
Why overseas manufacturers need to adapt more than their language to succeed in the UK.

The commercial goals are familiar.

Build awareness. Generate demand. Win specification. Grow distribution. Support sales.

But the way you achieve them in the UK is different.

For many European manufacturers, particularly engineering-led businesses, the natural starting point is the 

product: technical performance, specification, innovation and the reasons it is demonstrably better.

All of that matters in the UK too.

But UK B2B buyers are wary of being sold to.

They prefer to reach their own conclusion that there is a good reason to buy.

That changes the conversation.

The question is not simply:

What makes our product technically impressive?

It is:

Why should I now choose you rather than the supplier I already use?

And that is a much harder question to answer.
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Nobody is waiting for you to arrive 

A manufacturer entering the UK is usually entering an established market.

The customer probably already has a product that does the job and may have used the same supplier 

for years.

The price is acceptable. Delivery is reliable. Technical support is available when required.

There may be no compelling reason to change.

So technical equivalence is rarely enough.

To unseat an established supplier, you need to offer something the buyer genuinely values — better performance, 
easier installation, improved availability, greater flexibility, stronger support or a solution to a problem the 
incumbent is not addressing.

Being new is not a reason to choose you.

You need to give the buyer a reason to reconsider what they already have.

The nature of that reason depends on how you intend to enter the market.

Do you need to become a Desirable Alternative — or is being an Acceptable Substitute enough to 

open the door?

For specification-led opportunities, the answer is usually the former.

For retrofit, the latter may be commercially powerful.

Specification: become a Desirable Alternative 

For many manufactured products, specification is the ultimate prize.

But breaking into specification as an unknown brand in the UK is difficult.

Specifiers have reputations to protect. Familiar products have proven performance, accessible technical 

information and established support behind them. They represent a low-risk choice.

Why introduce additional risk unless the alternative offers a meaningful advantage?

That is why a product seeking specification needs to be more than an acceptable substitute.

It needs to become a Desirable Alternative — something that offers a clear reason to change through better 
performance, greater flexibility, easier compliance, simpler installation, greater certainty or another advantage 
the specifier values enough to act upon.

If the incumbent is already doing the job well at an acceptable price, technical equivalence will rarely be enough to 

dislodge it. 

Retrofit: an Acceptable Substitute may be enough 

Retrofit starts with a different buying problem.

Instead of asking:

What should we specify for this new project?

the customer may be asking:

How do we replace, repair or improve what is already there?

That changes the burden of proof.
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The buyer may simply need an Acceptable Substitute — something compatible, available, reliable, 
straightforward to install, properly supported and competitively priced.

That can create a much more accessible route into the market for a new entrant.

Availability, compatibility and ease of replacement may suddenly matter more.

And existing product familiarity can become particularly valuable.

In retrofit markets, product recognition can sometimes be more powerful than brand recognition.

A contractor may already know how a product fits, installs and performs without necessarily knowing the 
manufacturer behind it.

That existing familiarity can provide a much faster route to credibility than trying to build awareness from 
zero.

Different players. Different reasons to buy. 

The UK buying chain can involve specifiers, consultants, contractors, installers, distributors, merchants and 

end users.

But influence is not distributed equally.

A specifier may want technical confidence and evidence.

A contractor may value reliability, availability and reduced project risk. 

An installer may care about familiarity, ease of installation and access to support.

A distributor needs a commercial reason to stock and promote another range.

An end user may simply want dependable performance and someone accountable if things go wrong.

The same product has to make commercial sense to different people for different reasons.

Understanding who can influence, approve, substitute or reject your product is therefore as important as 

understanding the product itself.

What does the UK buyer want you to Stand For? 

This is where positioning becomes important.

Not:

What would we like our brand to Stand For?

But:

What does the UK buyer need us to Stand For before they will consider changing?

Technical expertise?
Better support?

Greater flexibility?
Problem-solving?

That difference matters.

Successful positioning is not simply about projecting the qualities a manufacturer values about itself.

Availability?

A lower-risk alternative?

Price?
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It is about identifying the qualities the market values enough to act upon.

Understand that first.

Then determine how your brand can Stand Out.

Learn the rules before choosing the tactics

A UK website, exhibition stand, LinkedIn campaign or trade-media programme can create visibility.

But visibility will not compensate for choosing the wrong route into the market, talking to the wrong people 

or giving them the wrong reason to change.

That is why Discovery comes first.

How can you move forward if you don’t know which way you’re pointing?

Before commitÝng to activity, understand the competitive landscape, the buying chain, the barriers to switching, 
the most credible route to market and the UK media and channels that influence the people you need to 
reach.

Five questions worth asking

1. Why should a UK customer change from the supplier they already trust?

2. Do we need to become a Desirable Alternative or is an Acceptable Substitute enough to open the door?

3. Who really influences whether our product gets specified, purchased or installed?

4. What does each key buyer need us to Stand For before they will consider us?

5. Are we adapting to the needs of the UK market — or simply applying what already works elsewhere?

Same game. Different rules.

The objective has not changed.

You still need to create demand, influence decisions and generate sales.

But succeeding means understanding how UK customers buy, where influence sits and what it will take to 

persuade an established market to consider something different.

If you’re planning to enter in the UK, let’s talk and let us help you find the best way in.

Written by Steve Dyer, Industrial B2B Brand Marketing Specialist with 35+ years’ experience.

Find more B2B thought leadership articles on the website.

Oil The Wheels — A Streetwise Approach to Industrial & B2B Marketing
 

We’re a seasoned marketing duo with big agency experience — without the big 
agency costs. Oil The Wheels works with industrial and B2B brands when sales 

need a lift, marketing needs to deliver more, or something just feels off. 

We bring an experienced outside perspective, work collaboratively with in-house 
teams to identify what’s getÝng in the way, then turn that into creative, integrated 
marketing that better supports sales.

Because it’s not just about being seen.

It’s making sure your brand gets chosen!
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