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Aoris Investment Management

Aoris is a specialist international equity manager 
founded in 2017. We are a focused business and 
manage a single international equity portfolio.  
Our investment approach is conservative, 
fundamental and evidence-based.

The Aoris International Fund

We own a concentrated portfolio of high-quality, wealth-creating 
businesses run by prudent and capable management. Owning a maximum 
of 15 companies allows our quality criteria to be unusually demanding and 
permits us to be discerning on the price we pay. We aim to deliver a return 
of 8–12% p.a. after fees over a 5–7-year market cycle.
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Introduction

The next time you board a plane, turn on a tap, or 
use an electronic device, chances are you’re relying 
on products made or supplied by businesses you’ve 
never heard of. Their products rarely attract attention, 
and most people wouldn’t give them a second 
thought. These businesses aren’t household names, 
but they have achieved extraordinary financial results.

The companies we’re referring to are Amphenol, 
Halma, and Diploma. They all provide mission-critical 
products to businesses, operate in fragmented 
markets, and serve a broad range of end markets. 

That all sounds good but the same could be said 
for many businesses that haven’t enjoyed the same 
success. So, what is it about these companies that has 
enabled them to comfortably outperform peers and 
grow earnings at double-digit rates over many years?

In this feature article we take a closer look at four 
characteristics we see time and again among 
successful businesses across different industries. 
These are:

•	 A deep commitment to decentralisation 

•	 Have the right incentives and culture

•	 A focus on adding rather than extracting value 
from customers

•	 Opportunities to reinvest capital via bolt-on 
acquisitions  

We believe these attributes help explain how 
seemingly ordinary businesses have achieved 
extraordinary results. 

Common Attributes of 
Uncommon Businesses

Written by Alasdair Kingham, 
Senior Equity Analyst
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What these businesses do

Before delving into the common characteristics, it’s 
worth touching on what these businesses do. 

Amphenol provides interconnect, sensors and 
antennas that go into a broad range of electronics 
we use every day. If you have an iPhone, drive a car, 
have flown on a plane, or have submitted an AI query, 
then you have used its products. The products have 
the attractive characteristics of being useful across 
a wide range of end markets and being low-cost but 
mission-critical components. 

Halma is a group of businesses that operates in 
niche markets where there is a focus on safety, 
health and the environment. Its products include 
robots used for monitoring undersea infrastructure, 
detection systems to help factories and mines detect 
hazardous gas leaks, and sensors that stop elevator 
doors from closing on people. The markets Halma 
serves are all supported by trends towards higher 
safety and environmental standards.

Diploma is a diverse collection of value-added 
distributors that provide specialised products that 
are critical components in their customers’ value 
chains. It has businesses that help manufacturers get 
replacement parts for out-of-warranty industrial robots, 
custom seals for beverage bottling plants, and fasteners 
for planes. The commonality across their businesses 
is they are not just a middleman, but also add value 
through technical expertise, responsive service, and 
bespoke solutions, which help customers minimise 
disruption and keep essential operations running.

At first glance, there appears to be little in common. 
They operate in different industries, serve different 
customers and sell different products. However, we 
believe their success is driven less by what they do 
and more by how they do it. As we will explore, they 
share several distinctive characteristics that have 
contributed to their success. 

“Success is driven 
less by what they 
do and more by 
how they do it.”
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Deep commitment to decentralisation

Being decentralised or centralised is not a binary 
choice and all businesses operate on a spectrum. 

Centralisation has benefits like strategic and brand 
consistency, cost advantages from consolidating 
support functions and procurement, and greater 
coordination and control over behaviour and 
processes. It may suit businesses in highly regulated 
industries like banks and energy providers, or those 
with standardised products and services like airlines. 

The benefits sound reasonable but like everything 
there are trade-offs. As decisions are made further 
away from customers, local nuances can be missed, 
and businesses can become less responsive to 
changing customer needs. Requiring approvals 
from head office can also slow down operational 
decision-making, reduce accountability, and may 
mean employees are less empowered to improve 
performance. 

There are numerous examples of companies 
that looked to centralise decision-making, only to 
reverse course as the drawbacks impacted results. 
A good example from history is Home Depot. In the 
early 2000s autonomy was taken away from store 
managers, decision-making was centralised, and 
efficiency gained greater importance over service. 
It was during this period that customer service 
metrics declined and Home Depot lost share 
to Lowe’s. Following a change in management, 
the balance shifted back towards giving more 
autonomy to frontline operators, which contributed 
to service metrics improving and Home Depot again 
outperforming Lowe’s. 

So, what are the benefits of decentralisation? It is 
generally accompanied by greater agility, faster 
decision-making, better understanding of local 
markets and customers, and stronger accountability. 
It also encourages entrepreneurship. 
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Given their breadth and diversity, some 
decentralisation is inevitable at Amphenol, Halma, 
and Diploma. However, we have encountered few 
companies as committed to the autonomy of local 
leaders as these businesses.

Managers are empowered to act as true business 
owners. They have full responsibility for their P&L and 
have the authority to make decisions without asking 
for permission up the chain. This gives local leaders 
greater flexibility to respond to changes in their markets. 
By placing decision-making authority with those 
closest to customers, these businesses can be more 
agile, which we believe enables them to better serve 
customers and run their operations more efficiently. 

A good example of this is Amphenol. It spends 
considerably less on R&D than its closest, more 
centralised peer, yet it has grown almost twice as fast 
over the past 20 years. This is because new innovations 
are not dreamed up by people in a lab at headquarters, 
but by those closest to the customer. As a result, the 
company only builds what customers want. 

Agility has also helped all three businesses gain 
share. During the supply chain disruption that 
followed COVID-19, Halma’s operating companies 
were able to source alternative supplies and, with 
the help of customers, redesign components using 
available parts. They responded quickly, preserved 
continuity of supply, better served customers, and 
ultimately gained market share. They were able to do 
this because managers act as entrepreneurs and did 
not need to seek approval before making decisions 
that help serve customers. 

Despite the benefits, decentralisation also involves 
trade-offs. One of the most prominent is forgoing 
potential scale benefits associated with centralising 
procurement and/or manufacturing. In the case of 
Amphenol, Halma, and Diploma, management are 
confident that agility, accountability and customer 
responsiveness are more valuable than efficiencies 
that might come from centralising procurement. 

“Managers are 
empowered to act 
as true business 
owners.”
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Maintaining the autonomy of local managers might 
sound easy but in practice it requires senior leaders 
to go against the human desire to be ‘doing things’. 
This bias shows up all the time in both business and 
government. In most organisations new processes 
are constantly being added, which can lead to layers 
of management bloat and bureaucracy. 

Even small changes, such as centralising 
procurement, might seem like a reasonable way to 
save costs, but can erode the autonomy of local 
managers. Over the long term, this can impair their 
ability to serve customers, reduce accountability, and 
ultimately hurt growth.

Senior managers at Halma, Amphenol, and Diploma 
have actively fought the urge to centralise decision-
making to preserve the autonomy of managers. This 
has not happened by accident; it requires active 
effort but has helped these businesses foster an 
entrepreneurial culture, better serve customers, and 
ultimately grow earnings. 

With autonomy comes accountability

If managers can do what they want, how do these 
companies ensure they are acting in the best 
interests of the business? This is where incentives 
and culture come into play. As Charlie Munger 
said, “Show me the incentives and I’ll show you the 
outcome.” 

All three businesses incentivise managers on very 
clear and simple metrics: revenue and EBIT growth. 
At Halma and Diploma, managers are expected to 
deliver 5% organic revenue growth, while Amphenol 
targets 7%. Importantly, these targets do not change 
when market conditions are weak or strong.
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The mindset is that they all operate in broad, 
fragmented markets that offer ample growth 
opportunities. There will naturally be years when 
managers achieve their targets and are compensated 
appropriately, and years when they do not. However, 
expectations and incentives do not change simply 
because market conditions have become more or 
less favourable. 

This creates a mindset that, even when the market 
is down, managers should keep their foot on the 
accelerator and look for ways to gain market share or 
identify new avenues for growth. 

A good example of this is a business within Amphenol 
that sells sensors used in oil and gas facilities. When 
the oil and gas market was experiencing a downturn, 
management looked for new opportunities and 
discovered that their sensors could also be used in 
shipping. They subsequently expanded into a new 
market. This is unlikely to happen without the right 
incentives. It would be easier to say, “The market is 
down; we’ll wait for it to recover.” 

These incentives foster a no-excuses culture 
of extreme ownership, which works best when 
managers have genuine autonomy. That way, they 
cannot argue that their results have been negatively 
affected by decisions made by headquarters. 

It taps into the human desire to be responsible 
for what you’re accountable for, and helps attract 
entrepreneurial individuals, which is another benefit of 
decentralisation. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, all three businesses have 
generated outcomes that closely resemble the 
incentives they have put in place. 

There is a risk that extreme decentralisation 
combined with challenging growth incentives 
could cause managers to behave in ways that are 
detrimental to the long-term health of the business. 
This is where structure and culture help.

“Incentives foster 
a no-excuses 
culture of extreme 
ownership, 
which works best 
when managers 
have genuine 
autonomy.”
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Despite their commitment to decentralisation, these 
businesses are not merely holding companies.  

All three have formal reporting lines that help monitor 
underlying businesses and provide coaching. They 
also have processes that facilitate the informal sharing 
of best practices. For example, if a manager within 
Diploma wants to expand into a new geography, they 
can draw on the experience of others within the group 
who have operated in that region.

Importantly though, the decision to implement 
changes remains at the discretion of local business 
managers. If someone wants to go it alone, they are 
free to do so.

All three also foster a culture that focuses on the long 
term, which helps inform ‘how’ managers choose to 
grow. 

Ultimately, decentralisation does not guarantee 
success, but the chances increase when 
supported by the right incentives, a strong sense of 
accountability, and a culture that guides decision-
making over the long term.

Growth by adding rather than extracting value

We believe that having happy customers is an 
underappreciated barrier to entry and a source of 
durable growth that surprisingly few investors pay 
attention to. When thinking about mission-critical 
goods and services, most investors are attracted 
to the idea that pricing power can drive growth. 
That might be true in the short term, but over the 
long term, extractive pricing gives customers a 
reason to look for alternatives and opens the door to 
competitors. We want to own businesses that grow 
by providing more value. 
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A good example is Windy City Wire, a business 
owned by Diploma that provides wiring solutions 
for construction projects. What is unique about its 
offering is that the wiring comes pre-wrapped and 
pre-packaged, meaning it can be installed more 
quickly and with fewer workers. This results in labour 
cost savings of 20–30% for customers. 

All three businesses incentivise managers to grow, 
but they also share a common mindset regarding 
‘how’ they grow. They look to grow by solving more 
problems, helping customers save money, and 
ultimately providing more value. Other businesses 
in our portfolio, such as Cintas and Compass, also 
share these traits. The more value these businesses 
add, the more important they become to customers, 
which helps drive durable growth. 

M&A provides attractive reinvestment opportunities

Another common attribute is that Amphenol, Halma, and 
Diploma all have strong track records of supplementing 
organic growth with acquisitions. We avoid businesses 
that make large transformational acquisitions but 
believe small, disciplined, bolt-on acquisitions can 
represent an attractive reinvestment opportunity.

All three have allocated most of their free cash flow 
towards M&A, which has contributed between 5–10% 
growth per year. Importantly, the return on invested 
capital (including goodwill) exceeds 15% for all three 
businesses, suggesting their acquisitions have been 
value-accretive.

The results are no accident. There are several similarities 
in how all three businesses approach capital allocation, 
which help explain their high success rate. 

All three are extremely focused on only acquiring 
businesses that operate within their areas of expertise, 
much like successful investors who concentrate on 
areas where they have a core competency. 
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This might sound simple, but history is littered with 
companies that have used M&A to expand into new 
markets and categories, only to write down those 
investments later. The fact they operate in fragmented 
markets helps, as it provides plenty of opportunities 
within their existing areas of focus without the need to 
venture into uncharted territory. 

All three also look only to buy businesses that are 
leading providers within their niche and are run by 
entrepreneurially minded managers. They have no 
interest in turnarounds. Returns are expected to come 
from accelerating revenue growth, not from cost 
‘synergies’. Amphenol likes to say it never uses the word 
‘synergies’ because it is often just shorthand for firing 
people or justifying a higher valuation. 

Finally, valuation remains important and they won’t pay 
any price. 

Sticking to their strict criteria requires discipline. Halma 
reviews c. 600 deals each year, does serious due 
diligence on c. 60, and ultimately acquires six – meaning 
they only buy 1% of businesses they look at. Like Aoris, 
management say ‘no’ far more often than they say ‘yes’.  

M&A is not without risks, but we believe that discipline, 
combined with the decentralised structure described 
earlier, helps mitigate them. In most cases, the 
management teams of acquired companies are left to 
operate as they did before the acquisition, reducing the 
risk of disruption for both the acquired business and the 
broader group. It also allows management to continue 
buying businesses without distracting from other parts 
of the company. 

Decentralisation also helps preserve the culture, which 
is often attractive for owner-operators looking to sell. 
In many cases, Amphenol, Halma, and Diploma are 
acquirers of choice for these businesses and often win 
out despite not being the highest bidder. 

“Like Aoris, 
management say 
‘no’ far more often 
than they say ‘yes’.”
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The reason these companies have generated attractive 
returns from M&A is that management are disciplined 
about both the quality of businesses they acquire and 
the prices they pay. They also have strong track records 
of improving these businesses, either by accelerating 
growth or expanding margins. Their fragmented markets 
provide opportunities to continue doing so for many 
years to come. 

Many quality businesses generate high returns on 
capital, but if they cannot reinvest at attractive rates of 
return, they will struggle to compound earnings at a high 
rate over time. As such, the ability to deploy capital into 
acquisitions is an attractive characteristic and leaves 
them well positioned to continue growing earnings.

Conclusion

We only own 15 businesses but over the years, we have 
evaluated hundreds and observed that successful 
businesses often share common characteristics. 
In most cases, success comes from how these 
businesses operate, rather than what they do. 

Some of these attributes reinforce one another. 
Decentralisation and autonomy work best when 
supported by the right incentives and accountability. 
The likelihood of successful M&A increases when 
decentralisation reduces integration risks. Similarly, 
growing through providing more value to customers is 
more likely when those closest to them are responsible 
for making R&D investment decisions. 

The four attributes described in this article are just 
some of the characteristics we look for, but we believe 
they help provide the foundation for durable earnings 
growth and, ultimately, long-term shareholder returns. 



Feature Article September 2026

Aoris International Fund | Common Attributes of Uncommon Businesses 13

Portfolio companies
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