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Méking the
ordinary
extraordinary

Chris Cracknell started out as a
window cleaner at services company
OCS. Now Chief Executive, he tells us
how he’s transformed this 100-year-old
company into a world beater

Exceptional

January/February 2010



hris Cracknell might head up one of
the world’s leading property support
services providers, but his down-to-
earth style suggests his career has
been built from the ground up. The CEO of UK-
based One Complete Solution (OCS) Group is
reassuringly pragmatic and boldly forthright. He
has to be. With 63,000 employees generating
US$1.2b in turnover, he needs a level head.
OCS is a company that prides itself on
performing everyday tasks well.
From security and confidential waste
management to catering and arboriculture
(cultivating trees and shrubs), the 100-year-old
company provides specific tasks or integrated
solutions depending on its clients’ needs. And
after 32 years of living and breathing facilities
management, it's an ethos Cracknell knows
inside and out.
His deep-rooted knowledge of
everything from waste disposal to grounds
maintenance stems from an apprentice-style
introduction to OCS that threw Cracknell in at
the deep end when he joined the group in 1977
as a window cleaner. The experience shaped

Financial Director
Rod Holdsworth (this
page) and CEO Chris
Cracknell (facing page)

his approach to work.

“Anyone who came into the group had to
work on the tools for several years to get a
real idea of what it is like at the front end of
the business so they could relate to the staff
and understand what they were going through
each day,” he explains. “| was interested in
management, so | had excluded things like the
army or becoming a doctor — it was business
that interested me. OCS held a number of
attractions: it's a labor-intensive industry, it's
about people management and it's about
being out and about with customers.”

From stripping floors and cleaning toilets to
hanging outside buildings on window-cleaning
platforms, Cracknell’s formative years were
spent at the coalface, giving him an invaluable
view of OCS’s inner workings. it also helped
him relate to the challenges of the job on a
day-to-day basis.

“I know what'’s it’s like to work on the front
line,” he says. “I know the inconvenience

of the hours we work, the demands put on

us and the perception held by many about
cleaning and those
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who carry out those duties.
Conversely, it gives me a historic
understanding of how things have
been done and so, in a leadership
role today, I've got to translate

that into applying the innovation of
tomorrow rather than believing that
just because we’ve always done it
that way, we should do it that way in
the future.”

Meteoric rise

By 1985, Cracknell had been
appointed to the OCS board, with
responsibility for emerging operations
and international development in
markets including Thailand, New
Zealand and Australia. “When |

first joined the group, | was looking

to build up my skills and simply
understand how business worked, but
as time went on, opportunities opened
up,” he says. “Five years after joining,
| had responsibility and there were
opportunities to try new things and
innovate. It was very exciting.”

From his first days on the job,
Cracknell set about finding new ways
of doing things and applying them
throughout the business. It was then
that he learned an important lesson
about bringing about change.

“During my first years with the group,
| worked in Australia, where | saw a
technique called spray burnishing — it
cut out the stripping and resealing that
was required on hard-wood floors,”
he says. “When | came back to the
UK, | addressed our management
team conference for the first time.

| presented the spray burnishing

idea and couldn’t work out why the
audience wasn’t showing any interest
whatsoever. It was only afterwards
that | found out they had never

heard of spray burnishing and it had

By how many times

turnover has increased
since 1977

never been applied in the UK. What |
learned was that the key to innovation
was not just finding the idea, but also
getting buy-in from your own team.”
After more canvassing, spray
burnishing was duly introduced in the
UK, but Cracknell’'s modernization
drive didn'’t stop there. Now based

in Cardiff in Wales, he was at

the heart of the group’s business
development team — a new venture
that had championed an innovative
system of scheduling contract work
through team working. Cracknell

was responsible for introducing the
system to the UK, as well as winning
his quota of new work. By the time
he took up his post on the board,

the business development team had
quadrupled in size.

The company as a whole has grown,
too. In 1977, when Cracknell first
joined OCS, it had two small overseas
operations in Dublin and Lisbon

and a turnover of about US$41m.
The dramatic changes that ensued
increased turnover by more than 30
times and catapulted the group into
new territories across five continents.
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“Anyone who came into the
group had to work on the
tools for several years to
get areal idea of what it is
like at the front end

of the business”
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“We look for
innovation.

We positively

go out there
looking for new
ways of working”

Cracknell accounts for this remarkable
run by identifying three key stages that
shaped the company’s development.
“The first was identifying that the
group was a property support services
organization and should build around
its core capabilities,” he explains.
“We had a number of activities

that sat outside of this, including a
hotel, car dealerships and a carpet
manufacturer, which we disposed of
during the 1980s and early 1990s.
“The second big change was making
a serious commitment to international
markets as opposed to doing it half-
heartedly,” he continues. “It was a big
call, but it proved to be an extremely
good one; now, more than half our
staff are abroad. More recently, in the
UK, we introduced common branding
and integrated all our businesses into
one company.”

This final stage brought with it a
radical overhaul of the way OCS was
able to offer value to its clients. It
created a framework around which
the company could provide seamless
services by integrating disciplines
such as management, procurement
and payroll. Ultimately, it was about
change and innovation, a philosophy

OCS is proud of its
ability to perform
everyday tasks well

that Cracknell believes OCS still
adheres to today.

“We look for innovation,” he says.
“We positively go out there looking
for new ways of working. We don't
wait for it to come to us. We have to
be innovative to stay ahead, and we
can do that because we have a broad
cross-section of clients in sectors
ranging from education to defense

to business and healthcare — a huge
variety of ways of approaching how
we do things.

“Best practice on cross-contamination
in healthcare, for example, correlates
closely with the pharmaceutical
industry. Innovation is incremental
rather than made in huge leaps.”

Shepherding change

Cracknell was appointed CEO

of OCS in 1996. He has since
overseen the transition from the
third to the fourth and into the fifth
generation of family ownership, and
has supervised the introduction of
external non-executive directors.
So integral is he to the company
that it's difficult to précis his
leadership and do it justice. Who
better to ask, then, for a character
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reference than someone with a fresh
perspective on OCS? “Chris was one

of the things that attracted me to the
business,” says Rod Holdsworth, who
took up the post of group finance director
18 months ago. “What struck me was
his passion, which is so important in a
business leader, and his unique insight
into the market. He’'s a window cleaner
done good.”

Cracknell’'s insight has created an
international group of companies that
seeks out new initiatives at every

turn. Most recently, this resulted in the
launch of an operation in China in 2008.
Holdsworth says this latest move is
indicative of the kind of potential that
exists internationally. “There are lots of
growth opportunities out there,” he says.
“Many international markets are still
relatively young in terms of outsourcing
and we’re fortunate to come from a UK
base from which we can take our best
practice and innovation and export it
overseas. it works very well.”

In terms of how this overseas expansion
is funded, Holdsworth says the company
looks at each opportunity on a case-by-
case basis. “It very much depends on the
marketplace,” he admits. “For example,
we looked at the Chinese market and
decided the best way to enter it was
organically by starting from scratch, rather
than making a significant acquisition.

In other territories, like Australia, we've
grown them by acquisition. We make an
initial, modest acquisition, establish the
management team and give them the
freedom to grow the business in the local
marketplace.”

With a joint venture in India, a long-
term investment in China and interests
in the Middle East, OCS'’s chief isn’t
ready to hang up his boots just yet. “I
see huge opportunities for the group,”
Cracknell concludes. “"There are always
new countries to look at, new services
to explore and new ways of working,
and that stimulates me and keeps me
fresh. For me at the moment, there aren’t
enough hours in the day.”
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