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Shaw Know something

Neil Shaw’s got an impressive CV.In factit's terrific. It's peppered with good stuff
like VP, Cranfield, global..and, you know what, he's the real deal. Right now, late
30’s, with extensive stints in Paris and Florida just behind him, he's doing
interesting things as Sales and Marketing VP EMEA for world leader Armstrong
Ceilings. It's that kind of réesume, with its blue chip employers and talk of strategies
and implementation, and, well, you know...

ut there are a couple of bits we really like. First, despite all

the VP and global stuff, Neil makes sure his first job’s in that

CV.The job he doesn’t need to mention any more. The job
that many less grounded VPs kind of gloss over. Architectural
specification sales at British Gypsum. For three years.

We suspect that Neil’s proud of that start. Indeed, later in the
conversation, when discussing Armstrong’s new Atelier tailored
concept for architects, Neils using the same language he’s always used
with architects. What do you want? How can we make it happen for
you? And here’s another thing we like about Neil. He’ll do what he
believes in. He doesn’t settle for the status quo. And hidden in that
impressive CV it’s clear to see that on a number of occasions he’s said
‘let’s go for it’. He’s going for it right now at Armstrong, as you will
read, but we’ll let Neil start us off in Nottingham, where Apple Macs
nearly ruined his career before it had even started.

‘Dad was head of the design studio at Boots for many years. When
he set up his own graphic design consultancy, I'd help out in the

holidays. When a typeset proof needed to go to the print works, I
was the runner. Then when Apple Macs came out, my parents
embraced it wholeheartedly — putting me out of a job!

“With that early exposure to the design world, it was almost
inevitable that I decided to become an architect. As part of my
degree course at Leeds Met, I was lucky enough to get a year’s
placement with Nottingham County Council’s architects department.
With a tough economy like today’s, I was even more fortunate to
find myself working on the £25million Magistrates’ Court project.

‘Away from academia, it was a real learning curve for me. I learned
a lot: from client/architect/contractor relationships, all the way
through to working on all kinds of stuft from oak linings in the court
room to fire barriers in the roof. Our site office next door was the
old post office — I was even involved in the re-design of that
building. But I also saw senior, experienced architects spending their
day on door and window schedules — and I realised that this was not
the future I wanted.
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preservation mindset, the business was soon sold
to another software company and I didn’t stay
long after that.

‘I talked to some guys who were former
British Gypsum colleagues, and re-joined them
at BPB as a Global Business Manager based in
Slough. The business was growing very
strongly...in fact we were on target to double
the business within five years. I worked on a

team implementing sales and marketing
excellence over a three-year period: it was a
global strategy, involving a good deal of change
management. I worked with Cranfield
University, travelled all over the world and was
exposed to a huge breadth of cultural diversity.
It was fantastic experience.

‘Then BPB was acquired by Saint Gobain —
and I took the opportunity to go to Paris as
Global Marketing Manager of the Gypsum
Division. I say, ‘T" but actually it’s ‘we’. Jayne and
I have been together since we worked together
in Nottingham. We’ve moved house eight times

‘So, after completing my degree, I took a job as an architectural in the last 11 years. She’s very gregarious and great at adapting to
specification salesman at British Gypsum. From the mid-90s I situations. It was easy for me — we arrived in France in mid-summer,
worked at British Gypsum for six years. Having cut my teeth on complete with the normal French shutdown, and I went to work the
technical sales, the management really supported me as I progressed next day. Our new home was in a beautiful market town near
into product management and marketing roles. The key marketing Versailles, so Jayne strolled into the Tourist Information Centre to
role (a pivotal moment in my career) was in a joint venture between find out what was what. Almost immediately she was involved in the
Saint Gobain and British Plaster Board (BPB). It was an anonymous ‘international welcome group’ and had a fantastic time. We’ve made
commodity business in insulation. My boss, Patrick Destang, had just some lifelong friends...even our French has gone from minimal to
completed an MBA in Chicago — he was my first business mentor approaching fluent!
and effectively gave me a mini-MBA of my own. We grew the ‘After three great years in Paris, we went to Tampa, Florida. I
business 25% over three years, effectively by giving it a brand. We joined Saint Gobain subsidiary CertainTeed Gypsum as VP marketing
took it from being channel reliant, mostly by one company, that was for North America. Jayne and I really enjoyed the experience for a

nothing more than a commodity. The product
itself was delivered in nothing more than a plain
orange bag. We re-positioned it through various
integrated methods; it was about how we sold it,
gaining control of our own fortunes by changing
to direct technical sales and developing greater
influence on the supply chain. We focused on
selling building solutions, adding quality in
manufacturing, adding value, and increasing
price. I learned a lot about adding value to a
brand, taking it beyond a pure commodity
product.

‘T was then headhunted by a dot.com start up
involved in the UK construction industry. It was
an absolutely fascinating period, finding myself
being part of a company that raised over $24
million of investment. You don’t need me to tell
you what happened next! On 10th September
2001 our chief executive was looking at all sorts
of attractive investment offers — and then the
next day the world changed. Cash flow

management went from a burn rate to

60  mix | 117



couple of years, but the opportunity to join a young dynamic team at
Armstrong couldn’t be ignored.

‘Armstrong World Industries is a business with a very strong brand.
Headquartered in Pennsylvania, the company is the market leader in
ceilings in the UK, Europe and, indeed, globally. What I love is the
diversity. The challenges are different right across my EMEA area of
responsibility. For example, I've just got back from Russia: we do very
good business there, but the market is still maturing. It’s a market
where you have to sell the basic benefits of having a ceiling at all —
the acoustics, light reflectancy and so on. Whereas in mature markets
like the UK, architects are interested in linking ceiling design to
many more sophisticated ideas. For example, they often want a
ceiling to reflect an integrated space, a plane that’s a technology zone
of integrated services — but delivered in a highly aesthetic way. In
some cases, the ceiling is linked strongly to an organisation’s brand as
well — how an organisation wants to present themselves to customers
is increasingly reflected in their choice of interior design and finishes.

‘A lot of what we’ve done traditionally is to provide flat white
ceilings. Architects have wanted the ceiling to disappear so that they
can express themselves in other areas. The fact is though that we ofter
many, many other types of solutions too. Many of these are on a
grand scale such as at Dubai Airport, which involves 60,000 different
items in a design not unlike a giant, three-dimensional banana jigsaw.
It’s a huge complex project in terms of design, product, logistics and
supply-chain issues.

‘So, although we’re known as the leading supplier for those white
ceilings, we’re now increasing our focus on customised ceiling designs
and solutions. Demand is increasingly there for innovative, tailored
work, and we’re doing much more to get into it. We'’re launching
Armstrong Atelier right now — rolling it out across various markets,
with the big launch at 100% Design. It’s about a new more
consultative approach. It’s going beyond our standard portfolio. It’s
about bringing together different materials. Ultimately it’s an
interface between ideas and engineering — and stepping out of the
box.

‘It really excites me. I'm very passionate about the Atelier concept
and I'm really excited about how we got here. I joined Armstrong at
the beginning of 2010 — Atelier is our new baby.

‘My job is to be part of a team that re-energises this brand...and
there’s huge potential. We did an exercise — ‘Describe Armstrong as
an animal'. Typically we’re thought of as an elephant — big, reliable,
doesn't let you down. We want to be thought of as a leopard — agile
and dynamic. To add to the research we gathered architect and
designer feedback from online workshops. What emerged from this
phase was our role in leading the process of creativity — the designers
need a partner to engineer the solution. How do we make it happen?
‘What do you want to achieve? These are the questions we're asking
in a rapidly changing construction industry. And, of course, there’s a
consultative role for us too, in achieving a balance between vision
and cost. We can provide value engineering to achieve the look at the
right price.

The whole Atelier concept — that blend of workshop and studio,
craft and engineering — is a big deal for Neil. He’s putting in place a
solution to reflect the changes happening in architecture and
construction as more focus is placed on customer-driven needs. He
offered, as an example, PizzaExpress — who are working with
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Armstrong to creating a customer experience led re-design to
enhance their brand. This blends the architectural purity of the
exposed soffit with the need for sensory improvement and
atmosphere. ‘Islands’ of services are increasingly tailored by Armstrong
to provide all the acoustic and light benefits without strangling an
interior’s design.

We’d been chatting for so long that there was hardly time to talk
about things that Neil enjoys away from work. Good friends, good
food and good music pretty well sums it up. With us being us we had
a bit of a chat about rock’n’roll. It turns out that Neil has enjoyed
many, many gigs since student days, with highlights including Spear
of Destiny, Shed 7 and The Chameleons.

‘Like the headline’, smiled Neil, noting one of Mick’s Indie
references in a recent Mix. We get the impression that despite that
top CV, despite all the work that’s being going on with Atelier for
the past 18 months, what Neil would really enjoy right now is a

proper Mix rock’n’roll headline!




