
Allen Roberts, sitting in his offi ce in the 
Shearwater Adventures warehouse in Victoria 
Falls, Zimbabwe, was contemplating his 

company’s future in light of the serious problems it 
was encountering in conducting its outdoor adven-
tures. Tourism in Zimbabwe was down 75 percent 
over 1998 highs, and infl ation was 1,200 percent, 
causing prices to double every 22 days. However, over 
the last two years, Shearwater’s sales had risen by 22 
percent and 39 percent, respectively. Shearwater was 
by far the market leader in the Victoria Falls area, 
with an 80 percent share.

Despite its dominance in the Victoria Falls 
area and its position as market leader for the entire 
African continent, Shearwater Adventures had many 
competitors in the outdoor adventures business. At 
issue was how to continue to dominate the market 
while maintaining its reputation as a successful out-
door adventures operator.

As Allen Roberts was preparing to develop his 
strategy and business plan for the coming year, he 
was beginning to wonder if there was any future in 
the adventure industry in Victoria Falls. Roberts and 
his management team had already cut Shearwater’s 
expenses to the bone and had even given up their 
company cars for motorbikes.

ALLEN ROBERTS
Allen Roberts was educated in the United Kingdom 
at Nottingham University, where he majored in quan-
tity surveying. This special course required classes in 
architecture and detailed cost estimation. However, 
like a lot of students in their 20s, he was not really 
interested in going to work, so he followed his passion 

of kayaking. He became a competitive kayaker, enter-
ing numerous tournaments all over the world. In 1991, 
Roberts realized he could not make a career of kayak-
ing and acted on a friend’s suggestion to go to Victoria 
Falls and try his luck at rafting the Zambezi River.

As soon as Roberts made his fi rst trip, he was 
hooked on the Zambezi, and thus a new passion was 
born. The Zambezi was generally regarded as offering 
the best white-water rafting in the world. As Roberts 
said, “The rapids are huge, the water is warm, the 
weather is great, and the scenery stunning.”

After working in Africa for a while, Roberts 
traveled to the United States and tried his luck at 
canoeing and white-water rafting in West Virginia 
and then in Pennsylvania. During his time in the 
States, Roberts also gained valuable experience 
making videos of rafting trips and selling the copies 
to participants. Soon, however, he decided to return 
to Africa and Victoria Falls for good. 

A friend of Roberts’s named Mike Davis had, 
in the previous rafting season, started making vid-
eos of Zambezi River rafting trips and had secured 
the rights to do so for the next season. Knowing that 
Roberts had been making videos in the States, Davis 
approached Roberts about working together, and 
their business soon expanded to produce both videos 
and photos. The profi t was so tremendous on the vid-
eos and pictures that Davis and Roberts were making 
more money than the owners of the rafts. This did 
not go unnoticed by the raft operators.

Roberts and Davis were having the time of their 
lives. As single young men, they were making good 
money with few expenses. Roberts says that his only 
necessities were food, beer, and the occasional date. 
The long term was not in his thoughts because he 
was having too much fun.

In 1995, the manager of Shearwater Adventures 
approached Mike Davis and asked if he would like to 
form a partnership. Davis agreed immediately. The 

 

Shearwater Adventures Ltd.
Michelle Reeser
The University of Alabama

This case was prepared under the supervision of Professor A. J. Strickland, 
The University of Alabama. Copyright © 2007 by Michelle Reeser and 
A. J. Strickland. All rights reserved.

tho81241_cs02_018_029.indd   18tho81241_cs02_018_029.indd   18 8/2/07   6:36:52 PM8/2/07   6:36:52 PM

Additio l ase

AC-1

na  C 11111111



 . -

Shearwater owners soon realized that Roberts and 
Davis were fi rst-rate entrepreneurs, and the two were 
put in charge of all Shearwater operations. Davis 
was in charge of running the rafting adventures, and 
Roberts became a partner in the video and photo sec-
tion, which at the time was the most profi table area. 
Roberts was 25 years old.

Business was good for Shearwater at that time. 
Tourist arrivals to Victoria Falls were growing rapidly. 
However, in 2000, Davis decided to leave the group 
to pursue new ventures. Roberts not only stayed on at 
Shearwater but also assumed the role of CEO, taking 
a personal 25 percent stake in the company. It was 
under Roberts’s leadership that Shearwater not only 
grew to dominate the Victoria Falls outdoor adven-
ture market but also became the most well-known 
adventure tour operator in all of Africa.

THE INDUSTRY
One expert estimated that the extreme and adven-
ture sporting industry was in the $100 million range. 
However, it was believed that, due to the fragmented 
nature of the industry, this estimate of the industry’s 
size was too low and that a more accurate estimate 
would place it in the $400 to $500 million range 
with over 40 areas of activity and 250,000 operators 
worldwide. Some players in the industry were ex-
periencing growth rates as high as 12 percent annu-
ally. Extreme and adventure sports were growing as 
working people looked to fi nd more exciting ways to 
enjoy time away from their jobs.

Thus, the extreme and adventure sports industry 
not only was fragmented but also had the charac-
teristics of an emerging business. Most companies 
defi ned extreme and adventure sports as those ac-
tivities requiring special equipment and one or more 
trained guides. The difference between an extreme 
sport and an adventure sport was simply a matter 
of word choice: a company’s advertising could use 
either term according to how the company wanted 
to portray the activities it offered to customers. 
The wide range of activities included bungee jump-
ing, skiing, hiking, biking, climbing, horseback 
riding, and going on safaris. The most popular at-
traction, however, was white-water rafting. Many 
companies offered individual trips or package deals 
categorized by the number of days they took.

Like other industries in the 21st century, the ex-
treme and adventure sporting industry had a global 
presence. Adventure seekers were offered not only a 

wide range of activities but also a wide range of lo-
cations. While one person could seek adventure on a 
safari in Africa, another could choose to race down the 
rapids in North America’s Rocky Mountains. However, 
as competitors looked to grow their market share and 
increase their customer base, they tended to concen-
trate on competition at the local level while consider-
ing attracting customers on the global level to be more 
of an obstacle. With the average female customer at 46 
years old and the average male customer at 50 years 
old, successful players in this market had to fi nd a way 
to cater to an aging customer base while continuing to 
attract college-age and young adult customers.

It was no surprise that the target age in the ex-
treme and adventure sports industry ranged from 
the mid 40s to early 50s. Those were the years when 
everyday life became more and more hectic and dis-
posable income increased. With a societal push to 
stay young at heart and the realization that money 
can’t always buy happiness, adults were looking for 
ways to break free from the sometimes mundane life 
of offi ce work and the acquisition of possessions. As 
one industry expert stated, “How many homes and 
SUVs can one person own?” In addition to a new 
mind-set, adults were also infl uenced by many other 
factors. An increased focus on healthy lifestyles was 
prompting consumers to choose vacations that also 
provided a means of exercise.

Entertainment media were also helping the cause 
of extreme and adventure sports. ESPN’s X Games 
were gaining popularity, and reality TV shows such as 
Survivor and Fear Factor were sparking the interest 
of millions to take part in their very own adventure. 
It was also much easier than ever before for people 
to travel long distances for vacation, making seem-
ingly remote locations such as the Zambezi River not 
so remote after all. Outdoor adventure companies’ 
knowledge base and the quality of their equipment 
were also continuing to improve, allowing even the 
most conservative adventurer to feel safe.

Within this industry, white-water rafting in partic-
ular had many positive qualities, but what did it take 
for a rafting company to be competitive?  Players in 
the fi eld consisted of two types: young college grads 
looking for adventurous jobs, and experienced tour 
operators with an average of 15 years in the industry. 
Mature companies were faced with aging equipment 
and owners who were getting older and out of shape.

The cost of entering the industry could be as low 
as $20,000 for a small operation that simply ran raft-
ing trips or as high as $200,000 for a full-service 
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operation offering a combined transport, rafting, 
shopping, and lodging experience. While it was dif-
fi cult to start an operation in the United States, due 
to the cost of permits, opening an adventure opera-
tion in some countries such as South Africa could be 
as easy as just having a white-water raft. However, 
to achieve long-term sustainability, the leader of 
the company had to be shrewd and had to know the 
fi nancial status of the company down to the last 
penny. Industry leaders were also partnering through 
acquisitions, organized associations, and reseller 
networks in order to increase repeat bookings from 
satisfi ed customers.

The value chain was critically important for in-
ternational extreme adventure companies because 
only 30 percent of customers booked an adventure 
in advance. If an operator could link up with a travel 
company such as Thompson Tours (see, e.g., www.
thompsonsafrica.com/ZimbabweVictoriaFallsDay
ToursAndAdventureExcursion937.aspx), then it could 
ensure that visitors had prepaid for the adventure and 
could thus better predict the current demand. Other 
key success factors included repeat bookings and 
cross-selling—companies that could offer a variety 
of activities had a much higher probability of gain-
ing repeat business.

Advertising was key to attract tourists who had 
not yet chosen an adventure activity upon arrival in 
the local market. Because competition was concen-
trated at the local level, marketing techniques had 
to focus on maximizing operations through local av-
enues. Adventure sports companies in Victoria Falls, 

for example, had to target tourists as soon as they en-
tered the area. They formed partnerships with shuttle 
drivers from airports and set up offi ces in key hotels. 
Credibility was added when locals supported the op-
eration. Another successful means of boosting sales 
was to expand operations into tourist transportation. 
Instead of merely investing in partnerships with driv-
ers, an adventure sports company could invest in one 
or more modes of transportation to directly target 
customers at the start of their vacation. Placing ads 
in travel guides, magazines, and high-traffi c Internet 
sources was another way to reach a wider range of 
customers from different geographical locations and 
different age brackets.

In the case of Shearwater Adventures, word of 
mouth played an important role in new sales. After 
covering advertising on a local level, Shearwater 
also partnered with leading tour operators such as 
Jenman African Safaris (www.jenmansafaris.com) 
to boost its reputation and reach a wider audience.

SHEARWATER 
ADVENTURES
As Allen Roberts looked to strengthen his 80 percent 
market share in the Victoria Falls area, one strategy he 
considered was to acquire other companies. Having a 
knack for attracting the right person for the right job, 
he also continued to build a solid management team. 
Shearwater’s fi nancials are shown in Exhibit 1.

Exhibit 1  Shearwater Adventures’ Financials, 2004–2006 (in U.S.$)

2004 2005 2006

INCOME STATEMENT DATA
Revenue     $2,246,680.64     $3,386,586.27  $3,926,063.10 
Cost of sales         (673,059.05)      (1,066,122.08)        (1,127,835.02)
Gross profi t     $1,573,621.59     $2,320,464.19  $2,798,228.09 
Other income (rents, helicopter 
charters, disposal of old equipment)

         158,967.96          820,139.74            352,561.20 

Total gross profi t     $1,732,589.55     $3,140,603.93  $3,150,789.29 
Variable costs         (248,938.18)         (688,884.06)           (741,124.77)
Contribution     $1,483,651.37     $2,451,719.87  $2,409,664.06 
Staff overheads         (871,918.83)      (1,737,485.86)  $(927,162.87)
Corporate overheads         (971,329.69)      (1,146,931.73)        (1,167,647.94)
Net profi t (loss)       $(359,597.15)       $(432,697.71)  $314,853.25 
OTHER DATA
Customers            26,351            36,056         41,868
Average revenue per customer  $85.26                 $93.93  $93.77 
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Roberts had differentiated Shearwater Adven-
tures by offering far more adventures than any of his 
competitors—see Exhibit 2.

Roberts knew that Shearwater’s competitors had 
only three options to offer at most—white-water 
rafting, boating, and riding elephants—but that they 
could add more in the future. Two concerns were that 

(1) it was not expensive for a company to add an ad-
venture to its lineup, and (2) there was talent in the 
area that could either devise a new adventure or that 
could simply copy Shearwater’s offerings.

One of the bright spots for Shearwater Adventures 
was its addition of bundled activities—packages al-
lowed customers to choose from a selection activities 

Exhibit 2 Representative of Shearwater Adventures’ Offerings
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for one price. Shearwater used the phrase “Ticket to 
Adventure” to describe its bundled activities—see 
Exhibit 3.

While Shearwater Adventures faced serious 
threats, there was a defense or a solution for each 
one. As Zimbabwe tackled its economic and politi-

cal instability, Shearwater could look to neighbor-
ing countries for hope. Victoria Falls, however, was 
a precious commodity, and Shearwater would have 
to consider that in any plans for relocation. It was 
crucial for Allen Roberts to increase prebookings 
of Shearwater adventure tours as a defense against 

Source: Company Web site, accessed April 17, 2007.
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Exhibit 3 Shearwater Adventures’ Package Offerings
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was to remain the number one adventure tour op-
erator in the Victoria Falls area, what were the next 
steps in the game plan?  

competition and to use its existing capacity to ac-
commodate more customer bookings for its adven-
ture tours to its advantage. If Shearwater Adventures 

Source: Company Web site, accessed April 17, 2007.
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