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French Art of Living1

Fabien Deschamps and Jean-Paul LeClerc met while studying for their MBA. As part of their studies, 

they have being working on a new venture creation project and are now considering turning the project 

into an actual business. The basic idea is to start a restaurant chain based on an innovative concept 

mixing wine and cheese, and promoting the “French art of living”. They want to launch a first 

restaurant in the Lyon area in France. Lyon is the second town in France after Paris (located in the 

south near the Alps) and it is recognised as a leading gastronomic centre in France. The potential 

founders have about twelve years of experience combined as senior executives in large companies and 

they have just completed an MBA. They have jointly designed their project and worked on the 

business plan which has just been presented to a jury as part of their final exam. They now have to 

make a definite decision - whether or not to start the business.

Background

Fabien and Jean-Paul met at the start of an MBA program in a French elite business school. As part of 

this program and after attending a seminar on new venture creation, they worked in different teams to 

evaluate and present new business projects. Fabien’s idea of a gastronomic restaurant was retained by 

his group, which worked on it for a week. Following on from this, Jean-Paul teamed up with Fabien 

and they worked together on this restaurant idea for about a year in order to turn it into an actual new 

venture project. 

Fabien is 35 years old and married with three children. He has a degree in engineering (specialised in 

the food industry) and a postgraduate Masters from a French business school. He has held managerial 

positions mainly in sales and marketing in large food industry groups where he has been able to 

progress quite quickly. Fabien also has a variety of skills. From a technical point of view, he has a 

good command of business-to-business and business-to-consumer marketing techniques, and of 

negotiations related to the sales of large scale consumer products. His international experience has 

given him skills in international development strategy. He sums up his experience-based philosophy as 

follows: 

“I know where I’m going, how I’m going to get there, how I’m going to get in, and 

what structure I should put in place.”

                                               
1 This case was prepared by Alain Fayolle of the Entrepreneurial Process Dynamics Research Centre, EM Lyon, 
France. It has been prepared as a basis for class discussion rather than to illustrate either the effective or 
ineffective handing of an administrative situation. The author would like to thank Narjisse Lassas-Clerc (EM 
Lyon) and Benoît Gailly (Université catholique de Louvain, Belgium) for their help.



Finally, Fabien has developed skills in managing sales teams and “how to drive and keep a sales team 

motivated.” His responsibilities as a managing executive and board member in a large food firm have 

given him experience in general management and corporate strategy. Fabien himself describes the 

outcome of his professional career: 

“Working on the board of a large international company is for me a great 

achievement. What it tells me is that I’ve progressed quickly, strongly and always in a correct 

and honest way, without stepping on the toes of other people! I am quite proud of this.

I have made it because of my hard work. This means that I’ve sacrificed a number of 

things that I don’t want to sacrifice anymore. For example, quite simply, my children: I 

haven’t seen them growing up. I also realise that I’ve damaged some of my health. I have had 

a very serious health problem that came close to being a total catastrophe. I am therefore a 

little burnt out, not only from a health point of view but also intellectually. What I am trying to 

say is that there is a little voice in my head telling me that I don’t want to go on like this. 

Another little voice is saying that it is fine but that I have three children to bring up. 

Looking back at my upbringing, the only goal was to succeed. If today one said to me 

“erase everything and tell us what you really want to do”, I couldn’t do it. Today we are in 

France, in a system where everything is linked to your degree and I am stuck with it. The fact 

that I have done an MBA is a result of that logic. The only way to break out from this logic is 

to start my own company.

There is also the human element, relationships. I’ve now been taking a break for a 

year and finally I realise that my career path doesn’t really reflect my personality. What I 

mean is that the path I took did not enable me to share what I like doing with others. At this 

point of my life I feel that my true personality comes out, but not in my professional life.

There are jobs for workaholics, there are jobs where you sleep badly, where you are 

constantly under stress. Myself, I was like that. I couldn’t disconnect. I continued working 

when I got home. And there were weeks when I constantly worried because I was involved in 

difficult negotiations, because there were 20 or 30 million euros at stake and because on top 

of it, other people’s work was at stake…. And if you lost the market, people could find 

themselves laid off, etc.”

Jean-Paul is 38 years old and is also married with three children. He is a computer engineer and most 

of his professional experience comes from sales in the IT sector. His professional experience has been 

mainly in large IT firms. The first one was HP for 18 months in New York. Then Jean-Paul joined his 

wife at Lille, a town in Northern France where he was employed by Bull. A few years later the couple 

were transferred to Paris, where they spent four and a half years. Jean-Paul, his wife and their three 

children have now lived in Lyon for over 6 years. After Bull, Jean-Paul became a sales engineer for 

Sun Microelectronics. Taking advantage of a restructuring plan he decided to leave the company and 

complete an MBA. Among the different skills acquired during his professional career, Jean-Paul 



numbers the total command of the sales approach, business-to-business marketing, sales, negotiation, 

networking, and international experience as the most important. He feels he is autonomous, and has a 

feeling for communication (within a team and as a manager) and business commitment. Jean-Paul 

particularly emphasises his skills in developing new business: 

“I’ve especially had to develop new activities, and do business by creating my own 

network and by establishing contacts and partnerships.”

The assessment that Jean-Paul has done of his track record and experience also highlights a certain 

dissatisfaction in terms of his career:

“I realize today that if I don’t do this project with Fabien, if things turn out differently, 

I would like to take up a position as senior management. The reason is that I have lived with 

different management styles and with various people working around me, and there was often 

a problem of values. I've worked in both a French company and an Anglo-Saxon company and 

I saw management errors after management errors. Not necessarily in terms of strategy but 

rather when it came to people management. I've seen a lot of managers building their 

personal network without being particularly interested in others, neither personally nor 

professionally. They are permanently covering their own back and not showing any real 

leadership. This is something I find difficult to live with.

I believe that work ethic is important. For me, you have to put a lot into your work and 

do things well. People should progress according to merit and not according to connections. I 

would like to build something based on people and not only on procedures.”

Their Personal and Family Environment

As a person, Fabien sees himself as an “introvert”, someone who has difficulty having a natural, easy 

contact with people. This personality trait would also be visible in his professional behaviour. To 

“reload his batteries”, he likes to be on his own. Wine is one of his great passions and he spends a lot 

of time taking part in wine tasting events, visiting vineyards, and looking for the best wines to buy. He 

also reads a lot and his second great passion is 19th Century literature. Finally Fabien loves sailing and 

other water sports. He has a real passion for the sea, which allows him to both “share things with his 

friends and family and escape on his own.” Fabien has travelled extensively and has taken part in a 

number of trade fairs. He has, as a consequence, developed an extensive network of professional and 

personal contacts. Fabien’s education has always focused on achievement: 

“You should constantly try to finish in the best possible position. You spend your time 

constantly trying to prove that you are better than the others and it wears you out.”

Regarding his family, Fabien mentions two types of behaviour. On one hand:

“My parents are all but entrepreneurs. They are both employees who have climbed the 

career ladder with tenacity, with their diplomas, and with their work. There aren't any real 



entrepreneurs in my family. They are all people who have been very successful in life but as 

employees.”

However, on the other hand: 

“My wife connects me with another dimension. It's the complete opposite in her 

family, where there are only entrepreneurs, in particularly in the catering business where they 

have been quite successful. On that side of my family there are two extremes: there are those 

who today are between 60 and 70. They are from the old school, who took risks to succeed and 

in getting out at the right time. To be more specific, 80% of the catering business in Toulouse 

(a medium-sized town in the South of France) is in the hands of my wife's family. There is also

a relative of my wife who today is the director of a large Parisian tourist establishment. He 

really is one of the top managers today and uses the most modern and sophisticated methods 

of management and administration. To summarise, I have great admiration for these people 

who have managed to build something quite extraordinary starting from nothing.”

Regarding his close friends, Fabien defines them as: 

“People who have exactly the same professional background, I mean they are about 

the same age as me and have the same profile as Jean-Paul! We have more or less all 

succeeded within large companies, progressing rapidly and taking on a lot of responsibility. 

In addition, we all have several points in common. We like eating well and sharing certain 

things. We all have three or even four children.”

Jean-Paul spends a lot of time with his family and friends. Watching movies, reading, doing activities 

connected with wine, and running are his main activities outside of work. His wife is a chemical 

engineer. She began her career at Unilever and within a few years had progressed into the purchasing 

area. Jean-Paul has always considered earning money as a success indicator, even though he has only 

progressed a little in this respect: 

“Well, what has driven me up to now has been money, obviously. For me, money was 

the evidence of success. Someone who has succeeded is someone who has accumulated as 

much money as possible, who earns a good living and makes it clearly visible to everyone, 

etc... Today, I'm past that stage and I want to do simple things with my family and close 

friends and not drive myself mad any more.”

Jean-Paul's parents have a family business. They did not study much and started to work very early. 

His father was a sales representative in the paper trade. He took over one of his client's companies. 

Jean-Paul’s mother joined him and took charge of the accounting. They developed the company over 

twelve years and then sold it. After that, they bought a café/restaurant that they still run today. Jean-

Paul's sister is a lawyer. She was part of an independent law firm. She sold her client portfolio to 

another lawyer, left and went to Houston (USA) where her husband had been transferred. In his 

family, there are several manufacturers, some millers, and other craftsmen who are involved in 



Armagnac in the South-West of France. The couple's friends are mainly engineers, executives, or 

managing executives in large companies. Some run small to medium sized companies.

Identifying an Opportunity

The concept Fabien and Jean-Pierre defined came from a simple observation. As France is known for 

the quality and variety of its wine and cheese, an alliance between wine and cheese appeared 

inevitable. Recent studies had shown that each of these two markets, wine and cheese, are quite 

dynamic. The latest studies from the dairy products trade association union point out that the 

consumption of cheese in France is increasing, with new trends developing around three concepts:

 Pleasure is characterised by sweet, fruity flavours, wavy and creamy textures, exotic aromas 

(e.g., cumin and spices…).

 Authenticity, a value strongly connected with cheese, is symbolised by the region or the 

“terroir.” It is distinguished by the AOC and AOP2, traditional production, and by wooden 

packaging. The return of traditional recipes like “tartiflette” (a dish made with potatoes, 

bacon, and cheese) and “truffade” (a dish with truffles) has also been observed.

 Diversity, the consumption of cheese is no longer confined to the end of the meal. People can 

eat cheese at different points of time during the day and during a meal.

These changes in eating habits therefore offered new opportunities within the cheese market in France.

At the same time, a study carried out in September 2003 by the French statistics office entitled 

“French People and Wine: Usage and Attitudes” was published. It was based on a representative 

sample of the French population aged 18 years and older. The study indicates that even though the 

consumption of wine in France is decreasing, it is becoming more and more a passion and a pastime 

for people. Consequently, products of a higher and higher quality are being bought. Consumers drink 

less often but look for quality wines, original, well processed and matured, and collect more and more 

information regarding the type of vines used, the area where it is produced, and the aging process. This 

has resulted in recent years in an increase of small local wine merchants responding to these new 

niches. However, even though the number of places and opportunities to discover and try cheese or 

wine is multiplying, consumption outside the home, paradoxically, remains completely disassociated 

from it. It was within this context of change in eating and drinking habits that Jean-Paul and Fabien 

thought about a new concept: why not create a place where cheese and wine become the main 

ingredients of the meal, a place where the customer can discover all of the varieties, wealth, and 

complexities of these two products; or a place where consumption can evolve through a modern 

approach to labour and quality?3

                                               
2 « Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée » and « Appellation d’Origine Protégée » are two labels guaranteeing the 
quality, origin and authenticity of a product



The Concept

The concept defined by Jean-Paul and Fabien is an alternative to traditional restaurants, based on the 

development of an association between flavours and aromas, the assembly and presentation of 

original, high-quality cheese, and their relationship with wine. It would be a meeting place where as a 

customer you would engage in a real journey throughout the world of cheeses and wines which act as 

the main ingredients of the meal. It is not just about their taste. Advised by high-quality staff, you 

discover their wealth and variety, and learn more about how wines and cheeses fit together. The idea 

behind the venture is to offer a new way to enjoy wines and cheeses concurrently. Jean-Paul and 

Fabien want to modernise gastronomy, mixing new original recipes with traditional ones, letting 

guests explore all of the strengths and complexities of these flavours. The setting would encourage an 

atmosphere of sharing experience, where the service alternates subtly between recommending the 

product and managing the sales process. The decoration through a collection of supports (accessories, 

menus, and so forth) should arouse curiosity and foster sales. The surroundings will encourage this 

extended discovery to be continued beyond the meal itself. It would be an area of leisure where guests 

can take advantage of the French Art of Living, where food should be savoured slowly and in the 

company of good friends. During this journey, the guests will experience real emotions and leave the 

establishment feeling that they have experienced something quite unique.

The business will be based on one hand upon the organizations of events (e.g. the arrival of the new 

springtime Comté cheese, specific recipes, the discovery of a producer who comes to the premises to 

present his products and how they are made, or an area of production, tasting, and sampling evenings, 

etc.) and on the other hand, upon a menu that is constantly modified (at least every season). The menu 

will be based on the associations of new aroma and products associated with original cheeses (an 

example is "Argan" oil4 on dry goat’s cheese). These two approaches should allow the business to 

attract and retain a base of loyal customers. It would be a luxury environment, refined, private but 

modern, where the materials chosen will enable the lovers of wines and/or of cheeses to experience 

them pleasantly and comfortably in a calm atmosphere, and to discover the hidden secrets of cheese 

and wine. Beyond the pleasures of the table, entertainment will be provided enabling the customers to 

feel free from the restriction of time and to prolong their evening well beyond their meal. It will also 

be a delicatessen, where guests can take away a cheese tray presented in the form of a cleverly chosen 

journey of taste. There will also be a cellar where they can buy the wines that they have discovered 

and have them stored on site if they do not have an appropriate cellar. According to Fabien and Jean-

Paul, if the first location is a success, then the ambition is to develop a chain of restaurants possibly 

through franchising. The plan is to start restaurants in France, as well as to engage in an international 

expansion.

                                                                                                                                                  
3 A detailed sector analysis is given in the appendix.
4 Argan oil is a Moroccan traditional oil coming from the Argan tree. It has a nutty flavour.



Emergence of the Project

Fabien is the initiator of the project. He has been considering this idea for several years: 

“The idea came about four or five years ago. It was linked to two things: wine and 

cheese. It is a real passion. However, I think that what really kicked off the idea was when we 

decided, in my last job, to launch a new brand of pasta. It included the development of a 

concept restaurant that we opened Place de la Bastille in Paris. We defined a very detailed 

concept, lamps for example above each table in the form of egg shells, and I think this process 

was a revelation for me. I realized that there was something that could be done in this area.”

The choice of sector seemed natural to Fabien as he has always been involved in the food industry, 

both during his education and in his professional life. While Jean-Paul would have been more at ease 

if the idea had been to create a service company, this was something that did not interest Fabien. He 

always had inside him the dream of creating his own company: 

“To create my own company. I've always had the idea, always wanted to be my own 

boss. Moreover, I nearly did it when I finished my engineering degree. One of my wife's uncles 

was a cheese wholesaler and suggested that I take over his company. I analysed the financials 

and studied the project in detail but then I became frightened and didn't want to take the risk. 

Although this person was going to help me, I was only 22 and I felt that it was too much for me 

to take on.”

Jean-Paul also likes the idea of creating a company, but his motives are less clear: 

"Creating a company, for me, has for a long time meant the peak of success. Not 

necessarily for me, it's really a general point of view. I've always admired entrepreneurs more 

than ENA5 graduates.”

Resources and Assets That Can Be Mobilized by Entrepreneurs

The two entrepreneurs have worked hard to develop their personal network within the catering 

profession. They have the support of the Institut Paul Bocuse and of the Lyon hotel school6. A first 

draft of their business plan has been written and they now have to contact potential investors. The 

founders intend to register the name that they have chosen for their company quickly, but it has not yet 

been done. On this subject Fabien admits that: 

“Since the project was presented in October, we haven't made much progress. But

we've got everything we need; it's just a question of launching the project.”

                                               
5 The “Ecole Nationale d’Administration” (ENA) or European School of Governance is one of the most well-
known French elite schools. It was created by General de Gaulle to train the best students for positions at the 
highest executive levels of government services. 
6 Both schools are well-known with a high reputation in the catering world. 



Fabien is well connected in the catering sector, which allows him to consider the next steps with 

confidence: 

“Today I've got doors that are open everywhere. The only door that remains closed is 

the investors but that's because we haven't tried to open them yet. My father is a banker so this 

should help me. I've also got another asset that I haven't used yet - it's my trump card - all my 

in-laws are involved in catering businesses. This should be of great help.”

Jean-Paul agrees with most of this analysis and concludes: 

“I think that with Fabien we have developed a good network. We already had a basic 

network thanks to my parents. Even though they experienced ups and downs, after so many 

years they now know the profession well. We can rely on them for some recommendations and 

advice in order to be able to get to understand better some key aspects of the business. On 

Fabien's side there is also a very good network, mainly among his in-laws. In addition we 

have developed a very useful network together, both on the company creation side and with 

the Institut Paul Bocuse, and as company founders in the catering sector, I think that we have 

followed the right path. We’ll see. We've met people. I think that we should really be able to 

use this network! We've met a lot of professionals who can give us help and advice. So, for the 

activity that we have chosen to work in, I believe that we've got a solid network.”

The two entrepreneurs appear to have a number of useful skills and resources to start their business. 

They are both prepared to invest €60,000 each in the project. However, they state clearly that they do 

not feel ready to put their personal assets at risk; for example in Jean-Paul's case, to mortgage his 

house. In their view, they lack two important resources today which are operational experience in 

catering and the necessary financial resources to develop the concept further into a possible 

franchising concept. Regarding the issue of financing, Jean-Paul points out: 

“Today, we probably lack credibility in the eyes of investors. So it's really this area 

that we'll have to work on. On the other hand, for the rest, if we manage to raise enough 

funds, I think that in operational terms, we'll have some really quite strong assets when 

compared with other founders.”

Fabien points out the specific aspects of the profession that interests them: 

“There is this operational aspect that I don't fully command today and of course it's 

not really something that attracts me. It is not a question of going to a guest table and talk 

about wine. That is what I want to do. But to go to a table as a waiter, to serve the plates well,

this really isn't my thing. I would be ready to make some concessions for a while but it is 

definitely not my thing. This means in concrete terms that there is a resource problem today. 

We need another person to join the project. We could create a special structure. He would 

have, if necessary, a majority in the pilot project to keep him interested. We know perfectly 

well that there are plenty of very competent people in this business who dream of just one 

thing, to start their own restaurant. The idea that appeals to me is to replicate the concept. So 



we need to set up something so that this person can manage the restaurant on a daily basis 

and that Jean-Paul and I can go on to the next stage of validation of the pilot project and start 

expanding. What really interests me is to develop the concept in France and abroad, as well 

as to manage the entire structure, and in particular the brand. The initial stage doesn't 

interest me very much."

The lack of operational experience in the catering profession is therefore leading them to look for a 

partner competent in this field. They explain it in the following way: 

“Today we're at the same point, we need a third operational person. We have 

identified certain people. We're in a phase where everything is a question of opportunity. For 

example we met someone a couple a days ago who is back from England. Last week we saw 

someone else, and then we also met a master cheese maker. The ideal would be to find now the 

third person (who wants to be in on this project) but we have not found him yet. We need a 

person who would be capable of managing the restaurant on a daily basis according to our 

views, while we manage the support function and focus on activities beyond the restaurant.”

The addition of a third person, a catering or restaurant professional, is leading Fabien to think about 

another initial organisational structure: 

“Ideally, if I look at the situation, I would have a back-up job that would allow me to 

have a guaranteed income, that would allow me not to take too much income from the 

company for the first two or three years. It would also enable me to live correctly. Today I 

know exactly how much I need to do this. It would help me to manage the gap between the end 

of my regular income in June and the launch of the business at the earliest in September. The 

key is to find the third person.”

As a consequence, Fabien hopes to find a job in his current hometown, Lyon, a job he describes as a 

“income” job. He links this job to the restaurant project: 

“This job should enable me to go to the restaurant as often as possible, to support the 

manager, to relieve him from some tasks that I can do well, so that in two years, if it’s a real 

success in terms of sales, we can start expanding and earn royalties. Then I’ll stop the first 

job. Moreover, if I can go to catering schools, business schools, or institutes like the Paul 

Bocuse Institute for training, then it would be ideal. Today it’s extremely complicated for me; 

it would be an interim solution. I certainly do not want to put the project on hold. I realize that 

if I abandon this now, I’ll never do it. It is now or never.”

The View of the Spouses and Relatives

Those close to Fabien and Jean-Paul have different opinions about the project. Fabien’s wife openly 

encourages him to make this move: “If you think that it will be good for you, go ahead!” His close 

friends are generally positive, both about the project in particular and the type of career move in 



general. The two eldest children of Fabien also support him, while his parents express considerable 

caution and would prefer that their son went back to his previous position: 

“It is completely mad, go back to your thing, go back to what you know.” 

Jean-Paul’s wife and his children’s young age seem to pose more problems. When considering his 

children’s education, Jean-Paul’s wife would like to devote more time to it. On the other hand she is at 

the moment reconsidering her own career development. Jean-Paul summarises this by saying that: 

“I think it's the current situation that poses a problem. If I would take a job today, it 

would make it possible for her to stop, to spend time with the children, to cope with the 

changes, and to think about what she could do or would like to do. Well, today she's a 

purchasing manager; she's got experience and good references. Perhaps she could work in 

consulting, but to do that she would need to be comfortable with everything else.”

Jean-Paul and his wife are also having more trouble than Fabien and his wife regarding risking part of 

their personal assets: 

“And then, there's something else. It's managing the risk. Today we've got a house that 

is fully paid. We don't want to mortgage it and put our standard of living at risk. We have 

become too accustomed to it. Putting this at risk is not what we want to do! Where we are 

prepared to take risk is in our future projects, not in what we've built so far. We don't 

particularly want big cars. Camping holidays or things like that are enough for us. We simply 

need an income that will enable us to keep this standard of living, to educate our children, to 

take them out, to take them away on trips maybe once a year, to broaden their minds, that sort 

of thing; to help them when they start out. Today we can manage all this.”

If the family and those close to Jean-Paul were interested in the project right at the beginning, their 

vision and perception have become less positive since. This is particularly the case of Jean-Paul’s 

wife: 

“At the beginning she said to herself, "look, he's trying to find himself" and by 

gradually recognising the drawbacks that this job would mean, she has ended up being 

frightened of the project.” 

Only Jean-Paul’s father-in-law still finds the project interesting and supports him. Jean-Paul’s parents 

had for a long time kept their opinion to themselves and he never knew anything about it until his 

sister told him: 

"Listen, they don't dare to talk to you about it too much, but Mum and Dad are quite 

worried. They've been working as their own bosses for a long time and they're getting more 

and more fed up with it. The fact that you're thinking of doing the same thing upsets them.” 

Question Marks Still Unanswered



Today Fabien and Jean-Paul consider that a sufficient number of aspects have been dealt with to 

validate their catering concept. Well run, the business should be successful despite the risks, 

particularly as the financial structure was planned with the help of experts which should help minimize 

the risks. But there is no such thing as a no-risk business. Fabien expresses his convictions: 

“I personally think that we've got a project that is well designed and its validity is 

confirmed each time we have a meeting with professionals. It's a project that I strongly believe 

in because traditionally, for the French people, wine and cheese is what they really like, and if 

it's managed properly, if we bring in conviviality and a good atmosphere, and if we can adapt 

to what they are looking for each time, whether it's learning or celebrating. Yes, I'm very 

optimistic. I tell myself that it has to work. I don't want to abandon it because I am 100% 

convinced that it has to work. If we can locate it in the centre of Lyon, it's going to be a great 

success, I'm absolutely certain of it, totally convinced. And you know, people can sense that I 

believe in this project. I've seen it. It shows!”

But uncertainties and question marks still persist. They are first of all personal, in terms of family and 

work in general. Fabien explains them like this: 

“Clearly my personal aim is to raise my children safely and soundly in every respect: 

personal fulfilment for each one of them, achieving their goals, and quite simply from a 

financial and health point of view. This is very clear. From a very personal point of view, 

considering myself, I am sure that I no longer want to live with the same level of stress. And 

it's a very important point, I've stretched myself hard in several directions in the past, it's 

going to be difficult for me to find a solution. I've got a very clear view of the last part of my 

life. I love the sea and my aim is to have a house by the sea with a boat in front and to be able 

to enjoy my grandchildren This is very important and above all I have no intention of going 

through the hell that I experienced a year and a half ago, with the conditions I had to face 

when I left my last job.”

For Jean-Paul, it's more of a spiritual quest for change in his personal and professional life: 

“I realise that situations are rarely simple. We have so much heritage from our 

parents, our experiences. It is difficult to come to have a clear view and for it to be complete. 

There is something to find, your way in life to find. I don't know whether I admire it or find it 

stupid, people who are very clear about their life very early on and know what they've got to 

do, but I think that we all need each other for help to be able to progress. And so, I'm 

interested in listening to others for my own benefit, as well as helping them.”

Jean-Paul also has question marks linked to his wife’s position: 

“Well, my wife is wondering about her activity, she has other things she wants to do. 

So there is that as well. And, I think that if I commit to a thing like this, in any event, for two or 

three years, until things take off, she'll have to continue in the same activity as now and for the 

same level of income. I think that she has other ideas. She wants to do something else, 



something that would bring in less money. Finally during all my MBA this year, she had to 

deal with a lot and she really looked after everything, even though she had just begun a new 

job and had a lot of work. She saw me take a break and I think she would like to take one as 

well. Then to tell her, after working hard for a year and a half for my MBA, to tell her that I'm 

starting something else for another year and a half, two years up to my ears in work to get 

something going, this, I think is going to be a problem."

The two founders are stressed by the fact that they will not have any income in six months’ time, once 

their unemployment benefits have stopped. For this reason Fabien and Jean-Paul are looking for jobs 

at the same time as they continue with the development of their project. For example, Fabien stated 

that: 

“My education has been one of my greatest achievements and helping secure 

everything. But today, I feel totally insecure, and for as long as my search for a new job 

continues I will feel insecure, and I don't like it at all. I know perfectly well that if I go and see 

investors for the project I won't be any good, they'll notice, I won't be able to lie to them.”

Question marks are also raised regarding the sector of activity: 

“The catering sector is known for being really difficult. It is true that when we meet 

people, they tell us that investment is not that common, because there are a lot of failures. It's 

also a difficult sector because in terms of hours, there are drawbacks that are really 

exceptional, difficult to balance with lifestyle. In addition, in terms of staff, everyone says that 

it's difficult to find good staff and to keep them. So, it's a profession that presents a number of 

difficulties. And then, it's a profession that I've never worked in, where there are a large 

number of clients to cope with, influential people who are not at all like those in the business 

to business sector.”

What To Do Next?

The final uncertainty that came up recently refers to the founding team and their increasingly 

divergent views. Jean-Paul summarises their last conversation: 

“Recently Fabien and I had a discussion about what we wanted to do, what our 

attitude was, and our levels of commitment. I confirmed to him that I didn't want to be part of 

the every day work in the first restaurant. He said to me "ok, now we have to decide, do we go 

on with it or not. We cannot do things in half measures”. I replied that I needed a little more 

time to reflect. "If you want a reply, if you are asking me to commit now, I understand your 

position, but if you want something that is clear now, the answer is no! Because I cannot say 

yes to you in a definitive way",  and so I confirmed my position to him which was to say that it 

was also going to depend upon my wife, on how she saw things. And then I said to him "ok, 



listen, the only thing that I'll commit to you today is to go to the investors with you!" and at 

this point he said to me "If you don't want to come, I'll go on my own". I said to him, "Fabien, 

if you want to go on your own, the only thing I can commit to now is to give you my time, to 

help you because I like the project, and if I am available, I will go with you meet the 

investors". So, we left it like that, and then he said to me "Listen, things are clear, that suits 

me, I'll continue with all this" and we told each other that we'll do this at the same time as 

looking for a job".



APPENDIX 1 - BACKGROUND TO THE SECTOR

Political Context

Social regulations in France aim at enabling the catering and hotel sectors to become more attractive, 

thereby attracting people to work in them, while maintaining considerable flexibility for the owners in 

terms of working hours for their staff, something that is essential for the success of such business.

Economic Context

Catering is very sensitive to the economic cycle and to household confidence (it is one of the first type 

of expense people decrease when times are difficult). In fact, thematic and gastronomic catering 

generally takes the brunt of an economic crisis (for example the 2003 recession). In addition, price 

increases in the average bill boosted by the switch to the Euro have hidden the difficulties of a sector 

that has lost 10 to 12% of its customers (especially in the evening).

Social Context

The customers are continually evolving in terms of needs and expectations. They switch more and 

more and like to discover new things (new atmospheres, new flavours). They are more and more 

concerned about their health, eat less but choose quality products, and drink less alcohol but look for 

higher quality. There are currently two main types of expectations related to catering: 

- The ‘nutrition’ meal (generally at midday), associated with very good value for money and 

quick service, while at the same time remaining balanced and healthy.

- The meal ‘for pleasure’ when the client is looking for something new. In that case, originality, 

the surroundings, the atmosphere, and the quality of service all play an important role.

In recent years, the greatest successes in catering have been based on the concept of ‘leisure’ catering, 

where the meal is actually a pretext. The restaurant then becomes ‘the pre-discotheque’ place, up to 

two o'clock in the morning, or even a direct competitor to the discotheques and all-night bars. 

Therefore the successful interaction among the clients, the central theme of the restaurant, and staff 

who are highly qualified and who know the products perfectly, could become key success factors in 

the years to come.

Intensity of the Competition



The strengths of the industry are analysed as follows using Porter's model:

Substitution

Internal competition

Power of the 
suppliers

 Heavy weight of foreign 
competition (McDonalds 
#1 in France)
 Sector divided up with 

little organisation 
(independents = 80% of the 
market)
 Weak concentration but 

growing penetration of the 
chains

 High due to the 
fragmentation of the sector
 Lower in centralised 

structures than in chains
 Partnership development 

with setting up of 
accountability system

 Catering counters in food shops
 Group catering (restaurants in companies…)
 Meals taken at home
 Snack products
 Wine and cheese merchants

 Quite strong because of the 
increase in the number and 
different types of catering
 Optimisation of the ratios 

spending/time at midday 
and spending/pleasure in 
the evenings and at 
weekends
 Stagnation in average 

spending and at the same 
time increase in 
expectations 

Clients' bargaining 
power

Entry barriers

 Weak because market is very fragmented
 Main costs are high (payroll, cost of 

material)
 Labour shortage
 Investment in fixed assets quite high
 Restrictive legislation (VAT, hygiene…)
 Investors reluctant due to large number of 

failures 
 Newcomers to the sector (factories, 

distributors, retailers like bakers, …)
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The Bread Market

For French people, bread has always had a very strong evocative power. In the course of time a truly 

affectionate relationship has developed between consumers and bread and it is not about to disappear. 

French people consume on average 153 grams of bread per day as opposed to 900 grams in 1900, 

although consumption has stabilised. 98% of them eat bread every day, 74% of the items bought are 

baguettes, but there still exists 80 varieties of regional loaves and special loaves (with walnuts, raisins, 

and rye) that are increasingly sought after (Sofres, 2002). Here again, consumption is going towards 
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quality products that retain all their flavour and crispiness, as well as towards more diversified and 

original products.

Production
3Millions loaves/year

Distribution

Catering
Caterer/restaurant

Master baker Bake-off

(GMS, brioche dorée)

Organised groups

(e.g., Paul)

Source : Isica/Sofres 2002

70% 22%8%

Substitution

Despite the launch by large and medium sized retail stores of special publicity events in their shops 

and the offer of in-company catering at midday, the greatest threat comes from the wine and cheese 

merchants. They organise meals and theme evenings either on their own or with restaurants. However, 

this substitution remains weak in the sense that it does not go beyond their usual product range, is not 

well structured, and is occasional (entertainment).

Internal Competition

In commercial catering, the underlying trend regarding meals outside the home is represented by an 

increasing proportion of the households’ overall food budgets. This proportion was 10% in 1965 and 

16% in 1980. In 2000 it went up to 20%. Commercial catering attracts 75.8% of this budget. 120,000 

players share the catering market. In terms of size, organisation, and administration the players are 

very mixed. 80% of the turnover is achieved by independent establishments. Their turnover is €25.8 

billion. The other establishments are part of large companies and have a turnover is €11.9 billion. The 

restaurant chains represent only 4% of these establishments but generate 20% of the total commercial 

catering sector turnover. Their success is due to their modern organisation in terms of marketing, their 

sales power, and their superior position in the sector.



The product types offered by catering fall into six main categories:

- theme catering,

- classic catering,

- gastronomic catering,

- cafés and restaurants,

- snack bars,

- fast food catering.

These catering categories have quite different trends. Fast food catering is booming because it 

corresponds to changes in society where saving time is a constant priority. However, it is very volatile 

because it has to be permanently in touch with clients’ changing rewards. Traditional and gastronomic 

catering is stagnating as a result of weak profitability (104,000 establishments, average turnover 

below €300,000 excl VAT). In addition, the product that they offer no longer meets new consumer 

trends. Theme catering - entertainment, destination - is having a growing success which can be 

explained by the fact that going to a restaurant is increasingly viewed as a leisure activity. However, 

this area of catering is the one most sensitive to changes in household confidence. Moreover, 

innovations have trouble surviving beyond the fashion or novelty effect. A seventh catering type, 

catering delivered to the home is showing significant growth since it corresponds to the changes in 

current lifestyle. In fact, the increasing French custom of “snacks” is becoming more and more 

beneficial for catering sales outlets in public places (shops, museums…).

Catering Sector Life Cycle

Catering remains a very competitive sector that for a number of years has been going through a crisis 

period that can be explained by two main factors. First, a staff shortage of both skilled and unskilled 

positions, as well as staff who often lack motivation and that give poor service. Second a lack of 

confidence that has developed with consumers as a result of a number of food scandals, particularly 

related to mad cow disease, that have led clients to turn to fresh, quality products (with labels showing 

origin). The key factors of success in catering are quality and good value for money aligned to the 

concept developed and the target market, the location that determines the visibility of the 

establishment and that corresponds to the catchments area, the service, atmosphere, decor, welcome, 

conviviality, and originality of the concept. The decor and a pleasant atmosphere help to create the 

soul of the establishment. It so happens though that every study shows that the best advertising 

medium for a restaurant is word of mouth. Consumer confidence that are guarantors of food safety for 

the client and finally management factors: marketing, stock, staff management, income management.

The Catering Industry (Eurostaff Study, 2002)



Analysis of the Key Success Factors of Direct Competition

Competitors can be assessed according to the criteria that contribute to their success: location, menu, 

atmosphere, perceived quality, image, sales approach, support, and client relationships. The 

"gastronomic" type is linked to the pleasures of eating, the quality of the ingredients, and how it is 

representative of the French culinary heritage. The criteria used to evaluate those establishments are 

the qualification of the product (variety, quality, freshness, origin of the products, tradition, 

compliance with rules and regulations...), the quality perceived (also including how the products are 

laid out, the presentation, and the attitude of the staff), the image of the restaurant within these 

gastronomic or even artistic aspects, and finally the support.

The "entertainment" aspect focuses on “fun”, a change of scenery or destination. The aim is to offer a 

complete night out. The meal becomes a pretext; the atmosphere and the decor are the ingredients for 

success. The criteria used to evaluate those establishments are more linked to the atmosphere 

(particularly the change of scenery through entertainment, attitudes, events outside the norm, and the 

unusual feeling of discovery, even surprise, and especially a lot of room for freedom so that everyone 

can enjoy it at their own pace), the image (but within its aspects of modernity, of the "current fashion", 

of movement and enthusiasm), the sales approach (push and pull, public relations, personalizing the 

rapport), support in its aspect of conviviality and good feeling, and finally in the efforts for interaction 

between the client and the concept, arousing curiosity and a reaction, the memory of having 

experienced an exceptional moment (the staff, entertainment...).
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Positioning Strategy of Major Competitors
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