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any emerging-market mul t i 
nationals are demonstrating a 
surprising ability to surmount 

business challenges that developed-world 
companies have avoided or given up on. 
That knack has opened up avenues for ex
pansion in regions where established cor
porations have struggled to grow, and it 
may give emerging multinationals an edge 
as they increasingly compete head-to-head 
with companies from the developed world. 

Do multinationals that were born in 
emerging markets hold some hidden stra-

A ut
iliz

aç
ão

 de
ste

 ar
tig

o é
 ex

clu
siv

a p
ar

a f
ins

 ed
uc

ac
ion

ais
.



tegic advantage that has eluded 
their developed-world coun
terparts? No—and yes. Our i n -
depth research into 18 compa
nies based in Asia, the Middle 
East, and Latin America shows 
that emerging multinationals 
share no specific strategy—in 
fact, many of them set l i t t le 
store by strategy, at least in 
the classical form that's taught 
in business schools and es
poused in boardrooms across 
North America, Europe, and 
Japan. Their leaders spend a lot 
less time planning long-range 
moves and making forecasts 
than do their counterparts 
f r o m developed countr ies . 
Their strategy is to grab op
portunities, even if significant 
risk is involved, and they adapt 
their goals in "real time." Perhaps that's 
why they haven't garnered the kind of re
spect in the developed world that's show
ered on the likes of GE, IBM, and P&G; few 
emerging-market multinationals appear on 
Fortune's list of the 50 most-admired firms, 
for example. 

But these companies do have a distinct 
advantage, and it stems from a mind-set 
formed by business environments that 
are in constant flux—where labor is abun
dant and inexpensive but often unskilled, 
infrastructure is far from state-of-the-art, 
regulations may change unpredictably, 
and political instability is common. They 
are more impatient than developed-world 
companies—their internal clock speed 
seems faster. They're open to opportunities 
neglected by established multinationals. 
They have a higher appetite for risk and a 
higher tolerance for failure. 

Such qualities have helped them move 
quickly out of their home markets and 
have fueled their rapid expansion into 
other markets across the globe. In 2003 
when Forbes first published its Global 2000 
list of the world's largest public companies, 
the top 10 entries were from developed 
countries. By 2012 two Chinese firms and 

a Brazilian company had bro
ken into the top 10, and dozens 
of emerging-market companies 
are edging toward the top of 
their industry sectors. Argenti
na's Arcor is the world's largest 
candy manufacturer; DP World 
of Dubai is the fourth-largest 
port operator; Russia's Gaz
prom is the largest energy group, 
excluding oil companies; India's 
Tata Communications is the 
world's leading wholesale voice 
carrier. And the list goes on. 

In this article, we'll describe 
the emerging companies' mind
set in detail by exploring three 
examples—a bread baker that 
uses execution excellence to 
adapt to rapidly changing cir
cumstances and customer pref
erences; a genomics company 

that pursues headlong expansion even in 
the face of setbacks; and a telecom f i rm 
that embraces the chaos inherent in doing 
business in rough-and-tumble markets like 
its own. 

In today's world, all companies need to 
be able to function in chaotic, unpredict
able business environments. Emerging 
multinationals already know how to do 
that—it's what they're used to. Lessons 
from their success are applicable to global 
firms wherever they're from and wherever 
they do business. 

Focus on Execution 
Bimbo, the world's largest bakery company, 
was founded in 1945 by a Spanish i m m i 
grant to Mexico. Initially seeking low-cost 
and relatively unsophisticated ways to grow, 
the firm expanded its operations through-

out Latin America in subsequent decades. 
It made its first U.S. acquisition in 1996, 
thanks in large part to a focus on optimal 
efficiency in oven utilization and delivery 
routes. By 2012 it had swallowed up more 
than a dozen U.S. firms, including the bak
ery divisions of Weston Foods and Sara Lee. 

Bimbo's executives understand that in a 
low-margin business like theirs, execution 
is crucial. Profits depend heavily on getting 
the right amount of highly perishable prod
ucts to stores at the right moment and at a 
reasonable cost. In many markets, "stores" 
are mainly mom-and-pop outlets scattered 
many miles from one another over poor 
roads. To make such customers profitable, 
Bimbo searches relentlessly for ways to 
eliminate waste and increase the efficiency 
of its operations. 

The same approach served Bimbo well 
when it acquired the bakery division of 
Sara Lee, the huge U.S. food, beverage, and 
personal-care company. For years, sales 
for Sara Lee's bread business had been 
declining because of what we see as a lack 
of focus on maintaining high standards in 
execution. Success would have entailed 
continual improvements in production and 
distribution efficiency, but the company 
did not choose to pursue that approach. In 
2010 Sara Lee sold the bread business to 
Bimbo, which applied its execution focus 
to the business. 

Bimbo's leaders are continually on the 
road, looking for ways to improve the pro
ductivity of its 100 plants on three conti
nents, its huge truck fleet, and other opera
tional elements. For instance, it uses tricycle 
delivery bikes in urban areas of China where 
streets are too narrow for trucks, a practice 
it first implemented in Latin America. At 
the same time, all of its trucks are equipped 
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with sophisticated computer systems to op
timize delivery routes. 

As Bimbo has expanded, it has adapted 
to consumer trends and local preferences, 
creating niches all over the world . Even 
in China, a country in which bread is little 
more than a culinary footnote, Bimbo has 
found a responsive customer base among 
young, urban consumers, successfully of
fering individually wrapped snacks such as 
beef rolled in bread. 

If there is a vision at Bimbo, it's chief ex
ecutive Daniel Servitje's insistence on keep
ing "a firm grip on the day-to-day realities" 
of operations. Many emerging multination
als maintain a similar focus on execution. 
Often, the only way for those companies to 
compete with their better-capitalized rivals 
in the developed world is to keep costs very 
low through a combination of operational 
excellence and cheap labor. Bimbo's choice 
to focus more intently on execution than 
on detailed planning suggests that the com
pany's leaders understand the danger of be
coming encumbered by rigid internal rules 
about which markets to target and h o w -
rules that have prevented developed-world 
multinationals from moving more quickly 
into the booming markets of the develop
ing world. Instead of getting bogged down 
in planning, Bimbo takes chances, experi
ments, gets market feedback quickly, and 
does what's needed to improve its value 
proposition to customers. 

Expand with Abandon 
Developed-world firms often formulate 
their overseas plans in terms of decades. It 
took McDonald's a half century to generate 
more sales abroad than in the United States. 
Sweden's H&M also waited about 50 years 
after its founding, in 1947, before venturing 
into the U.S.; even today its presence is tiny 
in Asia and virtually nonexistent in Latin 
America. These companies and many oth
ers have chosen to build powerful organiza
tions and market positions in their domes
tic markets before expanding abroad. 

Emerging-market multinationals, by 
contrast, tend to be impatient to expand 
internationally. Scarcity of resources such 
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as capital means that these 
firms are never fully comfort
able in their domestic markets, 
so venturing into the unknown 
isn't such a big leap. Rather 
than waiting to go global, they 
plunge in, using their hard-won 
knowledge of how to do more 
with less. 

Consider Ocimum Biosolu-
tions, one of the major players 
in the Indian bioinformatics 
industry. Although relatively 
small , Oc imum is intensely 
ambitious, and it il lustrates 
the breadth of the segments 
that emerging-market m u l t i 
nationals are targeting. Anu-
radha Acharya, who was born 
and raised in India and studied 
physics and information tech
nology in the U.S., launched the 
business in 2000 w i t h her hus
band, Subash Lingareddy, after considering 
and rejecting several other business ideas, 
including a messaging and a bandwidth-
trading service. Ten years later, Ocimum 
had become one of the world's premier ge-
nomics-outsourcing companies. Its success 
owes much to its zeal for rapid growth. As 
CEO, Acharya has launched new products, 
pursued new markets, and made acquisi
tions on a timetable few developed-world 
firms would find comfortable. For instance, 
in 2001 she assembled a small team to build 
Biotracker, a resource-planning tool that 
helps scientists in academic labs manage 
samples and research processes. Before the 
year was out—and before the product was 
completely ready—she closed the first sale. 

Just five years after its founding, Oci
m u m got a foothold in Europe by buying 

a division of Germany's MWG, 
one of the firm's clients and the 
leading genomics company in 
Europe at the time. The acqui
sit ion gave Ocimum not just 
valuable technology but also 
a ready-made sales team for 
an unfamiliar market. In 2006 
Ocimum acquired a divis ion 
of Isogen Life Science, a Dutch 
company, which garnered the 
firm complementary technolo
gies and a large client base. The 
company took an even bigger 
step in 2007, when it acquired 
a division of Gene Logic, a U.S. 
genomics f i rm w i t h a market 
capitalization of $2 billion. 

The company has also stum
bled. In 2011 dwindling orders 
from U.S. pharmaceutical firms 
forced the company to put its 
American subsidiary up for sale. 

But the company appears to have a high 
tolerance for such failures. Despite the U.S. 
setback, the company has made plans to 
expand significantly into Malaysia. With
out aggressive risk taking, Ocimum never 
would have gotten to where it is today: The 
firm has established a presence in a wide 
range of markets, such as reference data
bases, life-science lab-information man
agement solutions, and bio-IT consulting. It 
boasts more than 2,000 customers, includ
ing most of the top 25 global pharmaceuti
cal companies. 

There's a certain logic to being cautious 
about global expansion: By taking the time 
to learn about foreign markets and how 
to operate in them, companies can avoid 
significant problems. But rapid expansion 
abroad offers benefits of its own: Compa-

nies can rapidly bui ld relationships w i t h 
a vast range of new customers, partners, 
and government entities. Waiting decades 
before going global is a luxury most firms 
simply cannot afford today. 

Embrace Chaos 
Multinationals often shy away from turbu
lent regions. They're uncomfortable oper
ating in areas where legal, financial, trans
portation, and communications support is 
weak, and where government bureaucra
cies and changing rules hamper operations. 
But many emerging multinationals have 
been toughened by such environments. 

Consider Cairo-based Orascom. The 
company, founded in 1950, began as a small 
construction firm that eventually came to 
build everything from highways to shop
ping malls. The firm got a taste of political 
risk in 1971, when it was nationalized by the 
Egyptian government. Five years later, un
der a new political regime more favorable 
to private business, founder Onsi Sawiris 
formed a second construction company 
that became the starting point of Orascom 
Group, a diversified conglomerate. 

In its initial foray into the telecommu
nications sector, in 1994, Orascom Group 
purchased InTouch, a domestic internet 
service provider. Three years later, Orascom 
Telecom was incorporated and soon 
teamed with Motorola and France Telecom 
to successfully bid for the privatization of 
51% of the Egyptian mobile-phone com
pany ECMS. Naguib Sawiris, who had taken 
over for his father as CEO of Orascom Tele
com, realized that because of limited land-
line infrastructure in emerging markets, the 
potential of mobile telecommunications 
was huge. He also recognized that despite 
the promise of rapid growth, developed-
world telecom firms were reluctant to enter 
those markets, in part because of the risk 
for instability. 

Sawiris was unfazed by the polit ical 
upheaval and civi l strife that scared off 
the multinationals. Indeed, the countries 
Orascom entered are a roster of turbulent 
hotspots: Jordan (1999), Yemen (2000), 
Pakistan (2000), Zimbabwe (2000), Algeria 
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