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Every company had to start somewhere. Some were founded by a well-respected 
businessman or businesswoman and received a raft of initial investment. Others started 
out in somebody’s garage, and yet have still ended up dominating their market globally. 
In fact, there is a surprising correlation between the garage-start-up company and the 
names that have become global giants. That list includes Amazon, Apple, Disney and 
Google, and there are many more started in a one-person office. 
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The Best of the Best

In a world where the average vehicle production facility manufactures 200,000 units 
annually, directly employs 3,000-4,000 workers and an economic spin-off which can 
reach 10 times this level, the stakes are high. Michael Robinet, Managing Director 
of Automotive Consulting, IHS Automotive wrote that “To maintain long-term 
competitiveness, companies are likely to seek new ways to build vehicles for consumers 
with an eye to building greater financial stability, aka de-risking on a global scale.”

The top five automotive firms have had their eye to globalisation from early on. 
Heading up the current list is the Toyota Motor Corporation, which produces some 
of the world’s best-known car brands, including Lexus and Daihatsu, along with its 
Toyota branded cars. Hot on their heels are General Motors Company, Volkswagen 
Group, Hyundai Group and, in fifth place, Ford. 

Toyota began trading within Japan during the 1930s, and began the push to export 
to other large companies. In 1957, the Crown became the first Japanese car to be 
exported to the US. 

With globalisation came a need to localise. Toyota’s range of small cars were 
initially named Toyopets, a name which worked in Japan, but which had negative 
connotations in the US. They implied not only a toy rather than a car, but also a family 
pet. The name was dropped in its US distribution, where they became simply Toyotas, 
but was kept elsewhere. 

With success in the USA, Toyota expanded into Europe and Australia in the 1960s and 
began to manufacture cars in other countries. The firm now has factories in Japan, 
the USA and Canada, Australasia, China, across Europe and in South America. It has 
more recently expanded into India and Pakistan, and keeps comfortably ahead of the 
competition. 

The question of how these companies have built from such small beginnings to positions 
of global dominance is a significant one. Other businesses at differing stages are keen to 
emulate them. There are, of course, many factors underlying such success. Great product 
is one; great business strategy another. But that isn’t enough to get you across continents. 
Successful global expansion comes down to effective localisation, and the top five global 
players can tell us a lot about undertaking the process correctly. 
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The Global German Manufacturer

Volkswagen has been serious about its presence on the international scene since it 
began exporting its Beetle in 1947. Having weathered a world war and a take-over of 
its running by the British military, the company adjusted its model for the international 
market. It turned it from a utilitarian vehicle into a fun and comfortable one with a 
change of upholstery and paint colours, and became internationally successful.

The company set up its first franchise in 1949, allowing the manufacture of Beetles in 
Dublin. And in 1953, it broke into South America by creating a subsidiary in Brazil. Thirty 
years later, Volkswagen became one of the first automotive manufacturers to start 
producing in China and currently the company has 107 production sites and a presence in 
27 countries. And the firm is committed to further globalisation. As it says on its website.

It will only be possible to use the opportunities offered by the dynamics 
of globalisation if strategies are increasingly linked and co-ordinated. It is 
important to respond to the demands of local markets.”

The Drive to Expand

Given the level of revenue available once companies go international, it is not 
surprising that some have prioritised the move to globalise. Amazon’s business plan 
was based, not around initial profitability, but on dominating the market. In its first five 
years, the company planned on achieving profits of essentially 0%. 

Bezos’ plan was to become a household name, one that users would keep coming 
back to out of both habit and trust. Achieving that level of awareness, however, 
involved two things: the first, incentivising use, which Amazon did by offering low-cost 
products with absolutely reliable, quick shipping times. The second was to open its 
services globally, and it did this by plunging its profits into purchasing warehouses and 
development offices in countries across the world.

Globalisation can seem to be an expensive gamble, but for Amazon it paid off. By opening 
sites in Canada, the UK, Australia, France, Spain, Italy, Germany, The Netherlands, India, 
Mexico, Brazil, Japan and China, the company achieved global domination within its first 
five years of business. 
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American Firms Gone Global

The Ford Company and General Motors have similarities in their histories. Both were 
American automobile companies which made their headquarters in Detroit; and both 
were founded in the early 1900s. But where Ford was based around manufacture of its 
own, pioneering motor vehicles, General Motors was set up as a holding company and 
acquired manufacturing businesses to bring under its name. 

 The Ford Company was one of the earliest automotive firms, not only to be founded, 
but also to go global. Only a year after its founding in 1903, Ford of Canada was 
created. By 1907, they had distrubutors in Germany, Belgium, Spain, Holland, Italy, 
Denmark, Sweden, Austria, Poland and Russia. Distribution was followed by the 
founding of its own international manufacturing. In 1911, the company incorporated a 
branch in the UK, and by 1917 it had opened an assembly plant in Ireland. 

The root of the company’s success was a business model not dissimilar to Amazon’s. The 
firm cut prices, making their cars affordable to those who worked for them, and pushed 
to sell into other countries rather than to keep profits high year on year. Beyond this, Ford 
pioneered the assembly line, drastically reducing the time taken to create its vehicles by 
giving its employees a repetitive task to do before passing it onto the next stage. 

By 1925, Ford had plants in England, France, Denmark, Germany, Austria and Argentina. 
Their expansion was matched by a dominance in many of its territories. By the end of 
1919, Ford was producing 50 percent of all cars in the United States, and 40% of all 
British ones; by 1920, half of all cars in the U.S. were Model Ts. 

General Motors owed its expansion to a different strategy. Where Ford was able to 
offer its cars at an affordable rate, GM recognised that not everyone purchased based 
on price. The firm offers an early example of targeted products and marketing, with 
different automotive divisions to specific demographic and socio-economic market 
segments. Each marque had shared components and common corporate management, 
which allowed for substantial economies of scale. But with the distinctions came a 
certain desirability. GM President Sloan created what he termed “ladder of success”, 
with an entry-level buyer able to afford a Chevrolet, which would rise to a Pontiac, 
Oldsmobile, Buick, and finally to a Cadillac. 

Not all businesses need to accept 0% profits in order to go global. For those companies 
wishing to undertake a more measured rate of growth, localisation can account for 
only a small element of revenue spend. Additionally, the increased revenue from initial 
stages of localising products and content can fund ensuing stages, making it a low-risk 
undertaking. 
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This strategy of targeting different models to different groups expanded as the company 
went international. GM bought a series of international manufacturing firms in other 
territories, such as Vauxhall in the UK, which allowed it to produce automobiles which 
already had a track record in other territories under their brand. 

GM, like Ford, has continued to weather financial difficulties and recessions. Its 
international reach and reputation has helped it to survive where many other American 
automobile firms failed.

The Future of Localisation

The global economy is experiencing an unprecedented shift in power toward emerging-
market cities. A rebalancing of great scale and speed is happening from West to East 
and the global economic balance is shifting to emerging markets. In fact, we are 
observing the most significant economic transformation the world has seen. Twenty-
first century China is urbanizing on a scale 100 times that seen in nineteenth century 
Britain, and at ten times the speed.

The Wells Fargo 2016 International Business Indicator shows that U.S. companies 
maintain an optimistic outlook on international business. While the increase from 2015 
is not significant, this year’s score indicates that businesses remain unfazed in the 
face of global volatility: Six in 10 U.S. companies expect the level of their international 
business activity to increase in the next 12 months; 57% believe that the international 
component of their business will become more important. Conducting business 
beyond the U.S. appears to be a fundamental strategy as 87% of companies agree that 
international expansion is critical for long-term growth.

Found that interesting? 

If you’re not already signed up to our newsletter, email marketing@thisisalpha.com to 
receive lots more great articles that will help you on your journey to going global.
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