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DEFINING QUALITIES

In a series of interviews with 
Simon Lewis, chief executive of 
Partridge Muir & Warren, 
owner-managers consider their 
approach to business and the 
specific qualities which deliver 
sustainable success.

The interviews will be brought 
together as a report to be 
published by DECISION magazine 
and then as a digital book. 



DEFINING QUALITIES

“BUILDING A BUSINESS IS like creating 
a sandcastle on shifting sands. It takes 
talent to build but then any fool can kick 
it over,” says James Beagrie, managing 
director of £40million turnover Meon 
Valley Travel.

“The pace of change is escalating,” 
he continues. “It’s not the fastest or the 
strongest who survive, but those who 
are best able to adapt. It’s not whether 
you can keep up with change, it’s how 
you keep up with it without making a 
drama out of it.”

Change, notably, comes though 
technology he believes. “When we could 
only communicate with customers on 
the phone, we could only deal with one 
at a time but by using social media and 
live chat you can be looking after more 
than one at a time. 

“It means that staff can be much 
more productive. And people who don’t 
want to wait on the phone while you get 
their quote can send a question by live 
chat and then do something else while 
they wait for the reply.” 

Artificial intelligence could soon play 
a huge part in the travel industry, he 
thinks. It could improve data analytics, 
allowing, as an example, staff to be 
easily assigned to deal with queries from 
other regions of the world during periods 
of low call volume. And ‘intelligent’ chat 

bots will potentially fast-track human 
interaction and on a more informed 
basis. 

But would people be happy to trust 
a machine to anticipate their travel 
queries? “Henry Ford was said to have 
given the people what they needed, not 
what they want,” replies Beagrie. “What 
they wanted was a faster horse!”

Provenance is a quality which can 
also define a successful company, 
Beagrie suggests. He started his career 
as a commercial insurance broker and 
later bought a loss-making insurance 
company and grew it to become one 
of the biggest of its kind in Europe. He 
later sold it to a global insurer, where 
he “drove growth” as managing director 
for a few years before jumping ship 
to “cure a travelling itch”. That was to 
prove a turning point; having made the 
arrangements through Meon Valley, he 
went on to buy the agency. He jokes that 
he did so to keep his new girlfriend (now 
wife), who worked for Meon Valley (and 
still does). 

Their specialism in repatriating 
medical emergency cases came from 
Beagrie’s belief that medical insurer’s 
weren’t receiving the best prices from 
the travel and airline industry. He saw 
an opportunity to address this, while 
offering a USP of speed through an 
investment in technology: insurers used 
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This was achieved by pulling in 
staff from all areas of the business, so 
increasing the number of people on duty 
at any one time from five to forty-five. 
“We had people working from home, 
staying at a local hotel, even sleeping on 
the floor at the office, fuelled by pizza 
deliveries,” he recalls. “We care; the 
internet can’t.”

Operating in an international arena 
also requires cultural awareness as well 
as good service. “For example, if an 
English person in a business meeting 
says ‘I hear what you say’, what that 
means is ‘I disagree with you but I’m 
too polite to say so, until tomorrow’,” 
explains Beagrie. “If an American says ‘I 
hear what you say’, it literally means I 
get it. We operate in seventy countries 
now, so we have to identify and 
understand these differences in cultures 
and traveller expectations.”

What all travellers, regardless 
of origin, certainly in the business 
travel market, have as a common 
expectation is value. “A £10 difference 
in price between, say, easyJet and British 
Airways might not be that relevant to an 
individual traveller, but it’s important to 
the business market because lots of ten 
pounds add up,” says Beagrie. 

“Growing companies in particular can 
be paranoid that they might be losing 

to waiting twenty-four hours to get a 
quote for their emergency travel would 
now get it within the hour, but without 
paying a premium. 

Being set up with a determination to 
solve customers’ problems is a defining 
quality of a successful service provider, 
according to Beagrie. “For us, problem 
solving could be helping somebody out of 
trouble by bringing them home after an 
accident, or finding someone the holiday 
of their dreams, or demonstrating to a 
finance director that we can save their 
company time and money,” he says. 

And that has to be accompanied by 
the attribute of providing “celebrity 
service” for all customers. “Customers 
don’t recommend a service provider just 
because they’re cheap. Our staff imagine 
every customer is George Clooney or 
Kate Winslet, just popping in to book a 
flight, and treat them accordingly.”

An example of problem solving was 
the response to the Icelandic ash cloud 
that grounded flights after a volcano 
exploded in 2010. Meon Valley managed 
to answer 19,000 calls – at least a 
hundred times the normal volume 
- within an average of 5.6seconds. 
“Compare this with the response time 
of airlines, which took hours just to 
give callers a recorded message,” says 
Beagrie.



DEFINING QUALITIES

“Attitude, aptitude and ambition are 
90% of what we are looking for,” says 
Beagrie. “We can train the right people 
to do everything else.” 

And the big plus is that turnover 
among the sixty-seven staff is low as 
there is not much local competition for 
staff to move to. “Those who do leave 
tend to do so for career progression or to 
have a family, and go with our blessing. 
Getting on for half of those who do leave 
return at some point.”

Beagrie says he has learnt several 
lessons from his business career, such as 
surrounding himself with talented with 
people who would have been described 
in a previous age as yes-men - but not in 
the vernacular. He means “yes, we’ll find 
a way,” and “yes, we’ll make it work.”

He also believes in sleeping on any 
big decision. “Save communicating it 
until the next day and you will wake up 
knowing whether you’ve made a good 
decision or not,” he says. 

“And don’t just take the path of least 
resistance. No-one respects a director 
or manager who won’t make tough 
decisions. Be honest and get it out there. 
And if you are going to fail, fail fast and 
move on.”

out or they’re missing a deal. They want 
to set out how much everything costs. 

“We are unique in being able to 
demonstrate how we compare all of the 
information about all of the availability 
at the time we make a booking. I 
could look back at a booking made on 
a particular day last July and I can tell 
you what the availability was at that 
time for the flights we didn’t book. So 
nobody can say they could have got that 
cheaper with a different airline.” 

Interestingly, despite the impact of 
consumers booking through consolidator 
websites, Meon Valley Travel have found 
a way to make money from wholesaling 
by  providing white labelled travel 
agency services to lifestyle brands and 
organisations such as the Professional 
Footballers’ Association.

“Business is not a field of dreams; you 
can’t just ‘build it and they will come’. 
I define luck as where being prepared 
meets opportunity,” Beagrie maintains. 
“Preparedness gives staff a sense of 
purpose, goals, and a roadmap.”

The agency’s location in a small 
market town could have been a challenge 
in terms of finding experienced travel 
industry people, but Meon Valley Travel 
have taken a different approach to 
recruitment. 
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• • • •

With a heritage of nearly fifty years, the chartered 
financial planning and wealth management company 
Partridge Muir & Warren Ltd (PMW) see themselves as 
both guides and guardians to their clients. Their default 
position is one of conservatism, with the majority of 
their clients seeking a consistent, competitive return 
on their capital, which is why the average current 
client relationship lasts nineteen years.

PMW provide four specific services:

Wealth management is their core service, to which 
the majority of our clients subscribe, incorporating an 
in-depth assessment of circumstances and goals, the 
creation and implementation of a bespoke financial 
strategy and a formal process of ongoing review of 
investments and reassessment of overall strategy.

The financial planning service delivers a rigorous 
singular process that identifies individual client 
needs, confirms client priorities and sets out a specific 
bespoke financial solution.

The investment management service is designed 
for those that feel comfortable to assess, without 
receiving advice, the suitability of a service which 
their needs and choose to benefit from PMW’s 
approach to investment.

For clients who wish to ensure their wealth is 
protected and that their family are financially 
supported should anything happen to them, the trust 
and estate management service covers all aspects of 
essential estate planning, such as the establishment 
of wills and powers of attorney, making the most of 
exemptions, giving away excess income, and creating 
trusts.

www.pmw.co.uk
mail@pmw.co.uk
Tel: 01372 471550

Report researched and published for 
Partridge Muir & Warren 
by DECISION magazine

www.decisionmagazine.co.uk

There is, in fact, another goal which 
Beagrie would like to achieve. Despite 
the travel-related accolades Meon 
Valley Travel have won, there is one 
accolade Meon Valley Travel have has 
eluded them: “We got beaten again at 
the business awards for our town by the 
local hairdressers! Proof that in business, 
you can’t win them all,” he says with 
customary smile. 


