
Spanish companies focus 
on Asia and Latin America 
as international expansion 
plans return to the fore

Spanish companies are realising that the geographical centres or even the customer 
segments and products where they may have focused on developing their capabilities 
and talent pipelines in the past are quickly becoming obsolete. This has forced those 
companies to reassess operating structures and in many cases led them to seek growth 
in overseas markets.

We recently conducted a survey of senior leaders at Spanish 
companies, asking them about their approaches to overseas 
expansion, as well as their perceptions of its associated risks   
and opportunities. Below is a summary of the key findings from  
our research. 

•	 All of the companies in our survey indicated that they were 
planning to increase investment in international expansion over 
the next three years. 

•	 In the main, those companies also highlighted that international 
expansion would essentially drive business growth during that 
time. Almost 60% of respondents confirmed that this was either 
‘very’ or ‘completely’ true of their business. 

•	 Emerging market countries were very much high on the  
expansion agenda. 

•	 The most popular region for expansion was Asia, with 53%  
of respondents indicating this was a primary destination for  
future growth.

•	 Latin America (45%) was another popular region identified 

by respondents, with 24% specifically focusing on setting up 

operations in Brazil and Chile (19%). 

•	 With India and Russia also both receiving 6% of respondents’ 

votes, BRIC countries in total were the target for 65% of the 

companies surveyed. 

•	 North America and Canada (30%), Africa (24%) and Western 

Europe (24%) were also cited as key geographical areas for  

future growth. Within Europe, Germany (12%) in particular,  

was a key target. 

International expansion survey 201401

*Top 3 Asian countries

CounTry %

China 29

Hong Kong 12

Singapore 6



•	 The key drivers behind international expansion into these 
regions, cited by respondents, were mainly around the fact that 
these markets represented the most potential for growth. 

•	 This potential is apparent, according to respondents, in the high 
per-capita consumption and young populations present there, 
as well as, in some cases, the possibility for setting up low cost, 
specialist production facilities. 

•	 Interestingly, over 90% of companies admitted that the recent 
financial crisis had either ‘moderately’ or ‘significantly’ impacted 
their international expansion plans. 

•	 Today though, most companies were confident enough to 
indicate that they were either moderately (40%), very (33%) or 
completely (7%) sure plans to grow outside of Spain, would now 
succeed. 

•	 The approaches to international expansion were fairly consistent. 
80% of companies, for example, explained that thoroughly 
understanding the market of the country or region they were 
entering was the main priority. 

•	 Getting talent requirements right was also considered important. 
This was a combination of identifying and attracting local talent 
(60%) as well as utilising expats and making sure adequate senior 
management is in place on the ground (47%). 

•	 Other priorities included cultural assimilation (40%) and 
understanding costs (40%).

• Finally, respondents to our survey highlighted that they 
relied primarily on the trusted advice of existing customers 
(70%), when exploring opportunities overseas. Management 
Consultants and Trade Bodies (33%) were also important sources 
of information. Market research (67%) was considered sensible 
and reliable.

Further research

As companies expand across the world, and into emerging 
economies, they need to establish a domestic talent base that can 
provide them with the necessary knowledge and capability to 
deliver results quickly. Having a strong team in place before fully 
entering a market is essential and it is widely accepted that to really 
capitalise on emerging market growth, businesses must seek to 
recruit and nurture local talent first and foremost. Building teams 
made up of local talent however is difficult. Not only is local talent 
in emerging markets rare, particularly at the senior executive level, 
but competition to hire the best people is very high. A combination 
of expatriates and local talent is always the most desired solution for 
businesses but an over reliance on expatriates is also costly and not 
conducive to long term strategic growth. 

The companies that have been most successful in building 
capability in emerging markets are the ones who have been 
savvy to the new era of migrating talent. They have implemented 
operational changes while maintaining a global, omnipresent 
culture which transcends borders and has at its heart a set of 
values and objectives that are universally respected. These 
businesses have been able to attract truly multi-cultural talent that 
is highly skilled, highly mobile, multi-lingual and with an intrinsic 
understanding of the new ‘global landscape’ of employment. 
Being able to attract this kind of talent is only one aspect however. 
Developing talent is also important and international companies 
are now competing to retain employees not only against other 
international rivals but also domestic players, many of whom now 
complete with the established multinationals. 

In a forthcoming research project that will be published as a report 
later this year, Nigel Wright will explore how consumer businesses 
are taking advantage of the new era of talent migration to get 
ahead in emerging markets. The research will involve interviews 
with senior talent executives from major consumer brands and will 
explore what strategies they are adopting to ensure they attract, 
hire and retain the best global talent for their overseas operations. 

02International expansion survey 2014

#
Top fIve bIggeST rISkS ASSoCIATed 
wITh InTernATIonAL expAnSIon

%

1 Local regulation / bureaucracy 63

2 Insufficient market knowledge 61

3 Currency fluctuations 47

4 Geopolitical risks 43

5
Finding the right local management, 
staff, partners and suppliers

40

background of respondents

•	 Over 100 senior decision makers at leading Spanish 
companies took part in the survey;

•	 Company sizes ranged from 100 employees to over 
5000 and turnover between EUR 10 million to over EUR 
500million; 

•	 50% of company global revenue was already accounted for, 
outside of Spain, by 40% of respondents; 

•	 The current top five overseas locations were USA 
(82%), Germany (71%), UK (70%), France (65%) and the 
Netherlands (62%).

regIon %

Asia-Pacific 53

LATAM 45

North America/Canada 30

Africa 24

Western Europe 24

Middle East 12

Eastern Europe 6


