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Let me start with a brief reminder of Sodexo’s history.

After graduating from France’s HEC business school and 
completing my military service as an officer in the French 
Navy, I went to work in a small maritime supply company 
in Marseilles created by my grandfather in 1895 and 
managed at the time by my father.

After a few years, I became convinced of two things: 
that the Marseilles maritime supply market was going 
to decline, and also that more than anything I wanted to 
start my own business.

I was particularly worried at the time because in 
my native region of Provence, I had witnessed the 
disappearance – within a 50-kilometer radius covering 
Port de Bouc, La Ciotat and Seyne – of three of the world’s 
leading shipyards. 

So even before creating the company, I made the 
audacious statement: “Sodexo will be a growth company”. 

That’s how, in early 1966, I set up Sodexo and took my 
first steps in the foodservices market. 

Why a growth company? Because I wanted to be able 
to create jobs and generate wealth for our clients and 
consumers.
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Right from the start, I decided to focus on organic growth 
because that’s what gives employees opportunities for 
internal advancement.

Today, Sodexo is a large, global company and the world 
leader in Quality of Life Services, with 420,000 employees 
in 80 countries serving 75 million consumers each day.

In my message today, I will try to answer three questions 
that I’m often asked:

-  First: after starting from nothing in Marseilles in 1966, 
how did Sodexo become a large global company?

-  Second: what are our short, medium and long-term 
goals?

-  Third: how can we continue to pursue our growth in 
the changing global landscape?



> THE REASONS FOR OUR GROWTH

There are seven main reasons behind So-
dexo’s growth, which we call the seven 
fundamental principles of our develop-
ment.

1 OUR MISSION

Corporate foodservices used to be a highly un-
dervalued industry. I wanted to improve its im-
age and give our employees a sense of pride in 
their profession. That’s why we set ourselves a 
dual mission to:

•  improve the Quality of Life of our em-
ployees and  those we serve

•  contribute to the economic, social and 
environmental development of the com-
munities, regions and countries in which 
we operate.

2  MY VISION OF THE BUSINESS

Right from the start, I wanted Sodexo to be a 
community of clients, consumers, employees 
and shareholders – especially family share-
holders.

3  A CULTURE FOCUSED ON THE 
CLIENT AND THE CONSUMER, 
WITHOUT WHOM WE WOULDN’T 
EXIST

4  DEVELOPING OUR HUMAN 
RESOURCES

Human resources development has been 
a factor in our growth up to now but, more 
importantly, it is the key to our future 
growth.

At the outset, I made two crucial observations:

•  on my own, it would be hard to accom-
plish anything. This is why I surrounded 
myself with men and women who were more 
competent than me

•  recognition of the efforts made by the 
men and women on our sites is criti-
cal. They are the ones who are in daily con-
tact with consumers, who understand their 
needs, ensure their satisfaction and are the 
ambassadors of the Group’s image.

Upon the creation of Sodexo in 1966, we de-
fined our:

•  mission 

•  values 

•  ethical principles.

Our values are simple and are 
embraced by everyone:

•  service spirit

• team spirit

• spirit of progress 

The same is true for our ethical 
principles:

•  loyalty

• respect for people

• equal opportunity

• transparency

• business integrity.
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Today, nearly 50 years after Sodexo’s creation, 
our mission, values and ethical principles 
are the foundation of our commitment, 
uniting us and serving as a common bond for 
our teams throughout the world. This is what 
sets us apart from our competitors.

5  OUR STRATEGIC POSITIONING

To define a strategy is to make a choice. It is to 
decide what we will do and, more importantly, 
what we will not do. When Sodexo was created 
in 1966, we made two key choices that remain 
the cornerstones of our strategy:

We are and will remain a services company

Which services? In such a vast sector, we sim-
ply cannot do everything.

We chose to focus on Quality of Life Ser-
vices, in order to fulfill our mission and set 
ourselves apart from the competition.

We have three activities that help to improve 
quality of life for everyone we serve: On-site 
Services, Benefits and Rewards Services 
and Personal and Home Services.

6 OUR GLOBAL PRESENCE

Like our clients and suppliers, we quickly un-
derstood that we too had to become global, 
particularly as France represented only 1% of 
the world’s population.

We took up the challenge and now 85% of our 
revenue is generated outside France.

We will continue to expand in France but the 
majority of our consumers are located in inter-
national markets. As a result, growth outside 
of France will significantly outstrip domestic 
growth.

7 OUR INDEPENDENCE

Since  the creation of Sodexo in 1966, indepen-
dence has been one of the  Group’s fundamen-
tal principles, as it enables the organization to:

• maintain its values

• focus on a long-term strategy

• maintain management continuity

• ensure its longevity.

Our independence ensures that we don’t fall 
into the hands of a financial group or a com-
petitor.

As of August 31, 2014, our managing holding 
company, Bellon SA, held 37.7% of Sodexo’s 
capital and 52.4% of the voting rights. On 
May 22, 2008, my wife and I and our children 
signed a 50-year agreement that prevents 
our grandchildren and their direct descen-
dants from selling any Bellon SA shares to 
anyone outside the family group made up 
of Pierre Bellon’s direct heirs. This agree-
ment guarantees that Sodexo will continue to 
enjoy the independence valued by all of our 
employees.

After starting from nothing in Marseilles 
in 1966, Sodexo has become a large interna-
tional business and a global leader in most of 
its markets. With 420,000 employees in 80 
countries, it is the largest private sector French 
employer in the world and the 18th largest 

worldwide.



>  WHAT ARE OUR SHORT, MEDIUM AND LONG-TERM GOALS?

We have ten goals:

1.  To be the world leader in Quality of Life 
Services

2.  To contribute to the economic, social 
and environmental development of 
the communities, regions and countries 
in which we operate

3.  To be ranked among the companies 
most appreciated by their employees

4.  To ensure that Sodexo is a recognized, 
loved and chosen brand

5.  To be the global leader in operating 
profit, free cash flow and revenues 
generated in our three activities and in 
each client segment and sub-segment

6. To remain independent

7.   To achieve an average annual increase 
in operating profit over five years of 8 to 
10%, at constant exchange rates

8.  To achieve average annual revenue 
growth of between 4 and 7%

9.  To have a return on capital employed ≥ to 
15%

10.  To achieve an average annual cash flow 

conversion ratio of around 100%.
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>  HOW CAN WE CONTINUE TO PURSUE OUR GROWTH  
IN THE CHANGING GLOBAL LANDSCAPE?

All countries have been faced with a crisis at 
some point in their history, from which they 
have recovered.

The process of global transformation has been 
underway for many centuries but the pace of 
change is now reaching break neck speeds.

What does this global 
transformation entail?

By reading articles and books and listening 
to researchers and visionary economists, we 
have identified over the past few years ten fun-
damental global trends:

1.  demographic changes, such as popula-
tion growth and longer life expectancy 

2.  economic globalization, leading to a 
growing interconnection between capital, 
information, talent and trade 

3.  rampant urbanization, with the devel-
opment of megacities 

4.  the transfer of economic muscle to 
new countries with high potential, 
such as China, India, Brazil, Mexico and 
Turkey; 

5.  an expanding middle class in emerging 
economies

6.   increasing government debt, a trend 
that encourages governments to consider 
outsourcing solutions, leading to an in-
crease in private finance initiatives

7.  the development of renewable energies 
and the sharp 40% drop in the price of 
crude oil since June 2014 seem like good 
news for the world economy, but the eco-
nomic consequences differ considerably 
depending on the country. The winners 

seem to be primarily the United States 
and, to a lesser extent, Europe and Chi-
na, and the losers seem to be countries 
with economies primarily based on the 
export of these resources, such as Vene-
zuela, Nigeria, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and, 
to some extent, Norway

8.   mounting pressure from consumers 
looking for well-being, a good quality 
of life, improved health and personalized 
services 

9.  development of new information and 
communication technologies 

10.  a growing trend among companies to 
move away from owning the assets 
used in the business.

Companies that are unable to adapt will disap-
pear, but others – including Sodexo – will suc-
cessfully grasp the major growth opportunities 
that they offer.

Sodexo is in a paradoxical position: 

If you look at the Fiscal 2013 and Fiscal 
2014 results and the results forecast for 
Fiscal 2015, excluding restructuring costs 
and the currency effect, our progress is 
very good. And our medium-term  finan-
cial perspectives are also good.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank 
everyone who has worked with me to help So-
dexo grow – our employees, our site managers, 
our executives, our CEO Michel Landel and his 
Executive Committee, as well as our Board of 
Directors. 



The five reasons behind these good results are:

1.  Our permanent search for markets that 
generate cash flows, EBIT growth and 
sales.

2. The decentralization of responsibilities.

3.  Our internal entrepreneurs, who have 
full responsibility for their development, 
the satisfaction of their clients and con-
sumers, their purchases, their human re-
sources, their investments – particularly 
intangible investments – and therefore 
ultimately their operating profit.

4.  The strict application of the seven funda-
mental principles of the Group’s develop-
ment. 

5.  The commitment of all our employees. 
The engagement rate of our employees 
increased from 57% in 2012 to 59% in 
2014.

Our objective is to reach 65%, a score that 
would place us among the global compa-
nies most appreciated by their employees.

But even the greatest civilizations can 
disappear, and so can the greatest com-
panies. 

At the Board of Directors meeting on 
October 19, 1984, I said: “Our size is a 
strength but it is also our greatest weakness. 
We risk becoming a technocracy that stifles 
entrepreneurial spirit and hinders the emergence 
of internal entrepreneurs.” At the time, we had 
8,000 employees; today, we have 420,000. 
The risk has therefore continued to increase 
and is much greater today. 

So how we can respond to the 
changing global landscape, 
achieve our goals, avoid becoming 
a technocracy and pursue our 
growth trajectory?

We have defined 5 strategic priorities:

1. Adapting our corporate culture:

Major social change, with significant con-
sequences, is occurring in most countries 
around the world. Everything is changing – 
our relationship to work, the way we relate to 
each other, the way we engage. The younger 
generations no longer believe that tomorrow 
will be better than today. Those at the top of 
the leadership pyramid make promises that 
leave citizens and workers skeptical and sus-
picious. 

Sacrificing the present for the future is no 
longer an option. This means that fun, posi-
tive relationships with others, creativity and 
contributing to a collective goal are now 
front-of-mind factors.  And this is changing 
the way we see hierarchy, with the vertical 
model based on the legitimacy of leaders 
automatically challenged or rejected. 

The new model is based on discussion 
among peers. This major change in the way 
society operates is the reason why we need 
to adapt our corporate culture. 

Sodexo’s corporate culture is strong and it 
has been essential to the Group’s develop-
ment, but I believe it needs to evolve in three 
directions by:

•   Looking reality in the face or, as I like to 
say, holding up a mirror:

There are several ways of looking at one’s re-
flection in a mirror. Some entrepreneurs ad-
mire what they see and are convinced that 
their past success is a guarantee of future 
performance. 

That’s not how we see things at Sodexo. We, 
the Sodexo executives, believe that we must 
consolidate our strengths but also continu-
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ously work to minimize our deficiencies and 
weaknesses. 

I often say that I have learned more from my 
failures than from my successes.

To help us carry out this continuous im-
provement process, we have two key tools:

1°  An in-depth analysis of our main com-
petitors, so that we can learn from their 
strengths and avoid reproducing their 
mistakes.

2°  The audits carried out over the past 
two years on the efficiency of our sup-
port functions and the recommenda-
tions made by Internal Audit, which will 
be implemented by senior management 
or by the heads of the support function 
concerned. 

This work will enable us to review and sim-
plify our overall policies. 

•  Transparency:

Transparency is needed to instill trust 
across the organization. 

In addition to improving our internal com-
munications, we must also help our 200 top 
executives with the implementation of the 
Group’s strategy, overall policies and strate-
gic planning process. 

We will do this by leveraging Sodexo’s social 
networks to set up an interactive process in 
the near future, similar to the chats orga-
nized periodically between Michel Landel and 
Group employees. 

•  Inverting the hierarchical pyramid:

To avoid becoming overly technocratic, we 
need to invert the hierarchical pyramid by 
giving more power and responsibility to 
employees on the front lines and, critically, 
by remaining attentive to the needs of our 
clients, our consumers and our employees. 
That is why we recently sent a question-
naire to the Group’s 1,200 main employees 
to obtain their view on Sodexo’s strengths 
and weaknesses, as well as their sugges-
tions on how to improve our performance. 

They came up with some very interesting 
ideas and we intend to repeat the survey 
every year.

2.  Developing our human resources:

One of the keys to our future growth is our 
ability to attract and retain more young 
entrepreneurs – citizens of the world who 
speak English and French and, if possible, a 
third language.

We also need to step up work on succession 
plans for the Group’s top executives. Be-
cause executives can pass away suddenly or 
be temporarily unable to fulfill their respon-
sibilities or, on the contrary, they may wish 
to prepare for their departure gradually.

All executives must identify one or 
more potential successors as soon as 
they take up their position, give them 
additional responsibilities to test them and, 
eventually, hand over to their successor so 
that they can take on other responsibilities 
within the Group. 

3. Transforming our business:

•   We are transforming our on-site services 
activity by gradually moving from an or-
ganization by country to an organization 
built around global divisions by client seg-
ment and sub-segment. An entire after-
noon will be spent discussing the transfor-
mation at the Board of Directors meeting 
on March 10, 2015.

•  In order to rank among the top internation-
al companies, we need to invest heavily in 
research and innovation, in such areas as 
paperless solutions and databases, for ex-
ample, which are revolutionizing the way 
companies work and improving their com-
petitiveness.

Sodexo boasts many promising innova-
tions, which need to be coordinated and 
deployed more widely across the Group. 
We have therefore decided to create an 
overall policy focused on development, re-
search and innovation.



4.  Improving our competitiveness

We are making headway in various areas, 
including consumer satisfaction, cost-ef-
fective purchasing and site productivity.

In addition, we will continue to make 
a sustained effort to reduce our over-
heads and eliminate everything that is 
useless to our business – duplication, the 
high number of reporting levels, certain 
meetings and the excessive use of outside 
consultants.

At the same time, we must increase 
and step up the pace of our intangible 
investments – research, innovation, hu-
man resources and skills enhancement – 
since they are the key to our future growth. 

But where should we invest? Obviously, 
in growth areas with the greatest po-
tential. A crucial component of our strat-
egy is to identify long-term potential in our 
three activities.

Over the last five years, discussions be-
tween members of the Board of Directors 
and the Executive Committee have enabled 
us to execute our strategy more effectively.

For this reason, we are now developing 
a new strategic planning process.

After reviewing the plans that were pre-
sented to the Board on September 8 and 9, 
2014, the members of the Board and the 
Executive Committee discussed our strat-
egy and potential areas of improvement. 
The issues that need to be addressed are 
many. I have made a list and submitted it 
to the Board members. Michel Landel and I 
will establish priorities and a timetable that 
will serve as the basis for devising specific 
action plans.

5.  Ensuring that Sodexo is a recognized, 
loved and chosen brand

Considerable progress has been made in this 
area. We have a communications strategy 
and policy. And we have initiated work to de-
fine a brand strategy and policy.

Moreover, at the June 2014 Board meeting, 
we conducted an assessment of Board operat-
ing procedures. The results were satisfactory, 
but the Board members said they wanted to 
be more involved in corporate strategy discus-
sions.

How do we get Board members more involved 
in the strategy development process?

The matter is being discussed with Sophie Bel-
lon, Vice Chairman of the Board of Directors, 
Damien Verdier, Chief Strategic Planning Offi-
cer and an outside consulting firm that carried 
out a survey on this topic covering more than 
1,400 listed global companies.

We have concluded that it is necessary to set 
up a Development, Research and Innova-
tion Committee to assist the Board in its 
strategic planning. Sophie Bellon, Damien 
Verdier and I will lead the committee, and in 
June 2015, we will submit the objectives, the 
topics to be addressed, the names of the par-
ticipants and the committee’s operating pro-
cedures, first to Michel Landel and then to the 
Board members.
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In conclusion

How can we achieve our short, medium and 
long-term goals? 

Our strategy is clear.

From the discussions I’ve had with leaders of 
large, listed, global companies, a business 
transformation like the one we are imple-
menting at Sodexo takes several years. 

This means that there is no time to waste 
but that we must also be patient.

I would like to thank the Sodexo communi-
ty, our consumers and our clients who have 

rewarded us with their loyalty, our site ma-
nagers, operations managers, and executives 
– especially Michel Landel and the Executive 
Committee – as well as our Board members 
and shareholders, for all they have done for 
Sodexo. 

Well done and thank you for everything 
you have done to make Sodexo a great 
international company, and also for eve-
rything you will continue to do to ensure 
our future growth.

PIERRE BELLON 
Chairman of the Board of Directors of Sodexo
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