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COMTEC: What Next? 

 
  1. Introduction 

COMTEC has over 30 years’ experience in the provision of language services to companies wishing 
to expand into new international markets. This includes technical and marketing translation, website 
localisation, multi-lingual artworking and interpreting and transcription services. The languages 
required most frequently are German, French, Spanish and Italian.  There is, however, increased 
demand for Brazilian Portuguese, Chinese, and, until recently, Russian. This case study will address 
the challenge currently facing the company as to options available for growth.  
 
Languages services providers operate in a mature, crowded market, comprising several large 
companies and hundreds of small to medium sized companies offering translation and interpreting 
services. Customers are price-conscious and often do not understand the complexities of language 
translation. Organic growth is difficult to achieve because of problems of differentiation between 
companies in the sector. Yet the market is lucrative with demand for language services growing 
annually.  In 2012Common Sense Advisory1, a translation industry think tank, estimated the size of 
the industry to be $33.5 billion. According to a report by IbisWorld2, translation services are expected 
to continue to grow and reach $37 billion in 2018. The United States represents the largest single 
market for translation services with Europe as a close second. Asia is the largest growth area. As a 
result of increased globalization, the translation industry is expected to grow by 42% between 2010 
and 2020.  Improvements in machine translation and other computer assisted translation software are 
forecast to produce efficiencies in the sector, as more content will be able to be published at the 
same or lower cost. 
 

                                    
1 Common Sense Advisory Inc. The Top language Service Providers 2012, 
http://www.commonsenseadvisory.com/Portals/0/downloads/120531_QT_Top_100_LSPs.pdf 
2 http://www.ibisworld.com/industry/default.aspx?indid=1446 
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The company is on track to achieve, in this financial year, a turnover of approximately £1.4 million 
and has recently invested in a web-based sales order processing system, Dovetail, which has the 
capacity to absorb a larger volume of work. The Company has to date offered a generalist service. 
There is therefore potential to add specialisms to the service product offering. Quality and project 
management systems within the Company are well developed. Staff are trained and work effectively 
together as a team. High levels of profitability during the last few years mean that expansion can be 
partially funded from cash flow (see Appendix 1).         
 
COMTEC has retained a loyal customer base, with some customers using COMTEC’s services for 
over 20 years.  The company, because of its location in the Midlands, has a strong tradition in 
supplying language services to the manufacturing and automotive industries and more recently has 
developed a strong client base in the emerging creative industries. Big brands using COMTEC’s 
services include Land Rover Jaguar, Aston Martin, National Grid, Amtico and La Redoute. New 
business is generated from incoming enquiries, proactive selling and networking.  
 

 2. History of COMTEC, Growth and Development 
  
COMTEC was founded in 1984. Until 1996 the founding partner, Isabella, managed both operations 
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and sales and marketing within the business. In 1996 her husband, David, a business systems 
manager at a local tractor manufacturing company, joined the company after taking early retirement, 
to head operations. As a qualified engineer and computer systems specialist he brought to the 
company business systems experience as well as technical expertise. 
 
As the business developed, a formal quality assurance system was adopted to run operations more 
effectively. As early as 1993, COMTEC was approved to ISO9000, one of the first UK translation 
companies to achieve this quality accreditation. A manual Sales Order Processing (SOP) System, 
based on ISO9000 requirements was computerised and linked to supplier and customer databases, 
resulting in substantial improvements in the processing speed of jobs. Recognising that COMTEC’s 
employees were a key resource, the company was awarded Investor in People status in 1997 and 
soon after adopted the Business Excellence Model as a framework for managing the business, 
achieving an award in 2000.  Turnover of the business reached £1,000,000, which positioned 
COMTEC as a medium-sized company in the industry sector. Further organic growth, however, 
proved difficult to achieve for the reasons outlined above.    
 
Sources of new business comprised incoming enquiries from companies looking to translate technical 
and marketing materials in the languages of their target markets. On average, enquiries were 
converted into actual orders at a ration of 1:2.5 enquiries. Difficulties arose with proactive sales 
activities because here a much greater investment of time and effort was required to generate sales.  
On average five proposals needed to be developed to generate one order, which often was of a much 
lower value than orders generated from incoming enquiries and existing customers. New business 
sales represented only between 10-15% of total turnover (remaining at this level to the present day). 
In addition, the experience of Isabella’s husband, David, as a middle manager in a multi-national 
company, was proving difficult to translate to a small business environment. A decision was made 
therefore to sell the business in 2002 to an American-owned IT company who were looking to 
internationalise their activities.   
 
At the time of the sale, Isabella had considered offering a role in the business to her daughter, 
Sophie, who had gained experience working in the company during school and university holidays. 
However, although mother and daughter had always talked about working together, it was felt that 
Sophie should first pursue her own career as a management consultant, after graduating in 
languages, history and then management at postgraduate level.  
 
Isabella and Sophie decided to fulfill their ambition, when an opportunity arose in 2007 to buy back 
COMTEC, whose turnover by then had dropped to under £400,000. In addition, soon after taking 
over, a major translation contract with the European Commission was not renewed. Despite these 
initial setbacks, COMTEC grew steadily, achieving a turnover of £1.3 million in 2013-14 and an 
average net profit of between 15-18%.  The Company now has 10 employees and manages a 
network of approx. 600 suppliers.  
 
COMTEC, when appropriate, has benefited from business support initiatives. One of the first step 
changes in COMTEC’s development happened as a result of involvement in the first Growth 
Programme to be delivered in the West Midlands in the early 1990s. Latterly, an instrumental factor in 
COMTEC’s most recent growth spurt has been participation by Sophie in the Goldman Sachs Growth 
Programme, during which COMTEC’s Business Growth Plan was developed.  
 
3. Family Roles, Dynamics and Tensions  
 
One of the first sources of tension, leading ultimately to the sale of the business, had been the 
assumption that experience in managing the design and development of IT systems, which Isabella’s 



 
 

4  

husband, David, brought to the business, could be transferred easily into a small business 
environment.  Used to managing a team of developers within a large company structure, his 
authoritarian management style clashed with the prevailing culture of the business. Isabella, now 
responsible for sales and marketing, also found it difficult to relinquish operational control to her 
husband. Disagreements arose on how the business should be run and on future growth options, 
which included securing funds for expansion from a private Angel investor.  
 
When the business was bought back in 2007, share-holding was split between Isabella (51%), Sophie 
(48%) and Hazel, the finance manager (2%), who had worked in the business for many years prior to 
and after the sale.   The purchase was financed through a loan guaranteed by Isabella and through 
private funds. Because of the Isabella’s acquisition of a second unrelated business, which 
subsequently failed, her initial lead role at COMTEC was soon relinquished to Sophie, who took over 
the day-to-day management of the company.  
 
Very soon after the purchase, during a three-day intensive workshop, Isabella and Sophie developed 
a detailed business strategy for COMTEC, which, subsequently, has been regularly updated.  Isabella 
remained closely involved in strategic decisions. Sophie’s husband, Dan, was made Technical 
Director, but without a shareholding in the company.  His role has been to provide essential IT 
support, resolve complex IT requirements from customers and to ensure that new technologies are 
used at COMTEC to create competitive advantage. He was also tasked with the development of a 
new web based sales order processing system, Dovetail, which was completed in September 2014.  
Tensions revolved around the length of time and the costs involved in the development of the new 
system and the lack of skills within the company for running a complex IT development project.  This 
was eventually resolved by hiring an experienced IT consultant to supervise the project.  
 
Other tensions emerged around the lack of clarity about the respective roles of mother and daughter; 
work-life balance after the birth of Sophie’s first child; pressures relating to project delivery, quality 
control and business development; Isabella’s more flexible part-time working, to allow involvement in 
the care of her granddaughter and pursue other interests; and the financial arrangements between 
the two directors (Isabella needed to draw a regular salary to supplement her pension).  
These issues have been partially resolved. Isabella now manages the quarterly management review 
process and quality assurance, while her daughter is responsible for operations and sales and 
marketing. The strength of the mother/daughter relationship has withstood these tensions, although 
financial issues have still to be resolved in the longer term. Isabella currently retains a 25% 
shareholding in the company (see Appendix 2).  During Sophie’s maternity leave, following the birth 
of a second child, Isabella took overall control of the company. Sophie has now returned to work 3/4 
days per week. The acquisition of a small, specialist company with a turnover of approx. £450,000 
located in London is being considered, financed through COMTEC’s cashflow.  
 
4. COMTEC Customer Focus    
 
In COMTEC’s early years, the focus was very much on operational activities. The source text for 
translation was passed through several operational stages, resulting in the target language 
translation. Customer requirements were not always clearly logged, resulting in frequent re-works and 
subsequent additional correction costs. Staff preferred to concentrate on liaising with the network of 
suppliers to whom the work was sub-contracted to ensure that jobs were delivered on time. Contact 
with customers was limited to communication about ongoing jobs.  
 
Having analysed the costs related to generating new business (including the employment of a part-
time telemarketing operative, travel to meet new customers, advertising etc.), a decision was made to 
place more emphasis on relationship building and maximising business from existing customers. 
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Each member of staff was allocated a portfolio of customers, each of whom now had one point of 
contact. This shift to a more customer-oriented operation, initiated prior to the sale of COMTEC and 
subsequently further developed and improved, has become the guiding paradigm of the business, 
permeating its every aspect. Each project manager is responsible for his/her portfolio of customers to 
ensure that existing accounts with potential to grow are identified. Project managers log details of 
customer requirements into the Dovetail system, produce quotations/ proposals (see Appendix 3), 
and request feedback from customers on delivered jobs.  
 
Each member of staff, depending on experience, works to a set of agreed objectives (see Appendix 4 
and 5). Call targets are set for project managers and are reported on at monthly team meetings.  The 
amount of personal attention and interaction with COMTEC that a customer receives when reaching a 
buying decision has been crucial to the success of the business. Several guides, as well as regular 
newsletters and blogs, are produced to help customers to understand how best to source their 
language communication requirements.  
 
The following are examples of how the Company has supported customers into new markets: 
 
Jaguar Land Rover commissioned the localisation of the company website into 11 languages, which 
involved the use of new computer-assisted translation technology for the translation of over 1 million 
words in a two month period and the development of a bespoke tool to handle complex website files, 
guaranteeing early delivery of translations and substantial savings for the customer. 
La Redoute, a leading fashion retailer, chose COMTEC for on-going translation of their product 
catalogue from French into English. COMTEC was able to develop a bespoke tool to extract and re-
insert catalogue content from original design files, reducing turnaround time and formatting costs for 
the customer.  
 
5. Marketing  
 
Sophie’s background in marketing has brought a new impetus to marketing activities, including a 
recent re-branding and new website.  (Links to Company video and website at 
http://www.comtectranslations.co.uk/; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRkJkyhKrQE&feature=youtube).  When the business was 
bought back, a key issue for COMTEC was an overdependence on one sector, i.e. 
manufacturing/engineering, revealing the need to diversity activities into other sectors.  
A segmentation strategy was developed, where several business sectors were identified for targeting 
and the service offering was adapted accordingly.  
Each sector was scored 1-5 (5 being the most attractive) against each factor to provide an overall 
attractiveness score.   A social media strategy was also implemented and regular blogs and e-zines 
published.  (Examples of blogs and e-zines can be found at; 
http://www.comtectranslations.co.uk/resources/; http://www.comtectranslations.co.uk/blog/). With 
public sector procurement accounting for 11.5% of the European Union GDP, COMTEC had 
successfully targeted the European Union institutions. However, because of low profit margins, a 
decision was taken not to continue to tender for public sector contracts.   
 
6. Control Systems 
 
Work-flows within COMTEC are defined for many of the main processes. They include the quotation 
preparation process, order processing, project management, resource planning, supplier recruitment 
and internal operations with internal procedures for allocation of work with suppliers, proofreading, 
and glossary creation. As an example, methods for selecting suppliers are documented in the 
ISO9001:2008 and EN15038 accredited quality management system (see Appendix 6). All translators 

http://www.comtectranslations.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRkJkyhKrQE&feature=youtube
http://www.comtectranslations.co.uk/resources/
http://www.comtectranslations.co.uk/blog/
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are assessed and work only into their native language. They must have a specialist understanding of 
particular industry sectors and the associated terminology, as well as in-depth cultural knowledge of 
the target countries.  
 
The PRINCE2 project management process model (see Appendix 7) has been tailored to the needs 
of the Company. The model comprises management processes, covering activities from setting a 
project up, through controlling and managing a project’s progress, to its completion. The aim is to 
apply a level of project management appropriate to the scale of each project.  Six variables are 
controlled in each project: costs, timescales, quality, scope, risk and benefits. Delivered projects are 
always reviewed to see if lessons can be learnt.  
 
7. Performance Management  
 
The performance management system used at COMTEC is based on the Balanced Scorecard. The 
aim has been to broaden measurement of the health of the business beyond profit alone by 
evaluating performance in five key areas of activity: Financial Performance, Customer Care, Internal 
Business Processes, Learning and Growth and Community Engagement (see Appendix 8). Leading 
and lagging indicators are reported on at quarterly Progress Review meetings together with a review 
of the Company’s Risk Management Plan (see Appendix 9).  
 
Leading indicators, which enable COMTEC to take pre-emptive action to ensure goals are achieved, 
include in the area of Customer Care complaints received, in the area of Internal Operations, error 
rates and on-time delivery and in the area of Learning and Growth, training days per employee. Lag 
indicators, which enable COMTEC to monitor planned outcomes, include net profit and customer 
satisfaction.  Performance reports (see Appendix 10) are produced monthly and recommendations for 
improvements are discussed at the quarterly Progress Review meetings.  
 
In summary, private customers will continue to be price-, service- and quality- conscious.  
Globalization will continue to boost demand for translation services over the next years. Although the 
market is highly fragmented, there is much business to be won. What therefore are the growth 
options for COMTEC in this crowded market? Is it through acquisition, and if so, what type of 
acquisition? Or is it through organic growth, with further investment in business development and 
marketing activities?  Finally, what specific challenge does a family owned business face?  
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Appendix 3 
Key Performance Indicators 
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Risk Management Plan 



 
 

20  

 
RISK MANAGEMENT PLAN 2013-2014

Ref Risk Consequences Controls in Place/Mitigation Probabilty
Financial 
Impact Reputation Risk Total Risk Score

Strategy 
Implementatio
n Risks

Risk 
Owner

S1 SH Failure to meet sales targets as outlined in
Management Accounts

Cashflow problems/Loss of credibilty with
Bank. Company trades unprofitably/Late
payments to suppliers

Financial Management/Regular cashflow 
monitoring/Strict Credit Control/ Regular 
reviews/Regular meetings with Bank 
Manager. Regular reviews/ increase sales 
activity

6 8 8 384

S2 SH/IM Large contracts not renewed Minimum of 25% reduction in sales Sales drive to gain other A1 customers/
maximise business from existing
customers/cost reductions implemented

4 5 6 120

S3 SH SH  taken ill or on maternity leave Operational Management and marketing
activities deteriorate

SL appointed Head of Business 
Development/additional PMs have been 
recruited. HD fully conversant with 
ISO9001:2008 QM system /Additional 
training for staff/ IM and SL can step in as 
GM if necessary. 

6 8 4 192

S4 IM taken ill ISO9001:2008 Internal audits not completed/
quality issues not addressed/ preparatory work
for Management Review and Progress Review
meetings not undertaken 

HD trained as Internal Auditor and now 
undertakes internal audit with IM and could 
take over IM quality work. External trained 
consultant (GO) undertakes several audits 
of management procedures and could also 
undertake full audit. CF fully trained to 
preapre data for MR and PR meetings 

6 2 2

S5 DH DH taken ill Technical capability reduced and service
delivery is effected

Extensive individual/ additional IT training 
for in-house team. Lifeboat black box held 
off-site. AG (external IT consultant)  holds 
necessary passwords off-site

5 8 4 160

Operational Risks
O1 SH Failure to deliver contractual commitments Failure to secure new business from existing

customers/loss of credibility
Introduction of formal project management
system based on PRINCE2 PM framework
system. Project boards established for
certain projects. Staff fully trained. External
Audit, Internal Audit, Professional advisors.
Professional Indemnity Insurance in place

4 7 10 280

O2 DH Failure of IT network and communications
+ Dovetail (new sales order processing
system) 

Loss of operational capacity and failure to
deliver project outputs

Business Recovery Plan part of ISO
QMS/Sage back-up taken off site
weekly/customer/supplier lists off site.
External consultant AG to provide
temporary fill-in

3 6 7 126

O3 SH Weaknesses in supplier network. Failure to
recruit good translators

Reduced capacity/overdependence on small
group of translators

Supplier Management Strategy in place.
Regular reviews of supplier database and
need for additional resource identified. 

5 6 7 210

O4 DH IT does not meet complex requirements of
clients

Inability to gain maximium financial and other
benefit from information - eg marketing data
from CRM, qualtiy financial reporting from
accounting system, 

Developing CRM and accounting systems.
Phase One of new SOP system (Dovetail)
completed. Draft IT strategy agreed
between SH/DH and AG. Technology
reviews undertaken by SH/AG.
Development of plug-in and customer portal
(SH and AG)

5 6 7 210

O5 SH HR policies do not meet COMTEC's needs High staff turnover, low morale, failure to
recruit, low performance, risk of legal action 

Revised staff handbook and T&C,
Performance appraisal introduced.
Training and development in place

4 4 5 80

O6 CF Health and Safety standards not met Accident and injury, legal consequences Health and Safety Policies in place, 2
trained first aiders, insurance cover

3 4 4 48

O7 DH Failure to transfer technical knowledge to
Operational staff

Unable to meet project requirements unless DH
is present

Meetings to share knowledge and guidance
documents developed as part of ISO QMS.

5 8 8 320

O8 CF Failure to document accounting and
financial procedures 

If Carole is unwell, supplier payments and 
invoicing cannot becorrectly undertaken. 

WIs for financial accounting procedures.
100% complete. 

4 9 9 324

O9 SH Failure to plan succession in the event of
staff taking maternity leave

Temporary gap in knoweldge and expertise and  
reduction of capacity

Training of replacement staff to ensure
smooth transition to more senior role to
cover maternity leave. 

10 7 6 420

O10 DH Introduction of new sales order processing
system (Dovetail) and stability of platform

Loss of operational capacity and failure to
deliver project outputs

New system successfully implenented. DH
is supported by external expereinced
consultant. All issues regarding Dovetail are
being looged on Mantis and dealt with by
DH/AG on a daily basis. Regualr meetings
are being held with staff to provide updates
on system improvements. 

7 9 5 315

Financial Risks
F1 CF Financial management Cashflow problems/late payments/reduced 

credibility with suppliers
Robust credit control/ on time payment to
suppliers

2 10 8 160

F2 SH Failure of internal controls Increase in operating costs Internal and external audit, improved
financial monitoring, credit control and
systems

3 7 6 126

F3 SH Dependent on small number of clients Vulnerable to customer's changes in
circumstances

New customer groups indentified.
Marketing strategy developed. Monthly
monitoring of new clients. Growth Plan in
place

6 7 5 210
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Appendix 5  
Project management methodology 
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Appendix 8 
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Appendix 9   Quality Management  
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Appendix 10 
Proposal Template – Sample Pages 
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Appendix 11 
 
Performance Appraisal and Discretionary Bonus Policy 
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Appendix 12 
 
Examples of Monthly Reports 
 
 
 

 
 

        

                         

                         

                         

                         
                         
                         

                 

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                         

                                                  
                         
                         
                         
                         
                         
                         



 
 

38  

£50,001 and over, 3, 3%
£20,001 to £50,000, 5, 4%

£10,001 to 
£20,000, 11, 

9%

£5,001 to 
£10,000, 7, 

6%

£1,001 to £5,000, 34, 28%

£501 to £1,000, 18, 15%

Less than £500, 42, 35%

No. of customers who spend between ...

£50,001 and over

£20,001 to £50,000

£10,001 to £20,000

£5,001 to £10,000

£1,001 to £5,000

£501 to £1,000

Less than £500

No. of customers in 6 months = 120
October 2014 to March 2015
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