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CASE STUDY CS-02

Providian National Bank UK
How a single act of commitment — on a job no one else would touch — became the foundation
of a £3M per annum strategic partnership

£3M Zero Multi-year
Late

1990s
–2002

ANNUAL VALUE AT PEAK COMPETITIVE PITCHES TO WIN RETAINED UNTIL UK EXIT PERIOD

CASE SUMMARY

Client Providian National Bank UK (subsidiary of Providian Financial Corporation)

Context Communisis Chorleys / Navigator Communications

Period c.1998–2002

Sector Financial Services / Consumer Credit / Customer Communications

Challenge Complex, low-volume data processing job declined by all other suppliers

NHA Approach Unconditional commitment to solve a difficult problem others refused

Outcome £3M per annum contract, won without competitive pitch, through relationship equity alone

RCGA Stage Acquire

CLIENT BACKGROUND

A US credit business entering the UK market

Providian National Bank — a subsidiary of Providian Financial Corporation — was one of a wave of American

consumer credit businesses that entered the UK market in the late 1990s, alongside MBNA and Capital One. They

brought with them the distinctly US model of risk-based pricing, high-volume customer acquisition through direct mail,

and a focus on sub-prime borrowers who had previously been underserved by traditional British lenders.

Providian established its UK headquarters on 1 December 1998, and by 2000 had fully integrated its UK operations. At

its peak the UK portfolio held approximately 400,000 customers. The business was eventually sold to Barclaycard in

April 2002 for approximately £33 million, plus the assumption of some £400 million in debt.

THE ORIGIN

A problem nobody wanted



NATHAN HARMER ASSOCIATES Case Study CS-02  |  CONFIDENTIAL

Page 2

In the period around 1998–99, while working as a Senior Sales Executive at Communisis Chorleys, the path to

Providian began not with a cold approach, but with an existing relationship. Dean Smith — who would go on to

become Head of Print Production for Marketing at Providian's UK operation — had been encountered previously at a

different employer. When Dean moved to Providian, that connection travelled with him.

It was Dean who made the introduction that mattered. Lucy Holland, a colleague at Providian, had a problem sitting on

her desk — a small-volume customer communications job involving highly complex data manipulation and

personalised letter production. When Lucy needed someone to turn to, Dean suggested Paul Foster. Several other

suppliers had already been approached. None had been willing to invest the time and resource to solve it.

THE COMMITMENT

"It was sitting on her desk — a problem she didn't know how to resolve. I told her not to worry. I told
her I would find a solution. And I did."

Paul committed to the job, worked through the data and processing challenges, and delivered. No drama. No excuses.

The outcome was what had been promised — a working solution, on time, to specification. In commercial terms it was

an unremarkable transaction. In relational terms, it was anything but.

THE TURNING POINT

Trust, not tactics

Some considerable time later, Providian's UK business reached the scale at which it required a full-suite commercial

print and communications partner. The account — encompassing customer acquisition campaigns, personalised

letters, statements, and associated direct mail — was a significant commercial prize. Multiple suppliers were

competing for it.

The contract was won. The total contracted value was approximately £3 million per annum, sustained over several

years until Providian's exit from the UK market. The reason the initial selection was won was not price. It was not

breadth of capability, nor quality of pitch. It was something far more fundamental.

THE DECISIVE FACTOR

Lucy Holland — the person Paul had helped with that early, difficult data job — was a key internal
influencer in the supplier selection decision.

"Every other supplier was interested in the larger campaigns and work. But they weren't there when I
needed help solving something small and very difficult. Paul was." — Lucy Holland, Providian
National Bank UK

THE OUTCOME — SUMMARY

Origin Dean Smith introduced Paul Foster to Lucy Holland at Providian UK, c.1998–99, based on prior
working relationship at a different employer

Initial Scope Small-volume personalised customer letters — highly complex data processing; declined by all
other suppliers approached

Commitment Made "I will find a solution" — and delivered, on time, to specification
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Key Relationships Lucy Holland (initial contact, key internal influencer); Dean Smith (introducer, later a significant
account contact)

Contract Value Approximately £3 million per annum

Duration Multi-year, until Providian's UK market exit (Barclaycard acquisition, April 2002)

Decisive Factor Lucy Holland's internal advocacy, earned through commitment on a job every other supplier
declined

WHAT THIS DEMONSTRATES

Five principles in practice

1. Relationships are built in the margins, not the meetings.

The commercially significant moment in this engagement was not the proposal, not the pitch, not the price negotiation.

It was a quiet act of commitment on a job that most would have declined.

2. Influence does not always announce itself.

Lucy Holland was not the decision-maker in a formal sense. But she was trusted, and her view of how a supplier had

behaved under pressure carried more weight than any tender document.

3. A prior relationship is an asset, not a shortcut.

Dean Smith's introduction was not a shortcut to the account. It was the opening of a door. What happened once

through that door was determined entirely by delivery.

4. The quality of your commitment defines your commercial reputation.

Every supplier is at their most attentive when the prize is large. The differentiator is what you do when the prize is

small and the problem is hard.

5. Early entry at the unglamorous level is often the highest-leverage strategy.

Entering the Providian relationship at the difficult, low-volume level — when others declined — positioned Paul as the

only supplier with a track record of delivery inside their operation before the large opportunity arose.

THE NHA PRINCIPLE

NHA does not select client work based on immediate commercial yield. We select it based on where
we can make a genuine and material difference. The Providian engagement is evidence that this
approach, sustained over time, produces disproportionate commercial returns. It also leads directly
to Case Study CS-03.

ABOUT NATHAN HARMER ASSOCIATES LTD

Nathan Harmer Associates is a retained commercial strategy and business development advisory practice. We work

with a small number of mid-market companies across the UK, US, European Union, Australia and New Zealand, and

Canada on revenue growth, commercial architecture, and EBITDA improvement.

Our principal, Paul Foster, brings 49 years of commercial leadership. NHA operates on a strict

one-client-per-sector-per-geography model and accepts no commissions or referral fees from any third party.

paul.foster@nathan-harmer-associates.co.uk | +44 (0)7964 623920 | nathan-harmer-associates.co.uk
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