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In The Office
EXECUTIVE INTERVIEW

A Strapping

SPECTA is a mid-size company with big corporate culture. The company is 
prepared for its future growth based on the trust and collaboration between 
its employees, clients, and suppliers.
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Collaboration and 
communication have 
been the core 
components of 
SPECTA’s success over 

the past two decades as the 
company has built its network of 
clients and suppliers across Europe 
and Asia. SPECTA has emerged as 
one of the leaders in industrial 
packaging in Europe, Russia, and 
CIS. SPECTA offers a full range of 
solutions for product protection in 
transit, comprising automatic 
strapping equipment, tools, straps, 
and marking.

With its headquarters and its new, 
large plant in the central Russian 
town of Kostroma, SPECTA is 
investing and developing this 
quality range of vital products. In 
CIS, SPECTA is represented by 16 
regional offices and service 
centres, and in Europe by 20 
distributors, thus ensuring prompt 
delivery and service to its array of 
industrial clients across more than 
30 nations.

Erik Helin, founder and CEO of 
SPECTA, recently sat down with 
The CEO Magazine to discuss the 
organisation’s evolution over the 
past 20 years and the collaborative 
culture that has defined its 
relationships with staff, suppliers, 
and clients. 

The CEO Magazine : What led 
you to the formation of SPECTA?

Erik: I’m an entrepreneur. For me, 
it all starts from that. My father 
used to be an entrepreneur so I 
kind of grew up with that outlook. 
I always try to create something 
new. I don’t accept any models or 
ways of doing things in the past. 
We could say my passion is to live 
in the future and to question 
everything that has been done in 
the past. 

In the late 80s to early 90s, 
Eastern Europe and Russia were 
changing very quickly and at that 
time I was working in a steel 
business in London and New York. 
They are great cities, but for me 
Russia was much more fascinating. 
It was opening up and changing 
very rapidly. I’m a regular guy and 
I saw that there were more 
opportunities in Russia. 

I moved to Russia and around 
that time the Russian steel 
industry and the export business 
started to open up. The Russian 
steel guys were very eager to 
listen to a young Finnish guy and 
learn about the international steel 
market. Step by step, the trust  
was created. We started to trade 
Russian steel to Taiwan, Korea, 
Japan, and Thailand. 

The big kick was that in 1992 the 
USA granted the Most-Favored-
Nation status to Russia and the 
custom tariffs for steel were 
abolished. I told the Novolipetsk 
steel mill management that we 
should start to export to the  
USA. It’s the biggest steel market 
in the world. Both Novolipetsk 
and the US steel buyers were very 
sceptical and hesitant to make the 
decision to start, but after many 
long negotiations, in August 1992 
the first shipment of Russian steel 
arrived in Houston, USA. Now, 22 
years later I’m pretty proud of my 
part in opening up the US market 
to the Russian steel industry.  

To ensure that the steel got to its 
destination in perfect condition, 
the Russian steel mill people  
asked me to provide a reliable 
transport packaging solution. That 
was when SPECTA was really 
born, doing a full turnaround from 
steel trading to industrial 
packaging. Our mission became to 
‘improve the quality of industrial 
transport packaging’, and that’s 
how the new SPECTA started. 

How have you transformed  
the company over the last  
two decades?

Now, 20 years later, SPECTA is an 
important mid-size company with 
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clear focus in its niche. We service 
around 2,000 industrial customers 
in Eastern Europe, Western 
Europe, and of course Russia.  
Our main products are steel and 
PET packaging straps. We have a 
brand new factory in central  
Russia and we’re probably the  
only company of our type that  
is certified according to ISO  
9001, ISO 14001, and OHSAS 
18001 standards. 

Of course, the strap itself is a small 
product but it’s very vital. Many 
people don’t know this but 
without the strap you can’t 
transport any of these products. In 
terms of production, the scale is 
important. We produce around 
120 kilometres of strap every hour 
and we work 24/7. So, the  
strategy in the strapping business 
is very simple. We need to sell  
and we need to run at full speed. 
The top line and a balanced 
portfolio of clients matter—
everything else is secondary. 

What do you think have been the 
most important milestones for 
SPECTA in recent years?

There have been several notable 
achievements for SPECTA. We 
started from scratch and now we 
are one of the leading packaging 
companies in Russia and Europe. 
The steel industry in Russia is a 
very domestic-owned business; we 
are the only foreign-owned 
company, which is a part of the 
local steel cluster. One of our 
board members said SPECTA 
clearly conducts its business in the 
way things are done in Europe, but 
culturally has ‘ears’ for Russia, too. 
I think it’s an achievement that 
SPECTA has earned a reputation 
being a trusted partner across  
the borders. 

What have been the main 
challenges you’ve faced? 

The main challenge when we’re 
working and are based in an 
emerging market is obviously the 
ups and downs. Another challenge 
is the inward culture within the 
steel industry anywhere in the 
world. I would say these are the 
two big challenges. 

what working capital is and  
how a single individual can 
influence the working capital of 
the whole chain, not only our 
working capital but also our 
suppliers’ and clients’ working 
capital. We really went down  
to the floor. Working capital is 
about understanding the whole 
chain so everyone needs to 
understand its impact. 

We also encourage supplier  
audits. We do the supplier audits 
and our partners do the supplier 
audits. It’s easy to say, “let’s save 
money,” but I think it’s about 
optimisation. If the company 
doesn’t pack very well then it’s 
easy to identify and improve this 
issue. It’s more challenging when 
the company over-packs and so we 
have to work with them to 
optimise that. Then you can have 
huge savings of 20 or 30 per cent. 
We try to optimise the chain and 
our operations by working with 
our suppliers and partners. 

Finally, it’s about constant joint 
development. With our key 
strategic partners, we have joint 
development teams with two or 
three specialists from our side and 
two or three specialists from their 
side and they meet once a quarter 
and brainstorm about what we can 
do better, either technologically, 
logistically, in the marketplace, and 
other factors. It’s a partnership and 
you have to collaborate and have 
these meetings.  

How will you lead SPECTA in the 
coming years as markets shift? 

The market is shifting all the time 
so I would say that our strategy in 
the future will be focused on the 
customer synergy diversifying our 
asset portfolio geographically and 
product-wise. We stay committed 
to our clients, but are not limited 
to only packaging. SPECTA can 
add value and be a very good 
partner to some other 
manufacturers beyond the 
packaging sector. This is one of the 
things that we are focusing on 
strategically. In the downward 
cycles of the market, we are careful, 
but have the guts to act and 
capture opportunities.  

Looking at the ups and downs and 
the cyclical nature of the industry, 
you can’t look at these markets by 
quarter—you have to look at them 
in the long-term. You have to look 
at the 10-year horizon and what 
are the fundamentals and the 
sustainable things that you can 
build a business on. When there 
are those crises you have to 
remember that every downward 
cycle is a true opportunity. You just 
have to have the guts to capitalise 
on the opportunity.  

When the market has been going 
down, we have always tried to see 
where the opportunities lie. We are 
very careful and alert, but prepared 
to act. You have to be ready for 
market shifts and to create 
something new. You have to be 
willing to achieve something that 
wasn’t possible yesterday. 

Regarding the trust, I would say 
that once you’re a long-term player, 
you’re committed to your clients in 
good and bad times, you’re 
committed to your people, and 
you’re committed to your values. 

You have to lead by the values. 
True leadership in emerging 
markets is about creating shared, 
common values with your clients, 
suppliers, and employees. It does 
take time. You really have to put in 
the legwork and spend time with 
your people. Don’t just bring your 
own values, but listen to new 
things and adapt. 

I think this is how we’ve managed 
to create trust among our supply 
chain and among our team. We 
don’t rely on luck; we work hard. In 
our company, everybody is available 
24 hours a day. Of course, we don’t 
exploit that, but our priorities and 
values are very clear. First comes 
the company, then comes the client, 
and then comes yourself. 

Overcoming cultural differences 
is a key task for many CEOs. How 
did you manage to tackle the 
cultural differences between 
yourself, being Finnish, and the 
Russian business culture?

As I said, it’s about doing the 
legwork. You have to be there. You 

have to do your homework and I 
think you just have to spend time 
with people. You have to open 
your eyes and your ears. You have 
to forget your own prejudices. You 
just have to be positive, curious, 
and open-minded. 

The most difficult thing that  
I’ve faced in my management  
of SPECTA is helping people to 
let go of the old ways before they 
can accept the new ways of  
doing things. Many Europeans  
are very entrenched in the old 
templates of doing business.  
You have to help them to offload 
these old ways and upload new 
models and new information.  
This can be quite difficult. I  
call this out-learning because 
you’ve first got to out-learn  
the old things before uploading 
the new information. 

How do you communicate and 
collaborate with employees?

Whatever we do, we do together. 
It’s a very team-based approach 
with clear management 

responsibilities and governance 
structures, but we still spend a lot 
of time talking to each other in the 
hallways. We create a joint vision of 
where we want to go and how we 
want to do things. Sometimes the 
discussions get very heated 
because people are very passionate 
here so we communicate on a very 
frequent basis. 

It’s a continuous improvement 
process. It’s about giving and 
getting straight, constructive 
feedback. One of our core  
values is focused on using a 
positive approach. We spend a  
lot of time in the office so we 
want to embed positive feelings 
there. Work should be conducted 
in a positive environment.  

How do you nurture 
relationships with your suppliers 
and strategic partners?

We have a number of key strategic 
partners. Today, the big issue  
is the working capital. What I  
did was I trained every single 
employee in my company in  

“Now, 20 years 
later, SPECTA is 
an important 
mid-size 
company with 
clear focus in 
its niche. We 
service around 
2000 industrial 
customers in 
Eastern Europe, 
Western 
Europe, and of 
course Russia.” 
- Erik Helin

“The market is 
shifting all the 
time so I would 
say that our 
strategy in the 
future will be 
focused on the 
customer 
synergy, but 
diversifying our 
asset portfolio 
geographically 
and product-
wise. We stay 
committed to 
our clients,  
but are not 
limited to only 
packaging.” 
- Erik Helin


