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Introductory Note – Professor Phil Harris

“The contents of this publication comprise a summary of the proceedings of the Fourth 
Chester Forum.  The Chester Forum is organised by the University of Chester Business 
School with the generous sponsorship and support of the Bank of America and EA 
Technology.

The Chester Forum is an invitation-only annual gathering of key decision makers, 
stakeholders and academics committed to seeing their communities succeed and 
develop a sustainable society for the benefit of all. The Forum adopts the format of a 
one-day gathering of key speakers and participants and takes place in May each year. 
The event allows participants to share ideas, best practice and research on ways to 
strengthen competitiveness and underpin the region’s position in the wider world.

The Forum is aimed at senior management from across the public, private and wider 
governmental sectors and agencies and brings together politicians, academics, 
and executives sharing a strong interest in the functioning and management of the 
enterprise economy. The event is renowned for attracting delegates and speakers from 
regional, national and internationally-based companies and institutions. In broad terms, 
the Forum is designed to run as a series of interrelated, open- linked seminars which are 
intended to stimulate critical thinking and informed dialogue amongst key stakeholder 
participants. These seminars are designed to trigger new ideas and potential solutions 
in relation to on-going issues and, moreover, reveal new insights into future horizons.

These proceedings provide a valuable summary of the key themes and lessons to emerge 
from the expert dialogue and exchanges that took place during the various sessions that 
comprised the Forum, which this year focused the issue how business can grow and 
develop international trade and exports, and the challenges that such internationalisation 
presents.  Here discussions focused around international intelligence gathering, the 
importance of understanding international markets, cultures and business practices 
along with the key challenges of operationalizing international business operations. 
The lessons to emerge are arguably as relevant to small and medium sized businesses 
looking to develop an export market as they are to established international traders.  

Professor Phil Harris Dean of the University of Chester Business School 
Westminster Chair of Marketing and Public Affairs University of Chester 
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Chester Forum

“People have accused me of being in favour of globalisation.
This is equivalent to accusing me of being in favour of the sun
rising in the morning.” Clare Short, politician (1946–)

“The Chester Forum is a by invitation only annual gathering of chief executives, 
community interests key decision makers, stakeholders and academics committed to 
seeing their communities succeed and develop a sustainable society for the benefit of 
all.

The Forum takes the form of a gathering of presenters, key speakers and participants 
over the course of a day in May to share ideas, best practice and research on how we 
can strengthen competitiveness and underpin our region’s position in the wider world.

The Forum is designed to promote a dialogue amongst contributors and thereby tease 
out key lessons and an agenda for future action for all relevant stakeholders to consider. 
It is intended to help point the way to improved international performance and global 
competitiveness for organisations across the region. 
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Growth Through Exports and International 
Trade: Challenges, Opportunities and New 
Horizons

Introduction

“Growth through exports and international trade remains as both a challenge and an 
area of opportunity for many organisations. There is a regular and constant flow of 
ideas, theories and operational business models attempting to address, and progress 
on, improving this key facet of the economy. The Chester Forum IV responded to these 
debates and developments through an examination of the concept and practice of 
exports and international trade. The theme of international trade is of course a diverse 
concept. Enhancing awareness of the opportunities for exporting goods and services, the 
ability to grow and develop existing international trade relations, and the role exporting 
plays within a business community, are crucial. These proceedings distil the in-depth, 
extensive and discussions and exchanges that took place between invited participants 
during the event.”
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Contributors

Forum Opening & Welcome
Fran Hulbert, Forum Chair and Chair of the University of Chester Business Advisory Council
Professor Phil Harris, Executive Dean, University of Chester Business School 
John Greaves, Communications Executive, Bank of America
The Lord Mayor of Chester, Councillor Jill Houlbrook

Key Note Speech
Simon Bowen, Managing Director, Urenco

Investigating, Accessing and Exploiting International Markets

Session Chair
Professor Carla Millar, University of Twente, Netherlands

Speakers
Paul Kirkbright, Director, Riverside Innovation Centre
John Newton Jones, Chairman of the Chester Chamber of Commerce/CEO of Snowdonia 
Cheese Company
David Briggs MBE, Lord Lieutenant of Cheshire and Chairman of Dawsons/Maxilin

Building and Managing International Relationships – 
Cross Cultural Engagement
Session Chair
Professor Caroline Rowland, University of Chester

Speakers
Dr. Liane Smith, Founder and Director of Intetech Ltd.
Phil Smith, Retail Entrepreneur and Business Mentor, Phil Smith Associates
David Pickering, Director, Meadow Foods

Managing International Operations and Projects

Session Chair
Professor John Mahon, University of Maine

Speakers
Annesley Wright, Managing Director, TRB Limited
Mark Collinson, Strategy Manager Building Envelope Sector, Tata Steel
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Proposed Key Development Points

In the following sections of the document the key themes that emerged from 
the discussions that occurred in each of the sessions have been summarised to 
highlight the key lessons and points that we believe  readers should focus on.

• Successful exports and international trade rely on developing relationships and 
understanding cultural contexts;

• Often successful international trade benefits from symbiotic relationships;
• The UK has slipped down exporting league tables in recent years – it is important to 

consider how can we use exports to add value. 
• Changing global circumstances – a key challenge is to explore how the UK might 

manage international relationships in the longer term, and how decisions taken may 
affect trade?;

• SME businesses need help to overcome barriers to exporting successfully;
• There is a need to communicate often and effectively between businesses, 

decision makers and stakeholders to develop relationships and dispel myths around 
international trade.

Key Quotes 

“It’s about getting like-minded individuals together and getting on with it.”

“There is a need to make people aware of exporting and its value - involve them and 
then keep them interested.”

“The success of many businesses is due to benign ‘indicators’ – you must take up 
business and drive it forward.”

 “Don’t over promise and fail to deliver.”

“Business of getting business, as far as I’m concerned, is the same in the UK as it is 
anywhere. You simply have to know ‘who to talk to, who are the decisions makers, 
knock on the door, and get them interested.”

Introductory Context and Thoughts
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• The UK is a world leader in many areas -  there must be a greater realisation of the 
potential of exploiting UK’s expertise and ‘brand’/reputation;

• Organisations need to research and understand the political and economic landscape 
and the effect this may have on successfully conducting business in a market;

• Companies who begin exporting typically see a 34% rise in productivity within the first year;
• Key barriers to exporting include not having a personal contact, not speaking the 

language, costs, and specific cultural and political considerations;
• Businesses need to ‘get out there and do it’ – plan, manage risk, utilise networks, 

prioritise targets, understand cultural considerations, and be adaptable in order to 
successfully export;

• Businesses need to make use of specialists to both understand foreign markets, and 
understand barriers in the UK particularly legal matters;

• Companies need to adapt UK products to meet the requirements of the market they 
are  entering –understanding and listening to the market and the customer is critical for 
success;

• Developing relationships and building trust, with distributors etc., and respecting their 
advice and experience is vital for successful exploitation of a market; Businesses are 
successful by having the right structures and right personnel in place, with a willingness 
to adapt and be flexible.

 
Organisations need to explore and exploit the potential of joint ventures and mutually 
beneficial agreements – this can provide access to a market with partners that understand 
the market and can lead to innovation through internal competition and collaboration;  

Key Quotes 

“..Most SMEs do not have a strategy to export internationally, rather they respond to 
orders coming in.”

“..Those who penetrate markets reap dividends.”

“…the best driving force of being successful is marketing.”

“The messages for trading internationally are: understand who you are dealing with; 
understand the written and unwritten rules; understand what the consumer wants; and 
work out whether exporting is financially viable.”

 “When rolling out initiatives - set challenging time lines and don’t set out activities step 
by step – plan and don’t spread yourself too thinly.”

Investigating, Accessing and Exploiting 
International Markets
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• Use existing networks and relationships to explore new markets and opportunities;
• Agents are an invaluable source of expertise and assistance in both entering 

markets and managing relationships within the markets entered;
• Understand and respect the cultural context you are working in – different cultures 

will expect different styles of negotiation;
• Businesses need to be clear about obligations and the nature of their relationship 

with clients, colleagues etc. – it is best to have everything in writing;
• Language is an important barrier to overcome – employ translators to build trust and 

respect with clients and fellow businesses;
• Time management is vitally important –businesses need to be tough and resilient 

to stay on track; 
• Always stay within your sphere of competency to establish and maintain a 

trustworthy reputation;
• Always maintain your integrity – do not be afraid to say ‘no’ or walk away when 

necessary;
• Be open to learning and adapting from their international trading partners and cross 

cultural engagement to be successfully;
• Be willing to take risks;
• Be aware of changing global circumstances – concepts such as ownership are 

changing andbusinesses need to adapt to a globalised world.

 

Key Quotes

“…learn about things like size, colour of packaging that suit the market; listen to the 
distributor as they know the market better than you do, and learn about the local market.”

“Ask the customer – “How do I do business with you? What are the rules for doing 
business with you?” – they will tell you if you ask.”

“…it is all about partnerships, trust and finding people you can work with.”

“Never promise something that you cannot deliver - stay in your sphere of competency.”

“Managing international business successfully requires experienced managers and 
comfortable operating across regional and cultural boundaries.”

Building and Managing International 
Relationships – Cross  Cultural Engagement
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• Businesses need to manage ‘change’ to achieve successful growth through 
exporting; 

• Develop a clear understanding of what motivates employees – do not allow 
complacency to creep in;

• Create a system where accountability is balanced by allowing entrepreneurial 
activity and innovation;

• Businesses need a strong driving force with able, hard-working management teams 
to manage international operations;

• Research is an essential tool to deploy to understand any new market and thereby 
reduce the risks associated with new market entry

• Businesses need to focus on core competencies and constantly review and update 
practices to avoid complacency;

• Intellectual property issues must be addressed and risks in this area managed – 
businesses need to utilise and employ experts to manage such risks;

• Certain variables, such as political upheaval, are beyond control - but businesses 
need to research and plan strategically to minimise long term risks to operations;

• Productivity is vital for successful operations – variables such as foreign exchange 
could be crippling to margins if not offset by factors such as productivity;

• Businesses need a structure in place that can cope with the challenges of 
internationalisation;

• Businesses need to be prepared for specialisation in different territories to meet 
market demands;

• Businesses need to be willing to make conscious decisions around certain trade-offs 
to manage international projects and operations; again decision and what trade offs?

• Businesses must understand that they need to strike a balance between 
centralisation, promoting consistency, and specialisation, to meet customer needs;

• Create a pool of centralised resources to call upon – but keep it flexible so as to 
avoid it becoming an unmanageable overhead; what sort of resources?

• Businesses should set challenging deadlines, plan ahead and not spread themselves 
too thinly.

Managing International Operations and 
Projects
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Key Quotes 
 
“Key lesson for me is the need to have a deep understanding of the market in that 
country, and not just the market in the country but also the whole political and economic 
environment in which that operates. If don’t understand that, the long term penalties for 
the industry and your business could be extreme.”

“The messages are we have a unique product, adapt it to the right market, have the right 
distributor, have the right people do the marketing.”

“Say no to anything that stinks, and walk away if you need to.”

“To manage successfully internationally you must have vision, drive, and determination 
with the support of able, hard-working management teams.”

“Managing international business successfully means being decisive, knowing when to 
have a light touch and when to centralise.”
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Summary of Key Themes and Conclusions 

Reviewing the dialogue and exchanges that occurred across the various speaker sessions 
allowed a number of specific and more general themes to emerge, the essence of 
which we have attempted to capture in the summaries of each session provided above.  
However, looking across these sessional themes allows some useful conclusions to be 
drawn from the Forum event as a whole. 

• First, the importance of effective intelligence gathering through detailed market and 
stakeholder research as well as through engaging with knowledgeable individuals 
in the target markets cannot be over- emphasised and holds the key to successful 
exporting and international trading .

• Second, the potential complexity of working across international boundaries and 
with organisations based in what may be markedly different cultures should not be 
underestimated and requires sensitivity to  local cultural and behavioural practices.

• Third, faced with what may be quite varied cultural, political and business practices, 
organisations need to adhere to their inherent values and maintain a strong ethical 
stance in all dealings with potential clients and intermediaries - maintaining the 
organisation’s long term  core integrity is essential.

• Fourth,  as with any area of business, international trading requires both continuity 
and consistency in the quality of products/ services supplied  as well in in the level 
of service delivery. Yet at the same time success requires adaptability and flexibility 
to change in response to evolving market conditions - organisations need a degree 
of ‘organisational ambidexterity’ .

• In short, the development of successful international business markets should not 
be seen as the preserve of only the largest businesses, rather any business can 
internationalise its operations provided it adheres to the core principles of careful 
analysis and intelligence gathering about the potential of overseas markets, before 
adapting the total marketing and service mix to satisfy local cultural, user and 
business practice needs.
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Recommendations for Action
Drawing on these themes and the collective wisdom and experience of the Forum’s 
contributors some clear action points and guidance to new and established international 
traders can be identified:

• Research thoroughly the markets you wish to enter and the requirements of 
customers in those markets.

• Build networks and alliances as much as is commercially possible, promoting a 
sense of openness, sharing and engagement in community.

• Ensure that you have an understanding of the culture and conventions of the 
markets you are entering or seek the support of those who are aware of these 
aspects.

• Promote greater collaboration between institutions offering advice/support to small 
to medium sized enterprises so as to overcome common barriers to exporting.

• Encourage workplace motivation and productivity by giving employees responsibility 
and allowing adequate space for intuitive, creative thinking.

• Seek help and advice from a range of sources- government-related, industry based, 
trade associations, chambers of commerce etc.

• Constantly review and refine products, plans, strategies etc. to suit the market you 
want to enter or explore.

• Utilise experts within foreign markets, research and use reputable agents, 
distributors and translators.

• Entering overseas markets involves a degree of risk,  but only through taking such 
calculated risks can yield significant benefits and success

• Build the structure of your business around a clear strategy – centralise and 
regionalise to ensure robustness.

• Investigate and develop exports as a key method through which to energise and 
innovate channels and markets.

• Focus on the role of intellectual property regulation and control to protect your 
rights.
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University of Chester

University of Chester Business School summary 

University of Chester Business School offers a complete range of new and innovative 
programmes, designed to help meet current challenges and secure the future success 
of individuals and businesses.
From undergraduates to business professionals, the University of Chester Business 
School is the learning environment of choice in Cheshire and Warrington for those 
looking to strengthen and develop their business acumen.

Providing high quality teaching and commercial services, the School focuses on the 
needs of industry, commerce and the public services. Its strong teaching base provides 
the platform for the development of a whole range of programmes, relevant to both 
large and small organisations, locally, regionally, nationally and internationally.

The School also has a solid portfolio of research and knowledge transfer projects with a 
range of organisations. These projects are intended to provide access to the University’s 
resources, knowledge and expertise, with mutual benefits for students and the region’s 
business community.

T: 01244 511800

E: businessschool@chester.ac.uk

W: www.chester.ac.uk/chester-business-school

 An open door for business
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 University of Chester Factfile

Established:  1839. Chester is one of the longest established English higher education 
establishments of any kind, predating all but Oxford, Cambridge, London and Durham.

Students: 17,800 (73% undergraduates, 27% postgraduates).

Staff: 1,280 (full-time equivalent).

Chancellor: His Grace the Duke of Westminster KG CB CVO OBE TD CD DL.

Vice-Chancellor: Canon Professor Tim Wheeler DL.

Campuses:  Three in Chester, one in Warrington, one in progress at Thornton, in addition 
to NHS sites on the Wirral and in Crewe and Macclesfield.

Associate Colleges: Isle of Man College; Reaseheath College; Warrington Collegiate; 
West Cheshire College.

Honorary Graduates include: HRH The Prince of Wales; Dame Joan Bakewell CBE; The 
Most Reverend and Right Honourable Dr John Sentamu, Archbishop of York; Terry Waite 
CBE; Sir Ian Botham OBE; Loyd Grossman OBE; Sir Andrew Motion; Ken Dodd OBE; 
Tim Firth; Sue Johnston OBE; Phil Redmond OBE; Willie Carson OBE; Matthew Kelly 
OBE; Estelle Morris, The Right Honorable Baroness Morris of Yardley; Ronald Pickup; 
The Earl of Derby; Sir Tony Robinson OBE; Neville Chamberlain CBE; Viscount Michael 
Ashbrook JP, DL, Professor Sir John Enderby CBE, FRS; Shirley Hughes OBE.
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