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BEVERAGE INDUSTRY 
IN MOTION
In terms of volume, Heineken holds a fourth position on the world 

market of brewers. With regard to brand awareness, the Dutch brewer 

is by far the most international with the Heineken® brand being the 

largest in the world. But the dynamics of the beverage industry are 

in motion and the competition is closing in. The Group IT Director 

of Heineken N.V., Paolo Cinelli, strongly believes in the positive 

infl uence IT can have on the competitive force of the business. “There 

is very much to be gained.”

Heineken IT fosters growth

Until quite recently the beer market was locally 
driven, but today new and global competitors are 
entering the growth markets. The trend towards 
economies of scale is introducing a new type 
of competition. “The market for the beverage 
industry has several dynamics,” Cinelli explains. 

“The best margins are made with premium beers. 
This is the profi t growth segment in Western 
European markets. Consumers here say ‘I can 
have a beer any time, so I’ll go for a better beer’, 
resulting in declining volume with higher margins. 
Looking at volume, you fi nd that the fastest 
growing markets for beer are Russia and China. 
However, mass consumers in these countries do 
not have enough purchasing power for premium 

beers which only the elite can afford. Consequently, 
the premium market segments are underdeveloped. 
Like many large brewing companies, Heineken 
has a multitude of brands there, often operating at 
smaller margins. The challenge is to increase the 
profi tability of the growing premium segment 
worldwide in developing and developed markets. 
It is therefore extremely important to maximise 
control over the business operations.”

CONSTANT IMPROVEMENT OF CRM

Being the leader in international brand awareness 
does not give the company the licence to sit 
back and relax. Other brewers are catching up by 
building global brands with similar ambitions as 

PAOLO CINELLI
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Heineken. In this highly competitive market with 
relatively simple processes and fairly small margins, 
cost effi ciency is essential. “We are very well 
aware of this,” Cinelli says, “and we are organizing 
ourselves to stay ahead of them. We are entering 
new territory through mergers and acquisitions, 
whilst our growth in Western Europe is mainly 
organic. Total worldwide beer market growth is 
about 2.5 percent, but our aim is much higher.”
Cinelli explains how beer distribution can be 
divided into two channels. “The catering channel 
represents the social experience of beer. In the 
retail market channel like supermarkets, you have 
the repetitive purchase. Acquiring new consumers 
takes place in the catering surroundings, where 
a positive experience associated with beer 
encourages them to try a good brand. Beer has a lot 
to do with consumer understanding, so customer 
management is very important. We constantly 
have to foster our one-to-one relationship with 
pub owners to keep them on our side and support 
them in their growth. Therefore we need to know 
who they are, how they work, how much beer they 
sell, et cetera. With good CRM, we can leverage 
information about our customers. The focus 
on CRM is mainly local, but we do have some 
implementations of a common CRM in place. We 
strive to implement a common CRM system that 
matches everybody’s requirements.”

THE INTEGRATION CHAIN

A key concern after entering a new market 
through acquisitions is setting up the back offi ce. 
Many of the brewers acquired by the Heineken 
Group don’t have sophisticated systems. Usually 
the main integration points are at management 
and production level. Cinelli: “Our added value 
when entering a new market or area is to introduce 
‘the Heineken brand’. The brewery is therefore 
prepared for the very high manufacturing standards 
of our premium brand. CRM is normally at the 
end of the integration chain. With well established 
companies, we aim to integrate their CRM system 

into our common CRM system. Our overall 
objective is to shift from decentralized IT services 
toward centralized IT shared services. With our 
‘SAP, unless’ policy, over twenty of our Operating 
Companies (OPCOs) have been running SAP 
ERP for years. More recently, we developed a 
common ERP version that was rolled out in four 
countries. The latest policy is not to split systems, 
unless there is very good reason. In Russia we 
acquired about ten breweries in a short period of 
time. We fi rst integrated the headquarters and the 
fi rst two breweries into our standard ERP system. 
Then we will roll in the rest of the breweries 
which will take about three to four months per 
brewery. This must be fi nished before we can 
implement CRM. Meanwhile we are working on 
our common CRM system for other locations.”

FIXING THE FORT

In moving towards a centralized shared service 
for the group as a whole, the IT organization at 
Heineken aims at minimizing the variations in 
IT for every country and every OPCO. Cinelli: 

“Our common belief regarding IT is: don’t be 
different, unless it is absolutely necessary. This is a 
huge change at Heineken where the local OPCOs 
have traditionally run their business in different 
and independent ways. We spend a lot of time 
explaining that if they let us manage their IT, they 
will be able to focus on their special uniqueness 
as a business. In this whole process it is essential 
that our shared services are very professional. We 
cannot afford any glitches. We must be better than 
anybody else in the company, because we are more 
visible. So we work very hard on ‘fi xing the fort’. 
Secondly we have to drive down costs in order to 
be competitive. If we charge a Chinese brewery 
Western European rates for our IT services, we 
will not be competitive and probably not very 
welcome. Outsourcing and offshoring greatly help 
us achieve a lower cost level. Every IT activity may 
benefi t from outsourcing, as long as it concerns the 
commoditized and non-core IT. This is managed 
in phases, because we regard each OPCO as a 
separate project. Our next step is to develop a 
partnership with two or three big companies to be 
our preferred suppliers for whatever project comes 
along.”

THE IT  LEADERSHIP  TEAM

The executive board of Heineken N.V. currently 
consists of the CEO and the CFO to whom the 
Group IT director reports. Furthermore, fi ve 
regions were created last year to improve focus 
and accountability. “If I can convince the board 
members and the fi ve regional presidents”, Cinelli 
says, “much of my work is done. In reality this is 
not as simple as it sounds. Regional Presidents will 
only say yes to me after consulting their respective 
stakeholders in the region. My job is to make IT 

more professional, develop shared services and 
partnerships. In our quest for more centralization 
we created the IT Leadership Team, which I chair. 
In this team, each region is represented by the 
regional IT manager or a group of IT managers, 
seen as the customers of the shared services at the 
moment. The role of this team, which kicked off 
in December 2005, is to functionally drive the IT 
strategy. Its members are the opinion leaders for IT 
in the different Regions. This very much builds on 
diversity. The Team regularly brings all the different 
‘IT kingdoms’ and requirements around the same 
table. In a safe environment, with professionals 
speaking the same language, we can discuss our 
different views and ideas and eventually achieve 
consensus and alignment.”

THE GROWTH OF IT

Again Cinelli refers to the growing competitiveness 
of the market. “The cost pressure in our market 
is relatively new. Following years of decentralized 
IT services, we are now dealing with duplication, 
legacy and complexity. This requires centralization. 
Although we are making progress in standardizing 
applications – for example ‘SAP, unless’ - and 
centralizing services, there are still massive 
opportunities for improvement, not only cost-
wise but also from a strategic point of view. The 
basic need that the business has for IT concerns 
infrastructure and connectivity. You could compare 
this to the fi rst physiological needs from Maslow’s 
pyramid. Just as food and shelter are regarded as 
normal in our part of the world, these IT services 
are taken for granted by the business. They are a 
commodity. As long as IT resides in this fi rst layer, 
it is not regarded as a value. The further up you 
go in this pyramid, the closer IT gets to being a 
business innovator. But the foundational phase 
must be solidly in place before IT can work up to 
the upper levels, which comprises ERP and CRM. 
This is where the Heineken Group is. There is still 
a lot of added value to be gained from IT.”

Our common belief 
regarding IT is: don’t 
be different, unless it is 
absolutely necessary



KEES JANS
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COMPETITION AS A 
NEW PHENOMENON 

The agility of the Schiphol Group

Not so very long ago airlines used to have their own airport base. 

The name of the airline more or less indicated the airport at which 

the traveler arrived. But times have changed. Schiphol Group now 

has to compete with other airports for the airlines’ (alliances) favors. 

According to Kees Jans, CIO of the Schiphol Group, the low cost 

carriers in the aviation industry have broken through this traditional 

model: “They consistently choose the airport that enables them to 

execute their processes as cheaply as possible.”
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Meanwhile, these low cost carriers have expanded 
their work domain to include the business 
market. Another reason for Schiphol’s increased 
competition is the growth in the number of 
passengers and their newfound independence. 
Jans: “People used to book their trips through a 
travel agency. They would be informed a week in 
advance about which airline they were fl ying and 
the departure time. Today’s web-literate traveler 
no longer accepts such restrictions.” The CIO 
experiences this new transparency as a positive 
development. “On the one hand it forces you to 
be more effi cient; on the other hand, it gives you a 
fi rmer grip on your processes.”

largely determines whether an airline fl ies to your 
airport. If we can reduce the costs per visit, we 
will certainly do so, even if it involves extra IT 
costs. The IT costs more than pay for themselves. 
In exchange for the landing fee, an airline expects 
us to do everything possible to improve the 
effi ciency of its business processes, allowing the 
airline to make an extra fl ight, for example, because 
its turnaround time is reduced. We have a great 
many ideas for reducing landing fees, for example 
using mobile applications with which an airline 
can dramatically reduce the turnaround time for 
its aircraft. If there is a last minute gate change, 
automatically informing people on the ground 
via mobile facilities saves a great deal of time. Or 
improving planning, such as informing people 
the moment an aircraft hold is empty, so that new 
cargo can be loaded. At the moment, new cargo 
starts arriving while people are still unloading 
cargo from the previous fl ight. The loaders could 
have spent their time better loading a hold that was 
already empty.”

THREE IT  CORNERSTONES

The strategy of Schiphol’s IT supports three 
cornerstones. According to Jans, these cornerstones 
apply to several branches, although translating 
this into practice varies per sector. First of all, 
IT must effi ciently support the current process 
path. “If the monitors displaying the fl ight data 
in the terminal go down, the result is chaos. 
So, anything that is still running has to keep 
running.” The second pillar involves monitoring 
complexity, so that IT continues to be reliable, is 
easy to manage and is resilient enough to cope 
with innovation. “If you design your architecture 
well from the very start, you prevent unnecessary 
complexity.” Finally, in the domain of innovation 
there must be healthy interaction between IT and 
the business. “Innovation that is initiated from 
the business is frequently closely linked to IT. IT 
must not become an obstacle, but offer proper 
(and complete) support. Conversely, IT alerts the 
business to possibilities. We stimulate the awareness 
that you can improve processes using IT.”

BUSINESS AND IT  CLOSE TOGETHER 

At Schipol the business and IT are very close to 
each other.” In this respect, in mid-2004 a giant 
step was taken by moving information managers 
who served as IT contacts back to IT. Jans admits 
that this initially sounded contradictory. Many 
organizations were doing just the opposite. “The 
organization had problems with this in the 
beginning. These people’s expertise,” he continues, 

“only partially corresponded with the business in 
which they were working, which meant that some 
areas were given too little attention. By centralizing 
all expertise, we can link the information manager 
much more effectively with the business that needs 
his or her knowledge. For example, information 
managers who are experienced with location-
based services can be deployed in the consumer 
business area as well as in aviation. This is more 
effective; in his next visit to a business area, the 
information manager takes along his experiences 
acquired elsewhere. Moreover, there is a fruitful 
exchange of information between the various 
information managers. In addition to their 
workplace in the IT department, the information 
managers generally also have a workplace in the 
business.”

INTERNATIONAL HEAD START

IT growth at Schiphol clearly lies in airport-
specifi c matters, such as check-in desks and 
equipment in response to higher security 
requirements. In addition to innovative IT, this also 
requires more people. Jans: “We accommodate this 
need with people who are currently working in 
commodity IT. Our internal IT people will work 
more and more on airport-specifi c or business-
critical matters. Basically, the rest will be eligible for 
outsourcing over time, but that is some way down 
the line yet.” The prices and reference visits that 
Schiphol receives indicate that the company has a 
head start internationally. Nevertheless, innovative 
effi ciency is not regarded as a product that could 
ultimately be sold in the market. “This would mean 
giving our innovative head start away to others,” 
Jans explains. “Naturally other airports in which 
we participate profi t from this head start, such as 

Brisbane Airport in Australia and JFK in New York. 
The means of controlling innovation is to improve 
our operational management, which must generate 
a better competitive position.” According to the 
CIO, you can only achieve this type of head start 
if a number of key fi gures in your organization 
completely understand and endorse the importance 
of innovation. “People’s motivation is the core of 
the success. You must not waste six months trying 
to convince the board of the advantages of Service 
Oriented Architecture (SOA). It is much more 
motivating if the board asks when we are going to 
switch to SOA. Recently we even took the next 
step in the SOA process, focusing more on services. 
I could only defend this step based on the future 
processes. Such progressiveness can only be achieved 
in an organization that understands the future’s 
demands and is prepared to invest in this.”

Within Schiphol Group, the CIO works closely 
with the COO. There are also structural initiatives 
whereby the business and IT collectively look at 
innovation. “Twice a year we assess our performance. 
All IT managers visit all the managers from the 
business to hear whether they see the IT strategy - 
including the innovation path - refl ected in their 
part of the organization.” Collaboration also 
produces a number of process improvements 
externally. Obviously there is close collaboration 
with KLM, Schiphol’s largest customer. “We 
attempt to work as closely as possible with KLM, 
but we construct IT in such a way that other 
parties can use it as well. One example: check-in 
facilities are increasingly regarded as common use 
infrastructure. However, with many of these facilities, 
the passenger must still specify the company with 
whom he has booked his fl ight. For some processes 
this stands in the way of optimization. We are 
currently developing a service that determines 
this information based on the passport data, for 
example. One application already in use is our 
Previum program. Participants in this program can 
go through border control and avoid queues based 
on their biometric features, such as their iris. As an 
airport, we offer generic services that offer high 
levels of effi ciency.”

VISIT  COSTS AS V IS IT ING CARD

Competition between airports is a relatively new 
phenomenon, even though Schiphol has seen it 
coming for some time. “It means that the internal 
organization must be managed much more cost 
effectively,” Jans explains. “The ‘visit costs’ - the 
total costs of landing fees and ground-handling 
services - becomes your visiting card. It shows 
that you can run an effi cient operation, which 


