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Praise for Quality Investing


			“Investing is a continuous process of learning, and it will be a rare investor who does not glean substantive lessons from the notable AKO story of quality investing.”


			– Stephen Blyth, President and CEO, Harvard Management Company, Professor of the Practice of Statistics, Harvard University


			“Capturing both the science and the art that have driven AKO’s success, Quality Investing is equal parts investing handbook and ode to the beauty of truly great businesses.”


			– Peter H. Ammon, Chief Investment Officer, University of Pennsylvania


			“Quality Investing answers the riddle of what you get when you cross Peter Lynch’s One Up on Wall Street with Seth Klarman’s Margin of Safety. By combining a discerning eye for sustainable growth with a disciplined calculus to buy over horizons when the probabilities are favorable, the book articulates a profitable approach to the art of investing.”


			– Jason Klein, Senior Vice President & Chief Investment Officer, Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center


			“I recommend Quality Investing highly as a guide to harness the power of core investment principles. Shows why the best long-term ‘margin of safety’ comes not from an investment’s price but from the value of a company’s competitive advantage.”


			– Thomas A. Russo, Partner, Gardner, Russo & Gardner


			“Quality Investing, from a team of top quality investors, provides a clear and rigorous analysis of a highly successful, long-term investment strategy. In an increasingly short-term investment world, the book’s insights are likely to remain hugely valuable.”


			– Neil Ostrer, Founder, Marathon Asset Management


			“Quality Investing describes a unique approach to evaluating investment opportunities based on real life examples and experience. Replete with interesting lessons and insights relevant not just for investors, but for any business leader seeking to build an enduring, high-quality company, Quality Investing is an outstanding book and should be required reading for business leaders and MBA students as well as for investors.”


			– Henrik Ehrnrooth, President & CEO, KONE


			“The book is a crisply-written mix of sound investment principles, insightful commercial patterns, and colorful business cases. A real pleasure to read.”


			– Hassan Elmasry, Founder and Lead Portfolio Manager, Independent Franchise Partners


			“AKO Capital were one of the first to recognise Ryanair’s secret formula... An outstandingly handsome CEO, a brilliant strategy, all underpinned with our innate humility. These guys are geniuses. For a better life you must read this book... and fly Ryanair!!”


			– Michael O’Leary, Chief Executive, Ryanair


			“Quality counts. If you are a long term investor, it’s hard to find a more important factor as to what will power your ultimate investment returns. That said, quality is impossible to measure with precision because it often embodies more subjective qualitative factors than easily quantifiable measurements. Quality is also dynamic and changes over time. This book attempts through case studies, descriptions, and quantifiable measurement to help investors think systematically about quality and its importance. Enjoy!”


			– Thomas S. Gayner, President and Chief Investment Officer, Markel Corporation


			“An indispensable addition to any value investing library, Quality Investing will appeal to novices and experts alike. Vivid real-life case studies make for an engaging read that shows the power of compounding that comes with owning high-quality businesses for the long term.”


			– John Mihaljevic, ‘The Manual of Ideas’


			“An excellent read: clear and insightful. Quality Investing is an important aid to shareholders when evaluating any company.”


			– Albert Baehny, Chairman, Geberit


			“Quality Investing is an outstanding resource for all investors seeking to enhance their knowledge of the critical drivers for investment success. Several important concepts for discerning and evaluating outstanding companies are clearly explained and further elaborated upon through many specific company examples. I highly recommend Quality Investing to all prospective investors from beginners to experienced practitioners.”


			– Paul Lountzis, Lountzis Asset Management, LLC
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“Quality is never an accident;it is always the result of intelligent effort.”


John Ruskin


Preface


This book began as a small internal project at AKO Capital, an equity fund based in London that has enjoyed a compound annual growth rate more than double that of the market (9.4% per annum versus the MSCI Europe’s 3.9%)1 and delivered excess returns of approximately 8% per annum on its long book2 since inception a decade ago. The project’s initial scope was to institutionalize lessons learned from refining the fund’s quality-focused investment philosophy over that time. What we have come to understand is that successful investing involves a degree of pattern recognition: while industries and companies are diverse and economic environments endlessly changing, strongly performing investments tend to have commonalities. Making sense of these commonalities can help build a strong investment portfolio.


After amassing a substantial body of material to share with new members of the AKO team – and to remind veterans of what they had once learned but might by now have forgotten – it became obvious that the results should be shared with the fund’s investors as well. Clients have the right to know as much as practically possible about the stewardship of their funds. After all, a strong long-term partnership, in business as well as in private life, works best when based on trust and openness. 


As the project expanded, AKO recruited Lawrence A. Cunningham, the noted American author of investing and business books, to join us. As we refined and honed the material together, it appeared suitable for a yet wider audience of investors and business analysts, as well as managers. The result is the book you are reading, which offers an account of quality investing along with numerous case studies to illustrate the attributes of quality companies. 


We do not posit that a quality-based strategy is the only route to investment success. But we maintain that taking time to understand the fundamental attributes of a company – from its industry position to its sources of long-term growth – is relevant for all investors, regardless of style. The concept of this book is to distill a considerable body of practical knowledge developed through long-term ownership of some great companies – as well as a few that flattered to deceive.


While the genesis of the book lay in identifying the patterns evident in quality companies, we have supplemented this with additional material to provide context. This includes explaining what quality is from both a financial and an operational perspective, examining the characteristics that help to foster quality, and finally outlining the challenges and some potential mistake-reduction strategies.


There are quality companies everywhere, from America to Asia. The examples given in this book are primarily of European companies, largely due to AKO Capital’s deeper heritage in the European equities market. We believe that lessons from one continent can be applied on a global scale and are therefore relevant to all investors as well as to managers and business analysts.


A cynic might say that writing a book about investing is playing odds that prudent investors would normally disfavor in financial markets: only a small number of investment books stand the test of time or even remain worthwhile reads for long. Examples of great companies can suddenly seem outdated or just plain wrong, and observations that appeared insightful when written can end up looking foolish. 


We appreciate that some of the assertions made in this book will almost certainly be disproved or become obsolete. As with most important and interesting things in life, investing is a continuous learning exercise and all any book can do is reflect the knowledge or beliefs prevailing at the time of writing. While we are confident that the fundamental principle of long-term ownership of quality companies is a sensible one, new lessons and patterns will keep emerging. We, like other investors, will continue to adapt to them.


London and New York October 2015


Introduction


The concept of quality is familiar. People make judgments about it every day. Yet articulating a clear definition of quality is challenging. Open most dictionaries and you will see a dozen or more sub-definitions for the word; none of which, incidentally, makes any reference to quality in a corporate or investing context. Despite the shadowy semantics, it is still a powerful word. Everyone has strong opinions on quality. One of our favorite explanations appears in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, in which Phaedrus tells his students that “… even though Quality cannot be defined, you know what Quality is!”3


By comparison, value investing is relatively simple and well-understood (if tough to execute). Ask professional investors what they take value investing to mean, and responses will likely be consistent; but ask the same people what they think quality investing means, and responses will vary widely. Core answers might coalesce around some key themes, such as strong management and attractive growth. But beyond these central elements, interpretations tend to diverge. This is because in investing as well as in other fields, ‘quality’ resists a tidy definition, involving as it does an overlapping matrix of traits and, ultimately, judgment.


The best companies often appear to be characterized by an ineffable something, much like that of people who seem graced by a lucky gene. Think about those of your peers who seem a lot like you but somehow always catch a break. They are not obviously smarter, smoother, richer, or better-looking than you, yet they are admitted to their university of choice, get their dream job, and earn considerable wealth. Try to discern what they have that you don’t, and you are stumped. Chalk it up to fate or plain dumb luck.


Businesses can be similar. For reasons that are not always evident, some end up doing the right things with better results than average. They may not appear to be savvier acquirers, more adept marketers, or bolder pioneers, yet they integrate new businesses better, launch products more successfully, and open new markets with fewer mishaps. Perhaps through some combination of vision, scale, or business philosophy, these companies uncannily come out ahead. They seem to be governed by Yhprum’s Law, so that if anything can go right, it will. But it is unlikely that such corporate success is the result of mere providence. Quality investing is a way to pinpoint the specific traits, aptitudes and patterns that increase the probability of a particular company prospering over time – as well as those that decrease such chances.


In our view, three characteristics indicate quality. These are strong, predictable cash generation; sustainably high returns on capital; and attractive growth opportunities. Each of these financial traits is attractive in its own right, but combined, they are particularly powerful, enabling a virtuous circle of cash generation, which can be reinvested at high rates of return, begetting more cash, which can be reinvested again.


A simple example illustrates their power. Say a company generates free cash flow of $100 million annually. Its return on invested capital is 20% and it has ample opportunity to reinvest all cash in expansion at the same rate. Sustained for ten years, this cycle of cash generation and reinvestment would drive a greater than six-fold increase in free cash. Albert Einstein famously referred to compound interest as the eighth wonder of the world. Compound growth in cash flow can be equally miraculous. 


The profound point is that the critical link between growth and value creation is the return on incremental capital. Since share prices tend to follow earnings over the long term, the more capital that can be deployed at high rates of return to drive greater earnings growth, the more valuable a company becomes. Warren Buffett summarized the point best: “Leaving the question of price aside, the best business to own is one that over an extended period can employ large amounts of incremental capital at very high rates of return.”4 The best investments, in other words, combine strong growth with high returns on capital.


It is relatively easy to identify a company that generates high returns on capital or which has delivered strong historical growth – there are plenty of screening tools which make this possible. The more challenging analytical endeavor is assessing the characteristics that combine to enable and sustain these appealing financial outputs.


Above all, the structure of a company’s industry is critical to its potential as a quality investment: even the best-run company in an over-supplied, price-deflationary industry is unlikely to warrant consideration. On top of this, there are bottom-up, company-specific factors that must be understood. In combination with attractive industry structures, these form the building blocks which can enable a company to deliver sustained operational outperformance and attractive long-term earnings growth. 


The characteristics we describe in this book are appealing whether an investor owns the entire business or fractional shares in it. Indeed, there are many similarities between owning shares in a listed company and being the private owner of the same business. The value any business creates, listed or not, is determined by the rate at which it deploys incremental capital. And the predictability of cash flow and growth is equally important, analytically identical, and with the same risk, whether a company has a daily price quote or not. 


The key difference facing equity investors is that they must find companies in the stock market, where theory suggests that the superior attributes of quality companies would be fairly reflected in price, offering no investing advantage. But while premiums are paid for shares of such businesses, they are frequently insufficient. Valuation premiums of quality companies often reflect some degree of expected operational outperformance, but actual performance tends to exceed expectations over time. Stock prices thus tend to undervalue quality companies.5 


Chapter One identifies the features that exhibit the potential for a quality investment. It begins by tracing a line from a process of effective capital deployment through the achievement of sustainably high return on that capital to superior earnings growth. In this chapter we also explore the building blocks that can help companies deliver attractive financial outputs. These include an appealing industry structure, multiple sources of prospective growth, high-value customer benefits, various forms of competitive advantage, and good management.


Quality investing requires an understanding of how a company achieves its attractive economic characteristics to ensure that they are sustainable. Chapter Two, the analytical heart of the book, distills our collective experience into a dozen patterns that enable quality companies in different industries to deliver strong financial results. These range from the more obvious (lowest unit-cost producers) to the more esoteric (friendly middlemen), and unite an otherwise diverse group of businesses in different industries from agriculture to plumbing and banking. The patterns are direct routes to generating strong, predictable and sustainable cash flows, growth, and returns on capital. 


Such attractive economic characteristics may also arise from factors more transient or vulnerable to disruption, which may detract from a company’s quality. Chapter Three explores prominent examples of such potential pitfalls, such as an economic franchise that depends on government discretion or product offerings that are susceptible to obsolescence amid shifting consumer preferences. In this chapter we lead with a discussion of cyclicality. Upturns can make companies look stronger than they are, yet can also be exploited advantageously by some quality companies.


Chapter Four turns to the implementation of a quality investing strategy, outlining the challenges and the areas where mistakes recur. Challenges include combating prevailing propensities to respond to short-term shifts and coping with the tendency to place greater weight on numerical analysis than on qualitative analysis. Mistakes include letting macroeconomic indicators influence what should be bottom-up business analysis. We explain why quality investing stresses qualitative characteristics more than quantitative valuation, and some techniques we have found useful in reducing mistakes in the process. 


The book includes more than 20 case studies, most of them of quality companies and the attributes and patterns that give them the edge, but we also provide examples of mistakes – companies that we bought thinking they were quality businesses but about which we were proved to be incorrect. Among well-known global titans that epitomize attractive traits we feature Diageo, Hermès, L’Oréal, and Unilever; among powerhouses without such universal name recognition we present global leaders in the manufacture and service of elevators, locks, and plumbing fixtures; makers of chemicals used in agriculture, medicine, and yogurt; a discount airline and apparel retailer; two eyewear makers and distributors; a credit information behemoth; and even a bank. On the downside we feature two household names – Nokia and Tesco – along with a dental implant maker, a medical equipment manufacturer and an oilfield services provider.


This book is a reflection of our journey through the years in quality investing. We have learned a lot along the way and are glad to be able to share our experiences with you.












		

			
Chapter One  Building Blocks


			For the past 20 years, organic sales growth at French cosmetics giant L’Oréal has been phenomenally consistent, averaging over 6% with only one year of contraction, in 2009. The company has maintained a strong post-tax return on capital, which has gradually increased from the mid to high teens over the same period. Its cash conversion track-record has also been consistently strong.


			Although L’Oréal’s organic growth rates would not qualify it as a ‘growth’ stock, this combination of traits has driven extraordinary long-term results. L’Oréal’s earnings growth has compounded by 11% over this 20-year period, and the stock price has increased over 1,000%, outperforming the broader market nearly five-fold in the process.


			Stellar shareholder returns largely reflect the virtuous circle of L’Oréal’s sustained cash generation and effective cash deployment. The company has invested heavily in both research and development (R&D) as well as marketing and promotion, and has acquired a number of new brands, the returns on which have been attractive. Excess capital has been diverted into paying a steadily increasing dividend and reducing its shares outstanding by more than 10% through buybacks. 


			L’Oréal exemplifies the benefits that can accrue from the combination of a supportive industry structure, a management team willing to invest in growth, a differentiated product offering and a unique set of competitive advantages. These factors are what have enabled the company to deliver long-term financial success and to take advantage of its attractive set of growth opportunities. In other words, these are the building blocks of a quality company. They are crucial to the delivery and sustainability of the attractive financial traits we seek.


			This chapter discusses each of these important financial and non-financial building blocks in turn. We start with a discussion of return on capital and growth, before looking at how management teams can affect a company’s prospects. Finally, we delve into the ways different industry structures, customer benefits and competitive advantages can affect an assessment of quality.


			A. Capital Allocation


			A company can choose to allocate capital in one of four main ways: capital expenditures for growth; advertising and promotion or R&D; mergers and acquisitions; or distributions to shareholders through dividends or share buybacks. We review each of these in turn, as well as briefly considering working capital, an underappreciated aspect of capital deployment. These capital allocation decisions are some of the most critical a company makes, and are the difference between creating value and destroying it. 


			Growth capex


			Companies typically refer to all internal investments as capital expenditures, but there is an important distinction between capital expenditures required for maintenance and those incurred for growth or expansion. Unlike growth capital expenditures, maintenance capital expenditures are required just to maintain the status quo. This form of capital outlay is therefore equivalent to ordinary operating expenses and should be relatively predictable. Growth capex, as the term suggests, is the deployment of capital for the purposes of generating organic growth. Examples might include the construction of a new plant to increase production capacity, or investment in new stores for a leisure or retail concept.


			Today, Swedish fashion retailer H&M operates from more than 3,500 stores globally, up from less than 1,200 in 2005. In 2014, the company opened the equivalent of more than one outlet every day. Despite relatively modest like-for-like sales growth (averaging a shade above 1% for the last ten years), H&M’s solid returns on its new store investment, even adjusted for leases, have enabled the group to more than double per-share earnings over this period. Such performance in capital allocation is laudable. Sustaining high returns on incremental organic capex in this way yields significant compound growth, making it our preferred use of capital where the right investment opportunities exist.


			Investment in R&D and advertising and promotion (A&P)


			Today’s impressive sales of Dove soap, made by Unilever, result largely from decades of historical marketing spending to build the brand. By creating brand awareness, Unilever invested, in effect, in the consumer’s consciousness. It bought a mental barrier to entry, as rivals would need to spend substantial sums to replace the brand in the minds of consumers. While ongoing brand advertising is needed to sustain awareness – an outlay best seen as equivalent to maintenance capital expenditures – a large portion is aimed at influencing new generations of consumers. This is more comparable to growth capex. 


			In many industries, spending on advertising is an important launch pad for a company’s competitive advantage and future growth. While some advertising efforts drive current sales, such as in-store exhibits, the real value accrues from sustained campaigns aimed at brand building. Unlike constructing factories or buying equipment, brand spending creates no tangible asset that can be appraised and depreciated. From a financial viewpoint, it is money out the door just as much as rent and rates. Unlike many other cost items, however, it can create lasting value. 


			So while financial statements classify advertising costs as expenses, they are often better conceived of as investments. This reclassification makes sense because advertising is also a far more flexible expenditure than most costs. Amid challenging economic times, advertising can be scaled back relatively quickly, adding agility to protect and manage cash flows. However, paring back too far, or for too long, can lead to long-term value erosion. 


			R&D costs are similar to advertising. While contemporary accounting rules allow companies to treat some R&D disbursements more like long-term assets, we focus explicitly on their dual nature: some are properly seen as expenses necessary to maintain a business, while others, the vastly larger proportion, are best viewed as investments in future growth.


			Measuring returns on R&D and advertising outlay can be challenging. For R&D, in particular, there are many industries where a return will not be recovered for many years. Appropriately capitalizing these expenses is a start, but a company’s long-term track record of generating returns on its R&D outlay is often the best indicator of R&D efficiency. 


			Mergers and acquisitions


			Acquisitions are a common source of value destruction, so it is usually better for capital to be deployed on organic growth as opposed to M&A. That said, there are a few contexts in which acquisitions can create value for shareholders. Consolidation of fragmented industries is often an appealing rationale for growth through acquisitions. Such roll-ups, as they are often called, do not invariably succeed,6 but there are several notable examples of successes. 


			For example, Essilor, a global leader in making lenses for eyeglasses, has a long history of small bolt-on acquisitions. Individually insignificant, these have become material in aggregate, adding more than 3% in annual sales per year for the last decade. These purchases are most commonly of local optical labs that give Essilor access to a local customer base and better control of its value chain. Pre-acquisition, Essilor might represent 40% of a lab’s lens sales, whereas after closing, it would double that level. Given the specialized niche and deal size, there is scant competition in this acquisition market, enabling Essilor to purchase companies on attractive terms (such as six to seven times cash flow). This ability to systematically improve the operations of acquired businesses is rare but can create significant value. 


			Another strategy that can yield good outcomes is buying a business that is already strong. A paradigm occurred in 2007 in the eyewear market, when Luxottica, an established business offering a variety of products including sports eyewear, acquired Oakley, an already successful brand entirely focused on sports eyewear. While operations remain largely autonomous, Luxottica multiplied Oakley’s distribution channels and created crossover branding to other premium fashion products, including women’s wear. 


			We estimate that Oakley’s sales growth has increased by 10% per annum under Luxottica’s ownership, double the market rate during the period, and that margins have meaningfully increased. During this time, Oakley has cemented its position as an iconic sunglass brand, expanded its optical presence, and helped to enhance Luxottica’s dominance in the premium eyewear industry. While we are generally skeptical of mergers rationalized on the basis of over-optimistic and loosely defined synergies,7 certain sub-sectors do offer opportunities for mutual benefits from bringing two good businesses under one roof.


			Leveraging network benefits – such as a larger or more comprehensive distribution network – is another common characteristic of successful acquisitions. One excellent example of a company that does this effectively is Diageo, the consumer goods company with a portfolio of world-famous beverages. Often, Diageo’s acquisitions not only add good but under-penetrated brands to the global portfolio – such as Zacapa rum, now part of its Reserve line; they also improve distribution into new markets for existing brands. Recently acquired brands from deals such as Mey Icki in Turkey and Ypióca in Brazil are now sold elsewhere and, more importantly, Diageo’s existing brands are now selling better in both those countries.


			ASSA ABLOY: Quality Deals


			ASSA ABLOY, the global leader in locks and door opening solutions, commands brands and businesses dating back four centuries. The Chubb brand, for example, was founded in 1818 in Wolverhampton, England and served a prestigious clientele that included the Duke of Wellington, the Bank of England, and the General Post Office for installation in all the country’s iconic red Royal Mail boxes. The product of a merger in 1994, ASSA was founded in 1881 in Eskilstuna, Sweden and ABLOY in 1907 in Helsinki, Finland. Mergers and acquisitions have been a vital part of ASSA ABLOY’s continued growth ever since.


			During the late 1990s and early 2000s, ASSA ABLOY was a prodigious deal-maker as it consolidated a fragmented market. Since 2006, under the leadership of CEO Johan Molin, it has made over 120 acquisitions, primarily to expand geographical distribution and secondarily to deepen technological sophistication. During that period, the company added 8% annually to revenue so that today, nearly half the group’s total revenue flows from businesses acquired under Mr. Molin. At the time of acquisition, businesses typically had lower operating margins, by as much as five percentage points. On integration, margins rose. Everything else being equal, acquisitions would have diluted group operating margins meaningfully, from 15% in 2006. Thanks to strategic savvy and exploiting synergies, margins instead rose to more than 16% in 2014.


			In one illustrative acquisition, among the biggest, ASSA ABLOY in 2002 acquired Besam, the world leader in automated door systems. Until then, ASSA ABLOY lacked a substantial presence in that segment, but the company went on to make Besam the foundation of an even wider division dubbed Entrance Systems. This now amounts to one quarter of group sales. Broadly in line with its typical acquisition multiple, ASSA ABLOY paid 1.5 times sales. Since then, Besam’s operating margins have increased substantially, delivering high earnings growth over the period and solid returns on the acquisition. 


			But most ASSA ABLOY acquisitions are small, simple and complementary, which are reasons why its roll-up strategy works despite the perils of this approach to business growth. Another factor is a tendency to buy private companies rather than public companies, often offering scope to professionalize manufacturing efficiency and processes – some targets had been operating at only 50% of production capacity. 


			ASSA ABLOY’s decentralized structure eases integration and enables multiple deals to be coordinated simultaneously. Newly acquired businesses readily plug into the group’s vast distribution network, know-how and innovation. ASSA ABLOY’s production structures and processes undergo continuous rationalization in response to ongoing growth, evolving from traditional component manufacture towards low-cost outsourcing and automated assembly. This dynamism is apparent from the evolution of ASSA ABLOY’s operations: since 2006, the company has closed 71 factories and 39 offices while converting another 84 factories to assembly plants. 


			Experience adds value. Making hundreds of acquisitions over several decades yields institutional knowledge and wisdom. The demonstrated ability to avoid overpaying and execute on integration promotes predictability and renders related forecasting more reliable. While allocating the bulk of corporate capital to acquisitions can destroy value, ASSA ABLOY shows that, executed well, it can create prosperity: its share price has risen six-fold in the past decade. Its rationale for growth through acquisitions persists: although it is twice the size of the industry’s second-largest manufacturer, ASSA ABLOY still only commands just over 10% share of the global market.


			Despite the potential benefits, acquisitions are risky, and none of the foregoing rationales is foolproof. There is considerable evidence to suggest that acquisitions are more likely to impair shareholder value than increase it. Even good businesses – including some we are invested in – have stumbled. Managers do not always provide investors with sufficient information to evaluate proposed acquisitions completely or objectively. They invariably provide projections that look compelling and business rationales that seem logical. But the possibility of an acquisition tends to excite managers and ignite optimism, so we interpret these presentations cautiously.


			Red flags such as diversification, scale, and rapidity often accompany ill-fated acquisitions. We worry especially about acquisitions whereby companies are expanding into new areas: management’s relative lack of expertise and a clumsy business fit usually prove costly. (We agree with the sense of Peter Lynch’s word-minting: that much diversification is really diworsification.8) We are averse to ‘scale for scale’s sake’, particularly when managerial bonuses are paid based on metrics linked to corporate size, such as absolute revenue or profit growth. And we become concerned when a company completes multiple large acquisitions in a relatively short time frame. This would always lead us to probe whether the deal-making is a response to deterioration of the underlying business.


			Dividends and buybacks


			Excess cash – funds a company does not need to reinvest in the business or to seize attractive opportunities – should be distributed to shareholders as dividends or share buybacks. 


			Managers have considerable discretion in this area of capital allocation, so we appreciate companies that clearly explain buyback and dividend policy in their disclosures. Too often, companies repurchase excessively during periods of economic expansion, when stock prices are high, and insufficiently during economic downturns, when prices are low. Both propensities reduce rather than build value, the first by giving away more than is received and the latter by depriving shareholders of cash when it is particularly valuable to them.


			During the financial crisis of 2008-9, for example, companies generally reduced share buyback activity while maintaining dividend levels. Managers tended to hoard capital rather than use it to repurchase shares – a safer, if less valuable route – because everyone else was doing the same. This unwise buyback pattern occurs in all economic environments, not solely those in which the markets are experiencing financial distress. Research examining US stocks between 1984 and 2010 found that “actual repurchase investments underperform hypothetical investments that mechanically smooth repurchase dollars through time by approximately two percentage points per year on average.”9 We admire companies that are consistently able to repurchase their own shares advantageously, but as a rule, companies buy back shares when valuations are less favorable.


			The costs of working capital


			Working capital refers to resources deployed short term to generate revenue: short-term assets such as inventory, less short-term liabilities such as accounts payable. While inventory and receivables eventually turn into cash, until then they are tied up in the production and sale process. Companies enjoy some offset because their suppliers likewise extend them credit, but most carry net-positive working capital. Among European companies, working capital represents approximately 16% of sales.10 A company’s overall working capital burden often reflects its bargaining power with other stakeholders: those positioned to dictate terms typically enjoy more attractive working capital profiles.


			For companies that grow, associated costs of working capital rise. Growth means more money is stuck in transit as inventory or unpaid bills. If a company ties up 10% of incremental sales in net working capital, then a significant percentage of cash that could have landed in investors’ pockets will not. The incremental working capital required for growth is critical as it reduces cash flow growth, and hence the company’s value creation. So companies that tie up very little extra working capital with incremental sales tend to be more attractive.


			Most companies must bear the costs of carrying at least some working capital. Those best-positioned to mitigate the money drain are those able to produce at low costs (less cash tied up as inventory) or to operate with rapid inventory and receivables turnover: they speed up the time it takes to produce and compress the time it takes to collect. In some rare and attractive cases, working capital is negative: capital is held rather than deployed, making for a benefit rather than a cost. The most common examples are industries that require prepayments, such as software and insurance.


			B. Return on Capital


			Return-on-capital metrics measure the effectiveness of a company’s capital allocation decisions and are also arguably the best shorthand expression of its industrial positioning and competitive advantages. 


			Theoretically, returns on capital should equal the opportunity cost of capital. An industry or a company generating economic profit normally draws competition, and competitive pressure gradually erodes profitability to erase economic profit. Thus, in perfectly competitive markets, companies earn no economic profit. To achieve sustained high returns on capital requires possessing features that protect returns from competition; namely, competitive advantages. Identifying what these competitive advantages are and understanding their sustainability is an essential part of the quality investment process.


			Quality investing focuses on a company’s ability to invest capital at high rates of return: post-tax levels of high-teens (and higher) are possible. Three elements drive corporate cash return on investment: asset turns, profit margins and cash conversion. Asset turns measure how efficiently a company generates sales from additional assets, which can vary greatly depending on the asset intensity of the industry itself; margins reflect the benefits of those incremental sales; and cash conversion reflects a company’s working capital intensity and the conservatism of its accounting policies. Before exploring each of these concepts below, we take a brief look at the challenge of measuring returns.


			Returns


			The simplest and most commonly used tool for measuring returns is return on equity: net income as a percentage of shareholders’ equity. While useful as a general proxy, the figure is crude for two reasons. Most obviously, the return part of the equation uses accounting measures, whose application leaves managers with considerable discretion over the treatment of important measures such as depreciation and provisioning. The calculation can also be distorted by factors that affect the value of shareholders’ equity, such as write-downs and debt levels. The latter is particularly problematic, since the leverage effect of debt boosts return on equity but does not reflect the associated risks: many of the failed financial institutions in the 2008 crisis boasted seductive returns on equity in preceding years.


			Ultimately, return measures should illuminate the cash return from each dollar invested by a business, irrespective of capital structure and accounting techniques. Measures such as return on invested capital (measured as net after-tax operating profit divided by invested capital) go some way towards achieving this. Better yet is a metric zeroing in on cash returns on cash capital invested (CROCCI);11 this is measured as after-tax cash earnings divided by capital invested after adjusting for accounting conventions such as amortization of goodwill. CROCCI measures the post-tax cash return on all capital a company has deployed. 


			These return metrics are snap-shots, measures at a moment in time, which can be distorted by, for example, cyclicality or the timing of an acquisition. An IRR (internal rate of return) calculation, such as Credit Suisse’s CFROI12 metric, addresses this point, but adds other complexities. Hence, we tend to use CFROI in conjunction with the other metrics we set out above. 
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