures to compete at a lower price and 
be more competitive. 

With the difficulties surrounding the Steam Box’s launch, many 
question the project’s feasibility. Offering the Steam brand and 
bundling content with the Steam Box, Valve can maximize val-
ue for manufacturers, offsetting the risk faced when building 
a console. By offering revenue sharing and discounted pricing, 
Valve creates opportunities for large returns to any company 
undergoing this project. Valve wants the Steam Box to create 
ripples throughout the video game industry. The console’s prof-
itability is simply not a priority for the maverick video game de-
veloper. Valve’s priority needs to be the expansion of its Steam 
network across the industry to revolutionize gaming, and the 
Steam Box will be its means to do so. 

Full Steam Ahead
The Steam network engages gamers unlike any other network 
hosted by competitors. Valve needs to focus on selling Steam, 
not the console. In essence, the Steam Box should be the next 
generation tool to access Valve’s powerful distribution network. 
A barrier to playing Steam games includes insufficient PC hard-
ware; the average user’s computer is simply not powerful enough 
to run certain games offered by Steam.  Yet these components 
are expensive, and if the goal of the Steam Box is to make the 
network accessible by supplying the hardware, a $1,000 console 
limits accessibility. 

In order to have a real impact on the industry, the Steam Box 
needs to see sufficient adoption. The Steam Box needs to be 
compact, simple, and cheap without sacrificing performance. 
Steam already controls the hard-core gaming market and does 
not need a complicated living room PC to grow this market. In-
stead, the Steam Box should be easy to use, with minimal click 
interface, and have other features that make it accessible to the 
entire family. The Steam Box must also be affordable for casu-
al users who are relatively price sensitive. Nintendo’s Wii U has 
recently been criticized for its $350 price tag, too high a price 
for its lack of valuable content. The Steam Box will certainly be 
as powerful as the next generation of Xbox or PlayStation con-
soles, but it should not be more expensive. Matching competi-
tor consoles hardware capabilities should result in similar retail 
prices for the Steam Box. To achieve higher competitive value, 
Steam should offer free content bundled with the Steam Box. 
Since Valve already has a plethora of popular games, and owns 
a wide variety of user created content, it can give away these 
valuable items at no cost. When buying a Steam Box, Valve 
should give $300 worth of free content. This content should in-
clude both original Valve games and user created content. The 
inclusion of free content, hardware performance equivalent to 
the Xbox and PlayStation consoles, and connectivity to the best 
video game network will make the Steam Box the most compet-
itive console on the market.

Comparative Sales Figures

Xbox

PS3

Wii

Steam

Units (M) Games (M) Ratio

76 676 8.90

77 595 7.73

99 863 8.72

50 589 11.77

The performance of Industry Giants Source: Company Reports
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Scoring returns in the unconventional market of sports betting

Investment professionals ranging from Warren Buffet to Ben-
jamin Graham argue that people should invest in what they 
know best. Although many investors spend more time watching 
and analyzing sports than they do reading annual reports, the 
market to make sophisticated investments in sports has not yet 
developed.

Betting on sporting events dates back to Ancient Greece over 
two thousand years ago. In the 19th century, betting on horse 
races became a popular activity in England, and has remained a 
widespread pasttime ever since. Today, sports betting has grown 
due to the rise in popularity of professional sporting leagues and 
a changing regulatory landscape. Widespread adoption of the 
Internet has enabled the sports betting market to grow to the 
point where now, 1 in 4 Americans place bets annually.

The Hot Streak
The sports betting market in the European Union alone is ex-
pected to grow at a CAGR of 6.8%, from its current size of 
€263B. Because of the growth in this industry, many renowned 
investors have begun to view the evolution of sports betting as 
a lucrative opportunity – yet little effort has been put forth to 
capitalize on the fragmented market.

Although sports betting funds are a relatively new concept, they 
have generated sizeable returns for early investors. In 2009, the 
first sports betting fund was raised by Priomha, an Australian 
investment management firm. The Cloney Multi-Sport Invest-
ment Fund (Cloney) invests in sporting events stretching across 
several professional leagues. By the end of 2011, the fund gen-

erated an astounding return of 118%, outperforming the S&P/
ASX200, which lost 17.4% over the same time period. The 
fund’s mandate is to either take a long or short position based 
on the presence of intrinsic value in a bet. The fund is adminis-
tered with stringent portfolio and risk management procedures, 
and is audited quarterly. 

With returns that seem too good to be true, the success of inau-
gural sports betting funds raises several questions to potential 
investors. First, how does the pricing of events differ from their 
intrinsic value? And second, how does an investor identify in-
trinsic value to generate returns?

The Mispricing of Events
The sports betting market behaves just like the stock market: 
irrationally. A significant irrationality in the sports betting mar-
ket arises from the ‘home’ bias; the notion that investors are 
three times more likely to invest in local firms despite the ben-
efits of a more diverse portfolio. In the sports betting market, 
this bias is even more pronounced as a result of home team al-
legiances. In the NFL for example, a game between the most 
popular team (the Dallas Cowboys) and the least popular team 
(the St. Louis Rams) will result in significantly more people 
betting on the Cowboys, all other things being equal. Biases 
are also present in horse betting in China. A disproportionately 
high percentage of bets are placed on the #8 horse, simply be-
cause the number 8 is lucky in China. As a result, when the line 
is open and money starts to flow in on the #8 horse, the book-
maker will alter the odds for the other horses in an attempt to 
“balance the books.” As people are incentivized to bet for other 

OVER / UNDER
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from their broker if they believed the price was too low and al-
ternatively short it if they believed it to be overvalued. If this 
was the case, investors would make a fortune based on pric-
ing errors. With the line on hundreds of sporting events being 
set every day, the potential for mispricing is rampant. Book-
makers are fine with mispricing according to the probable out-
come as long as it leads to their desired result: a balanced book 
where an equal amount is bet on each side of the outcome. In a 
market where mispricing is ubiquitously accepted, opportunity 
abounds.

Identifying Intrinsic Value in  
a Mispriced Game
In the stock market, investors ultimately value equities on the 
ability of a company to generate cash into the future. To do so, 
analysts take historical data to extrapolate future results. In the 
sports betting market, a similar process can be used to deter-
mine the potential value of sporting events. By using histori-
cal statistics and adjusting for the current situation, models can 
generate probable outcomes. The variables that can be inputted 
are limitless: team morale, recent match-ups, injuries, weather, 
and starting lineups. This is a highly subjective process; good 

horses, the inflow of cash is more evenly distributed so that the 
bookmaker is protected in case the #8 horse wins. Such irratio-
nality leaves a huge gap for professional bettors to generate prof-
its by using more rational measures to determine probable out-
comes, and in some cases, get better odds on the likely winner.

Institutional investors drive equity prices. In public markets, in-
stitutional investors are generally considered to be more sophis-
ticated and accurate in their valuations than retail investors, as 
they are more familiar with the stocks being traded. However, 
in the sports betting market, the volume of institutional betting 
pales in comparison to the volume of retail bets placed.  Al-
though there is some evidence of sophisticated retail investors, 
the majority of bets are made by retail investors who exhibit fa-
voritism and the home bias, allowing their sporting allegiances 
to influence their investment decisions. As a result, large pricing 
discrepancies are more frequent.

In the days prior to a game, an opening line is set by bookmak-
ers using their own internal measures. This is the first set of 
odds consumers are able to bet on. Bookmakers hope the open-
ing odds will attract an equal number of bets on both sides, 
but this is rarely the case. During the lead up to the game, and 
through the game itself, supply and demand pressure continu-
ously changes the line as the market reacts to new information. 
Thus, the result of a bet is not binary: by taking new positions 
as the line changes, profits can be locked in and positions can 
be hedged to protect downside. 

To contrast the movement of odds in a sports betting market, 
consider the process for pricing an IPO. An initial price range 
is set and then re-established once demand is taken into con-
sideration. The mispricing that would occur if the shares of an 
IPO were offered to the public based on the investment banks’ 
opinion of what the price should be, without actually testing 
supply and demand during the road show, could be disastrous. 
Sophisticated investors would grab as many shares as they could 

Comparative Performance of Funds Source: Bloomberg, Reuters, ASX, HLB Mann Judd

Relative performance of Cloney sports betting fund compared to a hedge fund and the market index
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The Right Time to Bet
Fast growth in the market size of retail betting means there is 
now enough liquidity to place large bets on a widespread num-
ber of sporting events. Transaction costs are also declining as 
a result of increased competition among sports betting market 
makers and exchanges. These conditions are making it possible 
to bet larger amounts on a wider range of events, increasing the 
feasibility of creating a fund. 

There is little competition from other funds, resulting in higher 
management and performance fees in the industry. For example, 
the Priomha fund charges performance fees of 30% on returns. 
To start a successful fund with superior returns, the most cru-
cial factor would be attracting a talented team of analysts, sim-
ilar to a successful hedge fund. A combination of leading sports 
industry personnel and PhD-level quantitative experts would 
provide an ideal investment team. Industry experts should be 
sourced from wide-ranging backgrounds in sport – from for-
mer player agents to assistant general managers to ESPN sports 
analysts. The presence of industry experts would be a key com-
petitive advantage for capturing qualitative factors such as team 
morale, performance in a tighter checking game, and the ability 
to handle a pressure situation – factors that the average sports 
bettor may overlook. Combining these two groups’ expertise to 
produce a quantitative predictive model would be the most ap-
propriate structure for the investment team. 

It is also vital to have extremely prudent risk management pro-
cedures. Only small proportions of the fund’s assets would be 
bet on any given event, and sufficient capital would need to be 
available to hedge lines as games progress. A system of checks 
and balances from upper management would ensure that capi-
tal is only allocated to the investment teams whose models were 
currently working with enough conviction to successfully pre-
dict future outcomes. This way, the fund would only invest in 
sports where it is has a competitive advantage, increasing the 
chance of success. 

The negative stigma associated with sports betting is slowly 
fading as funds like Cloney demonstrate that rampant mispric-
ing can transform a sports bet into a sports investment. Giv-
en the popularity of sports betting among the public and the 
ever-growing search for alternative investment vehicles, inves-
tors are increasingly willing to invest in a sports fund. Low 
bond yields and uncertainty surrounding the equity market has 
pushed investors to seek returns from non-traditional sources, 
and the sports betting market is primed to deliver strong returns 
to those who take the first steps. As Wayne Gretzky once said, 
“You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take.” Similarly, you 
miss 100% of the bets you don’t make.  

analysts in both sports betting and the stock market alike can 
determine value and benefit by knowing what factors are the 
most important drivers of future performance. Institutional 
sports betting should be largely driven by advanced quantitative 
models, and if a model’s prediction differs from what the cur-
rent line implies, then betting on that event is warranted. This 
process is precisely what many online sports handicapping ser-
vices offer. They continuously test and tweak their software un-
til they are comfortable with a given system. Most of these ser-
vices boast year-over-year positive returns with a very low num-
ber of losing seasons and have been successful in consistently 
recognizing profit opportunities in several lines. Sportrends, for 
example, has generated 22 consecutive winning seasons, while 
Shark Handicapping has produced winning seasons in 14 of the 
past 16 years.

Taking Sports Betting Mainstream
The cultural stigma associated with gambling, primarily due to 
the negative impact gambling can have on people’s lives, is a key 
reason why it has not been implemented on an institutional lev-
el. Betting can lead to addiction and highly irrational behavior, 
and although most people bet within their limits, this is not al-
ways the case. Because of these negative perceptions, established 
investment management companies have been hesitant to risk 
tarnishing their reputation by marketing a fund based on bet-
ting. Yet it is important to distinguish between the compulsive 
behavior found in many amateur gamblers and the strict deci-
sion criteria that would guide a sports fund. Decision criteria 
based on proven quantitative models will allow a sports fund to 
market its positions as investments rather than ‘bets’, avoiding 
the stigma associated with the gambling community.  

 

Balancing the Books
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By Michael Delplavignano & Joshua D’Souza

Amazon’s foray into online video streaming

After spending several years and almost a billion dollars devel-
oping a video on demand (VOD) service, Amazon, the unques-
tioned leader of e-commerce, is scrambling to hide the black 
sheep of its otherwise successful business. Tom Szkutak, Ama-
zon’s CFO, remains vague in reporting detailed results stating, 
“I can’t give you specifics for attach rates, but Prime Video is 
making good progress on the video content side.” 

The current Amazon Prime package includes free two-day ship-
ping and Kindle e-book rentals for $79/year, with the VOD ser-
vice included on the house. VOD services allow users to watch 
video content whenever they want, instead of according to an 
airing schedule. Unfortunately, Amazon only views Prime as 
a marketing tool, missing the enormous opportunity to offer 
Prime Video as a standalone service. As a result, Prime Video is 
experiencing low customer adoption, and is proving to be a fail-
ure. With adequate content (roughly 40,000 titles compared to 
Netflix’s 60,000), Amazon is wasting its tremendous potential 
to develop and cultivate a new type of user. Amazon’s stake-
holders are now eagerly watching to see whether Prime Video 
is able to deliver an offering that can rival Netflix and support 
Amazon’s opportunity to offer the world’s strongest media con-
tent ecosystem.

The Chess Board
The most successful player in the online streaming industry 
thus far has been Netflix. Sandvine Inc. reports that 33% of 
primetime Internet traffic is directly attributable to Netflix. In 
the past, Netflix used its first mover advantage and strong con-
tent base to capture a large share of the market. Interestingly 

enough, Netflix has now shifted its offering to include exclusive 
and original content. House of Cards was released as an entire 
TV series in February 2013, signaling the beginning of a stra-
tegic plan for Netflix to use unique content to garner increas-
ing demand. Netflix has now become synonymous with VOD, 
capturing the consumer mindshare and funneling new users to 
their service.

Although Amazon is outmatched on a content basis, their mas-
sive server infrastructure and deep pockets allow the company 
to still compete effectively. Amazon’s focus has been centered 
on becoming the world’s largest online retailer, using superi-
or operational logistics, convenient user experience, and cus-
tomer management systems to offer the lowest prices. Pursuing 
the “lowest price around” strategy has more than doubled their 
sales over the last three years to $48B and has built over $8B in 
cash on hand. Their user base consists of 100 million customers 
and their servers host roughly one-third of all internet content. 
With extraordinary reach and financial capabilities, Amazon is 
well-equipped to develop Prime Video’s content base and thrive 
in the VOD industry.

STILL BUFFERING...

“AlThOugh AmAzON Is OuTmATchED 
ON A cONTENT BAsIs, ThEIR mAssIVE 
sERVER INfRAsTRucTuRE AND DEEP 
POckETs AllOW ThE cOmPANy TO 
sTIll cOmPETE EffEcTIVEly.”
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be wary of jeopardizing the user experience through irritating 
ads. The adverse effects to user convenience could hinder Ama-
zon’s ability to attract and retain customers during a time when 
growth is critical. 

The Road to Success

Unleashing Amazon’s True Potential

Unbundling the video streaming service from Prime and offer-
ing it for free will allow Amazon to generate large user adoption 
and mindshare quickly. With a limitless free period, instead of 
the one month free trial offered by Netflix, convenience is also 
created for those who wish to try the service. Amazon’s current 
members already have their personal information in Amazon’s 
system and will not have to deal with the headache of signing 
up for, and cancelling, their service. For non-Amazon members, 
not having to deal with online payments makes trying the ser-
vice very easy as well.

Amazon can generate immediate value from Prime Video by 
cross-selling Amazon products and developing consumer in-
sights. By referring customers to merchandise that is related to 
content being viewed, Amazon can induce greater spending in 
their user base. Imagine watching the newest episode of How I 
Met Your Mother and being presented with a direct link to pur-
chase a copy of The Bro Code on Amazon’s website. Amazon 
can enhance the convenience of the sale through their 1Click 
technology, user-generated ratings system, and consumer in-
formation forums to enhance the cross-selling initiative. This 
new value will compensate the lost revenues from Prime sub-
scriptions, as an estimated 90% of Prime users would retain 
membership for its original features like free shipping. As usage 
for the standalone video service increases, Amazon will extract 
consumer behavior insights that will aid in further cross-selling 
initiatives. The valuable data generated from observing user’s 
viewing habits can be fed into Amazon’s recommendation al-
gorithms, increasing the accuracy and usefulness of their con-
sumer marketing.

Building the Next Big Thing

Over the next few years, Amazon will need to invest heavily in 
acquiring new content. In February 2013, Amazon struck a deal 
to bring FX Networks’ Justified and The Shield exclusively to 
their streaming service. Still, Amazon would be better served to 
focus on acquiring exclusive and original content as this is what 
consumers are growing to demand from VOD providers. This 
stockpiling of content should culminate in the eventual launch 
of a premium library offered at a relatively low price (say $4.99/
month compared to Netflix’s $7.99/month). This final step will 
allow Amazon to appeal to customers from both a pricing and 
content perspective. Considering the importance of content to 
consumers and Amazon’s vast financial resources, investing in 
original content is the best path to sustainable success. In plan-
ning, Amazon should use the free service to generate consumer 

VOD subscribers grew across the board for Amazon, Hulu, and 
Netflix by an average of 193% from 2011 to 2012, signaling 
that growth in the industry does not necessarily come at the 
expense of competitors. Subscribers demand a convenient and 
easy experience featuring the best quantity and quality of con-
tent at competitive prices. However, the complexity and closed-
door nature of content acquisition and distribution, makes of-
fering the best content a difficult task.

These issues are compounded in global markets. Complex reg-
ulations and a vastly different licensing and content acquisition 
process make it difficult for foreign corporations to operate suc-
cessfully in the VOD space. The most feasible option has been 
through corporate acquisition, as Amazon showed with their 
2011 purchase of LoveFilm (a European Netflix equivalent). 
Despite the international growth in streaming, US streaming 
services have justifiably focused most of their attention on the 
enormous potential in the local market.

Possible Maneuvers
Amazon has several strategic avenues they could pursue. First, 
the tough competition and poor performance of this business 
segment make a divestiture possible. However, the low valua-
tion and significant potential of the industry makes staying the 
course in search of long-term value creation worthwhile. Sec-
ond, organic expansion abroad may be tempting as emerging 
markets show rapid absorption. Unfortunately, international 
expansion fails to tap into the lucrative local market, and has 
a high risk factor due to the different and more complex busi-
ness environment. Netflix’s premature Canadian expansion il-
lustrates how suffocating regulations can hinder its content li-
braries, which results in dissatisfied customers and a damaged 
reputation. Third, the financial resources and relative size of 
Amazon make acquiring Netflix an attractive proposition. 
Unfortunately, as long as Reed Hastings, Netflix’s passionate 
founder and CEO, is in the picture, it will be next to impossi-
ble to complete a deal. Lastly, incorporating advertisements into 
their streaming business could be a promising way to generate 
revenues in lieu of subscription fees. Amazon, however, must 

VOD Consumer Spending
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Consumer spending on online video services has increased by over 
400% in just one year showing a shift to digitized media

Industry Value ($M)
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lease brought this effort to tablets where Amazon is battling the 
likes of Apple and Google for mobile content ecosystem domi-
nance. With the introduction of VOD services into the power 
struggle, Amazon will have a differentiated offering capable of 
securing a large portion of end users. Amazon’s massive invest-
ment will be done in the pursuit of converting users into life 
long customers. The resulting increased exposure and market 
share that is brought about by expanding their digital offering 
positions Amazon to create a profitable hardware and software 
ecosystem in the future.

Amazon’s Fate
Amazon’s corporate strategy has been built on the idea of 
“spend now, earn later.” This mentality helped Amazon scale 
its retail business in the late 1990s and early 2000s. It’s time for 
the same aggressive approach to be used in building Prime Vid-
eo as a core component of the Amazon ecosystem. Combining 
Amazon’s digital ecosystem with its e-commerce business will 
lead the most comprehensive and diverse service ecosystem in 
the world. 

feedback to build the premium library. Offering consumer de-
manded original content will lead to long-term profitability and 
the creation of a new revenue stream that is directly attributable 
to the video streaming business. 

Turning Free Into Real Returns

The cost of content acquisition is skyrocketing in the VOD are-
na; Netflix just recently signed a deal with Disney estimated 
at $300M. Cross-selling and a premium video service cannot 
justify this massive investment alone. Where Amazon can tru-
ly unlock the value of the video service is in the mobile content 
space, with the Kindle Fire.

In the long term, Kindle Fire users should be given free access 
to the Prime Video premium library. These devices are already 
sold at a loss to drive widespread adoption, and bundling VOD 
services alongside hardware will present consumers with an 
appealing purchase opportunity. This will accelerate further 
adoption and create a value proposition combining hardware 
and free content, something that is unmatched by Apple, Sam-
sung, and Google. 

Establishing a large user base will allow Amazon to expand on 
its strategy of creating a broader content ecosystem. With the 
introduction of Amazon MP3 in 2007, and a shifting focus to 
e-books over traditional written mediums, Amazon is moving 
from physical content to digital content. The Kindle Fire’s re-
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Amazon’s Path to VOD Dominance

Amazon must focus on three phases: unbundling their current video service, generating content and eventually monetization through tiered services

Data Collection
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By Dan Hernden and Oscar Linares Leon

gAmE ON fOR cPgs

How Consumer Packaged Goods can game consumers into spending more

Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG) brands are struggling with 
declining sales in developed countries. The US, for example, 
saw a slight volume decline in 2012. Yet, CPGs are fixated on 
pursuing typical marketing strategies. A Booz & Co. survey 
of CPGs found that 83% of respondents plan to increase in-
vestments in shopper marketing, with 55% ranking it as their 
number one investment. CPGs must recognize the changing 
habits of their consumers. Services like PVR and Netflix have 
enabled 70% of television viewers to avoid television advertis-
ing altogether. Online ads are also becoming less effective; 68% 
of consumers surveyed by Adobe have described advertising as 
“annoying”, illustrating consumer desensitization to the mes-
sages conveyed by traditional marketing. CPG companies clear-
ly need new mediums of communication to engage consumers 
and spur sales growth.

The Game is Afoot

Key among a number of untapped opportunities for CPGs is 
the emerging field of gamification. Gamification is the appli-
cation of game design techniques and game mechanics (points, 
levels, achievements) to non-game activities such as education, 
fitness, and healthcare. In the context of marketing, gamifica-
tion helps brands develop a loyal consumer base, leading to re-
peat purchases and improved product differentiation. Although 
gamification is a relatively new concept in marketing, several 
successful gamified campaigns have been released to date. In 
2006, Nike released the Nike+ iPod application, which tracked 
the distance and pace of a person’s run with the help of pro-
prietary equipment. Nike experienced a 13% market share in-
crease in the running shoe market in the first two years of this 

campaign. Another example is Right Guard’s Total D MVP 
campaign, a Facebook app that encourages users to challenge 
their friends with online sports trivia and casual mini games. 
The campaign increased the sales growth rate of Total De-
fense 5 antiperspirant from -3% to 15% in three months. These 
game-centric campaigns show the potential to engage consum-
ers on a much more intimate level.

Who Are the Players?

Gamification is not restrained to youth-oriented brands; any 
generation can find a game experience appealing. Recent studies 
have discovered that middle-aged women are one of the fastest 
growing demographics among mobile phone and tablet gamers. 
Female focused apps lead male focused apps in the top 10 gross-
ing iPad game chart, with female iPad ownership outstripping 
male ownership in 2012.  CPGs could benefit from tailoring 
gamified advertisements to a wide range of demographics in-
cluding middle-aged women, the largest purchaser of consumer 
goods for the home. 

Gamified campaigns are most effective when applied to brands 
that already have existing customer awareness; they are high-
ly effective at increasing the emotional connection between a 
brand and its existing users but struggle to develop initial brand 
awareness. As such, gamified campaigns can increase customer 
loyalty and decrease churn rate, supporting the development of 
brand ambassadors. 

Brands with the highest potential for success are those which 
(1) educate the consumer or (2) are based on recurrent activi-

GAME ON FOR CPGs
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tegrating these actions into a campaign enhances the chances of 
successful gamification.

Return on Investment: Companies have a tendency to focus on 
extrinsic rewards when designing gamified campaigns. These 
rewards can effectively attract customers to a campaign and es-
tablish positive relationships between the game experience and 
the product itself. However, offering excessive extrinsic rewards 
can devalue gamified campaigns by causing an overemphasis on 
reward capture that undermines the simple enjoyment of play-
ing the game. On the other hand, intrinsic rewards allow play-
ers to focus on playing the game, which is vital for the deep cus-
tomer engagement required to build brand loyalty. 

A healthy balance between intrinsic and extrinsic rewards is re-
quired in order to attract customers and keep them engaged 
with the gamified campaign. Considering Nestle, players could 
have levels of mastery when it comes to the use of a certain 
brand or product to satisfy the need for intrinsic rewards. To 
drive sales and actually increase customer preferences, extrinsic 
rewards, like coupons or product prizes should be introduced. 
This combination of rewards ensures both engagement and in-
creased product sales for the campaign, two key goals for any 
gamified campaign.

Another consideration is the metrics used in the judgment of 
success for gamification. Brand managers are often rewarded 
for maximizing brand recognition, but this narrow focus some-
times causes valuable market opportunities to be missed. This 
is especially true for less tangible measures such as customer 
engagement and community development. CPGs could there-
fore introduce broader measures of engagement such as growth 
in user generated content and number of actively involved us-
ers to measure campaign success. Adding such non-traditional 
metrics to brand manager reward systems would align personal 
motivations with successful gamification development.

Game On

Gamified campaigns offer a channel for CPG brands to in-
teract with consumers at a level of intimacy they have never 
achieved before. CPGs have been hesitant to apply gamifica-
tion techniques to their brands because of the structural chang-
es required to implement them. CPGs would need to provide 
training across all management levels in areas such as non-tradi-
tional media channels and implement alternative performance 
metrics. In addition, to successfully apply gamification, its im-
plementation cannot be an afterthought. Brand managers must 
think about gamification during every stage of their market 
planning process, from early conception to segmentation, po-
sitioning, and implementation. Gamification does, however, 
provide significant upside and is not a field CPGs can afford 
to ignore. 

Give yourself 10 points for finishing this article.

ties. Febreze represents a brand that could benefit from a gam-
ified campaign focused on educating consumers on the effec-
tiveness of their products and encouraging users to find new 
uses for their brand extensions. CPGs’ entry point into gamifi-
cation however should come through the latter. The most suc-
cessful campaigns – i.e. Nike+ – have succeeded through the 
promotion of recurring activities, such as an active healthy life-
style. In this sense, conglomerates like Nestle could implement 
a gamified campaign targeting the health conscious movement 
to establish a deeper interest in their products and consequently 
drive up sales.

Making Games a Reality

Designing: Poor design is one key reason gamified campaigns 
fail.  As such, CPGs should hire advertising agencies that have 
a team of interactive designers, such as Tribal DDB, to build 
gamified campaigns. Other gamification specialized firms such 
as Bunchball, BigDoor or Badgeville offer similar services and 
provide unique insights to develop games that will appeal to 
consumers. 

Retailers: Retailers have a monopoly over direct consumer com-
munication channels and might see gamification as a threat 
since it reduces their influence over the customer, limiting loy-
alty to the retailer’s brand. To avoid damaging distribution re-
lationships, CPGs should collaborate with retailers in designing 
unified gamified campaigns. For example, Nestle could partner 
with select retailers to create a gamified campaign that would 
offer exclusive brand recognition to the partnered retailers. A 
retailer inclusive campaign provides incentive for the retailer to 
advocate consumer adoption.

Playing: Social media should be an integral part of any gamified 
campaign because it enables the quick development of a com-
munity. Brand managers can capitalize on the resulting positive 
networking effects and brand awareness created through refer-
rals, comments, “likes”, “retweets”, etc. Additionally, social me-
dia exposure is one of the most effective ways to engage players. 
With these insights, Nestle could create a campaign that en-
courages people to complete recipes using Nestle products and 
post their creations on Facebook, Pinterest, and Instagram.  In-

TotalDMVP
(2010)

Gamified micro-
site on facebook

• Sales up 18%
• 675,450 fans
   on facebook

Gamification Success Stories

Company Campaign Description Results

Nike+
(2007)

Points for athletic
performance

• Running shoe
market share up
13% in 2 years

Piano Stairs
(2009)

YouTube 
experiment to 
let fans make the 
world “fun”

• 20M views on
  YouTube

Source: R/GA, 
A4RA, Cannes Lions
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By Erik Bartos and Asad Hussain

BOEINg: clEARED fOR TAkEOff

Transforming military might to an emerging civilian market

In June of 2011, three men accused of stealing six cows were 
arrested in North Dakota. What sets this arrest apart from 
all others was not what they were stealing, but how they were 
caught. It was the first arrest in U.S. history to be carried out 
with the help of an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV). The UAV 
revolution, which started in the military sector, is starting to 
spill over to the civilian sector. This presents a phenomenal op-
portunity for aerospace companies, like Boeing, who have the 
capacity to embrace the relatively young and rapidly expanding 
UAV market.

Boeing’s Impending Crisis

Development of the civilian UAV market is occurring at an op-
portune time for Boeing. Simply put, Boeing’s outlook is far 
from positive and the company needs a project to turn around 
its fortunes. Boeing currently faces the prospect of losing bil-
lions of dollars in contracts from one of its main customers, the 
United States military. Boeing’s military manufacturing busi-
ness unit, Boeing Defense, Space & Security (BDS), consistent-
ly secures a large portion of the contracts issued by the U.S. 
Department of Defense (DoD), which has the largest budget 
of any military in the world. Unfortunately for Boeing, eco-
nomic conditions and the winding down of wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have prompted the U.S. government to reduce the 
DoD’s budget starting in 2013. With BDS reliant on U.S. mil-
itary spending for 76% of revenues, these cutbacks constitute a 
real and potentially expensive problem. A reduction in overall 
DoD spending, however, does not have to result in a reduction 
of BDS revenues. BDS can reposition to take advantage of the 
DoD’s new spending priorities and strengthen revenues in oth-

er business units, namely through the use of UAV technology 
in civilian segments. Boeing should do its best to not let a good 
crisis go to waste. 

Thinking Short-Term to Set Up  
for the Long-term

Market research projects a CAGR of 12% in the UAV market 
over the next five years, increasing the total value of the mar-
ket to $86.5B. To understand what makes UAVs so attractive 
to purchasers, consider that a F-22 Raptor (manned fighter jet) 
costs approximately $155M, while a UAV costs approximately 
$4M. Also, consider the average fighter pilot is paid $98,000 
annually, whereas most UAV operators earn less – between 
$30,000 and $80,000 a year. In 2012, the DoD outlined its 
spending priorities in the Defense Strategic Guidance program. 
The plan is to reduce spending on conventional Cold War assets 
like tanks and manned military aircraft while increasing ex-
penditures on special forces, including UAVs. Cuts to manned 
military aircraft directly impacts many of BDS’ most profitable 
models including the F-22 Raptor and the Boeing P8-A Pose-
idon, the latter of which will absorb $5.2B of DoD cuts over 
four years. 

Growth in the UAV market can help aerospace companies offset 
declining revenues from the manned military aircraft market. 
While volumes in the UAV market are increasing, these aircraft 
have much lower margins than their manned military counter-
parts. Focusing solely on manufacturing UAVs could help BDS 
maintain revenues, but at the expense of Boeing’s profits. Fortu-
nately, UAVs require significant communications infrastructure 

BOEING: CLEARED FOR TAKEOFF
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While K-MAX, an unmanned cargo drone manufactured by 
Lockheed Martin, was used to carry supplies for the Marine 
Corps in Afghanistan, having been selected above Boeing’s 
A160T Hummingbird – a drone with lower capacity but high-
er endurance –the long endurance of Boeing’s cargo drone is 
an asset in the civilian sector. FedEx, for example, would likely 
be interested in buying cost efficient drones from Boeing to fly 
cargo; FedEx’s International Domestic operations experienced 
31% revenue growth in 2012. Although an attractive alterna-
tive to conventional cargo planes from a cost perspective, Boe-
ing’s current drone offering is not yet a perfect fit with FedEx’s 
needs due to limited cargo capacity. This issue will need to be 
addressed through innovation if BDS drones are to become tru-
ly superior to manned cargo aircraft.

To begin a transition towards civilian application of UAVs, 
building cargo drones will help Boeing outcompete its main 
rival, Airbus. Approximately one fifth of FedEx’s current fleet 
is made of Airbus aircraft. A low cost drone offering provides 
Boeing with the means to steal FedEx orders for new aircraft. 
This can be a remunerative strategy for Boeing, especially if also 
applied to companies like UPS and DHL. 

If solutions to range and capacity issues are found, Boeing need 
not stop at manufacturing drone cargo aircraft. There are no se-
crets about the intense competition between Boeing and Airbus 
in the passenger aircraft market. Airbus, owned by the defense 
firm EADS, has a 30% market share in the global commercial 
aircraft industry and sufficient order backlog to maintain its 
leading position in the $150B industry for the foreseeable fu-
ture. Boeing trails closely with 26% of the market, but can se-
cure a unique advantage by manufacturing passenger drones. 
Airbus would be required to invest significant time and R&D 
in order to match Boeing’s offering.

If this technology were integrated into passenger and cargo jets, 
expensive pilots could be eliminated and the chances of human 
error could be reduced. Of course, even machines are suscepti-
ble to erratic behavior; the idea of pilot-less civilian planes, and 
the liabilities surrounding them, make passengers and regula-
tors uneasy. However, the fact is that the latest generation of 
airplanes are already capable of performing numerous functions 
without input from a pilot, and it would be a relatively small 
step to physically remove the pilot and replace him or her with 
less expensive ground crews.

Opportunity Awaits

Genuine revolutions are few and far between. The last revo-
lution in aviation took place with the development of the jet 
engine. While commercial airplanes have seen gradual develop-
ments since 1950’s, these have been evolutionary. With a com-
pelling cost argument, UAVs will fundamentally alter the na-
ture of aviation as fewer manned aircraft roam the skies. Al-
though people may not be ready for a drone passenger jet, the 
UAV revolution presents opportunity in cargo freight and do-
mestic security; opportunity Boeing cannot ignore.

and aftermarket support. These products and services can be 
procured by BDS’s Networks and Space Systems division along 
with BDS’s Global Systems and Support, which retain healthy 
profit margins of 8% and 11% respectively. Boosting revenue in 
all three BDS divisions will maintain profits in absolute terms.  

Boeing must invest significantly to corner the growing UAV 
market. Given BDS has approximately $10B in liquid assets; 
some of this money would be well spent immediately on R&D 
efforts. This will require a major change in corporate strategy, 
as Boeing’s R&D spending has decreased 33% over the past 
two years. Meanwhile, competitors Northrop Grumman and 
EADS have continued to support R&D spending on advanced 
technologies in response to the DoD’s increased interest in more 
advanced and sophisticated weapons. Using excess cash to bol-
ster the R&D budget is one of the best things Boeing could do 
to secure its position in the UAV market.   

Spillover

As military demand for UAVs is satisfied in coming years, Boe-
ing must look to alternative customers to market its products. 
The increased R&D spending will not have gone to waste be-
cause military technologies often have civilian applications. For 
example, jet engines developed for military aircraft in WWII 
were used on commercial airliners by 1952.

As shown by the North Dakota theft, selling military grade 
drones to civilian law enforcement agencies is an exciting pos-
sibility. In addition to being covert, drones are less expensive 
than helicopters and do not require pilots to put their lives at 
risk when tracking dangerous criminals.

UAVs could be used for civilian applications beyond assisting 
police forces. Air cargo traffic is expected to increase by 5.2% 
annually for the next 15 years. Long-haul freighters with larger 
payloads are expected to make up 60% of this traffic, indicat-
ing the importance of range and capacity in the cargo segment. 

Range

Payload Capacity 

Humanitarian Relief

Police Surveillance

Cargo Transport

Lockheed Martin K-MAX

Boeing x45-a

Boeing 757 

UAV Criteria and the Civilian Sector
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zIPcAR IN ThE hEADlIghTs

How the rising “share economy” could revolutionize the rental industry

Avis’ recent acquisition of Zipcar is driving the firm in a new di-
rection - and sometimes the road less travelled really does make 
all the difference. The acquisition is the largest in a string of 
events that has ignited the discussion about what role the share 
economy will play in the future. After forking over $500M for 
Zipcar, shareholders of the second largest car-rental agency in 
the world are left wondering if their money bought anything 
more than a company with a small car fleet and unproven cash 
flows.

Facing a world where technology is increasingly replacing the 
need for face-to-face interaction, as well as an industry marked 
by higher competition and eroding margins, Avis was in des-
perate need of an opportunity that would provide long-term 
growth. The Zipcar acquisition represents a shift away from the 
traditional car-rental model and Avis’ leap into the exciting (and 
potentially lucrative) car-sharing industry. But is Avis’ acquisi-
tion already a step behind? The considerable cost of owning and 
operating the Avis and Zipcar fleet will hinder the ability of the 
company to compete against the rising peer-to-peer car-sharing 
services.

Why Zipcar?
Once thought of as a model that only appealed to a limited seg-
ment, Zipcar has gone mainstream. The company is the largest 
player in the car-sharing industry with over 80% market share 
and 767,000 members. In contrast to the traditional car rental 
model where customers are limited to renting a car by the day or 
week at centralized locations, Zipcar users can rent cars by the 

hour and pick up their vehicle from a local parking space using 
a smartphone app to unlock the car.  

While driving may seem like a necessity given North America’s 
suburban car culture, there are significant benefits for urban-
ites that walk to work or school and only require a car to run 
the occasional errand. According to a University of Michigan 
study, cars have a high idling capacity: 90% of the time a car 
is parked in the driveway not being used. The average Toyo-
ta Camry costs $7,450 annually to operate, or approximately 
$20.41 per day. For an average Torontonian who only requires 
a vehicle for two hours or so per week, they would realize cost 
savings of approximately $6,400 per year if they were to switch 
to Zipcar - equivalent to shaving approximately 3.5 years off a 
mortgage, half the annual cost of raising a child, or indulging 
in 26 Big Macs per week for an entire year. 

In a 2009 Zipcar study, the company took the keys away from 
250 self-confessed car addicts. Participants had to walk or use 
public transportation and could only use their Zipcar member-
ship if absolutely necessary. Astoundingly, the results of this ex-
periment showed that over 100 participants did not want their 
keys back. The study demonstrates that users outside of Zip-
car’s formerly ‘niche’ market segment are willing to embrace 
car-sharing because of its tangible economic benefits, differing 
from early adopters who may have chosen car-sharing for ideo-
logical reasons.

ZIPCAR IN THE HEADLIGHTS
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The Share Economy 
Zipcar is one of many businesses that operate in what has be-
come known as the “share economy.” The share economy is pro-
pelled by online market platforms that allow consumers to de-
mand goods and services in a way that most efficiently meets 
their needs on a cost basis. These online platforms have spurred 
growth in pay-per-use services. The share economy gives con-
sumers the opportunity to rent specific goods and services di-
rectly from their peers, allowing for better capacity utilization 
and a lower net cost to the owner. As proponents of the share 
economy like to put it, “access trumps ownership.” Referred to 
as collective consumption, this growing consumer trend is ex-
pected to play an increasing role in global markets.  

A well-known example of the sharing phenomenon is Airbnb, 
an online platform connecting individuals looking for a cheap 
place to stay with homeowners willing to rent out their extra 
space. In this win-win-win scenario, travelers save on accom-
modations, homeowners benefit from extra rental income, and 
Airbnb earns a 3% fee on every transaction. Although margins 
are slim, profits are increasing as more people use Airbnb’s ser-
vices: over 15 million guest nights were booked in 2012. Rapid 
growth in users and burgeoning interest in the share economy 
has led to Airbnb’s current valuation of over $2.5B. 

This practice is scalable across several industries. Companies 
such as Capital Bikeshare, Bixi, and SmartBike provide over 
2.2 million bike-sharing trips each month. DogVacay provides 
home-sitting as an alternative to kennels. Fon shares WiFi ac-
cess between its 7 million members. Lending Club provides 
members with short-term cash at low interest rates – the “share” 
financial lending market is expected to grow to $5B by the end 
of 2013.

Recent figures on the share economy indicate that people are 
more willing to share and the number of users participating 
in this market is growing rapidly. Rachel Botsman, author of 
“What’s Mine is Yours: The Rise of Collaborative Consump-
tion” and a frequent TED contributor, predicts that the total 
share economy is a $110B market, and car-sharing revenues will 
reach $3.3B by 2016. In 2010, Time Magazine named ‘collab-
orative consumption’ as one of the top 10 disruptive ideas that 
would change the world. The share economy has virtually no 
limits. 

What’s Mine is Yours
Avis purchased Zipcar to gain access to the share economy; 
however, the company’s business model may already be out-
dated in this rapidly evolving market. The car-sharing market 
has moved beyond Zipcar’s fleet model; new entrants now of-
fer peer-to-peer (P2P) car-sharing services. Rather than owning 
and operating a fleet of cars, P2P companies like RelayRides, 
Zimride, Spride, and Getaround simply enable the sharing of 
vehicles owned by individuals. The largest of the P2P car-shar-

The Car Sharing Process
A closer look at the P2P model
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For Owners:
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Even with the movement towards P2P, Avis can maintain a 
dominant position in the industry if they adapt Zipcar’s strate-
gy to compete with the lower prices offered by P2P firms. With-
in Zipcar’s existing business model, there is room to begin test-
ing the market for an eventual transition towards a partly P2P 
model. Therefore, while it is important to focus on growing the 
current membership base and improving margins, Avis cannot 
afford to overlook the changes that are occurring in this evolv-
ing industry. 

Avis could steer Zipcar towards the P2P business model by in-
troducing some of its used vehicles into the P2P market. Con-
ventionally, Avis’ rental cars are driven for a fraction of the ve-
hicle’s useful life and returned to the manufacturer. These ve-
hicles are then re-sold at reduced prices. Under the P2P model, 
Avis could sell their outdated fleet directly to individuals at a 
discounted price, under the condition that new owners allow 
the cars to become a part of Zipcar’s P2P network for a pre-de-
termined time frame. Cars would be equipped with Zipcar’s 
remote scheduling and unlocking system while being available 
in public spaces at times convenient for the car owner and other 
Zipcar members. For example, a car owner who only needs their 
vehicle for the work week commute may agree to have their car 
accessible during evenings and weekends for rental. In addition 
to a lower purchase price, the car owner would receive a per-
centage of revenue each time their car is rented. Simultaneously, 
Avis/Zipcar can maintain control over their fleet’s age and qual-
ity, make more efficient use of their assets, and decrease fleet 
costs. This method could place Zipcar at an advantage over its 
P2P competitors who face potential difficultly and high acqui-
sition costs in finding willing members to rent out their cars.  

While Hertz and Enterprise could attempt to replicate this 
strategy, creating a P2P company from scratch takes time and 
a new firm would not have the same brand recognition as Zip-
car. If car owners were required to make their cars available 
to these P2P services, owners would want to make their pur-
chase from the company with the largest user base in order to 
maximize their potential rental revenue. Furthermore, with a 
commitment to the Zipcar brand, after-purchase users will be 
forced to remain loyal to Zipcar in an industry characterized by 
low switching costs. To be competitive with Avis and Zipcar, 
Hertz or Enterprise would first have to create a substantial user 
base through acquisitions. Given that Avis has already entered 
the car-sharing market, they now have the opportunity to build 
scale before large competitors enter. 

Avis has a head start in this race; if they position themselves to 
suit the needs of the rapidly evolving share economy, they can 
speed towards the finish line and leave their competitors in the 
dust.

ing services, RelayRides, has vehicles available in over 1,300 
U.S. cities across all 50 states.

P2P car-sharing services not only offer consumers access to an 
online market, but also guarantee a level of comfort and secu-
rity that could not be obtained through individual P2P trans-
actions. P2P car-sharing companies complete vehicle and renter 
background checks, provide insurance, and, in the case of Re-
layRides, install devices in each car so that only members can 
start the car’s ignition. For these services, P2P car-sharing com-
panies take an approximate 40% cut of the car rental fee. After 
this fee the owner of the vehicle can use the generated revenue 
to cover lease payments, maintenance costs, or other expenses, 
supplementing their personal income.  

Even with Avis’ infrastructure and marketing support, Zipcar 
simply cannot compete on price with P2P car-sharing compa-
nies. With zero fleet, maintenance, or parking costs, P2P boasts 
a more favorable cost structure. P2P companies are able to pass 
on significant savings to their customers, reinvest addition-
al resources into building scale, and improve customer service 
during initial growth phases. 

Furthermore, Zipcar’s user acquisition costs increased 27% as 
the company grew between 2011 and 2012. This indicates that 
customers are becoming more expensive to attract – an unwel-
come sign for Avis. On the other hand, P2P car-sharing compa-
nies have a natural source of marketing from the people using 
the service to rent out their cars. P2P users are more incentiv-
ized to market the service through word of mouth since they are 
the ultimate beneficiaries of the P2P transaction.

Avis in the Fast Lane
After learning from Avis’ early move, there is now an opportu-
nity for competitors such as Hertz or Enterprise to capitalize on 
the car-sharing industry. Although Zipcar is currently the mar-
ket leader, an incumbent in the pure P2P space could potential-
ly provide more value for members at a lower cost. Currently, 
the P2P car-sharing industry is small, fragmented, and ripe for 
acquisition by a large player with strong brand recognition and 
an established organizational structure. Traditional rental gi-
ants could take the lead by acquiring one of the larger P2P play-
ers, such as RelayRides or GetAround, and utilizing their inter-
nal capabilities to increase the scope of the acquired company. 

“cuRRENTly, ThE P2P cAR-shARINg 
INDusTRy Is smAll, fRAgmENTED, 
AND RIPE fOR AcquIsITION By A 
lARgE PlAyER WITh sTRONg BRAND 
REcOgNITION AND AN EsTABlIshED 
ORgANIzATIONAl sTRucTuRE.”
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By Amanda Robson

Using non-equity financial vehicles to invest in Sino-tech

AROUND THE GREAT WALL

Just 24 hours after it hit the NASDAQ, Baidu’s initial public 
offering (IPO) had set a record with a first-day gain of 354%. 
This level of IPO activity for a foreign company had never been 
seen before, and cast a spotlight on China’s emerging technolo-
gy sector. However, despite the demand from foreign investors, 
Chinese technology companies found themselves unable to of-
fer investors a traditional equity stake. Firms looking to ride the 
rise of China’s technology sector faced one major hurdle: the 
government of China. 

The Chinese government limits foreign equity ownership of 
Chinese technology companies to a minority position. This 
limitation makes it particularly difficult for a Chinese technol-
ogy startup (CTS) to access capital, as there are lengthy domes-
tic listing requirements and tight restrictions on debt, on top of 
the international listing cap of 49%. Fortunately, there are al-
ternative means to access offshore capital. The most financially 
innovative technology firms have adopted another method to 
cater to foreign investors: a structure called the Variable Interest 
Entity (VIE). 

Using the VIE Structure
The VIE structure provides foreign shareholders of a CTS com-
pany with a contractual agreement that offers many of the pri-
mary benefits of an equity ownership stake, such as a return 
on investment if the underlying firm’s market value increases. 
The key difference is that the VIE is a contract lacking the lev-
el of legal support typically associated with owning a company 
through buying equity. Chinese companies using a VIE struc-
ture will use a separate offshore entity to list on a foreign ex-

change. This listed company is financed with North American 
capital, which it sends to the Chinese parent company using a 
Wholly Owned Foreign Enterprise (WFOE) as an intermedi-
ary. The WFOE is also used to direct the domestic company’s 
cash flow offshore as dividends. Chinese shareholders have the 
option to invest in the offshore entity, as well as the domestic 
company, while foreign investors are limited to the offshore list-
ing only. 

The VIE structure is used by CTS firms to work around restric-
tions set by the Chinese government. The People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) uses censorship laws to limit access to external 
information in order to protect national ideologies and intellec-
tual property. This mindset was exemplified when China en-
tered into the World Trade Organization (WTO) as a “socialist 
market economy.” It applies the WTO platform to welcome for-
eign investment, but meanwhile restricts the technology sector 
through stringent legislation. 

Foreign capital is crucial for a CTS firm to grow, as the eco-
nomic environment in China makes domestic capital difficult 
to obtain. By broadening the potential investor base, the risk of 
CTS firms will be offered to investors best able to understand 
and price that risk, which would lower the cost of capital. The 
nation continues to be dominated by state-owned enterprises, 
making funding for private ventures hard to come by. Much 
of the country’s economic wealth is within the hands of the 
governing body, with 160 of the richest 1,024 citizens in Chi-
na holding seats in the Communist Party Congress. Clearly, 
wealth and politics are seated at the same table.  Without direct 
connections in the Chinese government, funding options for 
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Investor uncertainty lies in the two major risks presented by the 
VIE structure:

1. Lack of Legal Support in China 

The VIE bypasses restrictions on foreign majority ownership, 
therefore Chinese law does not provide sufficient legal support 
in the event of VIE misconduct. Furthermore, VIEs operate in 
China without having been formally recognized by the PRC; 
there is concern, albeit remote, that the structure could be out-
lawed. Such a scenario appears unlikely given the use of VIE 
structures historically, but uncertainty lies in the fact that there 
is no precedent, as no structure has ever been formally combat-
ed in court. 

2. No Asset Ownership 

The lack of formal asset ownership for shareholders in the listed 
company can result in a false sense of domestic company con-
trol if Chinese shareholders do not respect the VIE ownership 
rights. 

In order for the VIE to operate effectively, the onshore Chi-
nese shareholders must effectively treat the listed participants as 
true, equal equity owners. Structuring the relationship to align 
the interests of domestic and foreign investors can mitigate the 
risks associated with poorly structured VIEs that were previ-
ously listed. 

independent startups are limited. This issue is augmented for 
CTS firms because they compete in the information technology 
sector, which the government regulates tightly. 

The VIE structure allows access to external capital that would 
otherwise be unavailable due to ownership restrictions. As glo-
balization continues to increase competition, international tech-
nology players will view China’s fast-growing online market as 
the next frontier. CTS firms need to utilize the VIE structure 
now in order to access capital and solidify their market posi-
tions prior to the entrance of foreign competitors. Furthermore, 
if CTS firms hope to compete in foreign markets they will need 
to level the playing field in terms of access to and cost of capi-
tal. The landscape for technology firms in China is still evolv-
ing, leaving an opportunity for CTS companies that are able to 
execute a listing on a foreign exchange using a tactful and well 
thought out VIE structure. 

How to Work Around the Red Tape
VIEs enable firms to work around the Chinese laws that limit 
foreign majority ownership. Since its first use in 2000 by Sina 
Corp., a social media company, the VIE structure has received 
mixed reviews in the Western world. Some firms have success-
fully applied the VIE to raise capital in international markets, 
though skepticism about the structure sprouts from instances 
where other firms have manipulated the instrument to undu-
ly favor domestic shareholders. This violates the contractual 
rights and spirit of the ownership stake of offshore funders. In 
2011, a slew of scandals regarding Chinese companies exploit-
ing foreign investors’ lack of legal rights put the structure’s reli-
ability into question.  Concerns about the VIE structure come 
off the back of issues related to Chinese companies – Sino-For-
est, China MediaExpress, and Longtop Financial Technolo-
gies Ltd. to name a few – who produced falsified statements 
for North American shareholders. Shortly thereafter, these so 
called “fraudcaps” were delisted from the NASDAQ and NYSE 
respectively, damaging investor confidence for Chinese compa-
nies. In response, and in order to regain foreign credibility, CTS 
firms must market and utilize a version of the VIE structure 
that addresses investor concerns by ensuring investor interests 
are protected to the same extent as with traditional equity hold-
ings.

CTS VIE Structure

The VIE structure used by Chinese companies as it currently stands

Offshore

Onshore (China)

Listed Offshore Company

WFOE

Chinese Shareholders

Domestic Company

Equity

Dividends

VIE: Contracted Equity

Optional Equity

100% Equity

Equity

Foreign Investors

 “fOREIgN cAPITAl Is cRucIAl fOR 
A cTs fIRm TO gROW, ThOugh ThE 
EcONOmIc ENVIRONmENT IN chINA 
mAkEs DOmEsTIc cAPITAl DIffIculT 
TO OBTAIN.” 
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By marketing a required equity alignment between the onshore 
Chinese shareholders and the listed company, a CTS firm can 
more effectively raise capital on a foreign exchange by reducing 
the probability of manager manipulation. Addressing the his-
torical misuse of the VIE structure will add value to a CTS list-
ing, providing a more reputable entry onto a foreign exchange. 

More Transparency, Less Uncertainty 
The transparency of the VIE instrument and how it is reported 
on a company’s financial statements is a concern to foreign in-
vestors. In July 2012, the Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) probed into the accounting used by the VIE structure for 
listed company New Oriental Education & Technology Group 
(New Oriental). It was questioned whether Beijing New Orien-
tal Education & Technology (Group) Co., a VIE of New Ori-
ental, as well as its wholly owned subsidiaries, should be consol-
idated on New Oriental’s financial statements. The VIE struc-
ture was not clearly defined. This created investor uncertainty, 
leading the NASDAQ-listed stock price to drop by 50%, and 
Western regulators to step in. The unique nature of the VIE 
structure can result in foreign investors failing to see the real-
ity of what they are investing in. Clearly defining the logistics 
of the VIE will help international investors feel confident that 
they understand what their investment. 

The best way to mitigate this risk is for a CTS firm to market 
itself properly as being fully transparent and in compliance with 
the SEC standards regarding the use of the VIE structure. Spe-
cific actions CTS companies can take include clarification of 
the onshore company financials and the full breakdown of the 
VIE structure including ownership stakes for all parties. 

Going Forward 
There is a clear opportunity for CTS firms to find the necessary 
growth capital to better establish their market positions by list-
ing offshore.  Combating the uncertainty surrounding the VIE 
structure by aligning the interests of the Chinese shareholders 
and foreign shareholders will mitigate the risks for foreign in-
vestors.  Having the Chinese players dedicate 50% of their in-
vestment to the listed company will ensure benefits for both sets 
of shareholders. Making this modification to the VIE structure 
will provide reliable access to a new and hopefully profitable in-
vestment for international investors while providing capital to 
allow CTS firms to establish a competitive sustainable position 
in the industry. 

Connecting China to the Rest of the World 
When Chinese shareholders opt out of investing in the listed 
company, their stake in the VIE structure is completely sepa-
rate from that of foreign shareholders.  A united VIE structure 
would require that the Chinese investors hold half of their eq-
uity stake in the domestic company, with the remainder depos-
ited into the listed company. This modification to the original 
VIE structure would ensure that both sets of participants hold 
a significant interest in the VIE entity, combatting concerns 
that Chinese management will not treat the contractual equity 
rights of the VIE as true ownership. 

Baidu Leading the Way
The alignment of both onshore and offshore shareholder inter-
ests has proven to be an effective strategy. Chinese internet gi-
ant Baidu has raised over $25B in foreign capital while mitigat-
ing investor risk by having both the foreign and Chinese own-
ers invest in the listed company. The company’s chairman and 
CEO Robin Li holds a large stake in both the onshore and off-
shore operations. By adding this additional link between inves-
tors, Baidu offers a more dependable VIE structure to foreign 
participants. The actions of domestic company managers are 
more likely to benefit the listed as well as the domestic company 
when their money is invested in both entities. 

Alignment Strategy

The interest of both Chinese and foreign shareholders can be aligned
by having Chinese ownership in both the domestic company and the WFOE

Fragmented VIE Structure

United VIE Structure
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