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			INTRODUCTION: From suppliers to a brand. Five clues make a proof

			

			To speak of Brembo as a subcontractor now sounds like an insult. Yet the famous brake brand that we are now accustomed to seeing on all motorbikes and high-end cars began - and still is to all intents and purposes - as a supplier of a car component. And it represents precisely that journey that we want to recount here: from being a manufacturer of automotive components it has become a world reference in its sector, capable of enhancing, thanks to its brightly coloured brakes, the car on which they are mounted together with the ever-present highly visible logo. From being a potentially weak party in the negotiation with the final producer of the good, the subcontractor has been able to turn itself into the leading actor, thanks to a product that has managed to transform itself from a technical component into an object of desire. Not that brakes can be done without, they are certainly not a luxury, yet in this case Brembo has managed to make them go beyond the dimension of pure utility. Despite being part of a category of products that consumers are not at all accustomed to choosing, the fact that a car is equipped with Brembo brakes increases its value.

			How the industry based in Stezzano on the outskirts of Bergamo managed this ‘miracle’ will be a topic to be explored in the dedicated chapter, but it all starts with the idea that an indispensable component of a larger product, which usually even conceals its presence, could become an element that enhances the perceived value of the good, so that the consumer looks for it in the car, and is willing to pay a higher price for it. This is no small paradigm shift for a company in the automotive supply chain. Just think of how many other component companies are nowhere near as well known as Brembo, nor do they aspire to be as famous.

			But Brembo is a unique case in the Italian industrial panorama, we have heard ourselves repeat in recent years. Is this really the case? In the course of our wanderings to discover the secrets of Italian industry, we have found confirmation that the majority of subcontractors continue to behave exactly like suppliers, often very qualified, but still suppliers. But it is also true - and this is the reason why this book was born - that more and more often, here and there, we began to meet other ‘subcontractors’ who, each in their own way, had assimilated the lesson taught by Alberto Bombassei. And we became convinced that this is precisely the path that those B2B companies that still only identify themselves with the word ‘subcontractor’ in order to preserve or increase their marginality should perhaps consider taking.

			If Brembo is the school case (also due to the size reached by the company, which in 2022 had a turnover of EUR 3.6 billion and in the first nine months of 2023 has already grown by a further 7% to EUR 2.9 billion), we wanted to focus on four other examples that show how other ‘subcontractors’ have also implemented marketing strategies to strengthen themselves along the supply chain, in the relationship with client companies, through the construction of a solid brand distinguished by certain characteristics and values that make it easily recognisable as well as expendable on the communication front.

			The first inspiration on the subject emerged during a winter’s day, while searching for a wool coat to buy, when in a shop we came across a garment with a double label. That of the brand that sold it, above, that of a subcontractor in Prato, below. The Prato-based fabric company Manteco, we had got to know long before. Precisely since, six years ago, it qualified as ‘impresa Champion’, the title that ItalyPost awards together with ‘L’Economia’ of the ‘Corriere della Sera’ to the 1,000 best Italian companies on the basis of multiple corporate and balance sheet criteria. Among the many fine things Manteco does, including an extraordinary archive of textiles that is opened to the public from time to time, this ‘co-labelling’ initiative particularly struck us. The reason is really simple. As consumers, when we buy a garment, we certainly do not know the company that produced the fabric. In fact, we only know the brands that cater directly to us consumers, not those that belong to the production chain. Yet on that coat - and on those of many other brands - the label of who made the fabric is clearly visible. And the other thing we notice is that the selling price is higher than the normal market price of apparently similar products of the same brand. It is clear that whoever wanted to include the reference to the Manteco brand inside the coat made a positioning choice: they wanted the consumer to be aware that the fabrics used to make the garments on sale are of high quality, certifying this by including the manufacturer’s label. So that the consumer’s purchase can also be based on this assumption.

			What Manteco has done is not so different from what happened with Brembo brakes. Both cases are emblematic of what is called B2B2C, i.e. marketing that directly involves the end customer. Although it is not to him that Brembo directly hits its brakes, or Manteco its wool, in these two cases the companies have aimed to enhance their product in the eyes of those who then buy the car or coat, so that they perceive its quality, durability, high technology or sustainability, thus becoming more willing to buy it thanks to the very knowledge of those who processed its components. It is obviously a mechanism that is then reflected in the relationship between Brembo and its client car manufacturer, as well as between Manteco and the brand that will then make the garment with its fabric. Needless to say, the position of ‘suppliers’ of this level, vis-à-vis their customers, is strengthened in many respects. Margins included.

			A few months later, we had an enlightening conversation with the marketing manager and entrepreneur of another Tuscan company, this time from Arezzo. The name of the company is Lem, and it deals with galvanic treatments for the accessories of the most important international fashion and luxury brands. During the conversation held on the sidelines of one of the meetings of the Festival Città Impresa, a detail emerged that intrigued us. The two were in fact telling us that, for some time now, the photos used for their promotional catalogues have been taken by photographers who normally work for the big brands, the ones Lem supplies. In particular, we are talking about Dior’s most important photographer. Those metal accessories that are individually worth a few Euros and represent Lem’s product, and which are destined to become a component of a bag or a shoe worth thousands of Euros, were ‘narrated’ and presented in the same language with which the bag itself would later be promoted. An investment, that in photographers specialised in haute couture, seemingly totally senseless for such a supplier, both in terms of costs and in terms of production commitment. Why did Lem choose this path and this strategy? We will tell you in the dedicated chapter, but the explanation given to us is that this was the only way the company could place itself in a dialogue on an equal footing with its client companies, speaking their own language. Needless to say, what Lem wanted to do was nothing more than to increase the perceived value of that component, to avoid ending up in the quicksand of negotiations based not only on quality, but above all on the cents more or less that brands were willing to pay. Of course, perception alone is not enough, but proving oneself capable of speaking the same language as one’s customers also meant being in a position to suggest a new colour effect to impart to the metal that would then be adopted and displayed in the world’s most luxurious shop windows.

			It was then, on a Saturday in June, while visiting the new headquarters of a Valdagno wood company, Zordan, that we began to realise that these were no longer isolated cases. High windows, panels tinted in the colours of the surrounding landscape, a new multimedia museum to be opened to the public - and even a steel chute that employees can use instead of ladders - catch the eye of those who, thinking of entering a company that caters only for the B2B market, would expect something quite different. The ‘three P’s’ that characterise the company’s mission - Prosperity, People, Planet - can be read on the office windows. We are then struck by a company presentation video imbued with meanings that go beyond basic product information, which contains frequent references to the values around which the business revolves. A narrative choice with truly original stylistic traits evidently aimed at gaining the trust of client companies, to qualify as a reliable partner while at the same time, making the brand recognisable to the community in the same area as the company and therefore attractive to the young people who gravitate around it.

			The more critical readers might point out at this point that the last three cases cited concern companies that have to do with the luxury world, and that the phenomenon could be attributed exclusively to this sector. Certainly among the cases we will recount, luxury is the sector most represented. It is true that, year after year, that world is more and more sensitive to a whole series of requests from consumers and legislators on traceability and sustainability of the supply chain, as well as being traditionally more predisposed to communication. But is it really the most involved in this dynamic? Giuliano Noci, Professor of Strategy and Marketing at the Milan Polytechnic1 gave us an enlightening insight into this aspect. “The sector doesn’t really make a difference,” he told us. “The requirements posed by the technological transformation apply to everyone, although, obviously, the more complex the product, the more this is felt. For Noci, the fundamental point is not so much, and not only, communication, but the relationship that one builds with one’s customer, which must be based on a capacity to listen to his needs in full. The subcontractor thus becomes a partner of the supplier, offering more and more elements so that he feels guaranteed not only on the quality of the product but also, precisely, of the service. “We consider that there are also those who make screws,” he tells us, “and manage to develop much more intimate strategies with the customer than others do. This is because they have realised that the customer’s real need is not to have the screws themselves, but to avoid the risk of stock out of that product that would bring them to a halt in production. And so the company I refer to has transformed itself from a producer to a manager of the customer’s screw stock, going straight to the need and building a much deeper relationship with him’.

			What the authoritative academic is talking about is politics of marketing that Pietro Fiorentini, a Vicenza-based champion company that develops products, complete solutions and services for the energy sector, what we commonly call gas regulators, valves, filters and meters, has been dedicating itself to for some time now. So we are not talking here about components for global luxury companies, but technical equipment. The originality of the action taken by Pietro Fiorentini was to assume as fundamental a marketing strategy that would allow it to be ‘customer intimate’. The objective is, in this case, to anticipate the customer’s needs, mapping all the moments of contact with the companies they supply, in order to enhance them as much as possible. Pietro Fiorentini is certainly not new to exploring the unprecedented challenges posed by the market, just think of what it has achieved in recent years - well in advance and much more radically than many others - with the adoption of the lean production philosophy. And even in this case, as we will have the opportunity to recount, it was one of the first companies in the metalworking industry to structure a real marketing department based precisely on what Professor Noci theorised.

			What the Pietro Fiorentini case, the Zordan case and the Lem case have in common then, unlike the previous cases of Brembo and Manteco, which we had classified as B2B2C, is that they have developed marketing policies aimed at the companies to which their products are sold, which in turn will return the value created to the end consumer. In any case, what emerges at first glance is that something relevant is moving in the world of ‘third parties’. Of course, these are only clues, but if for Agatha Christie three were enough to make a proof, here we have found at least five.

			THE PRODUCT BECAME TALKING

			“It is not that marketing in B2B never existed until now. It is that it was flattened on the product dimension alone and now it has completely changed its role. It’s a turning point,’ explains Noci, who is also a consultant on these same issues for many companies, including some of those we will be recounting in this volume. The premise of the issue is all in these words of his, which justify why we write today about the marketing strategies of (some) third-party companies. Those that have made the breakthrough indicated by Noci, precisely. That is, ‘made marketing go from being an operational function to having a strategic role’.

			But where did the need for such a change come from, that is, what prompted the ‘turning point’ that we mention? Everything stems, in his opinion, from the digital transformation, which has substantially changed the function and importance of marketing within organisations. “Before, it was product marketing, therefore a strictly instrumental activity aimed at designing product innovation consistent with customer expectations. Then came the digital transformation, which had a disruptive effect, because on the one hand it implied a change in purchasing behaviour, and on the other hand it changed the nature of the market proposition of a B2B company’. That is to say, whereas before, one simply sold a product, and traditionally did so through a relationship with a salesperson, today, although the product still counts, it is less and less a distinguishing factor. “Paradoxically, it is no longer considered a necessary condition for the transaction, but rather the system of interactions that take place between business and customer. Purchasing behaviour does not no longer only through commercial networks, but also through digital and the Internet, as products are increasingly talking’. By ‘talking product’ we mean that products are now constantly producing data, and so companies are constantly receiving data during the use phase, and the relationship between customer and supplier rather than being discrete becomes continuous. “Interaction,” one understands, also manifests itself during the product’s use phase and thus goes far beyond the moment of sale, where it used to stop. This means that the real differential in a relationship between supplier and customer is the experience that a company manages to provide’.

			When experience takes centre stage, it becomes crucial to study the market, ‘because it helps to qualify the distinctive factors of a B2B company’s value proposition. This point is absolutely strategic. Therein lies the essence of the overall change in the merit of marketing. It is strategic and not operational, it goes far beyond communication, it is increasingly integrated with the sales function’. And while this is undoubtedly true in the world of B2C, in the industrial world too, purchasing behaviour is increasingly omnichannel, exactly where the end consumer is directly involved. This opens up the prospect of servitisation, ‘i.e. the possibility for everyone to create value not only with the product but also in the use phase’ (servitisation, in the Garzanti Dictionary, is described as ‘the process whereby a product is no longer offered or sold on its own, but provided in combination with a service’). The service offered, however, is not mere assistance, it is a much more complex process, because it implies constant proximity to the customer to solve any problems, but ideally also to prevent them, to gather information on the efficiency of use and to meet a company’s needs by offering it, if necessary, additional services, thus increasing the actual value of the relationship. “That’s why you have to be more and more customer centric: because you need to know not only the motivations behind a particular purchase but also its context of use. And this is, in short, marketing for a company in B2B”.

			But what tools are used to build a strategy that can meet these needs? For some it is, as we said, digital tools, data collection software: “Increasingly crucial is a company’s ‘data factory’, that is, the ability to create value from the data derived from those ‘talking products’ mentioned earlier. The ability to manage data to create valuable services for the customer is the new muscle that must enrich a company. Artificial intelligence, especially generative intelligence, will become a fundamental support to sales activity on the one hand, and to data analysis activity on the other. It will be a way to partially automate sales activity and free up salespeople’s time, who will rather be able to spend it on valuable interactions with customers. But, in addition to that, as I said, it will be able to develop a number of very useful analyses,’ Noci points out. For other companies, the kind of experience that can be created around the product, and the way in which more and more connections with the customer are made, goes - in an only seemingly simpler way - by a social strategy that crosses the two brands and thus provides for a shared communication plan, or through the co-design of products, through visits to company premises that in turn ‘speak’ more and more of the values that live within them, and so on. The ‘closeness to the customer’ that was mentioned for some companies can find declination in articulated CRM software, i.e. Customer Relationship Management, as in the case of Pietro Fiorentini: ‘It is certainly one of the ingredients,’ comments Noci, ‘because it becomes a useful infrastructure for managing customer relations. While for others it is rather a matter of building a more easily spendable narrative of their way of working, knowing how to engage in a conversation with the customer that does not stop at numbers, indicators and costs, but can rather bring out the value of their product and processing method, as we will see later.

			When speaking of ‘closeness to the customer’, it is also natural to think of geographic proximity, which is now at the heart of the strategies of many companies that, by multi-localising (this has been the ‘magic word’ since the Covid period, all the more so since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine and the tensions on supply chains), choose to operate in the same place as their customers, thus being able to share cultural references as well as language, a common regulatory framework and a common time zone. Yet according to Noci, one should not be misled by seemingly simple analogies: ‘Customer intimacy is not so much a matter of local for local. Paradoxically, proximity can increase when you can make a better economy of scale on knowledge. And therefore, the more you develop the ability to centralise knowledge to develop predictive analyses on behaviour’. So, a combined strategy between ‘local’ and ‘global’ actions is the best synthesis. “Systemic data analysis is not only done on specific customers but on similar customers, and this requires a centralising capacity that is not typical of a local context but rather global”.

			PRICE DOES NOT MAKE COMPETITIVENESS

			To this process of transformation, according to our companies, there is no alternative but that of loss of competitiveness. But beyond the cases of excellence that we will discover, how widespread is the awareness of this change? ‘Little, we are far behind, especially in Italy. It will come as a surprise, but we are disadvantaged by the very element that has so often been a strong point for us: Made in Italy. Many Italian companies are going - if they are not already going - into difficulty, because they are locked in the ‘product cage’. The assumption of Made in Italy has always been that, in order to be successful, the product of excellence, high quality, would be worth it. With the arrival of digital transformation, on the other hand, the excellent product goes from being a sufficient condition to a necessary condition, which is no longer sufficient on its own. On the contrary, it is a prerequisite that quality is there, otherwise you are already out of the market, so it is no longer just that which drives me to buy. Rather, there is the whole dimension of experience that makes the difference, the one that every company can guarantee me and in which the product is embedded.

			We said that the awareness of this process is not yet sufficiently widespread. “On the other hand, we are third last in Europe for digital skills, so we should not be surprised. But making progress in this sense is possible, and necessary’. Also because, if Made in Italy has always contributed to the fact that our subcontracting companies have developed their own strength in the supply chains, ensuring that they take part in negotiations that are not based exclusively on price downwards, today we need a new key so that we do not return to being subject to the logic of cost. “You have to qualify to be attractive in the dimension of the experience offered, which I also allows us to overcome price competitiveness, because on that terrain we don’t stand much of a chance: there will practically always be someone who will cost less than us. If there are still companies caged in a price negotiation dynamic, it is because they are totally unaware of the role of marketing. The mistake that is very often made is to wait for the costumer company’s purchasing department to call and place an order. It is obvious that by doing so, I will only be able to play on the price advantage front. The key is to be intimate with the customer, to anticipate his need and not make the call necessary. Digital has made this dichotomy between tool and need obvious. The company must always remember that the absolute objective is not to provide the tool, but to respond to the need in order to solve it. This is the only way to be truly competitive in today’s market’.

			THE BRAND IS MADE BY VALUES

			It is around this ability to be ‘in tune’ with the customer that a brand is built, which is now as much about values as it is about relationships. By designing a valuable experience, one ‘makes a brand’, i.e. one creates a resonance between customer and supplier, ensuring that a company is linked to a set of capabilities and strategies that meet their needs. This is then complemented by recognisability in one’s niche and eventual wider recognition.

			“In the business-to-business world, storytelling is more than just a marketing technique; it is a powerful means to connect with customers in a way that goes beyond business transactions. In an age when information is plentiful and attention is a precious commodity, the ability to tell engaging, authentic and memorable stories is a very useful tool to stand out in the marketplace,” writes Vincenzo Carlone2 - a marketing man with vast experience in manufacturing companies in Bergamo. And to involve one’s interlocutors and give the impression of really getting into the ‘behind the scenes’ of a company, often the most effective method is to start from one’s own story, capable of conveying not only the experience in a sector, but the logic with which today’s business was built and the spirit of the people who worked there. “Today, in the digital age, storytelling in B2B has taken on a central role. Stories have become more sophisticated, often data-driven and customised for specific targets,’ Carlone continues. ‘Digital tools allow for multimedia and interactive storytelling, which engages customers in immersive experiences. Storytelling now aims to create a complete experience, where every customer touchpoint tells a part of the company’s story. Storytelling in B2B, evolving from simple product descriptions to complex stories that reject a company’s values and vision, has become an indispensable element of modern marketing. This evolution rejects the change in the relationship between companies: from a purely economic transaction to a partnership based on shared values and long-term goals’.

			Emerging as a second front on which marketing can act, however, is that of the company’s existing or potential employees - in addition to its customers, also actual or prospective. For many of the companies we describe, the construction of this narrative, and more generally the creation of the brand itself, poses as a second objective that of attracting the attention of those navigating the labour market and ‘capturing’ them, at a time when there is a shortage of young people and a high percentage of companies are unable to recruit the workers they need. Having a recognisable brand also makes it possible in this sense to transmit values with which a young person can align and even recognise him/herself, thus making a more informed choice when it comes to an interview. The dynamic is not too distant from that mentioned in the customer-supplier relationship. Here too, an attempt is made not to get caught up in that logic of price (in this case of salary increases) which at a certain point would become unsustainable, but rather to add to the discussion a series of additional elements that qualify the enterprise and give its activity that ‘sense’ that seems to be increasingly needed.

			CHAPTER 1: THE CASE STUDY OF PIETRO FIORENTINI

			FLEXIBILITY IN THE DNA

			“Oil & Gas used to be a conservative sector. This is no longer the case, we have to find new ways to remain competitive.”3 This is the summary of the current situation for Mario Nardi, managing director of the Vicenza-based company Pietro Fiorentini, which has been working with gas (even more than with oil) for 80 years. An experience that is a heritage of great value, which alone, however, is not enough to keep up with ‘an increasingly dynamic, rapidly changing market’, as today’s is. On the contrary, breaking free from habit is perhaps the greatest asset of a company that proudly presents itself as “flexible, lean and agile’. On the other hand, the ability to adapt to changing times and chase new trends is an inherent characteristic of Pietro Fiorentini’s DNA. This is also demonstrated by its geographical location: with its headquarters in Arcugnano, in the province of Vicenza, Pietro Fiorentini is actually only Veneto by adoption, in a continuous search for fertile ground for growth, because it is ready to face changes in order to stay on its feet.

			The birth of the company, in 1940, took place in Bologna4, at the hands of Pietro Fiorentini, a Milanese who was passionate about mechanics and engines from an early age, so much so that he went on to work (probably, sources are scarce on this period of his life) at Nicola Romeo’s Alfa. Yes, the very one that later became the famous car manufacturer, which in the first decades of the 20th century was still a car worshop in transition from a militarised company to a racing car factory. The experiences then accumulated for young Pietro Fiorentini: he worked in shipbuilding, became an expert technician with sought-after skills in the world of mechanics. Skills that he would exploit to give life to a pioneering initiative for the time, which in retrospect, we can define a great entrepreneurial intuition. In a period, the one between the 1920s and 1930s, in which industry demanded more and more energy, in a country poor in natural resources, the need was to extract natural gas and distribute it to companies, initiating a process of methanisation that would be epochal. Fiorentini joined the current, exploiting its propulsive thrust: he found a way to solve a fundamental problem, namely that of regulating the gas pressure, which, very high at the moment of extraction, had to be brought down to a manageable level before being fed into the transport circuits. The technician Fiorentini, now in his thirties, became familiar with the energy sector thanks to his work in Sol, a company that was responsible for building the first power stations near the fields and managing plants for the production of welding gas. Moving several times from one city to another, it was during his time at Sol, particularly while in the Modena Apennines, that Fiorentini designed his first pressure regulator. This is where the real entrepreneurial adventure began: his invention is ductile (and here this feature comes into play officially, although it was latent from the beginning of the story). That is, it can be used in the delivery of methane, but also in the process of replacing petrol with natural gas as an automotive fuel.

			The latter initiative gained momentum at the time. It is also supported by the fascist government, with a view to energy independence (the issue was already being raised at the time). Fiorentini, intent on not missing the opportunities that the period offered, moved to Bologna and, after trying his hand at a company working on converting cars to methane, decided to set up his own business. The year was 1940, and the city of Bologna was the birthplace of the Pietro Fiorentini Impianti Metano, Fabbrica Italiana Apparecchi Carburatori per Gas Metano. Over the years, the business grows, with a brief pause during the war, and then again in a drumbeat, until the end of the conflict with the entry of Italy into the sphere of influence of the United States causes oil to spread at ever greater volumes and the objective of methane becomes increasingly marginal. Thus, Pietro Fiorentini will turn to the production of pressure regulators for civil use only, a sector that is in any case experiencing great growth, thanks to the intensification of extraction activity in the Po Valley. New products were patented, until the start of the collaboration - which lasts to this day - with Snam, founded in 1941 by the Ente Nazionale Metano (National Methane Agency), which was working on the methanisation of the north of the country in those years. The relationship gradually intensified: between the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s, in addition to supplying the natural gas decompression stations almost exclusively, Fiorentini’s employees worked alongside those of Snam in the plants in the industrial North.

			It was in 1950 that the entrepreneur decided to move from Bologna to Vicenza: in the Veneto region, the level of unionisation of the workers was lower (he had been struck by the case of Edoardo Weber, an entrepreneur who had been poisoned in the company by three partisans and never returned), the Christian Democrats guaranteed a certain peace of mind for the workers, and thanks to the presence of the ‘Alessandro Rossi’ industrial technical institute, there was no shortage of skilled labour in Vicenza. In the meantime, Eni was founded (it was 1953), excavation operations became more intense, and Fiorentini’s business concentrated on the sector with the highest growth rate, that of components for the transport of natural gas for civil and industrial use. In 1957 came a new decisive leap: the signing of the first supply contract abroad, with the ‘Compagnie de Computeurs’, which makes it work in particular in France and thus enter the transalpine market, which will be strategic for the dimensional growth of Pietro Fiorentini which, in just five years, has come to count over a hundred employees. The new agreement requires enlargement: new factories arrive, together with new jobs for some of the largest industrial groups in the North, such as Dalmine or Montecatini.

			Although the vicissitudes up to this point had already been remarkable, it was in 1962 that the company was faced with perhaps the most complex issue in its history, destined to mark its future course to the present day. The founder’s son, the one who was destined to pick up the baton to lead the company in a generational transition that should have been fluid, dies suddenly in an accident. Meanwhile, his father Pietro, the founder, is very ill: the time to provide for the handover is very short, and things obviously cannot proceed as planned. The advice that the entrepreneur, now on his deathbed, will give his two daughters is to sell everything before it is too late. But they don’t agree, and decide on their own to divide up the shares equally and leave the running of the company to Tito Nardi, husband of one of the two, Rosa Maria, already called into the company by Pietro, who saw in him a smart young man. Thus it was that the management of the company passed to the Nardi family, who still run the group today. The young man, who at the time was not yet ready to play such a complex role, set to work with his head down and carried out the task entrusted to him like a true manager. Years of continuous growth followed: around 1970, the customer base was state-owned, the market was regulated, the increase in demand constant. The company makes a choice of field, that to focus on the design, construction and maintenance of natural gas decompression plants, supplementing its product range to meet increasingly specific requirements in both the industrial and petrochemical fields.

			With the beginning of the methanisation also in the south of the country, Pietro Fiorentini, which until now had been essentially a single-contractor, opened up to new possibilities. With them also come setbacks due to problems with some orders and increasing trade union and political tensions also in Vicenza. After a temporary set back, the company invested heavily in technology and developed an awareness of the need to expand its margins, thanks to new consulting and service activities, as well as the production of complete installation systems. In the 1980s, the growth continued, and by now it embraced the world: a network of companies was established with distributors and agents in Europe, Latin America, India, China and Australia, able to offer a fast and precise consultancy and technical assistance service.

			Over the years, particularly from the Sixties onwards, the need to become more and more structured became unavoidable, with an organisation capable of managing a business that became increasingly complex. From the Nineties onwards there is also the massive entry into the Chinese market, with the creation of a company in its own right, Shanghai Fiorentini, and then the expansion of the product portfolio and of the certifications necessary above all to continue with the penetration of foreign markets. At the same time, careful work on margins and thus on cost reduction and production efficiency is required. It starts with a study to measure customer satisfaction with the products and services offered by Pietro Fiorentini, and from there Tito Nardi decides to hire Andersen Consulting (today Accenture) to review the organisational model. It was in this context, and thus in the last decade of the last century, that the three sons of Tito Nardi, namely Paolo, Mario and Cristiano, now at the helm, approached the company in various capacities. In more recent years, it will be Mario in particular (today’s managing director), who began working at a young age in the central Arcugnano plant, who will notice a series of inefficiencies and limits to the company’s development which, if expunged, could release an even greater potential than that already expressed. Thus we enter a new era, the same one that makes the history of Pietro Fiorentini fully part of the context in which we are moving today, or rather, one of its inspiring models.

			A CHAMPION COMPANY WITH A ‘LIQUID’ ORGANISATION

			The history of Pietro Fiorentini, retraced so far by synthetic stages, is useful to frame today’s company which, we will see, on the one hand goes on in continuity, on the other, by necessity, has evolved on several fronts. But to better delineate the contours of the company we are talking about today, numbers are also useful, particularly those that have helped make Pietro Fiorentini a Champion company in recent years. The ranking drawn up by ItalyPost and L’Economia del Corriere della Sera censuses the 1,000 best Italian companies according to a series of stringent balance sheet criteria. Pietro Fiorentini has been among them since 2019, is also included in the 2023 survey, and is also among the 50 best companies in its sector, the engineering sector, according to the analysis that takes into consideration data up to 2021. In that year,   turnover was close to EUR 466 million, EBITDA was EUR 82.7 million, and operating profit was EUR 34.3 million.

			This is considering that, from 2015 to 2021, the company’s compound annual growth rate (CAGR) was 11.8%, while the average percentage Ebitda, between 2019 and 2021, stood at 18%. The latest available balance sheet, however, that of 2022, records the company’s 8% growth in turnover, which came close to 500 million (490, 2 million) with an Ebitda of 68.8 million and a profit of 19.6 million.

			And speaking of numbers, it is worth mentioning a few more: 100. The countries in which Pietro Fiorentini is present today, on all continents. Then 2,800. The workers employed worldwide by the company. Figures that make it a true ‘pocket-sized multinational’, grappling with all the complexities of the global market, exposed to all the risks that have characterised recent years for companies, as well as to fluctuations in demand in such a delicate sector as energy.

			We can therefore return to the initial premise, put aside the many chapters of the company’s history and focus on today. It is a complex phase, says Mario Nardi. In the meantime, the changes in the industry, which has been chasing zero emissions with increasing determination in recent years, have been disruptive. Energy sources have multiplied, and so have new avenues in the market. “And then there is also, and is increasingly urgent, an issue of innovation for our traditional customers,” adds the CEO. “For example, for so-called ‘transport’ customers, such as Snam, the issue of blending gas into the grid, i.e. gas mixed with hydrogen, is emerging. To date, this is not yet regulated, it can be done up to a percentage of 2% in Italy5, but we are working to implement the percentage. This requires the testing of the entire infrastructure and thus of all our equipment, i.e. regulation, measurement, interception, which must also be adapted. For now our products have been tested up to an assumed blend of 20 per cent’. After that, there are other aspects to consider: “Distributors today often also become multi-utilities. So we no longer only embrace the world of natural gas, but in some cases also that of water, rather than waste. We also deal with the digitisation of networks, which is becoming increasingly important. In short, the level of complexity compared to the past is increasing exponentially’. And in fact, if you look at the sectors in which Pietro Fiorentini is active, you will see that from gas and oil we range all the way to the production of biomethane, the capture of CO2 , and precisely the distribution of hydrogen. Huge opportunities for further growth? Certainly. Yet a fermenting market implies fierce competition, and in the face of such dynamism, those who stand still or move forward at a slow pace inevitably fall behind. So you have to run, and run faster than your competitors. Which, by the way, ‘are difficult to identify,’ explains Nardi, ‘because there is no one perfectly overlapping with us, they are mainly branches of multinationals. All the more reason, when confronted with market ‘adversaries’ who have many tools at their disposal (being part of large groups can guarantee advantages, from this point of view), the only way is to anticipate the direction, so as not to hesitate when it is necessary to take it. How?

			“Thanks to a customer centric approach,” explains Nardi,

			“because it is often the customer who is the stimulus for innovation, who provides ideas, who points the way, but listening to him is a strategy that has to be built. On this ability, and then on the speed of reaction, we can really be competitive compared to other companies’.

			We talk about ‘strategy’, nothing improvised then, on the contrary: very dense chapters are dedicated to the subject in what is a fundamental document for the company, an actual manual of hundreds of pages entitled ‘Enterprise 5.0’, for internal use only, for training  purposes6. It also contains a definition of that customer centricity to which Nardi referred. Peter Feder provides it: “It is a strategy that aligns the development and delivery of a company’s products and services with the current and future needs of its most important customers, with the goal of maximising the long-term financial value that those customers will represent to the company. That is, everything stems from a customer and a need - as always in a business, after all - and everything that follows must respond to that same customer and that same need. It seems obvious, but it is an objective that is easy to lose sight of. So how do you make sure you always keep it in mind and maintain, rather, what Nardi calls a real ‘intimacy’ with the customer? Firstly, with a strategy that is the direct consequence of the story we told a little further back. We were saying that, with dimensional growth, decisive internationalisation and generational transition, more or less contextual, an intervention on the organisation becomes essential. The profitability of the company, in fact, in the course of the nineties showed itself to be excessively tied to exogenous factors, too dependent on fluctuations in domestic demand and exchange rates for foreign demand. In short, something more must be done, the company’s new leadership is convinced of this, and in 2003 it will witness Tito’s death and take the field. Andersen Consulting at this point entered the departments, bringing a series of changes that were not always appreciated, on the contrary:  the resistance is strong, the management hopes to be able to ignore every suggestion, but the change is really necessary to overcome the stalemate that makes Pietro Fiorentini at that time a medium-sized company that expresses only part of its potential. It would have been understood later, after a period in which the Nardi brothers would study the company and try to map out the inefficiences to intervene, but still without a well-structured strategy. Everything changed when the word lean came into the company, first by chance and then by choice. In Italy, not much was known about this ‘lean approach’, the Nardi brothers themselves had never heard of it, yet they were intrigued by it from the first time they came across it. From here - albeit slowly and in need of metabolisation at first - a path was born that would lead Pietro Fiorentini to be probably one of the most exemplary Italian cases of an agile company7. This is not the occasion on which to retrace all the stages of this path, suffice it to say that, from 2000 onwards, the concept of kaizen, i.e. continuous improvement, made its way into Pietro Fiorentini. An approach aimed, over time, at generating an ever-increasing increase in productivity, involving all workers, from managers to the lowest levers, because it is in fact from the bottom that the most radical change often comes. “Today, lean management allows us to find efficiency, and thus reduce the  costs. The world we have put beside the lean world, i.e. the agile world, allows us to respond more quickly to needs. The combination of the two is what allows us to be in the marketplace in a truly competitive manner,” says Mario Nardi.

			IT IS TIME FOR MARKETING TRANSFORMATION

			The second strategy that allows the business to remain centred on the customer relationship, and aimed at satisfying their needs, is what interests us most here: marketing transformation, as the Group calls it. But how do the marketing operations of a company that works in B2B, and moreover in a sector, such as the energy sector, where in the overwhelming majority of cases the end consumer does not perceive the presence of Pietro Fiorentini branded components along the gas supply chain at all? (We said ‘overwhelming majority’ and not ‘totality of cases’, because there is an exception, and it is that of smart gas meters, such as those produced by the company, which can be seen because they are present in many homes, although the end user rarely perceives their real value). And, consequently, in what sense in this case can one speak of a ‘transformation’ on the marketing front?

			In the meantime, a possible misunderstanding must be cleared up, and once again the company handbook comes in handy, a compendium of every useful practice in the management of the various sectors, including, invariably, marketing. The very choice of dedicating forty pages to this topic is to be considered significant. In Pietro Fiorentini, marketing is not synonymous with brochures or advertising, as common sense might suggest. The definition is much more complex and ‘ rounded’, and it has to be defined in details, circumscribed, because the risk of it becoming an evanescent concept is just around the corner, especially considering that we are in an extremely product and industrialisation-oriented sector. The company refers to what Debbie Qaqish expounds in her book The Rise of the Revenue Market: “It is the set of strategies, processes, people and technologies that maximise a company’s profitable growth in a sustainable way, reacting quickly to external changes, creating new opportunities and adapting the portfolio to market needs. This enables performance to become repeatable, scalable and sustainable. So, as exogenous factors change, you have to be able to interpret your customers’ expectations, and structure yourself to offer them a service that corresponds to them. But if you do not first establish a real relationship with the customer - which, in this case, is represented by another company -, you will not get to know their needs sufficiently well, and you will risk a mismatch between your business and what the market actually requires. It is precisely at this height that marketing action is wedged, which must start ‘from the careful listening’ that can create sustainable value for the company. Customer requests initiate a series of customer-supplier relationships which, if handled with the correct level of quality and within the required timeframe, guarantee the satisfaction of each interlocutor’. To achieve this, it is clear that the action of a single team is certainly not enough, the entire organisation must be on board. It is, in a way, a collective effort, because it is not mere communication, but overall reorganisation: “This mechanism works a bit like dominoes - reads the handbook - if each tile plays its part, the true ‘chain effect’ materialises and the process reaches its proper completion. But all it takes is for one tile to be left standing and the process comes to a standstill, preventing us from achieving the desired result’. The result referred to - which is in fact the overall goal of the whole enterprise - is to develop the ability to adapt in a world of great change.

			It starts, as we were saying, from the relationship with the customer, which also became more complex as market conditions became such. It was easier to understand one’s customer when the dimension was local, when one spoke the same language, was immersed in the same culture, had the same references. It’s a different story to understand each other with people who come from countries very different from your own, where different rules apply. Like playing the same game, but with different packs of cards.

			Therefore, internationalisation complicates the scenario and requires a decidedly greater commitment, but even more necessary: the only way to succeed in foreign markets is precisely - as Pietro Fiorentini’s handbook makes clear - to be able to grasp the peculiarities of different customers around the world and adapt to them. To do this, again, only listening can work, hence the emergence of a relationship characterised by trust. Economies of scale work, standardisation has undoubted advantages, but one cannot ignore the fact that the market demands more and more customisation, i.e. ever greater personalisation of products, also thanks to the development of advanced technologies. “It is necessary to apply a new approach to internationalisation based on accentuated differentiation, which is implemented by manning one’s own reference market on a daily basis in order to replicate a successful model based on customer proximity and listening”.

			There are two ways to do this, according to CEO Nardi. First of all, the application of the local for local strategy, i.e. being multi-localised, present in each of the markets one wants to preside over: “What better way to listen to the customer if not to be physically close to him?”, he sums up in a line. As we wrote today, in addition to the head office in Arcugnano (Vicenza), the Pietro Fiorentini Group has around forty other locations, both production and commercial, in Italy and abroad, reaching over 100 countries in all continents. But the approach defined local for local must also be valid in the Marketing & Sales sector, which must structure its actions on this very basis - always in combination with the Lean method, of course: “A potentially winning approach is the construction of a capillary distribution chain in all the highest value markets. In this way, i.e. by initiating a structured Channel Management programme, it is also possible to accompany the business model towards evolution’. Channel Management, i.e. the strategy to stay close to even the most distant customers, first involves the choice of distribution channel, its size, and the type of relationship to be established with suppliers. Then comes trade marketing, i.e. a ‘strategy focused on wholesalers, retailers and distributors, or on end consumers, with the aim of increasing demand in the supply chain, stimulating distributors to promote their products’. In order to do this, there must be alignment between the values of the producer and those of the consumer, so intermediation must be well considered and not be an obstacle to this closeness, on the contrary, be a good channel. This is why, in the last phase of Channel Management, a true partnership must be built with those distributors who embody the company’s vision, guaranteeing competitive lead times in the target markets. In short, the chain must flow fast and without losing anything of the initial message, returning to the customer, in an effective and efficient manner, all that the company wants to get back to him, including the possibility of guaranteeing assistance on what is sold, i.e. a service as well as a product.

			Obviously, in order to make this last expectation a reality, it is necessary that the problem-solving department is also developed properly, a back-office ready to respond quickly and with resolving capacity to requests, to maintain contact with the customer and to keep the level of one’s brand and product high. On the other hand, to increase the added value of a product that is not even noticed by the end user, it is all in the service that revolves around it, as well as, undoubtedly, in competitive quality and price. But we will return to this at the end of the chapter. The customer relationship, however, in addition to a qualitative dimension, also has a quantitative one: duration. For the model to be sustainable, the relationship must be maintained over time, to cope with any market shocks while remaining solid thanks to a loyal customer base. In short, in addition to proximity, there is a need for what Nardi defined from the outset as true intimacy, “thanks to which it is possible to implement important up-selling strategies, i.e. to increase the volume of products already purchased, and cross-selling strategies, i.e. to expand the range of products sold”.

			CAPITALISING ON INFORMATION

			We were talking a few pages ago about a real Marketing transformation. We approached the subject, but in order to understand its meaning and scope, it is worth considering that, although it is a B2B company whose portfolio includes products such as pressure regulators, valves, filters and meters - not exactly lipsticks, accessories or furniture -, the marketing team is made up of five people, plus the interfaces of other teams, such as those of Sales and Innovation: ‘We arrive at almost a dozen people,’ Nardi points out, ‘in reality it is a team that then calls on a whole series of other resources to close the circle. The ‘enablers’ of the transformation, in short.

			But let’s get down to a practical level, trying to give further answers to the questions we were asking from the beginning about what a dedicated team actually does in such a company. The first step is, for Pietro Fiorentini, the ‘capitalisation of information’, i.e. the recording of the relationships discussed with customers, and then making the most of them, to increase its value. This is possible with a CRM system, i.e. Customer Relationship Management. The definition that the company chooses to describe it is that of Jagdish Sheth and Atul Parvatiyar: ‘The set of strategies and processes aimed at acquiring, retaining and retaining specific customers with the goal of creating increasing value for the customer and the company’. This gives rise to a series of expected benefits for the company, ranging from improving decision-making and strategy definition, to providing valuable solutions for the market, building long-term customer relationships, aligning the entire organisation to customer needs, capitalising on market intelligence, measuring the performance of applied strategies, and improving the conversion rate of market opportunities. All touchpoints must be recorded, so that each customer contact is mapped and can be evaluated and possibly enhanced in its value. So again, this is a choral effort, which cannot be limited to the sales team alone. Also because it is always thanks to CRM that malfunctions or problems can be managed:

			“The CRM system can also be extended to the management and resolution of customer problems, considering as a quality issue not only non-conformities but anything that might cause a customer complaint. This extension, which is atypical compared to most CRM systems implemented in companies, has the dual function of highlighting all customer problems, in order to avoid the dispersion of information, and of speeding up the overcoming of these obstacles, so as to ensure that customer relations are maintained. Error management is actually very fruitful for brand building, especially in this sector, and cooperation within the company proves to be crucial in this respect. There are many dynamics and processes which, within a company, affect the service offered to the customer. All of them, in fact. That is why strategies capable of making an impact must be the result of a collective effort.

			The first step, carried out precisely by the Marketing & Sales team, is the constant monitoring of the market. When we generically speak of listening, we are referring, more precisely, to a Market & Business Intelligence action, basically the careful collection of all the information necessary to guide management choices. It is composed of three stages: firstly, the Demand Analysis, i.e. the analysis of the main metrics relating to the market, including market share (the company’s sales quotas with respect to total market sales) and the potential market (represented by all the customers not yet covered), then the Competition Analysis, which consists of an analysis extended to the entire competitive arena: not only therefore a monitoring of direct competitors and their offered solutions, but also a collection of substitute solutions. One of the most widely used models for this type of analysis is undoubtedly the Five Forces model theorised by Michael Porter, and finally Market Research, i.e. the process of identifying and assessing the needs of the target market through research conducted directly with potential consumers. This process is also referred to as the Environment of the Customer, and makes it possible to weigh up more clearly which directions to take in order to develop new solutions. Then, in order to collect feedback on already developed solutions, Voice of the Customer activities can be initiated, which allow the feasibility and potential acceptance of new products or services to be assessed.

			All this, we said, so that management can make informed choices that, as they are defined and give shape to a real corporate strategy, they also have to be implemented in the various sectors. The general objectives to be pursued, in short, must be translated into more targeted objectives for each team, which, again, Marketing & Sales can help to do. “It supports the organisation in the correct segmentation of objectives and prioritisation of strategic projects (roadmaps),” we read in what we have called the company handbook, “as well as in guiding the definition of the various segment strategies (target structuring), positioning and value proposition (offer to the market). Also in this case, the action, called Strategic Analysis, consists of three phases: Segmentation, which consists of identifying groups of customers with homogeneous needs and behaviour. Segmentation can be based on common-sense variables such as age, geographical location or purchasing habits, or on data-driven, algorithm-based variables, with the aim of minimising the variance between different customer clusters. Identifying differences between customers is an essential requirement for successful segmentation and, often, the most significant differences are invisible. Furthermore, segmentation must be constantly monitored and updated, as the market environment is constantly changing. Targeting follows: after having defined the market segments, it is necessary to define which of them one wants to attack and preside over. The main selection criterion is obviously related to assessing the attractiveness of a segment, mainly dictated by its potential profitability. In order to do this, it is necessary to simultaneously consider two dimensions of attractiveness: intrinsic attractiveness, which is mainly represented by the size, growth potential and marginality of a segment, and relative attractiveness, which considers the resources and competencies of a company that must, now or in the future, be defensible in order to represent a sustainable competitive advantage. Finally, Positioning: once the target segments have been identified, it is necessary to define a positioning strategy to align the market perception of a product, and of an entire brand, with what the company wishes to be perceived. Obviously, positioning primarily implies the ability to differentiate one’s value proposition from competitors. To be meaningful, this differentiation must possess certain precise characteristics, i.e. be important, distinctive, communicable and, above all, profitable.

			And the function of the team we are observing does not end there. It also comes into play in the execution phase: ‘In this phase, product specialists, technical specialists (R&D), process, operations and communication specialists, as well as any other figure that may be needed, come into play in support of Marketing & Sales.

			THE CENTRALITY OF THE CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

			Speaking of customer relationships, one cannot ignore the fact that in all sectors nowadays, and the one we are talking about is no exception, the so-called customer experience has taken on a fundamental role. This refers to the way a company interacts with its customers at every stage of the buying process, from marketing to sales to the following assistance service, as well as every step in between. Thus, every interaction with the customer is part of it, from the website visit to the in-company interaction8, all key steps to ensure the acquisition and retention of the customer base. “The issue of customer experience has become fundamental both in the B2C world than B2B, because the customer experience is often the differentiating element of an offer in a competitive environment’. That is, in a highly competitive context, the type of experience the customer has in contact with the company counts a lot, in addition to the product. We mentioned the ability to sell services, not just physical goods: this is inevitably part of the customer experience. “Every day, customers receive customised experiences from many brands: customised suggestions from Netflix, constant support from Amazon and innovative solutions from Apple. Rather than on product or price, elite B2C companies today compete by focusing on building convenient and personalised experiences, but this paradigm shift has also affected B2B companies,’ it reads. Also in this case, it goes without saying, it is all about the ability to exploit the costumer touch points to maximise their impact, to ensure that they become stages in a satisfying customer journey that sets a new standard for all other competitors.

			The customer journey, from a more technical point of view, was divided into different moments, in an ascending climax of efficacy. It starts with attention: at this stage the consumer may not be familiar with the brand and it is essential to increase his awareness of its distinctive features. Then there is interest: the customer is looking for information about the product, possible substitutes, and the benefits that would result from the purchase. Following this should come desire: the customer has positively evaluated the product/service and delves into the information before making the final decision. Hence the action: the customer is fully engaged and proceeds to purchase. The final goal is retention: the customer who has used the product/service and evaluated it with satisfaction is more likely to turn back to the same brand for similar and/or complementary needs.

			MARKETING EQUALS DEVELOPMENT

			When we started talking about marketing, according to the meaning that applies to Pietro Fiorentini, we mentioned the ‘capitalisation’ of information and relationships. We have, step by step, discovered how one can actually conquer a goal that may seem ideal, but which actually corresponds to feeding the ‘funnel’ (i.e. the hypothetical journey of a contact from stranger to customer), in order to guarantee an ever increasing conversion rate. To do this, the strategies reported by the company and also covered by Nardi are mainly entering new markets with existing or innovative solutions (new market acquisition), acquiring new customers in markets already covered (market growth), and expanding the portfolio of solutions sold to an already established customer (cross-selling and upselling). 

			

			But what is the ultimate goal of these strategies? What emerges from Nardi’s words is the fact that, in this case, it is not about working to raise margins. That is, contrary to some of the other stories we will discover later, it is not to raise the price of the product that the company builds and reinforces its brand, that it experiments with communication, that it implements marketing actions. “We have built our reputation over the years, because we deal with explosive gas at very high pressure and therefore we do a delicate job,’ explains Nardi. ‘Logically, the brand in a field like this is not built overnight. It is based on reliability, proven over years of work’. So, the margin is guaranteed by ‘the process of enhancing efficiency, lean to put it simply. In an industry where products are standardised, a customer chooses it because it is price competitive, but not because of brand attachment. Whereas marketing is a fundamental tool, rather, “to familiarise yourself with new customers and to retain those with whom you have already interacted”. All this at a time when, this is where we started from, the market is becoming increasingly complex and dynamic, and even in a sector as technical as the one in which Pietro Fiorentini operates, new strategies are needed to ensure that the challenge of competitiveness is not lost.

			CHAPTER 2: THE ZORDAN CASE STUDY

			ARE LUXURY SHOPS FURNISHED WITH MADE IN CHINA GOODS?

			“I was walking through Padua when I saw a luxury shop being decorated with products made in China. To the trained eye it was easy to see. So I realised that we Italian carpenters could be at the end of the line. How to compete with those who make price their competitive advantage? Yet something was not quite right. How can it be that luxury brands, while claiming to have embarked on the path towards environmental sustainability, don’t pay attention to how much the people who supply them with furniture pollute?”9. These are the considerations from which Maurizio Zordan started to build the success of the family company that holds his surname, of which he is now president, and which from the hills of Valdagno has conquered the world’s luxury brands by creating the most sought-after retail spaces in locations ranging from Fifth Avenue to cruise ships. In short, in order to remain competitive on a global market, it was not enough to be attentive to processes and budget numbers, it was necessary to make one’s company synonymous with quality and sustainability ‘the Italian way’, i.e. according to that motto of ‘beautiful and well-made’ that typically distinguishes Made in Italy, but which today needs new lifeblood to remain competitive on global markets. That lifeblood, we discover as we delve into the stories in this book, can be precisely marketing, as a tool to make evident the good practices developed within a company through effective communication. By using it, Zordan has succeeded in building a brand that is recognisable to his customers, who attribute to it characteristics that satisfy their need for transparency, control of the supply chain and respect for values that are now indispensable. To do this, efforts have been directed in several directions: that of acquiring certifications and international standards, for example (Zordan has been a B Corp since 2016), and many others that we will cite, so that we have objective data and concrete initiatives on which to base the narrative aimed at the world’s luxury bigwigs (who in turn can then propose them to their consumers).

			But where did the awareness that Zordan gained from looking at that shop come from? As always, roots play a fundamental role in developing a business culture and sensitivity to issues such as respect for the environment but also social sustainability. And inevitably, Zordan’s take on responsibility on these fronts draws inspiration from Valdagno’s century-old history, marked above all by the presence and impact of Marzotto, a forerunner factory of the social enterprise model that was later recounted in Italy mainly through the example of Olivetti. Suffice it to recall that at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s, Gaetano Marzotto was responsible for the birth of the ‘Social City’, also defined by him as the ‘City of Harmony’, which was to change the fortunes of the Agno Valley. A thousand dwellings, a stadium, a theatre, a kindergarten, a home for the elderly, primary and vocational schools. This is the project that is being implemented in the area, which in addition to being made up of structures, buildings and services, inevitably holds a conception of doing business that puts the creation of value for the entire community at the centre, along with profit - the natural aim of a company. Concepts that would later constitute the fertile ground on which Zordan would rise, in that same valley. In fact, the history of the company we are telling, founded by the carpenter Attilio, and that of the historic Marzotto textile company are closely linked, “inseparable for 75 years”, as Maurizio Zordan recounts.

			But let us start at the beginning. Attilio Zordan, born in 1933 in Valdagno, was initiated into the carpentry trade by very young, as soon as his physique allowed him to do so: his father Alfredo had been working for the Marzotto Group since 1936, and as soon as his son grew up, he gave him his private workshop, which he never wanted to give up despite his limited free time. Attilio, therefore, began experimenting with woodworking from an early age, obviously in the moments he had available, namely after school and in the evenings. Once he had finished school, he decided to enrol in a drawing course, a step beyond the training of carpenters at the time, which was all about practical experience. He thus continued the family business, giving it new impetus, until a turning point in his and his father’s history arrived. It happened in 1948, when Marzotto implemented a company restructuring by laying off 1,400 employees. In that situation, the carpenters were offered to buy the equipment of their trade so that they could organise themselves into a cooperative and, as outsiders, thus continue to supply the company with the necessary. The solution was promptly accepted, and Alfredo himself became one of the partners in the newly formed S.A.F. (Società Artigiana Falegnami). After only four years, however, an illness makes it impossible for him to continue working, and so he is forced to hand over his position in the company to his son Attilio. At that time, the young man started as an apprentice, but the fact that he had already gained a lot of experience in the workshop and with the draughtsman’s course meant that he was able to take over the reins of the company in no time at all, which he also did on a relational level, becoming the main contact for customers and suppliers. It is he who periodically visits Marzotto to plan orders and deliveries, taking on a real sales role that allows him to conclude his apprenticeship and become, to all intents and purposes, an ‘entrepreneur’, as well as soon becoming the formal president of the company.

			But SAF’s time was also destined to come to an end beforehand. By 1964, the workers who had poured in were nearing retirement, major investments would be needed to buy new vehicles, and in the meantime Marzotto had also started to cut back on orders. Closing down seemed the only possible choice at that time. “There are non-functional mechanisms in the cooperative. The members are old, they are defensive towards the young Attilio who would like to innovate, they even boycott the machines with which he wants to automate certain processes. In short, we cannot go far,’ explains Maurizio Zordan. But an alternative route exists: only a year later, Attilio and his father decide to take over the cooperative’s assets and create, officially, F.lli Zordan Srl.

			“Attilio’s private initiative has a different driving force, which makes everything run smoothly again. Shortly after reopening its doors, for example, the conveyor belt for carding machines was patented, which allowed Marzotto to offer an innovative product that made production more efficient. This is the first example in this story of finding a new way to serve the customer. In the meantime, to keep the company going, some sacrifices that had to be made: ‘Attilio tightened his belt and streamlined the organisational structure, employing his brothers and no one else.

			Meanwhile, with the arrival of the 1970s, the helm of Marzotto passed to Pietro, and the company entered a more florid phase of expansion, consequently giving more breathing space to Zordan, which at the time continued to be a single-customer enterprise (and therefore strongly conditioned by the performance of the textile company). At this point the demand was for increasingly ‘customised’ products, i.e. customised creations ranging from shelving for the warehouses to desks, office furniture and fittings of various kinds. In addition, in order to hold on to a customer without whom the company would not have - at least for that time - reason to exist, Attilio and his Zordan carry out tasks usually unrelated to a carpentry workshop, such as tidying up the factory’s departments. The idea that seems to germinate, and which will return several times in the course of the chapter, is that of offering a ‘turnkey’ service, always remaining close and adherent to the needs of its customer. In this spirit, for a period Zordan also embraced the window and door sector, starting to deal with the construction of doors, windows and various types of fixtures for homes, again under its own brand.

			A new leap in quality came in the 1980s, during which the company also began working for Jolly Hotels, also part of the Marzotto Group, the first hotel company to standardise service regardless of the geographical location of its facilities. Orders also began for exhibition stands for Marzotto, which in the meantime, still under Pietro’s aegis, embarked on a decisive path of expansion through major acquisitions in the clothing sector, picking up brands such as Bassetti, Lanerossi, Hugo Boss, Valentino and collaborations with Missoni, Philip Morris and its Marlboro Classics. And it was precisely Marlboro Classics that was to change the cards on the table for Zordan, giving it a quantum leap, albeit still within the panorama of small Italian family businesses.

			It was now 1995, and Marlboro Classics proposed to Zordan to take over the design and construction of its shops in Italy and Europe. Attilio, who was approaching retirement at the time, did not feel up to running the business alone, so he brought his son Maurizio into the company (who, in the meantime, was working for Marzotto) and gave him the order, which within three years gave a tangible boost to the company’s turnover. From around 500,000 euros in 1996 (converting from the lira of the time), turnover rose to 3 million in 1999. In 2001 the project came to an end, but was immediately replaced by a new, more challenging clientele: luxury brands, Bulgari in particular. “It was then that we decided that the time had come to open up to the market and make ourselves available to other clients as well, mono-committance was too risky, it exposed us to too many shocks. It would only be years later, however, that we would really start doing that. At that point everything still worked by reference, by word of mouth practically”. With Maurizio’s entry into the company with a role of weight, the thorny issue of the generational transition also opened up, which, as in so many other cases, did not turn out to be particularly simple or immediate in this one either. Complicating matters was the fact that in 2001 the company had as many as 14 partners, all of whom were relatives and spouses. “When the time came to hold a meeting to decide on the future towards which we should head,’ Maurizio recounts, ‘you can imagine how difficult it was to find a meeting point between the different visions. My uncle wanted us to specialise on a small production we were doing for some of his customers, namely special packaging. I, on the other hand, was focusing on the rapid growth of globalisation, the opening up of the Eastern market, the massive productions that were moving there, and I was refusing to make sense of our production. It seemed clear to me that it could only exist, in the long run, on the high quality end, because in the low-price bulk market we would never have any breathing space. So we had to focus everything on that, on products for the luxury world. No final decision was taken at that meeting, but Maurizio was elected managing director by the majority – not without discontent on the part of some of the relatives - and, in 2009, with the official liquidation of the other partners, its prospect became a reality and the conditions were created for it to be embraced 100 per cent, without maintaining alternative production as had been the case until then.

			From this point on, the direction in which the company travels becomes much clearer. It is decided to focus more and more on the customisation of furnishings that had already been experimented with in the past, but at the same time the range of standard products is rethought, in line with the focus on the new target to be addressed. And it is from here on that we work with conviction on the construction of a strong and recognisable brand, above all through an acceleration on a theme dear to the new management (and thus to Zordan’s customers): sustainability. This change - which we will elaborate on in the next few pages - has been accompanied since 2016 by a process of internationalisation of the markets and the adoption of new, more modern sales channels, with ‘a significant increase in customers,’ Maurizio explains. At the same time, production processes underwent a significant transformation to meet the needs of prestigious brands, accustomed to naturally very high quality standards, and the very organisation of people in the company was redesigned to ensure greater efficiency and responsiveness to stimuli. It is precisely these transformations that bring us to today.

			A PRODUCTION DESTINED FOR THE PEAK OF THE LUXURY PYRAMID

			As Maurizio took over as leader, he took over a company that in 1999 had a turnover of 3 million (in euros), the company’s direction is refocused and becomes sharper, translating into decisive growth for a company that, while still to be counted among Italy’s small family businesses, today has a performance that testifies to the far-sightedness of the choices made then. Turnover in 2023 (still being forecast at the time of writing) is just over 25 million, while in 2022 it stands at 22 million, up from 17.3 million in 2021 and 16 million in 2019. This with an Ebitda of almost 15% in 2023, up sharply from 9.6% in the previous year. These figures are particularly interesting, and not only because they testify to a good performance: they help to show that small size is not necessarily a brake in the development of a structured marketing strategy. On the contrary, if you preside over a niche, you need to give your brand its own strength and recognisability, all the more so if you are a small player in comparison with solid giants. To do this, it is necessary to promote within one’s own walls a true ‘cultural transformation’, in this case fostered by giving new meaning to that carpenter’s work that has always been carried out in the family. It is no coincidence that the company’s strategy, also well highlighted on the website, is ‘From carpenters, to performers, to consultants’. Traditionally, the scope of woodworkers began and ended with the raw material. One would process solid wood and respond to the needs of the local market that was being supplied, building a very simple business model that would adapt to the orders received, calculating accordingly the number of machines needed and the workforce to be involved to produce what was required. Today it is a very different business. There is a network of hundreds of suppliers to rely on, the projects are tailor-made, in short, customised to specific needs. In the meantime, new skills are essential to enter the more specialised markets, those that involve working in complex environments such as airports, cruise ships or shopping centres, where competition is more restricted but very technical aspects are at stake.

			The transformation, on the other hand, is necessary from the very moment one chooses to cross the threshold into the world of luxury, because the direction to be followed on the production front, and thus the marketing strategies to be put in place, on which we focus our attention, then follows. While this is a natural process, it is certainly not an easy one to put into practice. The starting point is clear: it is time to focus on the tip of the luxury pyramid, and in particular on foreign customers. Quite simply, those able to spend more on furnishing their shops and, at the same time, those most attentive to the issue of sustainability and ESG criteria. Not least because, it is worth remembering, the fashion sector is accused of being among the most polluting and least dedicated to controlling its supply chain, and so with consumers’ ever-increasing attention to the issue of sustainability, it becomes essential to carry out a total reconversion. So that brands can rebuild their reputation, on the one hand, and comply with the ever-increasing regulations on the subject, on the other.

			It is precisely on this need that Zordan leverages in its path to growth: on being an exemplary company, and first and foremost a reference from the point of view of sustainable production in order to be able to retain customers and achieve good margins without having to compromise the quality of its products, because it is forced to respond to a logic of price reductions. The strategy is to ensure that the value of one’s product is so high - and not only that it is, but also that it is perceived as such, and this is no small detail - to rewrite the traditional relationship between supplier and customer. In other words, to ensure that in negotiations it is not so much the customer’s ability to negotiate on price that counts, and much the positioning of Zordan that must be able to clearly differentiate itself from its competitors. There is no shortage of cases in which it is even the company itself that is led to say ‘no’ to those who cannot bear the cost of a similar collaboration, and thus to choose its customers, who thus become true ‘partners’ in a project that no longer concerns only the supply of products, but also a coincidence of values and an alignment of communication. “What is the problem in all this, the one we still find sometimes? The fact that, in large groups, the corporate has its values also on ESG issues, and then, going down to the level of brands, stringent economic results are imposed that have to be met. Revenues have to reach a certain level, margins have to touch a certain threshold, and so on. So there is a disconnect between what is desired in terms of philosophy and what is required in terms of economic performance’. Then it is true that the price element still counts at least in part, ‘so much so that, as is normal, we lose tenders because of this element. And don’t think that it happens because of a 40% difference in the budget: 15% is enough for the project not to be chosen, and we cannot go below certain costs.

			But here a not insignificant risk seems to be looming. Addressing the ‘tip of the pyramid’ means dealing with a finite, even limited number of customers, right? Zordan promptly replies: ‘That is certainly true. However, given that volumes are a less important objective than margins, the higher up you go, the more partnership relationships are consolidated and therefore it becomes easier to plan work, to build together with the customer. If we can build a relationship of trust, interactions become less occasional’. In short, the company still has to catch a few ‘big fish’, but at the same time it is aiming to increase the loyalty of those customers with whom it has already established a relationship. Also because, and this is no mean feat, big brand shops have to be redone cyclically, sometimes after five years, normally after about eight, which allows them to continue receiving orders from the same companies many times over. After that, it is not certain that the product offering cannot also expand: ‘We are planning new services to offer, so there will be the possibility of further penetrating the market by increasing the value that can be extracted from each relationship.

			When Zordan talks about big brands, those that can sustain high costs and focus on robust sustainability communication thanks to stringent control of the supply chain, he is mainly referring to foreign players. This is also demonstrated by the numbers: in 2022, 90% of its turnover will come from exports, mostly outside Europe. ‘In Italy, unfortunately, we count little in the global luxury scene. We are not capable, like the French, of organising global distribution chains. There is no brand apart from Luxottica that is comparable in size to French luxury groups like Richemont, Kering and LVMH. The company furthest ahead in this respect is Prada, but it still stops at around 4 billion, not even half the turnover of Gucci. We have tried to work with Italian companies that make top-level fashion, but these relationships have always broken down. We are forced to tell these companies that their positioning does not allow them to work together. Limited to our experience, in fact, we can say that the French brands pose us more challenging demands that gratify our artisan soul but bring even higher margins. We have had many negative experiences with Italian companies that have behaved badly, always betting on low prices, choosing companies that produce in China. So looking abroad is inevitable for us’.

			

			A new step in this direction was taken in 2017, when the company chose to be present in the USA, in Michigan, with a production site, to serve customers locally. The advantages were immediately obvious: tight control over the quality of manufactured goods, timely assistance to customers there, and optimisation of freight and passenger transport to reduce environmental impact. “It is an important competitive factor for us, it is easier to serve a customer well if you have the same time zone as him, if you follow the same regulations, if the currency exchange is the same. Also in terms of risk management during Covid, it was very helpful to be there. Then you have to find, of course, the economic balance, because it costs more to produce in America than in Italy. It is also more difficult to find suitable workers there. But having a dual operational base, in Europe and America, is an undoubted advantage that not many companies can count on’. But if growing in terms of sales in Italy seems a difficult road to travel, it is in fact significant for Zordan to keep production in the country: “We are recognised, at country level, for a characteristic that no one has ever managed to take away from us: the ability to produce quality. So much so that these same French luxury brands either produce in France, or in certain niches around the world, or, for the most part, here in our country’.

			Putting aside savoir faire, there is a further element to consider in Maurizio’s view in the relationship with the own target group: ‘Every customer of ours, no matter how big it is, has people inside. Getting along with everyone is impossible, we can only align ourselves with those who have the same values as us and bet on them. We forge relationships with those who share our point of view, and since those people have the possibility to influence the decisions of their colleagues, we bet on this type of culture slowly spreading. Moreover, young people are more inclined to interpret our values positively, this is a relevant trend’. It is no coincidence that all the strategies we have mentioned are aimed at the supply chain, downstream and upstream, but no less at the young people that Zordan hopes to attract. The need to find workers is great,

			“and building a strong brand also has a bearing on our ability to recruit, trivially. It also serves to ensure that a young man or woman entering the world of work can find a job like the one we offer here attractive, again thanks to the values with which it is imbued’.

			THE ‘SEARCH FOR HARMONY’. THE THREE P’S OF SUSTAINABILITY

			But how is that commitment to sustainability on which Zordan has built its entire marketing strategy substantiated? Right from the start of the chapter, we reasoned that we need concrete data and initiatives on which to base the brand narrative. In the meantime, the ‘three P’s’ that can also be seen on the windows at the entrance to the Valdagno headquarters: Prosperity, People, Planet. That is, on a theoretical level, the preference for growth that can be sustained by ‘high standards and far-sighted choices, rather than short-term profit’. And then the creation of an inclusive and caring working environment, as well as adherence to high standards for what concerns environmental impact. In concrete terms, however: the sustainable production we have already encountered, an innovative company organisation by the name of ‘teal’, the enhancement of efficiency of processes through ‘lean’, a brand new factory with a company museum, then initiatives for the benefit of the region.

			First of all, the company chose to embrace the B-Corp standard in 2016 and become a Benefit Corporation. It was the first to do so in the shopfitting sector, moreover with a score of 106.5 points, very high considering that only 3% of certified companies exceeded the 80-point threshold. From year to year, it produces an Impact Report to summarise and monitor the actions taken. The 2022 report contains various examples of how the company’s sustainability journey is substantiated, in terms of governance, employees, community, planet and customers. In particular, the pursuit of wellbeing, quality education, gender equity and a more general reduction of inequality emerge as the main lines of action.

			Speaking of work organisation, on the other hand, Zordan explains what is meant by ‘teal’ methodology. It responds to the need to “satisfying the customer”, and provides for the structuring of small, self-organised teams that are constantly dedicated to this objective. “It is an integration model that, like a matryoshka, does not stand as an alternative to existing models, but encompasses and integrates them through a systemic and holistic vision based on three principles: self-management, fullness, evolutionary purpose”. That is, at Zordan - as can also be seen from the organisational chart on a wall on the first floor of the new building - for each customer, or group of customers, one or more dedicated teams are identified, within which there is a team leader and each of the key roles is represented. As they used to say, small companies inside the company. “The method puts the person at the centre and offers our client a dedicated, efficient and decisive team, a company within the company,” explains Zordan, who in implementing this method took inspiration from Frederic Laloux, a former McKinsey consultant and expert in social and organisational systems, author of the book Reinventing Organisations, the man who first theorised the teal organisation. This method is complemented by lean, which has been applied for many years and is now established practice in production, with the aim of

			- with which we have dealt at greater length in the previous chapter on Pietro Fiorentini - to streamline processes and reduce waste as much as possible: of space, time, raw material and money.

			There is another novelty that, even before dealing with the management of people in the company, aims to identify promising ones, in order to include them in the company at a time when it is particularly difficult to attract the attention of young adults - a group that is increasingly fewer in number - and retain them permanently in the team. This is the birth of the Zordan Academy, which, unlike what happens in other realities, where real training courses of medium-long duration and professionalisation are instituted, in the case of Zordan consists of a free training course of variable duration (from the form of a three-day workshop to three weeks) that, with the motto “experimenting with doing”, offers the youngest a view of the traditional trades linked to the world of furnishing, reinterpreted in a modern key. And, when the conditions are right, also to join a team in the company. It is obviously not only a way to test a series of more or less specific skills beforehand, but also to come into direct contact with young people who will thus get to know the characteristics of Zordan and be able to develop a specific interest in that workplace rather than others. This too is, in another form, loyalty. The second edition of the Academy, that of 2022, ended with the selection of four winners and one honourable mention. Two of these have joined the workforce and are continuing their careers.

			A NEW GREEN HOUSE AND A MUSEUM FOR THE COMPANY

			In tracing the course of Zordan’s development, and the attention directed also inwards, therefore to the organisation of work, to the alignment of all collaborators on values and to what we have called in general - following Maurizio Zordan’s indication - ‘the search for harmony’, one further rather significant element cannot be overlooked. The construction of the company’s new headquarter in Valdagno, i.e. a new headquarters to replace the previous one, which the company calls ‘the new Zordan House’. The new headquarters was designed by architect Alessandro Basso (Studio Basso/ Gleria Architetture) and built under the direction of engineer Andrea Zarantonello (Studio CZ). Located in the hills of Valdagno, the building was conceived, designed and built “to respond to the need for comfortable spaces, which would promote the wellbeing of workers on the one hand and the liveability of operational spaces on the other, and which would also respect all the sustainability criteria in which we believe”. In short, a headquarters that represents all the values that the company stands for, so that it can be a ‘business card’ that testifies the compliance with all those criteria that will then apply to the last step of production. At first glance, the 6,000 square metre headquarters integrates perfectly with its surroundings, replicating its colours and rejecting its contours, thanks to the portico with a large window on the main façade, while the side elevations are marked by irregular bands with combinations of natural colours that integrate the building with the passage in which it is immersed: ploughed fields, meadows, the colour of the woods on the hills, the darker shades of tree barks.

			We were saying that sustainability is one of the project’s defining aspects: the new headquarters was designed and built according to the so-called ‘LEED’ (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) criteria. These criteria in fact provide a framework for developing and constructing healthy, high-efficiency buildings, taking into consideration aspects such as the enhancement of the territorial context and the preservation of reference habitats, energy and water resource savings, the reduction of CO2 emissions, and a series of other objectives that Zordan has ambitiously chosen to embrace.

			But perhaps the most interesting element of the new headquarters - at least for our purposes - is the presence of a new company museum (curated by Marco Montemaggi). A place that, in the company’s intentions, ‘aims to be both a reference point for the local community and a cultural bridge between Valdagno and the national and international cultural scene’. What characterises it, in fact, is the interweaving of several levels of narration, which from the detail of the founder’s biography and that of the company widens out to embrace the history of a territory such as Valdagno that, a few pages ago, we saw as central to the development of this company and its values. The narrative flow winds its way through three rooms of the museum, starting from the timeline. The interweaving of the timelines narrates the development of the company and its strategies and is intended to represent how much the territory to which it belongs can contribute to shaping its early stages of evolution.

			In fact, we move from an in-depth look at the main ‘socio-economic’ facts of the Agno Valley to the entrepreneurial junctures that have allowed the birth and growth of Zordan, to the historical path taken by the company in the field of sustainability. Continuing on, the second room is called Wunderkammer. Through an immersive journey in what, translating from German, is the “Chamber of Wonders”, which features videos or projected screens that envelop the viewer, the three aspects that characterise Zordan’s way of operating and which should be centres of focus: the centrality of people (People), the commitment to safeguarding the planet (Planet) and the pursuit of economic sustainability (Prosperity). The last section is Art for Sustainability, a temporary space created to address the theme of sustainability through the universal language of art. The exhibition, which takes place every two years, explores a specific theme that is represented through a distinct artistic language. In this first edition, there is an intergenerational dialogue around climate change. If in one section an established artist addresses the theme through an unconventional point of view, dwelling in particular on the pre-alpine territory of the province of Vicenza, in the second section three students interpret in an artistic key a possible approach to constructively manage our relationship with the Planet.

			The idea for these spaces is that they should be open not only for customers but also for ordinary visitors from the local area.

			“At customer level, the flow of visits is already increasing - tells us Maurizio Zordan, in consultation with Zordan’s marketing manager Marta Ceretta - Now we also have content that is expressed by the environment itself, and so it is even more efficient and useful to invite them. Our brand, also through this practice, it must become recognisable and have its own identity for the community. The same people who pass by the factory every day or who live in the neighbouring areas must know the meaning and values of what we do here, our aims and working methods. A brand must have an all-round perspective, build itself on all fronts’. Also because, no matter how long the company’s history in the area is, it is one thing to be known as a carpenter, it is another to transmit the modern business culture that lies behind the walls of today’s Zordan. “We used to work locally, today our markets of interest are mainly outside, and so we have lost track of what we do. This is an information gap that absolutely must be filled, because of the problem we mentioned, that of resources: we need families to know that they can work here, and how”. And to do that, we need to bring people to the factory, ‘because otherwise, in the street where it is located, there’s not much passing through it and you run the risk of never coming across it. In the area, however, we cannot fail to make ourselves known and re-known’.

			A LESSON FROM GAETANO MARZOTTO

			In short, the headquarters, like Zordan’s massive work on the subject of sustainability, are certainly not activities for their own sake, whose meaning remains within the walls of the company. They actually go much further, and represent that positioning activity that lies at the heart of the marketing strategy to reach the target audience we have already examined. “A lecture by Professor Marco Vitale in 2014 has really stuck with me,’ Maurizio Zordan recounts. ‘At the time he was representing the Italian SME Investment Fund. He told of how the Florentine families of the 16th century had ‘beautified’ their city and how this served as their calling card in dealing with their customers, at the time French wool merchants. But the Venetians did it too, and to some extent the people of Vicenza did it too. Our philosophy is pretty much the same: with the new premises we wanted to create a place that is comfortable for the people who work there, but which also has an impact on customers. And authoritative, in a way, because it also has to represent the path of sustainability that we have been on for a long time now, ever since the early days”. On the other hand, stresses Zordan, “Gaetano Marzotto had also done a similar operation. Because the City of Harmony is a unique urban intervention in Italy in terms of size, coming after that of Alessandro Rossi in Schio and before that of Olivetti in Ivrea. That is also a positioning strategy, towards the local community, on the one hand, but also towards its customers. It is no coincidence that we, our own, still take them to visit”.

			To put it another way, ‘we let them know that we did not grow up with a ring in our nose, to put it bluntly. We show them that we have a long history of industry behind us, and not only that: of true corporate social responsibility’. What can be seen in Valdagno is, in short, a tradition that qualifies, of which Zordan has decided to take full responsibility, both as positive baggage and, as we have seen, in the form of a commitment, certainly also laborious, towards the territory itself. “Our customers now necessarily demand this type of approach. They are companies that are very keen on being compliant with the needs of young people, and consequently one cannot neglect care towards their supply chain’. Do not forget, however, that this is a recent phenomenon. “When we had this insight, the phenomenon did not exist. We introduced it as a big question mark. But the importance was clear after we went to China: there the cost of production was very low, of course, but only because there were no environmental or social costs.

			Every company, it is trite to say, in order to sustain itself and support its own pro-sustainability initiatives, can only first and foremost stand up economically. And therefore, if one chooses to produce at a higher price, the choice must have a positive side. In short, paying more must earn more. “If the market selected only and only on the basis of cost, we would certainly not be competitive, it would not even make sense to produce for us”. The game is worth the candle ‘when the theme on which to focus and through which to differentiate ourselves can be environmental (born earlier, chronologically) and social (emerged more recently). Of course, we could not make huge investments at the beginning, because this aspect has only recently entered the value scenario of our customers. We got our first recognition in 2014, when we received the Green Design Award from Bulgari, but we had already invested in forest certification and our building at the time. This approach meant that Zordan was ready when sustainability came on everyone’s agenda. The first certifications began to be requested, and the company was amply prepared to obtain them at that point. “For us they were easy, and over time we re-obtained them with increasing results, while also offering them to our suppliers. We can say that when barriers to entry were raised on the topic of sustainability, our response was very fast. And today, when the topic is even more heartfelt, we have a long story to tell’.

			MAPPING EMISSIONS. AND BECOMING CONSULTANTS FOR THEIR OWN CUSTOMERS

			A further step taken by the company during the Covid period was the mapping of carbon emissions. The goal Zordan has set for itself between now and 2030 is to become carbon neutral, and there is no way to achieve this except through close cooperation with its customers, who must be willing to implement the good practices proposed by the company. “Forging alliances on this front has not been difficult, it has to be said. In the world of luxury, particularly in shopfitting, we are the most advanced on environmental practices, but we needed to take this extra step”. The system set up by Zordan includes a service for customers to map the CFP (product carbon footprint) of the furnishings produced. Product carbon footprint means the representation of the climatic impact of a good, i.e. the sum of greenhouse gases that are emitted during all production phases, from the raw material to its end of life. This is structured in various stages starting with the audit, consisting of a preliminary review, a status analysis, 3D design, bill of materials, process simulation and final calculation. “Let’s be clear, it is not that offering this consultancy has made a difference on volumes and margins, we are not paid a premium price. But it is also true that it is thanks to it that we have really become valuable partners of our customers, legitimising our position even more and thus being able to aspire to attract new ones and raise the level even higher. This positioning meant that even companies that are really at the top of the pyramid, with few foreign suppliers, were interested in turning to us. As we were saying, it is all a matter of strengthening relations with the companies that make up our market, and to do this we need to interpret the needs. I believe that the move to consulting is a way of doing this: building together a solution to a need that is becoming more and more pressing. Then the discourse is also another: we must be able to intercept the needs of the market, of course, but the needs of the market must in some sense ‘cross’ us. We believe that following these values is the only way to really do business, this is what gives meaning to our profession. Either that, or nothing at all,’ Zordan concludes.

			CHAPTER 3: THE LEM INDUSTRIES CASE STUDY

			A SUPPLIER EMPLOYING DIOR’S PHOTOGRAPHER

			A pure contractor who chooses to have Dior photographer Brigitte Niedermair take the pictures for his company profile. An apparently strange, almost exaggerated stunt by Lem, who works on accessories for the most important international luxury brands. The company was founded in 1974, in Levane, in the province of Arezzo, and in forty years has become a global reference for galvanic treatments for the world of high fashion. Started by Dino Gualdani, it took the name Lem - which stands for Lavorazione Elettrogalvanica Metalli when he only dealt with cleaning, the first step of the three required by electroplating, i.e. that treatment which sees metals acquire more durability and strength, as well as a different appearance.10Dino already had the design of what was to be his company in mind, and in 1982 he closed the circle by also starting to deal with the two missing steps, i.e. the deposition of the metal coating and the finishing treatment. But if the direction to be taken was clear from the outset, what he really didn’t know was that Lem would only be the first brick in the birth of a real Valdarno production pole. His success helped shape that district as a reference in the cleaning of haute couture accessories, also because there were many - initially Lem’s leavers - who followed Dino’s example and starting his own business doing that trade. “My father brought the work from Florence to the Valdarnese district recounts his son Daniele Gualdani, now and for some thirty years at the helm of Lem, - because he had the vision that a rib of the Florentine district could be created in Valdarno. In the beginning, however, it all stemmed from a very simple reason: for him, working in Florence 10 hours a day, with four hours of travelling every day, plus the piecework he took home, had become too complicated, especially when I was born. So he decided to open a company in Valdarno, and turn travelling hours into working hours. He already had a vision of the ‘district’, because in setting it up he planned to share a shuttle bus with other possible companies in the area to bring work up and down from Florence’.11

			In 1994 Dino suddenly died, his son Daniele, just 21 years old, was given the task of running the company. Thanks to loyal customers and employees more experienced than him, Daniele was able to work while allowing himself time to become a real entrepreneur, beginning to cover, and thus get to know, slowly all the different tasks in the company. “I wanted to be in control, to do that I had to galvanise the parts, otherwise I would never have become passionate about this job. And without being passionate, I would never have fully understood it. For me it was love at first sight, because it was a job in which you could put your own spin on it, interact with the material. But after that I had to learn how to take care of the commercial side as well, so the customers. I became a true entrepreneur, a complete one, at the age of 25”. The company continued to grow, and come 2001 Daniele soon learnt that you can, and must, invest even in times of crisis, to enable the company to keep up and recover quickly as soon as the clouds cleared. “We needed a bigger factory, the company was healthy and I decided to move it from an old town centre to a 300 square metre space and I launched myself into buying the first industrial site where we then stayed for 30 years. It was a gamble, because the other electroplating companies like mine had no real industry. Over the next five years, having a very large factory, we grew both in turnover and people by 30 per cent per year. But this was not the only case where, in order to get out of a possible impasse, Daniele chose to relaunch. “The second crisis was obviously that of 2008. At that time, faced with global chaos, we stopped for a moment to reflect and made an organisational investment, redesigning our business model to go further in the direction of becoming a true industrial reality in a world of artisans. We were accused of ‘distorting ourselves’, of using a model out of context. Yet five years later, brands wanted to work primarily with structured companies and less with artisanal realities, and we were already ready. We tried to use the same approach when our main client, which accounted for 60 per cent of the company’s turnover, decided to relocate production to China in 2012. There we tried to differentiate, yes, the customer portfolio, but at the same time also the technologies we used to produce. From electroplating alone, we introduced two other processing strands, PVD (the technology used for the deposition of thin metal films on different types of substrates) and painting, through a subsidiary. Here again, we invested and relaunched at a time of crisis, changing what we were doing and then reaping the benefits. The most far-sighted choice in any case was to focus on Made in Italy, while others were relocating. A choice that has undoubtedly paid off’.

			Today, Lem is the most important galvanic industry of high fashion in Italy, with a consolidated turnover of 74.4 million (with an average margin of 13%), and 450 employees, boasting collaborations with the world’s most important luxury brands. The foresight of Daniele, who inherited a company in which he has always believed, but which needed a quantum leap in order to establish itself as a truly reliable partner in a demanding and competitive market such as the luxury sector, allowed it to come up with original formulas to achieve its objective. That of the company profile with the shots of the Dior photographer we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, for example. It is also choices such as this that make the difference: because a major brand that finds itself having to choose which supplier to avail itself of, will certainly be reassured in interfacing with a company that uses its own language. The aim of the initiative lies precisely in this: “In a communication that in some respects traces that implemented by brands,” explains the company’s marketing and communication manager, Omar Antonio Cescut12 from Friuli. “We wanted to find a code and grammar that would be useful in conveying to the brands the concept that they could totally trust us, precisely because we represented an interlocutor able to listen and understand them, accompanying them throughout the production process. We were trying to make them feel at ease, as if to say that we could understand their needs but also the value of their business destined for customers belonging to an elite. What came out of it was “extraordinary for us, because it went beyond mere production capacity and excellence and rather focused on our being sustainable and circular. For the company profile, we photographed the waste of high quality materials that came from the different production processes’.

			EVEN A DELAY CAN BECOME A COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE

			The choice of how to construct the company profile clearly stems from a need for positioning, so as on the other hand we could see in the case of Zordan, which looks, albeit from a different perspective, at the same world of luxury that Lem addresses. “For us, it was crucial to create a strong and credible brand,” says Cescut, who worked from the beginning on creating a marketing strategy for Lem, from 2019 onwards. “In this early period the birth of this brand had to convey strength, solidity and extreme competence, it had to convey the capacity and resilience for huge production volumes and the highest level of kpi and quality. In those years, waste was our pride and joy, because it was almost zero, a real record. We are talking about those products with a few defects that in many cases represent a percentage of production’. The decision to create a graphic identity for the Group, which has grown over time around Lem, the original company, also dates back to 2019.

			

			The decision to focus on marketing, explains Gualdani, ‘was made in advance of market trends. Until 2019, our investment in this respect was zero. At a certain point, however, when stakeholders came to the company saying ‘we didn’t think we would find all this here’, we perceived that having a system to communicate our value as a group could be an advantage. So we chose to become visible in the market rather than remain hidden’. In choosing how to do this, ‘it seemed better to keep the strategy in-house, and so rather than go to an external agency, we created an in-house marketing department. We were the first, so that even when many followed us later, we had a competitive advantage’. But what to do with this advantage? In what sense spend it? “For us, the marketing tool served to enhance our strengths. Concretely, it means give a higher value to our product, obviously within the standards. Of course, behind a more expensive product there has to be workmanship and services that are up to the mark, and to testify them one can only tell and show them. That is why our customers come to see us, and have a discussion with us that is rich in content, not just a negotiation on the penny. On the contrary, we have managed to add a number of elements, including values, to the conversation, such as the ESG themes that we try to respect as much as possible following a logic of continuous improvement. This has made us forge a much more meaningful relationship with brands. Let me give you an example: sometimes they point out that we are a little slower than the market targets in product delivery. This could be a problem, but by being able to make customers understand that that extra time is not lost, but rather spent doing quality checks on the product, they consider it valuable. Thus a possible defect is transformed into added value. However, there is always a premise: you have to provide real content, starting from your own daily experience. False communication, for example green washing, ultimately backfires. That is why we only communicate what we can prove with facts’.

			

			To understand more deeply what it is that is being told through Lem’s brand communication, it is necessary to take a step back to what we were saying about the Group’s expansion. Today, a total of 11 companies gathered under a holding company, Lem Industries Spa, orbit around Lem, with a production of 4.5 million pieces per month and the possibility of creating up to 1,000 customised finishes thanks to the two in-house analysis laboratories. The holding company presents itself to customers as the company that can guarantee access to all possible processing, operational and production data, traceability codes and standard levels in real time, thanks to connected and synchronised services. In this way, Lem is able to exercise full control over operations, while minimising management time and maximising job profit. “The vision with which we set up the holding company back in 2010 was to offer our customer base more than just one service,’ Gualdani tells us. ‘We created a company for each individual service (with start-ups or spin-offs), so as to multiply the offer and extract as much value as possible from each customer. In a second phase we went to invest in internalising parts of the supply chain upstream of us, which were beginning to be very interesting in terms of profitability and valuable know-how, as well as the possibility of penetrating international markets. For example, we did this with a company that manufactured galvanic treatment machinery, which obviously sells to us but can also sell to others. We internalised a strategic supplier without wasting margins’.

			

			The need to organise in this way also derives from a market condition: the scenarios in the luxury supply chain are changing fast, and in recent years the interest of funds has revolutionised the production set-up of the districts, injecting capital and expertise, just as the large groups have done - and continue to do - with their interest in verticalising the business by moving up the chain. And indeed today, in this sector, most brands, including Italian ones, have their decision-making headquarters in Paris or Dubai, very few have remained with head and body in our country. But it is clear that what attracts the interest of foreigners, Cescut points out, is the fact that ‘no one in the world has a territorial production fabric, be it small or large, as the Italian one, and in particular the Tuscan one, of the Scandicci area, a district where all the possible processes for luxury goods find their home”. But where then is the risk - if there is one - in the trend of aggregation operated by big brands from funds? “From our perspective, it is in fact an economic-financial operation, which does not always bring value: it can empty skills rather than bring new know-how. In fact, the driver in those cases is not the care or passion of the craftsman, but the achievement of better economic results. In this context, our choice was to create a single platform (the holding company) with a variable configuration, in order to enhance the creation and control of technological and production processes that derive from a complete knowledge of the local industrial and craftsmanship ecosystem, the chain of competence, and the long experience gained. In a nutshell, we wanted to be independent in this scenario, so that we could continue to put the pursuit of quality and proximity to the customer first, without having to continually report everything to a fund, for example, which has strict investment payback standards’. And if today’s markets reward groups that know how to respond with greater flexibility, independence to requests, and manage the relationship with brands with transparency, structuring oneself in this way allows one to be competitive, even if this is not enough, but one needs, for example, a high level of sustainability, which has become the ‘quality’ acquired and indispensable”.

			

			Also because, when we talk about flexibility, which risks sounding like an abstract concept that means everything and nothing, we are actually referring to frequent and very practical situations. Just take, for example, the fact that by now there are practically no more, or not only, typical ‘winter’ and ‘summer’ collections, as much as capsules, collaborations, micro-collections. So mass production of standard products is being replaced by much smaller, but highly customised production. “It is a demonstration of what we have been saying for a long time, namely that we do not sell a product, because we do not have one of our own as subcontractors, but a service. With production so diverse and limited both in quantity and in the time in which it remains active, we cannot but develop an enormous receptiveness to customer needs, moreover in the fastest way possible”. In short, it is a reversal of the ‘industrialisation of craftsmanship’ paradigm that had held sway in recent decades. “Rather from Covid onwards we started to work under the mantra of ‘industrialising craftsmanship’. It used to mean that we had to bring the artisanal process, which might involve diversities, errors, to zero error, to products that were all the same based on a set of chosen criteria, considering that everything that was not standard was waste. Today, rather, we need to be able to offer different responses to the various modes of expression of people. This obviously has its consequences, if on the one hand it implies more complex processes, on the other hand it makes production margins a bit higher, because the value of the finished product inevitably increases’.

			There is an anecdote that Cescut recounts that helps to show how, when it comes to error, having an honest and ‘confidential’ relationship with brands can really pay off. “At a certain point, we actually made a mistake in a process, so we got a different colour than what the customer had asked us for a product. The only solution was to go to the customer and explain what had happened. They saw it as almost providential: they liked the result very much, the style office claimed that it was just what they were looking for, and in the end from that mistake there came out a product that they asked us to develop and which is now in many of the world’s most luxurious showcases. Which shows, on the one hand, that even from a misstep something profitable can be born if you handle it with total transparency, but on the other hand, that by now a supplier so configured is not a mere executor: he is in a position to propose, interpret the customer’s ideas and, in some cases, suggest the characteristics of the product that will then be marketed.

			THE COMMUNITY ENTERPRISE

			There is also here, as we have already seen in others, a second front on which marketing can be spent: that of recruiting. Here too, cultivating one’s image means making oneself better known within one’s own community, ‘becoming more visible and attractive to the people around us. It has actually become much easier to find human resources’. It sounds trite - but maybe it really is - to say that at the heart of a strategy that focuses on quality, sustainability, flexibility, independence and transparency (these could all be keywords for Lem), are in fact people. It is no coincidence that Lem often quotes Kotler’s statement that ‘the most important customer is your colleague’. Which, translated into practical terms, means enhancing their talent and responsibility, on the one hand, but also their involvement in the company’s logic and objectives, the sharing of values, which today is much talked about as a goal to be achieved, but which in certain workplaces has long since been taken for granted. But how to promote all this to make it everyday practice? What worked, for Lem, was the use of a tool from which no one is separated for more than a few minutes a day: the smartphone. In a curious idea, an app was created for the company’s employees, the ‘Lem Force’.

			“It was an initiative we also took at the instigation of our own workers, to have a kind of confidential social shared between all employees. Daniele at the beginning knew everyone by name, knew where they came from and who their family was. Obviously, as the number of workers grew, it became more difficult to cultivate personal and direct relationships with everyone. But he didn’t want to lose that dimension of confidence at all. And so he transported it into the virtual world’. The app started out as a monthly paper magazine, on which one could share company updates and possible individual achievements, as well as exchange interests and curiosities. Then, with privacy regulations to comply with, the more ‘relational’ side of the app has not yet been developed, and to date it is used purely to publish announcements from the company to its employees, whether they be targets reached, new certifications achieved or new events promoted that employees can comment on to exchange ideas. “It also serves to introduce newcomers to the group, to provide them with all the basic information on the one hand and at the same time make them feel part of a community, but it can potentially become the company’s social.”

			This last word is central. What Lem is convinced of is that the company, today, is really the last remaining community. “There are no longer any other places that represent it, given the disintegration of all the aggregative and formative agencies, such as parishes and oratories, political parties, to some extent even sports clubs that are always grappling with corporate and budgetary results and not educational ones”. But for it to be perceived as such, therefore, it needs the same communication capacity that is addressed to outside. This is not the first case where brand building is ‘two-sided’. Aimed at customers, on the one hand, but also at workers, on the other. “We are great craftsmen, and as such our competitive advantage lies in our human capital. The markets ask us for more and more qualified and motivated personnel to do things to the best of their ability. Suffice it to say that in electroplating, for example, the last step in the gold bath, if done wrong, could jeopardise the entire supply chain, causing serious damage to us and the customer. It is therefore clear that we must on the one hand have the ability to attract people, and on the other hand to retain them, to ensure continuity in order to invest in their training and growth’. It is no coincidence that already six years ago - before many people started to do it, as is the case today - Lem created its Executive Master’s degree in Management and Communication for the luxury chemical industry, in collaboration with the University of Siena, which, as the university’s website states, aims to provide ‘the necessary skills to analyse market scenarios, make production processes more efficient, and enhance the value of products by focusing on innovation and sustainability’. The aim is to train the next Sustainability managers, Innovation managers, as well as production, sales, communication and marketing managers.

			Lem’s focus on this front has from the outset been on the surrounding area, always seeking to draw the necessary professionalism from there, ‘so that we can contribute to the growth and well-being of local families, so that the context in which we arise can grow with us, in short. Even the various managers of all the group’s companies are in fact ‘natives’ of Lem’. It is also a particular territory, because many of the companies related to luxury accessories are located in the province of Arezzo, and sell their products in Scandicci, in the province of Florence, where major French or otherwise international brands have settled. This raises a new issue: acting locally while thinking globally. Making every day, in one’s own small way, choices that will then have much wider repercussions, sometimes not even imaginable. This is where a new page opens in the growth story of Lem and Daniele Gualdani himself.

			THE SUPPLIER WITHIN THE WALLS

			While the pursuit of profit is, inevitably, the destiny of every business, sometimes the strategies and paths by which one arrives at the result can be among the most varied and unexpected. And that ability to make choices that can transcend the boundaries of one’s own company, have a wider impact, sometimes hides behind the face of a young woman with foreign features and an unfamiliar language.

			Srithi Islam was born into a reality where gender often defines one’s destiny. In Bangladesh, her grandmother was very disappointed by the birth of another girl, the third in the family. It will be the little one’s father, Rafiqul, who will fight for her from the start, declaring that he is enthusiastic about her arrival, and giving her the name Srithi, meaning ‘memory’. He will also give her a nickname: ‘Princess with Tiger Eyes’. It will symbolise, from then on, the beginning of a struggle against traditions and social expectations that could have limited her possibilities of growth and satisfaction, which Srithi will always face head-on, as her father had always done, from the time of the liberation war in Bangladesh until his escape to Europe. Rafiqul, when Srithi was born, was in France, then moved to Italy, and it was there that after a long and painful separation all the rest of the family joins him. If in Bangladesh they struggled with the need to live with very limited resources, in Italy, too, there was no shortage of challenges in the beginning. It was 2001, and for Srithi it was a completely different world, he first had to cope with the language barrier, then with economic diflculties and cultural adaptation. His life, at this point, was a continuous challenge for integration and, above all, for the support of his family: his father died suddenly of a tumour and left the family in a state of precariousness that Srithi, courageously, decided to take on. He went to school, high school, but decided to do as many odd jobs as he could to bring home some money. Of course economic security was still a long way off, moreover only she worked in the family.

			It is at this point that Srithi’s destiny unexpectedly intertwines with that of Daniele Gualdani, a young entrepreneur who, like her, had to cope with the loss of his father at a young age and take on unforeseen responsibilities as a result. They meet by chance, but Daniele is asked to hire the young girl because he desperately needed her. After only two days, Srithi’s phone rings and Daniele offers her to come to his company. After only a few months, Srithi’s responsibility and seriousness mean that his two sisters are also hired at Lem. In fact, all together, they begin to be part of Daniele’s ‘extended family’, who has lunch with them every day along with his mother and his forewoman. This gesture not only marks the beginning of Srithi’s professional career but also the birth of a special bond between the two of them, a relationship that goes beyond the mere work sphere. “Daniele became a point of reference, a ‘big brother’ who offered me guidance in my personal and professional growth,” says Srithi, who although being of few words communicates clear messages, especially when it comes to tracing Daniele’s role in his life. The fact remains that in Italy there was a different language, customs and traditions, so integrating is not easy. But the opportunity in Lem turns out to be much more than just a job: it represents a chance for the young woman to learn new skills, to grow professionally and to feel valued for her abilities, and this also helps on other fronts.

			But the story does not end there. It would already be praiseworthy if it continued as it began, yet it undergoes a fundamental change. Srithi, who by now was an expert in the company and had people under her, decides to set up her own company together with her husband, who was nowhere to be found. An external company that did almost the same work as Lem’s, while continuing to work for Daniele. For any ‘boss’ it would have been a huge misfortune, for his not. “We were puzzled at first, because she and her sisters were very good people for us. From there on we decided however to approach them as one of the suppliers on the type of metalworking they did, our human relationship did the rest. Srithi knew Lem almost as well as I did.

			It was the intuition of one of our managers: instead of outsourcing that processing to them, bring them into Lem, but not back to dependency. As suppliers but producing in our own factory. It was no longer a supply contract, but a subcontracting contract, and at that point they became the only ones to do that processing for us. This was a gesture of enormous mutual trust: we became inextricably linked because they were the only ones to do that work for us, and we were their only customers. It is a choice that would also seem to be anti-economically, because nowadays you think a lot from the perspective of supplier differentiation and negotiating on the prices you can get from one or the other. In fact, for Daniele Gualdani and Lem, it has become a decision that is a source of enormous competitiveness. Because to luxury brands, which, as we have already seen in previous chapters, have an urgent need to show themselves transparent, and are therefore initiating a commitment to control their own supplies, ‘having their company inside our factory means that they are subject to the same controls, they have our contracts, in short they follow all our rules and habits, and this is no small thing for a foreign brand that must also guarantee all the processes that precede the creation of its final product. In fact, the first time we put this issue to a manager of one of our big brand clients, he told us that it sounded like a wonderful idea to him. Not only did he approve of it, but since Srithi is a young foreign woman with an entrepreneurial spirit, he saw it as a real example of good integration’.

			And here we come back to the central point of this and the other stories: competitiveness, which sometimes depends on decisions taken - even - on instinct and which would appear to be unrelated to these logics. Yet cultivating such a relationship with Srithi, and even before that having opened the doors of the company to it, breaking down cultural barriers, now puts Daniele in a position of enormous security vis-à-vis a strategic supplier. This, moreover, has an impact that goes far beyond Srithi’s individual business or life. As he grows professionally, the one who is now the real boss of his company manages to provide work for an ever-growing community of Bangladeshis who have arrived in Italy. “The centre of Levane, Lem’s village, we can say that it was not densely populated.

			Today Srithi tells me that the houses are no longer enough: they have filled them all, now the centre is lively and made up of people who work hard and make a living here, benefiting the whole area.

			CUSTOMERS CAN BE EDUCATED

			Srithi’s story may seem like a separate chapter in Lem’s history, far removed from the subject we are dealing with. Yet it contributes to forming the ‘corporate culture’ that permeates Lem, and it is not by chance that an entire book has been dedicated to this story, written by journalist Letterio Scopelliti, who, starting from the story of Daniele Gualdani, intertwines his destiny with that of the young woman who arrived from Bangladesh. The same desire to tell her story contributes to characterising the enterprise, outlining its traits, and conveying what drives the activity of the entire team. The same applies to the book presentations, or to the presentation of the company’s results - which, moreover, is included among the 1,000 best companies in Tuscany according to research by L’Economia del Corriere della Sera and ItalyPost -, in which Gualdani engages during the year. These are also marketing initiatives, as is another initiative that, as a final piece, is part of Lem’s overall strategy.

			It has already started, will continue to work on it in the future, and is already an indispensable asset. We are talking about the consultancy activity implemented by the Tuscan company for the benefit of global luxury brands.

			“We have made ourselves available to ‘educate’ our customers, albeit very humbly, on very specific issues that we experience on a daily basis and that are perhaps not so well known to fashion brands,’ says Daniele. They consume precious metal, but perhaps they don’t know everything of the supply chain, so we decided to make our experience available to them. There is also something else we like to do: when we introduce a new technology in our machining operations, we promote free workshops for customers, in the company, inviting them to take a day of practical technical training on those machines. At first glance, this does not seem like a revolutionary choice. On the other hand, the close relationship between Lem and its customers has already been mentioned. Yet at the heart of these initiatives lies a not insignificant paradigm shift: it represents a move away from the frozen custody of one’s ‘trade secrets’ to the transparent communication of one’s results. “It used to be believed that the more the information gap between customers and suppliers (i.e. the less the latter knew about the former) the better, because you could make money on it. Today, exactly the opposite is true: the way the world is going, if you want to sell a value-added product, you have to have a customer who can appreciate it, because if he cannot understand it, he will only look at the price. Training customers on what our technologies are may seem like a way of giving away know-how, but instead I am training them to appreciate my product more. It’s definitely a bit of a different vision, but I believe in it. From our point of view, this is also marketing: an opening rather than a closing. A narrative rather than a silence.

			CHAPTER 4: THE MANTECO CASE STUDY

			THE DOUBLE LABEL STRENGTHENS THE BRAND

			The first time we saw two labels within the same garment, specifically a coat, it seemed very strange. It is true that it can happen for so-called ‘collaborations’, i.e. collaborations between two different brands that co-design a product. Yet this was a different case: on the one hand there was the brand name of the B2C brand that normally makes garments for the end consumer, and on the other a large label from Manteco, the Tuscan company from Montemurlo (Prato) that produces textiles, in particular wool, with a turnover of around 100 million in 2023. It is certainly not usual for a consumer to be aware of the company that processed the fabric of the jacket he or she is wearing; indeed, more often than not, it is considered a problem that little or nothing emerges of the production chain of the clothes that lies behind the brand under which they are marketed.

			So why did Manteco choose to make itself highly visible by applying its ‘signature’ to, for example, Woolrich products, rather than Kith or Outerknown? It is evident that being recognised by customers buying a garment, thus becoming known in their eyes, is an efficient expedient that also has an implication in B2B negotiations. The intuition lies precisely in this step: not to develop a marketing aimed only at one’s own client companies, but to reach, through them, the end consumer (a strategy which, as we wrote in the introduction, is called B2B2C), to impose oneself in their eyes as a company of value and characterised by a series of qualities, which we will explore. This is a new theme compared to those we have come across in previous cases. There, it was a question of approaching corporate customers through the strength of one’s own brand, a guarantee of values and good practices that the B2C company would then ‘resell’ to the customer. In this case, the process is reversed: Manteco looks to the end customer to grasp the value of its contribution in the construction of the end product and, on the strength of that recognition, can present itself to corporate customers with a product that is already ‘enhanced’.

			The point is, of course, to increase the perceived value of the Manteco fabric. “Since we started labelling our garments and becoming more recognisable, contacts with potential customers have increased, they seek us out more,” confirms company president Franco Mantellassi.13 And the company’s ‘bargaining power’ consequently expands, because the fact that the wool used in a coat is Manteco branded makes it more valuable than if the fabric came from another source. “In fact that’s the real point as I see it. Our customers needed to put our label on, by their own admission. Because it gives added value to their product, to testify to the fact that they have sourced from suppliers who respect a whole series of values, that of environmental and social sustainability above all. We were not the ones who initially asked for it to be included, although it has obviously been of increasing benefit to us since then’.

			

			This is, as we said, unusual for a company at this point in the supply chain, as is the fact that a subcontractor has a marketing department consisting of five people: at Manteco there is a communications and photography manager, a social media manager, a performance marketing officer and two creative graphic designers. The effects can be seen not only in activities such as garment labelling, but also on social media, for example. For eighty years 

			The company’s anniversary, which will be celebrated in 2023, is the subject of a series of 12 video ‘pills’ in which Franco himself, keeper of the company’s historical memory (born in 1938, he has known all its developments), recounts some important episodes in the development of a company that has gone from being a craft business to an industrial one, without ever losing that dimension of attention to detail and finesse in manufacturing that has been Manteco’s distinctive feature from the very beginning, as we shall see. Then there are the social campaigns involving the intersection of the consumer brand and the Tuscan company, which construct graphics to present the product in concert on the channels of both realities. In short, a way to bring that label gimmick ‘alive’ and create a narrative that contextualises it and unites the two worlds. And then there is the Manteco blog, where useful articles are regularly published precisely to explore the sector, discovering, for example, how recycled wool is produced, or what the qualities of hemp are, and many other insights into the world of fashion and textiles. Also noteworthy is an initiative that is as simple as it is impactful, such as the ‘#Mantecobags’, the recycled cotton shopping bags made by the company in many different colours, functional and light, which many people wear on occasions ranging from beach trips to mountain tours, then tagging them on Instagrams and feeling like they are part of a real and personal group of like-minded people proudly displaying the Manteco logo on their travels. “Especially during the Covid we realised the need to tell our stories, to make up for the impossibility of having live contacts. It was a path already started, but one on which we pressed the accelerator. The goal was, and has remained so, to implement the so-called community, that target group of people interested in what we do and who follow us regularly, and to communicate more and more with them,’ explains Marco Mantellassi, son of Franco and current ceo together with his brother Matteo.14 “Establishing a marketing department and implementing a long-term strategy allowed us to greatly increase the perceived value of the company and its products. All this has obviously allowed us to reach new customers worldwide, to increase the amount of work with those we already had, to retain even more of our historical customers, and above all to be known by the world’s most influential end consumers and media. It is a path that, inevitably, starts with brand recognition. Which in turn, in order to be built and generate interest in those who see the logo, needs principles around which the whole story revolves. For Manteco, there are three fundamentals: quality, sustainability and durability, all inevitably linked together.

			CIRCULARS SINCE 1941

			The very history of the Tuscan company enshrines all those values on which the brand today hinges, and on which the narrative set up by the Marketing and Communication team is based. Indeed, one could say that circularity is in Manteco’s DNA, in the beginning more out of necessity than out of actual virtue. Obviously, over the years it has become a consolidated practice of which the company has become fully aware, indeed enhancing it to the point of making it a trademark for the company.

			You have to go back to 1941, when Enzo Anacleto Mantellassi went - with some frequency- to Resina, near Naples, to stock up on those fabrics that he then worked in an old spinning mill in Prato.15 ‘It was wartime,’ recounts Franco Mantellassi, ‘a time when wool was in great difficulty, there were no imports from abroad, you had to obtain the raw material as one could’. The Neapolitan market from this point of view was an enormous resource: there one could buy all the old army garments, often thrown away because the supply of new uniforms was regular and frequent. Those garments were made of a quality and very durable wool. Mantellassi would collect them and bring them to his warehouse, where the so-called ‘cenciaioli’ would do their sorting with an impressive ability to understand, very quickly, the features of each garment, which would then be shredded and spun again to create valuable recycled wool fabrics, all without the use of chemicals, simply through a mechanical, wet process (still used by the company today). Until 1943 they were then sold to weavers, but from that year onwards Mantellassi internalised that part of production with new machines in its factory. The only limitation in processing was that the fabrics were very thick and heavy. To make the pieces that came out of them more saleable, Mantellassi had an intuition that would prove successful: make them into blankets or at most thick coats, rather than other garments, and sell them in northern Europe, where the temperatures were more suitable for their use.

			“In those years he started selling in countries like Sweden, Finland or Denmark, where there was no packaging manufacturer yet. He discovered these markets which soon made his fortune, because in the space of a few years they earned him enough to expand and develop a real company. But beware, the novelty in what Enzo Anacleto Mantellassi does is not so much in sourcing used fabrics and using what today would be called the second hand: ‘In Prato he was neither the only nor the first to do so. The particular thing is that used wool was usually used to produce poor quality, cheap fabrics. Instead he, thanks to its workmanship, made them fabrics of great value and quality, even quite expensive in the end’.

			In the 1950s the time came to expand and build a new factory. To do this, Enzo turned to first-class architects and adopted an approach that was quite unusual for the time.

			“He was very concerned about the wellbeing of his workers, he had already implemented a series of precautions that are much talked about today, and I then wanted to follow his direction, in which I believed a lot. For example, in the factory at that time there was already soft music playing in all the rooms. There was plenty of greenery where workers could spend their breaks. Then there was heating everywhere, which was not at all taken for granted in the 1950s. He had enormous respect for those who worked with him. People didn’t always understand, in fact some people called us ‘megalomaniacs’ because we did all this, certainly at considerable cost. But in reality, I always thought that those expenses to make the working environment more pleasant were easily repaid, because our staff were satisfied and always in the front line in defending the company”. After all, if we think about the significance that is attributed to this type of initiative today, with hindsight we can say that for Mantellassi it was about creating an identity within the company, a sense of belonging among employees, their loyalty. This too in the long run makes the brand. This too, in the long run and in the most profitable sense possible, is marketing.

			In the late 1950s and early 1960s, work was progressing well, fabric sources were increasing, yet Enzo still preferred to work on regenerated fabrics. “Even when with the reopening of the markets wool began to arrive from Latin America, he buys some and uses it, but for the most part he always reuses old fabrics’. But after almost twenty years of good growth for the company, in the early 1960s came a difficulty to deal with that paralysed the rise to which they had become accustomed. “My father unfortunately ran into a major health problem, for which he had to be in the clinic very often and had paralysis. The company naturally suffered, also because he was very active, he did a lot, he often went abroad, so when he got stuck there were problems. He died in ‘67, I immediately joined the company, where I had already started working in my spare time, but it took five or six years before I got it back on track. Also because once I took the helm, I started to make some innovations that needed to be run in before they were fully operational, such as the introduction of jersey processing, for which we bought new machines’. Under Franco’s leadership, Manteco immediately set its sights on internationalisation. He opened the first sales offices abroad, in Hong Kong, Shanghai and Los Angeles, thus expanding the number of customers and differentiating their geographical origin. The company grew, until the 1990s presented it with a choice, which it had to make decisively.

			RELOCATING OR NOT?

			Then came the 1990s, we said. Those of unbridled delocalisation, in which the main element of competitiveness became price. Globalisation, from the fall of the Berlin Wall onwards, took off at an accelerated pace, also thanks to international trade agreements, which promoted the reduction of customs duties and the liberalisation of trade in goods and services (including with China).

			And so, in such an enlarged market, they chase the lowest prices with companies forced to look for ways to lower their costs, so as not to squeeze margins altogether. They do this by delocalising, moving production to Eastern countries where labour and factory costs are much lower, while compromising at least in part the quality of their products. There are many companies taking this route in the textile district of Prato as well - but not only there, of course. ‘For 99% of the wool mills that followed this path, it turned out very badly,’ recalls Mantellassi. And indeed, there is no shortage of examples of how this strategy has cost the economic fabric of our country dearly. Suffice it to think of Lanerossi or Bassetti, both of which plunged into a deep crisis in the 1990s due to competition from low-cost countries and reduced demand for traditional fabrics. Globalisation and changing consumer tastes exacerbated these challenges, putting pressure on the profit margins and sustainability of the two companies, which emerged from that turbulent period with major restructuring and downsizing.

			The Mantellassi family was also faced with this scenario, aware that it had to make a decision quickly, because market dynamics proceed quickly and leave no chance for those who are unprepared. The choice to be made does not come naturally from the outset; on the contrary, it requires thought. “The temptations were there, we even did in-depth studies on what it would have meant to go and produce in Romania, Bulgaria or other Eastern countries... Because we had the clear feeling that the price of the products would have made a difference from then on, and so we asked ourselves about it. Yet between playing the down, becoming embroiled in a dangerous negotiation, and being completely out of the market, there was a third way. The Mantellassi family recognised it and, courageously, chose it. “At a certain point we threw away our studies and cost calculations, and followed our instincts, even if they advised us to do what very few people thought made sense. Our history forced us to stay in Italy, or rather, I will say more, in Prato. And to work without ever compromising on quality, which has made our success possible since my father’s time. Staying, inevitably, meant making a positioning choice. Not lowering prices, on the contrary, focusing even more on product differentiation for its high Made in Italy quality meant turning to high-spending consumers, thus positioning ourselves at a higher end of the market and forging partnerships with those who worked on a large global scale with this target. Indeed, it was in the period from the late 1980s to the 1990s and early 2000s that some of the world’s largest luxury groups were born, and rose. These years were characterised by intense consolidation in the fashion and luxury sector, with the formation of conglomerates that brought together multiple prestigious brands under one umbrella, a movement that marked a decisive turning point for the industry, profoundly transforming the way luxury goods are produced, distributed and marketed globally.

			If we talk about positioning, however, then the question cannot be reduced solely to the actual value of the product, its high quality or fine workmanship. One must necessarily also speak of its perceived value, because to inhabit the top end of the market and maintain one’s position, the role played by one’s own brand is crucial, which must be recognised as synonymous with the quality with which it is produced. From this moment on, in fact, the Mantellassi family works to give its Manteco ever greater legitimacy in the eyes of discerning customers, and equips itself with objective tools that can contribute to the story of what goes on behind the factory walls.

			PATENTED FABRICS AND COLOURING WITHOUT CHEMISTRY

			At the beginning of the new millennium, the Mantellassi family became three, because in the meantime Franco’s sons, Matteo and Marco, had also joined the company, ready to take the steps that today have led them to the shared role of CEO. The family at this point realised that for brand building and increasing the perceived value of the product, talking about sustainability is not enough. It’s not enough because it’s too easy to run into greenwashing, ‘whereas in our case it shouldn’t have simply sounded like a fairy tale, being green has always been our daily reality,’ Franco recalls with conviction. So only data, only numbers can provide incontrovertible support for this narrative. In the company, production processes begin to be studied, to understand where action could still be taken to reduce the consumption of precious resources such as water, to avoid chemical additives and limit C02 emissions as much as possible. Fabrics are patented, collaborations are started with universities and research institutes to put the effect of the Mantellassi commitment on paper, including the drafting of an annual Sustainability Report.16

			We start, and it could not be otherwise, with the fabric, giving it a name and its own scientific validity. 

			Thus were born, officially, the brands MWool and ReviWool, both registered and the result of years of research. MWool is, fundamentally, what Enzo was already working on in his time, and for this reason it is defined as ‘the culmination of more than 80 years of experience in circular fashion, evolving from a bicentenary recycling technique to a product capable of responding to today’s consumer sensitivity’. In practice, after a selection and testing process to ensure that the raw material is of high quality, the mechanical recycling method is implemented to obtain a fibre that stands out for its low environmental impact and high-end characteristics. Not only does the production process make the least possible use of resources, but it also complies with the zero waste philosophy, as it uses used garments as well as waste. Scientific evidence of this is the Life Cycle Assessment conducted for this type of fabric, a comprehensive study that shows MWool’s significantly lower impact on climate change, water use and total energy consumption than generic virgin wool fibres. Specifically, MWool has a 99.2% lower impact on climate change, 99.9% lower impact on water use and 93.3% lower impact on total energy consumption.

			ReviWool, on the other hand, represents Manteco’s innovative step towards improving the sustainability of virgin wool fabrics. It is described as ‘testimony to Manteco’s commitment to eliminating value loss in the supply chain and optimising the efficiency of production cycles and materials’. Basically, this extra-fine virgin wool is made from valuable fibres that emerge during the combing process of virgin wool production and represent about 10% of the total fibres. Traditionally considered as waste to be discarded, these fibres are instead recovered and transformed through the wool process into premium quality fabrics that boast a lower environmental footprint. On the one hand, this approach conserves valuable resources, but on the other hand, it also improves the efficiency of wool production cycles by transforming what would be waste into high-quality, sustainable fabrics. There is no shortage of numbers to back this up as well. Compared to generic virgin wool, ReviWool has a 65,6% lower impact on climate change, 65.5% lower impact on water use and 65.6% lower impact on total energy consumption, again according to the Life Cycle Assessment, conducted in this case in cooperation with the Polytechnic University of Turin, which not only detailed the processes and products involved in the wool production chain, but also showed that shorter fibres, such as those used in ReviWool, generally have lower environmental impacts than longer fibres.

			A further step is the colouring process, which usually uses dyes and chemicals to be carried out. Here too, Manteco has developed its own methodology, later patented, called Recype. By mixing various shades of recycled wool fibres, over a thousand unique colours have been developed, avoiding the traditional dyeing process that often involves toxic chemicals and a significant use of water, and not affecting the quality of the wool. Again, there would be many numbers to scientifically show the savings in dyes, emissions, and water achieved in one year, but this is not the occasion to mention them all.

			We could also talk about further projects related to the recovery of materials for reuse, or eco-design, an inevitable step to take for those who want to embrace the green philosophy in toto, starting with the design of its products. Suffice it to say that Manteco’s supply chain is deeply rooted in the textile district of Prato, a region with a rich history of wool recycling dating back to 1850. This localised and specialised supply chain consists of a unique network of over 50 experienced textile companies located within a 10-mile radius of Manteco’s headquarters. This proximity ensures a zero-mile supply chain that minimises transport emissions and promotes a strong sense of community and collaboration between local businesses, positively utilising the experience and heritage of the Prato district to ensure the scalability, reliability and quality of sustainable wool production.

			EIGHTY YEARS OF FABRICS. AN ARCHIVE THAT TELLS ABOUT THE PRESENT

			Certainly, if the eighty-year history of a company like Manteco counts, today, as a testimony to a path of transparency, sincerity one would say after listening to Franco Mantellassi, it is also fundamental that this memory be preserved, because it speaks of ‘yesterday’s’ company, but also says a lot about today’s and above all points the way for tomorrow’s. This is why the Manteco Archive was created, “a place that is not meant to be a museum, quite the contrary! It is a living place, where people often go to see what was done so many years ago to get inspiration for today’s products, to also remember, always, what tradition we have inherited. It plays a fundamental role for us. In the Archive - a soothing, bright, colourful and welcoming place -, 80,000 fabrics with thousands of different colours and motifs are housed, which showcase the evolutions year after year and “are often a source of inspiration for our customers as well as for our design team”. To realise this, it is an old spinning mill was restored, maintaining its style and transforming it into what is now also a space suitable for hosting events, meetings and gatherings with some of the most important designers. “Hosting them in a place like this has a role for us that I would describe as decisive. When one crosses the threshold of Manteco, one can really breathe in everything we communicate every day: history, tradition, innovation, sustainability, circular economy, style and durability. It really is proof of everything we say, and is in fact one of the things we focus on the most’.

			It is no coincidence, then, that all kinds of guests are welcomed, including university students, and not only from Italy. Populating the Archive room are also New York students, for example, also thanks to the Manteco Academy, which since 2018 has been teaching thousands of fashion students from all over the world what sustainability, circular economy and eco-designed fabrics are all about. All this through lectures, webinars and ‘field’ visits with specialised personnel; as well as thanks to the blog we mentioned a few pages ago, where ‘knowledge pills’ are regularly hosted, i.e. informative articles on topics related to wool or other fabrics, and their sustainability. “It is an innovative cultural hub for fashion students, but also for professionals, through which Manteco shares its values, culture and know-how”.

			And while it is true that many people travel to touch a product that can communicate so much through touch, in fact a turning point in recent years has been ‘to make the entire archive digital as well, so that it can be consulted by those who are far away and perhaps have never yet come into contact with us, so that, culturally, they can get a little closer to what we do’. “To our customers we provide also a research service: they can send us moodboards or photos of garments and we find the most suitable products thanks to our digitised archive, which includes most of the fabrics created throughout our history,’ adds Matteo Mantellassi. “Sometimes instead of the actual fabrics, we send customers photos, for example of the different colour variants: we have in fact developed and patented a machine that photographs everything that comes in or goes out of the company; these are high-resolution photos, which also allow us to better observe the weave or patterns. Among other things, by sending emails instead of shipping the products, we considerably reduce the CO2 impact of this activity’.

			PRESERVING CRAFT SKILLS

			We were talking just now about the close ties with suppliers and collaborations between companies, as well as a history in which craftsmanship is handed down with a commitment to never losing sight of its valorisation. We also said that the experience of this past ‘is not to be closed in a museum’, in the words of Franco Mantellassi, ‘but rather to be kept alive because it is in finding new declinations of this concept that our future lies’. It will come as no surprise then that Manteco’s first step, in 2024, was to announce its first acquisition, that of Casentino Lane, a historic carded spinning mill, with annexed spooling mill, located in the Casentino area, a Unesco World Heritage Site, home to the art of weaving since 1300. It is this operation that marks the direction of growth of the Prato-based company, with which Manteco internalises a key stage in the production of its high quality fabrics, both with MWool fibres, the new generation of regenerated wool, and ReviWool, the low-impact virgin wool. The 27 specialised workers employed by the company will continue to operate as before, but will be part of the Mantellassi family’s reality, which thanks to this acquisition will aim to improve the productivity and quality of the wool mill, guaranteeing greater traceability, always in response to those demands for sustainability and transparency that are now so much in demand in the world of fashion. The spinning mill will guarantee Manteco an annual production of around 700,000 kg of yarn per year, thus covering an excellent slice of the company’s business needs, which between 2016 and 2022 had an average annual growth rate of 17.4%, maintaining an Ebitda percentage between 16 and 17%. “My father had outsourced almost everything. Before he died he told me ‘Franco, I created a district’. In fact he had created a whole series of artisan companies that served us very well, we were very careful to make sure that they always had the right amount of work and were not in financial distress. So we afld to them completely, selling our spinning mill and almost all our looms. When I joined the company we outsourced a lot of production. And if today the company can count on a quantity of ‘in-house’ machinery suitable for experimenting with current production, ‘the spinning machines we had at our disposal began to feel a bit cramped, and so we decided to acquire the plant in Casentino, which was already working for us at almost its full capacity’. Can this operation be inscribed in a larger project, taking the form of the first of many? ‘Of course it is part of a larger project, yes. But it’s not like you build it and implement it out of the blue. Projects are realised gradually, one step after the other. This on the one hand can be read as the last of many, on the other hand it is the first of many more.

			CHAPTER 5: THE BREMBO CASE STUDY

			THE BRAKE ‘SHOWS OFF’

			“Once upon a time the wheel was quite covered, to hide the brake, which was an ugly thing to see. We managed to make it a beautiful object, to show off, without sacrificing safety, which comes first. But who would have thought that a brake deserved an installation in a museum’. So says Alberto Bombassei, owner of Brembo, the company from Stezzano, in the province of Bergamo, world leader in braking systems. And the occasion to utter these words is the inauguration of the exhibition ‘The art of braking’ promoted at Mudec in Milan in 2022 and dedicated to the Lombard company. In fact, when you think about it, who would expect a brake to be an object to put - in every sense -’on display’? This is the first and decisive intuition of Bombassei, who has made his company a world leader: to enhance a up to that point hidden component in a larger system, to make it visible. On the one hand it means giving it a valuable aesthetic, which does not disturb but rather is pleasing, on the other hand it means changing the way a brake is conceived. It is fundamental, yes, for safety, it always has been. But in addition to its undoubted usefulness, it can make a difference through its superior performance and design, so much so that it has become one of the criteria for consumers choosing a car. “The company had a problem,” explains Giuliano Noci, “of having a product caged in a much larger system that people certainly did not choose over brakes. So there was a need to enhance a key component of the system in order to induce the consumer to choose the car based on that as well - as, on the other hand, Intel has also done with its microchips’. To put these steps into practice, however, the interlocutor could not be the client companies, i.e. those car manufacturers that would fit the braking systems on their cars. They had to speak directly to consumers and make that component, which they had never even seen appearing on the wheels, become a discriminating factor for them in their appreciation of a car. It’s a goal that sounds ambitious, in fact it is. Yet, 3.6 billion in sales later, Brembo can be said to have achieved it.

			Obviously, it is not just the turnover figures or the company’s celebration with the Milanese exhibition that prove this; and in general it is not just a few factors that are enough to be taken into account, but the whole picture must be looked at. Another indicator that could be defined as ‘out of the ordinary’ given the object we are discussing, is the success at the Compasso d’oro, a prestigious design award won in 2004 by a braking system with a carbon ceramic disc for road cars - a second will follow in 2020, for the rear monobloc caliper made for Formula E - which won the award for its lines that ‘could make it a work of art if it did not perform its function in the car,’ reads the jury’s motivation. A colourful note: it was not a career designer but an employee of the company’s technical department who came up with the design, which allowed Bombassei to claim on several occasions that ‘Italians have a sense of creativity and beauty in their DNA’, even if they do not refine it with dedicated training. It is also true that, to make this possible, there was evidently the right predisposition at Brembo to apply aesthetic taste to an object that must first and foremost be functional. That in itself is quite a change of pace.

			FROM THE PROVINCE OF BERGAMO TO THE WORLD

			It all began in Paladina, near Bergamo, in 1961, at the hands of Emilio, Sergio, Alberto Bombassei and Italo Breda. Initially, the company’s activity was not focused on braking systems, it was rather a simple mechanical workshop. Soon, however, thanks to the intuition of its founders and the growing demand for automotive components in Italy and Europe, Brembo began to specialise in the production of brake discs. The first great success was marked by winning a contract that launched the company’s real growth path: the one signed with Alfa Romeo. A contract that not only marked the beginning of a success story for the company in the automotive sector, but also represented the first time that a production car, the Alfa Romeo Giulia, was equipped with brake discs on all four wheels, a significant innovation at the time. This was a first for Brembo, but from the 1960s onwards, the quest for innovation and improvement has never stopped and has become the very essence of the Bergamo-based company. The results were visible right from the start: it introduced cast iron brake discs to the market, a novelty for the Italian automotive sector, which offered superior performance compared to traditional drum brake systems, because they were characterised by greater heat resistance and better dissipation capacity, significantly reducing the risk of fading (loss of brake efficacy when hot).

			From the 1970s onwards, a prerogative for growth became to look abroad: Brembo, in this decade, expanded its presence not only in the Italian market, therefore, but also began to make a name for itself internationally. This was also the decade characterised by the company’s entry into the world of ‘two wheels’, thanks to its collaboration with Moto Guzzi, which allowed the Brembo brand to appear on the best European motorbikes and soon become a leader in this segment as well. Motorsport, in which the company invested from the outset, realising its importance as a laboratory for the development and testing of its technologies, also contributed to achieving this goal, and more generally to proceeding rapidly on product innovation. Participation in motorsport competitions has provided (and still provides today) unique opportunities to put braking systems to the test in extreme conditions, allowing valuable data to be gathered for continuous product improvement. It will be one of those hallmarks of the company’s strategy, which in the long run will contribute significantly to its growth. It is no coincidence that it was during this same period that Brembo began to invest structurally in research and development, laying the foundations for future innovations that would lead it to become a global benchmark in the automotive sector. And it was in 1975 that the true consecration of the quality and technology of the Bergamo-based company arrived, with Enzo Ferrari’s choice to commission the most prestigious single-seater in Formula 1.

			Global expansion continued in the 1980s, thanks in part to the company’s direct presence abroad, which began with the opening of subsidiaries and production facilities, such as the one in the United States, which was one of the big steps of the era. A move that also allowed Brembo to better navigate the logistical and customs complexities associated with exporting products, both in terms of cost and timing. To continue along this path, the company has since the 1990s implemented a strategy of growth through joint ventures and acquisitions, thanks to which it was able to quickly gain access to new skills, technologies and distribution channels, as well as to strengthen relations with local and international car manufacturers.

			In parallel with its geographical expansion, Brembo began to diversify its product range, to have an offer that went beyond traditional brake discs, consolidating its role as a supplier of complete braking systems. At this point it no longer offered only discs, but also, for example, an aluminium brake caliper, innovative in design and material, which was progressively adopted by manufacturers of high-performance cars such as Porsche, Mercedes, Lancia, BMW, Nissan and Chrysler. From the mid-1980s, Brembo also chose to compete in the segment of disc brakes for industrial vehicles, becoming a strategic supplier for Iveco, Renault Industrial Vehicles and Mercedes. In the 1990s, the options increased again, thanks to the encouragement of research and development, especially on the materials front. This led to the introduction of carbon brakes, which offered advantages in terms of weight, heat, resistance and performance, meeting the needs of motorsport cars. Meanwhile, 1995 also saw a significant moment for the company, both concretely and symbolically: the listing on the Milan Stock Exchange. Over the past decade, Brembo has also looked with great attention to the Indian market: 2005 saw the birth of a joint venture, based in Pune, with the aim of producing and selling braking systems for motorbikes. Another important milestone for this market came in 2009, when a plant was inaugurated in India for the production of braking systems for motorbikes and scooters, with the launch of the new Bybre brand, an acronym of ‘By Brembo’, dedicated to braking systems for scooters and small and medium-sized motorbikes. In Europe, on the other hand, Brembo invested in Poland, where the Group’s third foundry was inaugurated in 2006 to optimise the machining cycle of the disc production plant.  2007, on the other hand, saw a novelty arriving ‘in house’: the new Research and Development Centre was inaugurated inside the Kilometro Rosso Science and Technology Park in Bergamo, housing over 500 people including engineers, designers and product technicians employed in research and development.

			In the meantime, the company continued its international expansion and acquired the Brake Division of Hayes Lemmerz International in the USA: two plants, near Detroit (Michigan) and in Mexico, producing brake discs and drums for the North American car and commercial vehicle market. In 2010, Brembo’s interest in Eastern Europe was consolidated with a €35 million investment in the Czech Republic for a new automotive braking systems plant. The company thus enters for the first time a segment called mid premium (medium and high-end sedans), working with clients such as Land Rover, BMW, GM and Audi. In 2014, North America was confirmed as a reference market in the internationalisation process of the Brembo Group, thanks to the inauguration in Michigan of the plant that produces braking systems for major automotive clients in the North American market. Immediately afterwards, Brembo announced the start of construction of a cast iron foundry right next to that site, beginning the process of vertical integration of its production capacity in the United States as well. In 2015, the plant in Escobedo, Nuevo Leon, on the outskirts of Monterrey, Mexico, was inaugurated. To bring us even closer to today, in 2016 Brembo finalises the agreement for the acquisition of ASIMCO Meilian Braking Systems, a manufacturer of braking systems in the Beijing area, and at the same time announces an investment in the expansion of the factory in Poland and the construction of a new aluminium caliper plant in Nanjing, China, which is inaugurated just three years later. In 2018, Brembo announces the laying of the foundation stone of the new plant for the production of special carbon materials, in Curno, and in 2021 it completes the acquisition of SBS Friction, a Danish company that develops and produces brake pads in sintered and organic materials for motorbikes, particularly innovative and eco-friendly. It is clear, in short, that the growth and development strategy of the company, which from the province of Bergamo has looked to the world from the outset, has passed through a shrewd policy of acquisitions, as well as verticalisation of production. Today, however, it seems that the group remains at the window to seize opportunities for growth along external lines, as happened with the acquisitions in Spain and Denmark finalised between 2021 and 2022. A path to which Brembo Ventures, the company’s recently established unit aimed at targeted investments in start-ups, will also contribute. “The ideal target is represented by companies on the launch pad, rounds that are not necessarily early stage, but for which Brembo can make a contribution to development. We do not have a set budget or defined pipeline: our interest is 360 degrees, without constraints, both in Europe and in the United States, with the contribution of the Brembo Inspiration Lab, an outpost that has started its operations in California in recent months,” specified executive chairman Matteo Tiraboschi.

			STRENGTHENING WITH DIGITAL TOOLS AND BRANDING

			Brembo’s growth and diversification, especially from the 2000s onwards, have been accompanied by intense communication activity. We have now understood the objective: the construction of a recognisable brand that communicates directly to the end consumer. We mentioned the 2022 exhibition, but in reality we can and must start from much further back in order to contextualise the strategy deployed by the company. Since the 2000s, Brembo has intensified its participation in international trade fairs, automotive events and sporting competitions, reinforcing its brand image and the perception of quality and innovation linked to its products. The mainstay of Brembo’s branding strategy is perhaps precisely its involvement in motorsport, which has been going on since the 1970s, useful not only for testing new technologies as we have seen, but also because participation in top-level competitions such as Formula 1, Moto Gp, Nascar and Le Mans provides an important showcase for making its products known to a public that is both very broad and very interested, and therefore the perfect target for its communication, testifying to the superiority in terms of the performance and reliability of its brakes. In this context, the company has established strategic partnerships with teams and drivers, becoming an uflcial sponsor and exclusive supplier of braking systems, collaborations that have not only made it possible to improve the product thanks to the feedback received under extreme racing conditions, but also to use the sporting successes as further legitimisation on the market.

			At the same time, with the advent of the digital age, Brembo recognised the importance of adapting its communication strategies to  effectively reach consumers in an increasingly connected world. It has thus invested significantly in the renewal of fundamental tools such as the website and the development of a strong social media presence, again using its channels to share motorsport-related content, product innovations, and sustainability initiatives. This is one of the ways, in short, by which the company manages to convey its values but above all to make people curious about the product and build a narrative around it that makes it potentially of interest to many consumers. It is a strategy that has in fact allowed Brembo to build a community of enthusiasts and maintain a constant dialogue with its customers, thanks in part to quality content such as video tutorials, case studies and race stories, with which it has implemented a true educational activity regarding the importance of high quality braking systems and their technological superiority. This approach has helped the company position itself as not only a product leader, but also a ‘thought’ leader in the industry.

			As we have already had occasion to note in previous stories in this book, for the construction and narration of a brand to be possible, it is inevitable that there are fundamental values around which the narrative must revolve. In Brembo’s case, there were and still are three: quality, innovation and performance. Communicated through a focus on the customer experience, guaranteed through the implementation of initiatives ranging from easy access to product information to the availability of technical support, thus reinforcing brand loyalty and trust.

			INNOVATING A LOT AND CONSUMING LITTLE

			To guarantee those three factors central to Brembo’s strategy, namely quality, innovation and performance and at the same time firmly maintain the world’s leading position in its sector - the obligatory path is one that focuses on research and development, in order to ‘capture’ the latest technological innovations and prove capable of constantly updating the product without ever being satisfied with the results already achieved, however good they may be. For this reason, the company has increased its investments in this very field over the years, setting up dedicated research centres and collaborating with universities, deploying efforts focused not only on optimising existing products but also on researching new materials and technologies that could enhance their performance and safety. In particular, one of the milestones was the aforementioned introduction of carbon, which Brembo began exploring as early as the late 1980s, although it was then in the 1990s that this technology found concrete applications in the motorsport sector. From carbon, another technology was later derived, that of the carbon ceramic disc, for high performance road cars. It is an example of how needs arise from racing that can then be transferred, after various experiments, to everyday situations. Brembo, in fact, has equipped Formula 1 cars and other top racing categories with carbon brakes, demonstrating the efficacy and superiority of this technology, continually perfecting it to the point where it could be more widely used. At that point, the introduction of carbon ceramic made it possible to bring a technology similar to that used in motorsport to the production car market, albeit on high-performance models and supercars. These breaking systems are quickly became the gold standard for luxury and sports cars, improving vehicle performance and safety. Another front for development is sustainability. An aspect that has become an increasingly pressing need in recent years, and one that catalyses the attention of the Bergamo company’s research departments. The fronts on which to act are the optimisation of production processes, on the one hand, and the selection of eco-friendly materials as well as product recyclability on the other, without ever compromising the high performance that makes Brembo brakes market leaders. Naturally, the growing demand for electric and hybrid vehicles has further accelerated the transition and the work to develop new systems that optimise, in particular, energy regeneration and reduce noise, aspects that are particularly critical for this type of car.

			THE BRAKE BECOMES SMART

			If sustainability is perhaps the main theme to look at today and to the future, the challenges facing a company like Brembo obviously include, as has always been the case, technological advancement as well as the ability to offer increasingly evolved services to customers in an era in which, as we have seen from the first pages, the product alone is no longer enough. It is with this in mind that the company has set out on the road to becoming an influential ‘solution provider’, through the integration of its brakes with increasingly digital and sustainable services.

			This mission is based on Brembo’s new strategic vision, ‘Turning Energy into Inspiration’, which leverages the company’s sixty years of experience in managing the kinetic energy of braking systems with the aim of inspiring new generations about the future of mobility and ensuring the Group’s long-term competitiveness in an ever-evolving sector. Brembo’s new mission is to anticipate the impact of mega trends such as electrification, digitalisation, autonomous driving and sustainability, with a first example of this step forward called ‘Sensify’. It is a combination of ‘sense’ and ‘simplify’, with the first word indicating the ability with which a person perceives an external signal and the second alluding to the simplicity of installing the product in harmony with the vehicle. In fact, this system combines the design of the best braking components with the integration of a digital control system and sensors that manage each wheel independently. The aim is to achieve more precise handling of the car and a simultaneous increase in performance. Precisely thanks to the optimised braking action on each wheel, combined with the absence of resistance between pads and discs that minimises emissions, the product was also created to respond to those sustainability criteria that we mentioned as being essential. “We would like it to become the standard for cars in every range,” commented company CEO Daniele Schillaci at the launch. And indeed, Sensify has been designed to be easily integrated into any car, whether electric or with an internal combustion engine, from super sports cars to city cars and, potentially, the latest commercial vehicles.

			CONCLUSIONS: Creating value and ensuring marginality

			

			The Italian company will probably never be able to compete in the world for its size. It is true that cases are becoming more and more frequent of companies that, like Leonardo Del Vecchio with Essilor-Luxottica, are beginning to invoice a few billion, starting with Brembo itself as well as Calzedonia, and ending with Alberto Vacchi’s Ima projected after the acquisition of ProMac towards five billion. But the nature of the Italian industrial fabric still remains - and will remain for a long time - the one explicitly and well described by economist Stefano Micelli in his book Futuro Artigiano (Marsilio, 2011).

			Micelli in that book had guessed perfectly that it was not in services or tourism that Italy had to look for its future, but had to find it in its ‘artisan’ roots, i.e. in its ability to leverage unique manufacturing skills and capabilities, which, however, had to be renewed to adapt them to the challenges of the global economy. So, how to survive the giants and, above all, how not to get crushed in the value chain? And how to avoid a situation where the only condition for staying in the market is to subject oneself to a logic of tyranny over sales prices, with the consequent loss of margins, on the part of end customers such as the big luxury or automotive brands, just to name two sectors in which our 50-100 million turnover ‘artisans’ are the masters?

			These are the questions that we have often heard asked among the Champions and Best Performer companies. And the recipes applied by our companies to date have always been original and successful: product quality, first and foremost; and then flexibility in serving these customers, technological innovation and customisation, streamlined process organisation, development of service components to add to the product as an additional element. But these factors, which over the years have indeed allowed us to remain protagonists in global markets, seem no longer to be enough in an era that is becoming even more complex than the previous one, in the face of which foreign ‘hands’ can seem - and often are - a real safeguard. We need to find a third way between obsolescence and foreign control. A third way that can rather preserve our industrial know-how by strengthening the backs of our companies.

			As we have recounted in this book, it is now time to develop other fronts, including perhaps the most difficult one for those who have always grown up in the shadows without ever seeking the limelight and have always thought that it was enough to make a good product to win. We are talking about marketing policies appropriate to one’s own company, which does not mean for contractors just producing a few press releases, developing some content on social networks or buying advertising space. But, as we have tried to recount through these five emblematic cases, it means building strategies to listen to the end customer, to help them find solutions, to build elements of value that in turn can be exploited to enhance the value of the finished product. It is a complicated path, of which we are perhaps only at the beginning, yet now inevitable.

			What we hope is that this book will help to lay the foundations for other experiences and studies, but above all to give the entrepreneurs who have had the patience to read it stimuli to find their own original way to transform themselves from mere subcontractors to creators of value.

			THANKS

			

			The idea for this book grew out of a series of conversations I had with entrepreneurs whose stories were then told throughout the chapters. My thanks also go to Professor Noci, who enlightened me on what it means to do marketing for a B2B company.

			Thanks then to those who, on this and many other topics, act as a reference for me (often perhaps unconsciously), teaching me how to move in a field that fascinates me incredibly but also requires a great deal of discipline and method. I am thinking in particular of Dario Di Vico, to whom I would like to say thank you for having helped me many times to understand the less obvious aspects of certain facts or news, and also for having made me realise that in this world there is no easy enthusiasm, but rather accurate work and a lucid look at things.

			The deepest thanks of all go to those who helped me learn, instilling confidence in me and seeing potential in me that was not and still is not expressed, having the patience and trust to nurture it. First and foremost it happened and still happens in the family environment, for which I thank all the members of my family - natural and acquired! - who have always accompanied me with such tenderness on my crossings while giving me safe harbours where I could land. It has been the same in my working environment, for which I consider myself incredibly fortunate. I would like to thank the publisher, but also Antonio Maconi and Alessandra Pizzi for their constant support and for sharing advice and points of view when most needed, to Maria Attari for her gentle but firm approach in handling the realisation of the book, and to Damiano Manfrin for supporting me in my daily work and allowing me to devote myself to this project as well, it would have been much more difficult do otherwise. The same thanks goes to many other colleagues with whom I am happy to have experienced meaningful moments, professionally and personally.

			A final thank you to my lifelong friends, who value everything I have done and do thanks to their constant participation. There really is no path which is not easier and more enjoyable when done hand in hand.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		

		
			NOTES TO THE TEXT

		

		

		
			
					1 Interview with Giuliano Noci, Professor of Strategy and Marketing at the Politecnico di Milano, August 2023.


					2  White paper on storytelling in B2B enterprises, Vincenzo Carlone.


					3  Interview with Mario Nardi, managing director of Pietro Fiorentini, August 2023.


					4  M. Del Barba, The Liquid Organisation. The case of Pietro Fiorentini, Post Editori, 2022. The story told from here on will refer to what is reported in this volume.


					5  Official Gazette No. 139 of 16 June 2022, Ministry of ecological transition:
The measure inserts limits on the introduction of hydrogen into the gas grid by specifying an initial precautionary limit value of 2 per cent by volume that ‘does not compromise the treatment, storage and/or use of natural gas’.


					6  The information is taken from the Handbook compiled in choral from around 35 managers in the company. The volume entitled Enterprise 5.0. Continuous Learning for Value Creation, is classified as ‘Company Confidential’, and was made available by kind permission of Pietro Fiorentini.


					7  A. Camuffo, L’arte di migliorare: Made in Lean Italy per tor- nare a competere, Venice, Marsilio Editori, 2014.


					8  A study by Bain & Company and Google in 2021 shows how energy suppliers will be confronted with customers
increasingly demanding and sophisticated, to whom they must offer a value proposition that goes beyond the concept of pure commodity. In particular, the research emphasises that it is precisely on online channels that operators must be competitive: “The quality of the digital experience significantly influences customer choice and satisfaction, and customers are increasingly willing to open up to new brands”.


					9  Interview with Maurizio Zordan, President of Zordan, September 2023.


					10  L. Scopelliti, Legami e Legature, Post Publishers, 2022.


					11  Interview with Daniele Gualdani, Lem’s sole director
Industries Spa, February 2024.


					12  Interview with Lem Industries’ Corporate Marketing and Communications Director, Omar Antonio Cescut, December 2023.


					13  Interview with Franco Mantellassi, President of Manteco, January 2024.


					14  Interview with Marco Mantellassi, CEO of Manteco, September 2023.


					15  Company website, section ‘Since 1943’, and interview with Franco Mantellassi, president of Manteco, January 2024.


					16  Company website, ‘Sustainability & Science’ and ‘Circular Economy’ sections.
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