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DEFENCE MARKETING

GAINING ENTRY TO THE DEFENCE BUSINESS 
Adopting a strategic philosophy
B Y  L I N D A  W O L S T E N C R O F T

It’s well known that entering the Defence 
business from a commercial heritage is 
costly and takes time. Some would estimate 
that obtaining an initial contract, whether a 
large one or a small one as an entry into the 
market, can take 2-5 years.

The main message from experience is 
that full support must come from the top. 
Individuals or internal ‘champions’ can only 
get so far. On any topic, messages start 
from the top. If the group leader, division 
president, CEO, or whoever it that makes the 
!nal call on steering the business, does not 
fully engage in the transitions necessary to 
take on Defence business, then the risk of 
failure increases.

Often there is a statement made, or 
an objective set, or a strategic intent 
communicated, that military business is on 
the radar. However, if that profession is not 
followed up by leadership taking the reins 
and truly getting involved in the details, 
and especially the relationships required to 
sustain a campaign into winning military 
business, then experience shows that failure 
may result.

If, on the other hand, Defence business 
is at or near the top of the priorities of 
senior leadership, experience shows that 
the results are far better. In one instance, 
a commercially-minded and commercially-
successful organization set a course to 
diversify into a major new offering in the 
military business. The decision to invest 
in this foray was not taken lightly but was 
made on the basis of the fact that future 
risk in the currently-successful commercial 
business existed, and a clear opening was 
available due to a competitor’s history of 
mismanagement.

TARGETING THE DEFENCE 
BUSINESS
A senior internal champion was brought in 
who led the execution, with full support of 
the President and CEO. This business was 
successful in its endeavor and since has 
had years of success in its defence business 
while the anticipated risk in the commercial 
business surfaced and that portion of the 
business suffered.

And sadly, when the mindset at the top 
changes due to new players coming in, then 
so too changes the organization’s ability to 
be successful in defence business. The worst-
case scenario, where the !rm becomes too 
weak to sustain itself due to loss of business 
or poor performance, results in being 
acquired or even going out of business.

Another common pitfall is that many 
assume that it’s relatively simple to enter the 
Defence business. If a !rm can be successful 
in commercial, why not in Defence? Still 
others assume that Defence is a different 
world, and that there are no similarities at all. 
Neither is the case.

A clear example of differences in the 
business from the operational perspective 
is the use of regulations and speci!cations. 
Commercial business may follow civil 
requirements such as those governed by 
Transport Canada. Military organizations 
in Canada and internationally typically 
either have their own regulations or will 
apply the civil requirements in a modi!ed 
fashion. Those in the commercially-minded 
organization who deal with regulations 
must take a blank page approach, and build 
their commercial experience into the military 
backed regulations, and take care not to 
allow commercial practices to prevail.

DEALING WITH REGULATIONS
This is not to say that the commercial 
practices are not valuable: they are indeed 
valuable however they may not apply directly. 
Further, interpretation and precedence 
are important. The same language in a 
regulation could have different meaning 
to the commercial community than in the 
defence community. The organization must 
develop an expertise in both the military and 
commercial regulations to sustain both areas 
of business. From this comes the most useful 
scenario: best practices can be applied from 
one realm to the other.

As with any new endeavour, strategy 
and planning form the foundation. 
Expanding a company strategy to encompass 
Defence is not simple and must include an 
understanding of how the !rm’s internal 
resources !t or need to change, and an 
understanding of where the !rm will !t, 
or where it will target, within the defence 
market. For example, a !rm that provides 
a product commercially must understand 
both what is required for the product to be 
approved for defence use, and also where 
in the defence organization the product 
will be desired. Indeed, understanding the 
organization which holds the requirement, 
and the ancillary organizations that are part 
of the process of procurement, is no small 
task in itself. In most countries, defence is an 
important government function, and as such 
is complex and political.

Under these conditions, it may seem 
awkward and cumbersome to extend one’s 
business into defence. But many have done 
it, and many more will succeed in the future.


