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Case Study:

Riviera Travel

Background:
Riviera Travel is an East Staffordshire based specialist tour

operator, providing European and worldwide river cruises

and coach tours. Backed by Phoenix Equity Partners, the

company employs 100 people with a turnover of around

£120million per annum. The company is led by CEO David

Clemson, who has developed the business alongside the

founder for 7 years, and is a ‘serial private equity’ executive

within the travel sector.

After securing private equity investment from Phoenix, the

owner and founder wanted to step back into a non-

executive role. This created a skills gap, specifically around

marketing, which was a key aspect of the business plan

under the new ownership model.

The brief:
Prior to the investment, David and the exiting
founder and CEO had shared responsibility for
marketing.  David was keen to replace skills and
knowledge that may be lost by his exit, as well
as bringing greater expertise into the business
and drive the new strategy forward.

• David wanted to broaden the search beyond

the travel sector

• Fit with and understanding of the private

equity mindset was crucial

• A permanent candidate with the ability 

to build the role over the long term 

was required

Why us?
David had initially prioritised sector experience, awarding

the search to a travel specialist executive search company

with very limited private equity experience.  

‘After meeting Sam Smith [MD of Marble Hill Partners] 

I could see that their offer was a step up in terms of

understanding and knowledge around private equity

ownership.  There was a marked difference versus others I’d

previously worked with.’

Our deep understanding of the private equity model, ability

to think creatively and look beyond the sector and the level

of knowledge and experience of our delivery team all

contributed to the decision to appoint Marble Hill Partners.

In particular, the unique ‘mindset assessment’ that Marble

Hill Partners employs resonated with David.

The process:
The search was handled by Marble Hill Partners 

Director, Lisa Morgan, who ran the process from brief 

to conclusion.  

‘As I’d expected, the search process was good,

communication was good, and I was extremely impressed

with the professionalism of the team. Lisa really stood out for

me, she totally understood the business, and me!  I got a fair

assessment of each candidate with very straightforward and

honest feedback.  She asked the right commercial questions,

and provided valuable insight into our options throughout.’
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An interim solution:
Whilst David wanted a thorough search process to find the

right permanent candidate, he understood that this, coupled

with a likely lengthy notice period, would take time.  He

therefore decided to include an interim aspect to our brief,

ensuring that momentum was not lost, and that progress

against the strategic plan was made.  

Marble Hill Partners reconnected with one of our elite

interim network, Colin Downing. The timing was right for

Colin and the nature of the assignment really appealed to

him. After initial discussions with us and positive meetings

with David, he started at Riviera in May 2015.

‘I’ve been delighted with the whole experience. It’s a best in

class product, the culture is fantastic and it’s a very well run

business.  Post-transaction, after David had kick started the

project, he needed someone else to run it. There were several

major streams of work involved, and no one had really had 

a chance to connect these. I came in, took over the project 

and turbo-charged it.’ commented Colin Downing, Interim

Marketing Director.

The result:
A full search process was undertaken, with Lisa presenting

a broad range of candidates including Ben, one of the first

wave of candidates who stood out from the outset.

Thorough scrutiny of both the travel sector and other

industries took place, but it was Ben who was offered the

role at its conclusion, despite having no travel experience.

At the time of writing, Ben has been in situ for just under a

month, and according to David, he has already developed

strong insight into the business and had a significant impact.

The deployment of an interim whilst the search was taking

place also removed any temptation to rush the search

whilst still allowing the business to push forward with its

strategy, much of which involved reinvigorating the

marketing function.

‘For the next couple of months, both will work side by side to

allow Colin time to complete his projects and affect a

smooth transition. As an interim, he has been extremely

flexible in the way he works, happy to take the lead with the

initial projects, but equally comfortable with standing aside

and working for Ben.’

The candidate experience:
After we approached Ben as part of our research and

longlist process, he was invited in for a more in-depth

discussion with Lisa.

‘I think I got as much out of the conversation as she did!  Lisa

explained what the business was about, what the opportunity

was and provided insight into the people who worked there, the

dynamic around the team changes, and where the business

was planning to get to.’

Lisa provided continual advice and guidance throughout

the process.  

‘Of course, coming from outside the travel sector, I couldn’t

talk to them about this. My angle was to present a different

perspective, and use this to my advantage.  Lisa’s

understanding of the people involved was really helpful,

particularly around structuring conversations, taking the lead

on discussions and maximising this opportunity.’

Ben explains that the presence of an interim has also been

positive, with Colin laying the ground work and creating a

framework from which Ben can move forward.  The

transition from the interim manager to Ben has been very

well managed.  The overlap has ensured that Ben hasn’t

been thrown in at the deep end, allowing him time to

absorb information about the business, and get a full

understanding of the initiatives that Colin has implemented

to date.

‘I would definitely recommend Marble Hill Partners.  Lisa was

absolutely fantastic through the entire process.  She kept it

going, kept up to speed and was a great sounding board,

able to be a conduit back to Riviera.’

www.marblehillpartners.com Case Study



Sam Smith
Managing Director
020 3327 4021 
07798 852649
sam.smith@marblehillpartners.com

The future:
David has no doubt that he has found the right person to

lead the marketing function under private equity ownership,

and that he will be instrumental in helping Riviera achieve

its objectives.

Ben is now tasked with driving the marketing strategy,

taking ownership of various new distribution channels,

increasing efficiency, developing the brand and pushing

communications to increase sales.  In the future, David

wants to develop his role further, allowing him to take

responsibility, together with the rest of the senior team, for

growing EBITDA and shaping strategy to exit and beyond.

And would David 
recommend our services 
to others?
‘Absolutely. There is added value in working with one provider

for interim and the executive search.  Sam and the Marble Hill

team demonstrated that they understood my market, my

business and the unique aspects of the private equity

environment.  

This allowed us to shortcut the process, begin to implement

change within marketing as well as seek out someone with

the right mindset for the long term.’
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Talk to us about how we can add value to your management team.


