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The case I decided to focus on was an exercise I had to confront in my corporate strategy class this

first semester.  In that case, I was an employee of a consultancy, expert in corporate strategy and

decision-making, contacted by Mr Louisonnet, the CEO of the society Chambray, in the beginning

of the year 2000.

The firm was a limited company with a capital of 3 000 000€ located in Gisors in Haute-

Normandie. Funded in 1981, its specialization was initially in fresh products production such as

lasagnas, pizzas, quiches, etc.  From 1988, Chambray decided to geared toward frozen products

market. Since 1991, it even became its main activity. This choice to focus on that niche market was

proved to be very interesting as the company knew a significant growth those last 7 years. In 1994,

the  company  obtained  the  ISO  9002  norm  and,  thus,  was  one  of  the  first  French  company

specialized in ready-cooked dishes to obtain this certification. In 1999, the enterprise counted with

around  200  employees.  Chambray  had  four  activities:  fresh  products,  frozen  “basic”  products

(pizzas, quiches...), frozen “elaborated” products (cottage pie, moussakas...), frozen desserts. The

company sold most likely high-quality products. This  positioning choice enabled them to sell their

products at a quite high price comparing the average market price.  The company choice was mostly

explained by the production volume that is lower than their competitors and so couldn't allow them

to have the same cost-per-unit level as their competitors.

 Mr Louisonnet was thinking that its firm was at a turning point in its history and  was

searching for new development perspectives. He decided to ask our consultancy to help him in the

decision-making process. After meeting with all the concerned Chambray managers, two possible

projects for the enterprise stand out. Nonetheless, the director general had the certainty that it was

impossible for the firm to engage itself in those two projects at the same time. The firm had to make

a choice and choose only one project.

In this beginning of 2000, two projects were evoked by the management team that wants to give a

fresh impetus to the company: 

The first project, supported by the production and sales managers, would be to broaden its

customer base to mass market and supermarket distribution (Auchan, Cora...). The idea would lie in

creating frozen “basic” products sold under private label/store brand. Indeed, at  this time, store

brand are booming and  frozen “basic” products market grow rate is staying between 7 and 9% for 4

years. The main problem comes from the production capacities that should be achieved: on the one

hand, the supermarkets ask for very large volume, on the other hand, there is already a significant

competition in this market. In that way,  necessary investments would be quite onerous.

Other  managers  of  the  company,  including  the  R&D manager,  are  considering  another

development  path.   For  some  years  now,  a  new  type  of  frozen  products  are  gaining  a  fairly
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significant growth (18% in 1999 and 20% expected in 2000). Those products are ready-cooked

dishes sold in bags (chicken and vegetables, couscous, paella...). Despite its quite high price, those

products seems to convince some costumers that are more and more sensitive to good quality. To

produce  those  goods,  some  onerous  investments  would  be  necessary,  especially  in  terms  of

production equipments. During a recent professional fair, the R&D manager met the representative

of a German company that is also selling frozen dishes with quite the same size as Chambray. The

two companies were convinced by the new market potential.  A production alliance project was

evoked. Alone, the Chambray company could only reach in 2-3 years a production volume of 2000

tons per year. As a comparison, Findus, leader in this new product market as currently a 3500 tons

annual production in the French market.

We will now analyze which methods and tools the consultancy proposed to help the making-

decision process.

Depending on the situation, individuals can use an incredible number of ways to make decisions.

They can decide to use a rational process or following their emotion and intuition.  In this case we

decided to focus on Simon's normative model. The economist Herbert Simon thinks that decision

maker rationality is inevitably limited because the decision is made into a complex environment that

restrict choice perception and impose numbers of constraints to the decision-maker. The decision

coherence is also limited by other factors such as decision maker emotions, personality and his

psychological  profile.  The decision-maker  has  to  face  three  limits  that  are  a  limit  in  available

information  regarding  alternatives  and  their  consequences,  the  limit  of  human  mind  that  can't

evaluate all the available information and finally a limit in time available to make the decision.

According to Simon model,  decision-making has three stages that we decided to follow in this

situation to help the company.

The first one is named  intelligence. It is the stage during which the need for decision is

identified. Information are collected to understand better  the situation and help in resolving the

issue. As Simon said that step is all about “searching the environment”.  Here, the firm wanted to

find a new best development strategy, as now they were stable and had some money to implement

it. To help understand the situation and so the future decision,  information about external factors

such as the competitive environment and internal factors  (available resources that can be used in

the decision-making process) were collected to help in choosing the best expansion strategy. First,

we1 thought that it was really important to remember the historical corporate strategy that makes

Chambray different from its competitors. We formulate it thanks to Porter work which describe

1 The Consultancy team members assigned to the project

2



different generic strategies a company can use to have a competitive advantage in its market scope.

The firm historical strategy is based on differentiation as Chambray sold most likely high-quality

products and so at a higher price (around 15 to 20% superior to competitors on the market).  Unlike,

the competitors based their strategy on overall cost leadership by having lower prices in the same

target market. To search the environment we based our diagnostic also on a SWOT analysis. This

tool help understand the firm internal strengths and weaknesses, in other words its possible strategic

capacities and its external opportunities and threats. The conclusion were that despite the very good

quality of their products and reaction capacity, the firm was poorly equipped to face its competitors

that produce in larger quantity and cheaper. 

The second step is now the  design which deals with generate alternative solutions to the

problem faced. Now that we have enough environmental information collected,  we can start  to

define variety of ideas to give an answer to the problem: Which new strategy should we implement

to expand Chambray? In this step, our consultancy decided to lead a meeting with all the important

firm managers (Production, Sales, R&D...) and the CEO, Mr Louisonnet, in order to discuss the

enterprise future. As meeting is one of the most efficient cooperation tool, it was really important to

lead a collaborative work during this meeting. Collaboration really helps to heighten creativity and

lead to consensus. During this meeting, we decided to use a brainstorming method named Metaplan

or Post-it note technique.  The Metaplan helps in visualizing all the group ideas in a collaborative

and fast way. Firstly, all the group participants give their own idea on the subject discussed and

write it down. One idea on one card. It helps in clarify the ideas and avoid judgment. Participants

feel more free as they don't have to tell their ideas out loud. Then all the cards are collected and put

on a pin-board. If some ideas have similarities, they are putting together. It lead to a pin-board

classified in different clusters. Each ideas classified in theme are read again and discussed by the

group in order to give them a name. Finally, all the clusters are discussed into the group and thought

as possible answers to the problem. Participants are always encouraged to signal disagreement or

nuances. This technique is a good way to collect and process ideas when a group of people are

working  together.  The  last  important  part  of  the  meeting  is  that  it  has  to  be  monitored  by  a

facilitator (here, a member of the consultancy that was neutral) who helped in giving the floor to

every participants and avoiding tensions.

After the brainstorming meeting, into all the alternatives two very good possible projects

stood  out.  Our  consultancy  always  want  all  the  proceedings  to  follow  a  consensus  building

approach. It means all group members should develop, and agree to aim a convergence of opinion

in the best interest of the whole. Nevertheless, at the end of the meeting, all the members didn't

succeed in choosing the best projects. The consultancy decided so to postponed the final decision to
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another  meeting  in  order  to  make  further  analysis  on  each  of  the  two  projects.  As  it  was  an

important turning point for the company, we thought it was good to not speed up the decision and

take more time.

We are now in the third stage of Simon normative model which is choice. It consists in selecting the

best solution from amongst the alternative solutions, here the two possible projects, using some

criterion. The consultancy was here to collaborate with the enterprise in order to choose the project

which enable the business to optimize the available resources.  It was necessary to compare the

different possible options in order to evaluate their respective costs and profits. First, we decided to

write in table the advantages and disadvantages of each project in order to have a global vision.

After  that,  the consultancy decided to  draw a decision  tree.  This  method consist  in  drawing a

flowchart-like diagram showing the various outcomes of each project. It also helps in calculating

the expected monetary value of each decision path and quantifying the data in monetary terms. This

tool is useful to analyze fully the possible consequences of a decision. The decision tree was also

coupled with other business analysis method such as the Porter's five forces analysis which help

analyzing competitive intensity and the attractiveness of a business. It showed that for the project

one (entering the mass market and supermarket distribution)  the competition was very high. Higher

is the competition, more difficult it will be to enter this market.  A Grow shared matrix was also

used to help the company thinking more about its priority and the resources they should give to its

four different activities. It showed the dessert production does not really generate high incomes.

Stopping it could be a way to have more resources for a new more profitable project. Moreover as

the frozen products market is growing year after year, it could help in having resources for the new

chosen project. After all those new analysis, all the members from the last meeting were gathered to

show them the results. As it was really important to avoid tensions and make everybody agreeing to

the new project, not only quantitative method were used to make the final decision. Indeed, during

the last meeting, the consultancy decided to use a qualitative method named the Six Thinking Hats

Method in order to look at the problem in a collaborative way and from different perspectives. A

summary of the meeting using this method is now following:

The meeting started with a consultancy employee wearing the  Blue hat which represents process

control. It is the hat worn by people chairing meetings. First, he explained the meeting proceedings

and stayed with this hat during all the meeting as the moderator if a problem show up or if a need to

refocus the conversation was needed.  The followed worn hat was the White hat that focus on the

available data. Indeed, we looked at the information collected, analyzing the competitor market, and

saw what we could learn from it. It showed that the second project was less risk-taking that the first

one as there were less competition. It was also staying in our historical strategy of high-quality
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products and so will satisfied more our clients. The White hat was also coupled with the Green Hat

representing  creativity.  Indeed,  following  the  second  project  that  was  looking  more  promising

would add to the firm catalog a new type of product (ready-cooked dishes in bags). After that we

analyzed the two projects with the  Yellow hat.  This hat helps in thinking positively and having

optimistic viewpoint. It showed us that in each project there were possible benefits as the market

growth was very promising in each case. It also showed that the second project could lead to a

European expansion of the firm thanks to a possible alliance with a German firm.  The Black hat

which look at the decision thinking of the negative outcomes was mostly worn talking about the

first project as the analysis showed that the supermarket distribution market was a very competitive

sectors. It could be a risk to try entering it and the company couldn't face the mass market demand

in term of volume. The Red hat, which look at problems using intuition and emotion, was also worn

, for example, by the R&D manager. He had some gut conviction about the second project (selling a

new type of frozen products). After meeting that representative of a German company with whom

the company could start an alliance, he was really convinced that the project would be the best. He

thought this new market had a real potential, and the consumers would be very happy to have that

type of high-quality frozen products. The meeting was finally closed with the Blue hat again.

By  applying  all  those  techniques  and  regarding  the  diagnostic,  the  meeting  finally  lead  to  a

consensus.  Everybody  agreed  that  the  wiser  decision  would  be  to  follow  the  second  project:

entering the ready-cooked dishes in bags market. Indeed, there is too much competitive intensity in

the mass distribution marker for Chambray to succeed in challenging its competitors. Moreover it

would be in total rupture with the firm historical strategy. The second project looks like a good

opportunity.  In fact, some changes in the business portfolio could help in freeing up resources for

the new promising product.  Finally,  this  project  could give them new prospects in  particular  a

European expansion thanks to the possible alliance with a German frozen products producer.
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