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school, is eager to find the best 
ways to profit from the new 
opportunities that will arise from 
all this change. 

“It’s actually a time of fantastic 
opportunity,” he says. 
“Organisations are changing and 
old ways of doing things are 
being swept out. We are going out 
and seeking new clients in new 
markets. We’re also reinvesting in 
a large new spray booth big 
enough to spray a vehicle in.

“It’s a great time to recruit 
fantastic new people. Work from 
overseas is coming in and the 
exchange rate helps us compete. I 
did a quote just last week for a big 
national and international 
company.”

Dowling’s goal, audacious even 
during the best of times, is to 
grow turnover from £1.5m by 

50pc in the next 12 months. Helix 
will do this by taking on a larger 
role for clients, he says. 

“We’ve tried to go up the food 
chain over the years. Rather than 
dealing with designers we’re 
taking on bigger projects and 
we’ve looked for new markets. 
We’re looking for the type of work 
no one else can do.”

A good example is the 
company’s move into experiential 
marketing projects, the new 
buzzword in the industry. Two 
months ago a hotel group wanted 
to promote a special double room 
offer, for which Helix made four 
giant double beds, each of which 
had two hidden trampolines 
which were used by professional 
gymnasts in each of four cities: 
London, Paris, New York and 
Shanghai. 

Dowling and his team took care 

of everything including getting 
city permits for the promotions. 

Another of the most recent 
contracts was a rapid turnaround 
of an attraction at Chessington 
World of Adventures to promote 
Ice Age 3. “We’ve deliberately 
targeted that area to make up 
for the fall in revenue elsewhere 
and I think we’ve become a leader 
in terms of delivery,” Dowling 
says. “We’ve also done more 
international work. Increasingly 
marketing departments are 
running campaigns on a multi-

country level yet the marketing 
and design of these projects 
happens in one city. If we can get 
in front of right people we have a 
chance to get some big projects.

“London is well placed for that. 
It has a reputation for design and 
for theatrical and production type 
skills. And we think we’ve 
positioned ourselves well. We’re 
an independent business able to 
operate on a big scale and deliver 
projects really flexibly all year 
round.”

But Dowling is aware of the 

challenges. Helix and its 12 full-
time staff will need to maintain 
standards and protect its 
reputation as it grows. Ensuring 
the quality of work is one thing, 
getting the credit for its creativity, 
its hard work, and even in some 
cases its ideas, is quite another. 

“Part of the challenge of picking 
up these jobs is making people 
aware you’ve done them. They 
don’t have our brand on them and 
we find other people often end up 
taking credit for work we’ve done.

“It’s not unheard of for us to 

present, do a drawing and see it 
done by someone else. We strive 
to maintain copyright but we’re 
always looking for a way to do 
that better. This is a bigger 
challenge in some ways than 
getting work in.

“We’ve got an idea to produce a 
coffee table-type book as a 
portfolio of our work. If we do 10 
books and tell a story of how we 
took on the project and a picture 
of the end product it’s could be a 
good way to have our work sitting 
on someone’s desk.”

t has been a torrid year and 
a bit for Woolwich-based 
Helix 3D, which has seen its 
traditional bread-and-butter 
work dry up. The company, 

which designs, builds and 
delivers installations for events 
promotions, as well as film and 
television productions, has had to 
fight hard to stay busy.

After several television clients 
cancelled projects last autumn, 
Brian Dowling, the managing 
director, could have been forgiven 
for giving in to despair and paring 
back operations. 

“There are fewer projects 
around with smaller budgets, so 
we are constantly honing our 
competitive edge to keep ahead,”  
Dowling says.

The business, which made the 
recent set for the Mary Poppins-
inspired McCain’s Chips TV 
advert, has seen other projects 
melt away. “Undoubtedly one of 
the main challenges in the past 12 
months has been the collapse in 
TV advertising revenue,” he 
admits. “It used to be the case 
that a designer would come to us 
with a sketch and we would build 
it. They were quick jobs with fast 
turnaround but revenue 
completely collapsed and our 
bread and butter disappeared.”

For a business with 
comparatively high fixed costs 
this could have been catastrophic. 
The business runs its own 
workshop and HGV transport, an 
expensive facility but one that 
makes the business flexible, 
nimble and able to deliver its 
goods, ensuring reliability. 

It is an expense but one 
that Dowling thinks is necessary. 
“Very few of our competitors 
can deliver like that but it means 
costs are high,” he says. “It is 
a big hungry machine that needs 
to be fed. When a market 
collapses and revenue for other 
marketing is shrinking, the 
challenge of keeping things going 
is huge.”

Despite these massive 
challenges, Dowling, a confirmed 
member of the glass-half-full 
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The joy of sets: Brian Dowling of Helix 3D says the company is well positioned and can operate on a big scale, but not enough people know about it
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EVEN without a 6pc increase in sales 
during the last year, Wakefield-based 
Charlesworth Group would be eyeing an 
increase in profits thanks to a cost-
cutting programme.

Charlesworth Group is a print and 
publishing company founded 80 years 
ago. It has a £10m turnover, including a 
£2m income typesetting operation in 
China. “We work with academic 
publishers,” says UK managing director, 
David Boothman, “The Open University 
is one of our biggest customers.

“We’ve grown enormously since we 
were founded but the growth has come 
with significant accumulated costs,” says 
Boothman. “We decided to examine 

these in detail to ensure we were 
managing them effectively.” It seems that 
Charlesworth Group wasn’t. The exercise 
led to annual savings of £186,000.

The review, conducted over several 
months by Expense Reduction Analysts, 
focused on suppliers. “We looked at four 
key areas: transport and distribution; 
paper; waste and other consumables 
such as ink and chemicals.

“For example, transport is a significant 
cost area that’s critical to our business. 
The review achieved a 29pc cost 
reduction... We also made savings of 
21pc on paper, 14pc on ink and press 
sundries and 12pc on waste disposal 
costs. These are all significant cost areas 
for a printer,” says Boothman. 

The surprise was that such savings 

could be made so easily. “We didn’t have 
a purchasing professional in the business 
and so we were simply placing orders 
with the same suppliers. We weren’t 
being as proactive as we could have been 
in consolidating our suppliers and so 
benefiting from better prices. It’s just the 
result of day-to-day pressures,” he adds.

“These savings go straight on the 
bottom line,” says Expense Reduction 
Analysts consultant Adam Wheatley. “To 
achieve the same impact on the bottom 
line of the £186,000 saved, the company 
would have had to increase sales by 
£3.7m, operating on an average margin 
of 5pc.”

Now Charlesworth Group has a series 
of systems and processes, which each 
person responsible for purchasing has to 

follow. “It took several months to work 
out where we could make the savings 
and it’s an ongoing process. I now get a 
report every three months to show if 
there is any ‘leakage’ in the system.”

The savings have enabled 
Charlesworth Group to employ a sales 
person based in London. “We have won a 
number of contracts from a variety 
institutions and smaller specialist 
publishers.

“The end result is that we’re now more 
cost-efficient and the savings we’ve made 
enable us to compete better in the 
market place. We are far more price 
competitive. That, along with our move 
into related areas, is how we have also 
managed to increase sales by 6pc in a 
recession,” says Boothman.

GLOOMBUSTER

On the map: Charlesworth’s sales are up 6pc

Kevin Taylor
President, Chartered Institute of 
Public Relations
AS THE unsung heroes of TV and 
advertising production, Helix 
needs to articulate the 
benefits of working with 
it rather than with its 
competitors.

Its experiential work 
at venues such as 
Chessington World of 
Adventures provides 
evidence of the 
company’s ability to 
deliver high quality work at short 
notice but with high standards of 
safety and security. These are 
company and brand values that 
need to be promoted to a wider 
audience, especially if 

international activity is seen as a 
growth area. 

The coffee table book is a great 
idea – but it will need to be 
worked hard. Capturing well-
known images of the company’s 

work at a variety of 
venues could be used to 
promote the message of 
Helix as THE company 
“behind the scenes”. 

Specialist media 
should be sent the book 
as a preview. Helix key 
customers and 
prospects and other 

market influencers can be 
targeted directly with the book, 
and a website created using the 
images that can also be sent 
directly as a link to a prospect 
during a sales call.

EXPERT VIEW
Richard Burridge
International trade adviser, UKTI

BRIAN Dowling should act 
immediately to reduce fixed 
costs. There is an argument for 
Helix running its own 
workshop, but HGV 
transport must be 
outsourced and 
negotiating a 
competitive contract 
with a transport 
company should not be 
difficult at present.

Given the well-
documented problems of the TV 
industry, Dowling is right to seek 
new clients in new markets. 
Continued international business 
expansion is a priority for Helix, 
and its impressive client and 

reference list will give potential 
overseas clients confidence in its 
ability to deliver major projects.

The events industry remains 
buoyant in many parts of the 
world. The Gulf, Abu Dhabi, 

Qatar, Oman and 
Bahrain are working to 
attract tourists with 
spectacular events and 
innovative visitor 
attractions. An active 
local partner will be 
able to identify potential 
projects for Helix.

Perhaps the biggest 
challenge is raising awareness of 
the Helix 3D brand. Helix should 
consider employing a specialist 
branding agency and taking 
expert advice on the question of 
intellectual property.

Michael Dean
Director of advisory services, 
National Computing Centre
HELIX 3D’s move into 
experiential marketing projects 
makes sense given the 
collapse of the 
television work, but 
securing new clients in 
new markets will be the 
challenge. Mr Dowling 
needs to ensure that he 
has the right sales 
capability in place to 
deliver revenue now, 
otherwise, with an expensive cost 
base to cover, Helix is likely to 
encounter cash flow problems 
later. The company needs to 
recruit sales people who have a 
good knowledge of, and contacts 

in, the marketing industry and as 
Dowling says, “It’s a great time 
to recruit.” 

Potential clients are unlikely to 
be aware of Helix 3D’s track 
record so a company portfolio is 

essential for the sales 
team. While a physical 
book will prove 
attractive to some 
clients, Dowling should 
look at building a 
compelling website that 
uses graphics to bring to 
life the impressive 
projects that Helix has 

delivered. Its web agency should 
also be able to help with search 
engine optimisation techniques 
to get the Helix 3D brand to 
appear in appropriate search 
criteria. 

Techno event
TechnologyWorld09 at Ricoh 
Arena, Coventry, on 
November 23 and 24 is 
Britain’s largest “meet the 
buyer” event. Organised by 
UK Trade & Investment, it 
aims to bring together 
innovators with buyers and 
potential partners from 
across the globe. 

Last year’s event reported 
more than £30m of business 
wins with 500 buyers and 
sellers from 38 countries. 

Go to the UKTI page for 
details.

Don’t cut ad spend
Professor Gerard J Tellis of 
California’s Marshall School 
of Business says that 
businesses which increase 
advertising during a 
recession experience higher 
sales, market share or 
earnings during or after the 
recession.

“And those that cut back 
during recession impacted 
negatively on sales without 
necessarily impacting 
positively on profits,” adds 
Marc Nohr, managing partner 
at integrated agency, Kitcatt 
Nohr Alexander Shaw. 

Go to the sales section to 
read more.

Grant funding
Grants can be a great way to 
boost funding, says Victoria 
Wiesener, programme 
manager at 
Gateway2Investment. 

“Grants are an increasingly 
attractive proposition for 
cash-strapped companies 
and can be an ideal way to 
raise cheap money as it 
typically does not need to 
be repaid and there are 
many types available,” she 
says.

“Which ones are applicable 
depends on what the grant 
provider is seeking to 
promote on, for example, a 
regional basis, industry basis 
or a particular area of 
expertise.” 

Go to the money section 
for details.

Data concerns
Cloud computing — where the 
applications are held 
remotely and businesses just 
“log in” — may have its cost 
advantages but beware of 
the pitfalls, says Stuart 
Hibbert, chief executive of 
icomplete.com. 

“Can you trust someone 
else with your company’s 
data — customer information, 
legal documents, intellectual 
property, trade secrets?,” he 
says.

“Check that your cloud 
provider is registered as a 
data processor under the 
Data Protection Act. 

“You have obligations to 
ensure the security of your 
data and that it is not 
transferred to other 
countries without adequate 
protection.

“You need to know that 
your data will remain 
confidential, that there are 
systems and processes in 
place to ensure your data is 
being managed and 
protected.” 

Go to the technology 
sector for more.

Gloombuster tip
“Keep focused and look for 
every opportunity to 
maximise the skills of your 
workforce,” writes Margaret 
Tarpey, managing director, 
Concept Communications 
UK.

“This has the effect of 
leading you into new markets 
and making your staff feel 
valued,” 

Do you have a tip to share? 
Go to www.telegraph.co.uk/
finance/businessclub and 
simply click on the 
Gloombusters button.

What’s new 
for club 
members 
this week
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