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Exploring Opportunities

In a series of interviews with the directors 
of EMC, owner-managers consider how 
they can best achieve their potential.

The interviews will be brought together 
as a report to be published by DECISION 
magazine and then as a digital book. 
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THE BEST WAY to describe our market 
sector is to imagine it’s a pyramid,” 
says Martin Thirsk, managing director 
of Energy Technology & Control, 
the designers and manufacturers of 
monitoring and control systems to 
ensure boilers start up properly and work 
at the correct firing rate.

“The widest bit is the domestic 
market,” he explains. “The middle is the 
commercial sector and the smallest, at 
the top, are the industrial users. That top 
bit is where our niche is, and we would 
like to expand into the commercial 
sector.” 

With growth of about 5%, progress has 
been steady. “I’m not going to pretend 
it’s a colossal figure,” admits Thirsk, “but 
a linear increase suggests a sustainable 
business. We have no borrowing and 
we’re cash positive.”

Anyway, there’s a very good reason why 
growth isn’t likely to be spectacular. “The 
highly technical nature of the product 
means that it can take years (two being 
the average) from the initial contact 
with a potential client to a sale” Thirsk 
explains. “

Despite the slow-burn nature of the 
sales process, the complexity of the 
product also presents opportunities. 
“We are involved in particular aspects 
of combustion where there aren’t many 

other companies; it’s a very specialist 
area,” says Thirsk. “We have an Italian 
customer who had their own burner 
control system but they had not kept 
abreast of changes in the rules and 
regulations and they realised it didn’t 
comply with standards and that it would 
take at least two years to design a new 
product, so they came to us.” 

They have even found customers among 
competitors. “Our biggest customer is 
in the US and they have been with us 
for twenty years,” says Thirsk. “They are 
actually also a competitor but we offer 
a niche product that offers more than 
theirs.”

Because of the technical problem-
solving aspect of sales, the company has 
always been “top heavy” with engineers 
- they’re even employed for sales 
positions. And Thirsk is aware that this 
focus has left the business somewhat 
short of skills on the marketing front. 
“As an electronics engineer I’m aware 
that my marketing knowledge is limited, 
although I have had coaching in that,” 
he says. 

The company also sponsored one of 
its managers to obtain a marketing 
qualification, and has sponsored a 
software engineer to get a Ph.D . This 
approach helps to create longevity 
among the fourteen-strong workforce. 
Their senior design engineer has been 



Exploring Opportunities

original motivation wasn’t exactly world 
domination of their sector. “We were 
in panic mode when we were told the 
company was to be sold and we saw the 
MBO as a way to safeguard our jobs.” 

The MBO was quite risky, he recalls, 
not least because he had only recently 
joined and had to borrow what for an 
employee was a “substantial” amount 
of money to do the deal. “The previous 
owner had bled the company dry and 
the bank didn’t have a lot of confidence 
because the figures didn’t look good. But 
we knew it was a good company that 
could do better, that there was a market 
for its products and an opportunity to 
improve the use of the technical skills 
we had inherited.”

Initially ETC designed their own products 
to sell to end customers, but now they 
sell mainly to manufacturers on an 
OEM basis. “What we can offer the big 
manufacturers is the bespoke element 
that they are either too rigid in their 
processes to be able to build into their 
own products,” says Thirsk, “or don’t 
find what they are looking for in our 
competitors’ products. Our approach 
also helps create longevity among 
clients because it’s not so easy for them 
to change supplier.”

ETC do still sell to the end user, through 
distribution partners, though Thirsk says 

here for twenty years and a software 
engineer has been here for fifteen.

So while recruitment is not a pressing 
issue just at the moment, it is the case 
that the average age is quite high. “We’re 
all getting older,” muses Thirsk. “We only 
have one person under thirty and that’s 
our apprentice! And we only have two 
employees under forty.”

That in turn has implications for business 
succession. Thirsk thinks older managers 
of a similar age to him are less likely 
to want to buy the business when he 
and the other owners eventually retire, 
and he isn’t keen on the idea of selling 
the business on the open market, even 
though he’s had offers. “I would be 
concerned that the business would be 
closed and production taken overseas. I 
care about the staff and want them to 
be provided for.”

But that issue is a way off yet. Thirsk 
says he has another eight years before 
retirement and in the meantime he aims 
to promote internally where possible, 
bringing people on with a view to 
filling management positions as the 
predecessors retire. 

Thirsk and his three co-directors acquired 
ETC from an American industrial 
electronics company in a management 
buyout in 1980. Thirsk admits that the 
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provides touch screens configured to 
language of the specific country of use.

Despite a reliance on Europe, Thirsk 
doesn’t think Brexit will make much 
difference to the business. “Once the 
customer has become familiar with our 
product, changing would be painful.

“My only concern is the potential of 
what would be a blow to the competitive 
position of British companies selling 
to Europe. I just hope the British 
government doesn’t saddle us with 
enormous import or export duties in 
their negotiations with the EU.” 

• • • •

EMC Management Consultants Limited provide 
interim management, corporate finance and 
operational support to the SME sector across all 
aspects of business to help owner-managers to 
achieve their goals.

EMC pioneered the concept of the ‘Mobile Boardroom’ 
with experts covering all the commercial areas 
– strategy, finance, accounting systems, IT, sales, 
marketing, production, and business growth – as well 
as general management, non-executive directorship 
and chairman roles.

For more than 20 years, EMC have been advising 
buyers and sellers of businesses, enabling some 300 
owners to reach the maximum reward once they 
made the decision to exit.

www.emcltd.co.uk
contact@emcltd.co.uk

Researched and published by
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they have to careful not to inadvertently 
funnel business away from the OEM 
customers. 

In the early days the company was slow 
to make inroads into overseas markets, 
Thirsk believes. “There were areas where 
the previous MD was very set in his 
views. He especially thought it was a 
hassle to go abroad but I thought it was 
important to do that to even out the 
peaks and troughs of the UK market - it’s 
not so likely that every country will have 
a downturn at the same time. The more 
countries you can sell to the better.”

Overseas trade took time to build up 
once Thirsk had the freedom to follow 
his instincts. “Our sales and marketing 
director, who helped us push into Europe 
with help from UK Trade and Investment, 
got quite despondent about how long it 
was taking, but you have to be patient 
and sow the seeds.”

A good call. Because today, about 65% 
of sales now go overseas, mainly to 
seven EU countries, though there are 
also customers in Australia and Brazil 
and the biggest single customer is 
American. Thirsk thinks the true export 
figure is probably nearer 75% because 
some UK customers sell the products 
on to overseas customers. “We know 
they are sold into China and Russia for 
example,” he points out. The company 


