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THE GROUP CEO OF EFS FACILITIES SERVICES GROUP 
REVEALS HIS VISION TO BUILD A US$1 BILLION ORGANIZATION
b y  TA M A R A  P U P I C

I
n 2009, Tariq Chauhan, the newly-appointed CEO of EFS Facilities 
Services Group (EFS) at the time, was thinking big, despite personally 
recovering from a few scars of the 2008 global financial crisis. 
EFS was well-positioned in the integrated facilities management 
services sector, but Chauhan was about to unleash a series of 
shrewd moves. “I felt that to have the critical mass and to be large 
was no more an option, but a necessity,” he says. “There was no 

room for me to remain in the small to medium space -to be a US$100 million 
company- we had to have the critical mass, because of the challenges 
that the business was facing.” At the time (2010), EFS had 2,000 people on 
the books, enjoyed 76% of contract retention, and 21% revenue growth. 
However, Chauhan’s vision was only beginning to take shape. 
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Today, EFS is a regional 
leader in delivering integrated 
facilities management ser-
vices with its network of 26 
operating companies in 21 
countries across the Middle 
East, Africa, South Asia, and 
Turkey. With 97% client 
retention rate, it enjoyed an 
AED3.5 billion contract back-
log, 26% revenue growth, 
and 7% profit increase in 
the last year alone. Interest-
ingly, that is the same year 
which the company’s media 
pack describes as a period 
of challenges and introspec-
tion, since EFS experienced a 
18.76% drop in gross margins 
driven by difficult market 
conditions, economic slow-
down, and emerging competi-
tion. Two interesting points 
are to be noted here: firstly, 
Chauhan does not shy away 
from stating the unpleasant 
facts, and secondly, the mar-
ket difficulties haven’t dra-
matically affected his plans, 
as EFS has already achieved 
the status of a large company. 
However, being a large busi-
ness is no longer enough for 
Chauhan. “We have defi-
nitely established ourselves 
amongst the large, but this 
large is still far from where I 
want to be,” he says. “To be 
successful and sustainable in 
the long-run, we need a quan-
tum leap in our approach, and 
that is exactly what we have 
done this year. Besides some 
obstacles, we have enjoyed a 
90% growth this year. We’ve 
been growing by 25%, and 
by any global standard, that 
is considered extraordinary. 
There has been a lot of work 
in progress to develop our 
capabilities to take on mega 
projects, and that is what has 
led us to this 90% growth. 
Three core mega projects have 
come our way. In the past, 
we did have some misses, but 
eventually everything hap-
pens for a reason.” 
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“THERE IS A LOT OF INDIVIDUALISM 
THAT COMES IN WHEN ORGANIZATIONS 
ARE UNDERGOING TRANSFORMATION.” 
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“I REALIZED THAT 
I NEEDED TO BE A PART 
OF A LARGER BUSINESS, 
WHICH IS IN A SUNRISE 
INDUSTRY, SO 
I DECIDED TO LEVERAGE 
MY EXPERIENCE AND 
JOIN EFS.” 

The reason for the current 
dissatisfaction is in the 
details of Chauhan’s grand 
plan which is only now being 
fully revealed- it includes 
spurring social change by 
empowering individuals to 
pursue their own potential. 
To achieve that, his eyes are 
set on building a $1 billion 
organization. “I seek social-
ism in capitalism,” he says. 
“As a $1 billion organization, 
my business would employ 
about 100,000 people. These 
people and their families 
would enable me to make an 
impact on a larger percentage 
of the population. If you can 
create your good in others’ 
good, how better can it be?” 
His belief is strongly rooted 
in the company’s unique 
ability to influence the blue-
collar worker segment, which 
forms the majority of EFS’ 
15,000-strong workforce. “I 

believe that CSR is embed-
ded in this role, because of 
the structure of the business 
itself- there is a large section 
of people who are at the 
lowest part of the self-actu-
alization curve,” Chauhan 
explains. “So, with the suc-
cess of this organization, we 
are doing better for everyone, 
and mostly for this section 
of people. When I talk to an 
average cleaner, there are two 
things in life that he wants 
to have- to make sure to send 
money to his family, and 
to own a house of his own. 
Furthermore, 90% of people 
who earn AED500 per month 
have dreams to finance their 
sister’s marriage ceremony, 
to have their own house, and 
then to get married. When 
employing people, how often 
do managers discuss these 
things? But here, we try to 
do that.”

In 2012, EFS adopted 
“People, Passion, Precision” 
as its mantra, not just as 
a marketing slogan, but 
as a fundamental part of 
its internal purpose. Hav-
ing aligned his employees 
towards achieving one goal, 
Chauhan then focused on 
building organizational 
systems and structures. “You 
can pick and choose the right 
people but for them to flour-
ish you need to create the 
right ecosystem,” he adds. 

“Every organization must 
have the right structure. 
Then, you need to focus on 
building systems, technology 
and processes in order to 
achieve success. These are 
fundamental basics. Global 
knowledge, regional pres-
ence, and local experience 
have become pillars of our 
organization. Then I again 
ask people where they can 
find themselves in this.” In 
helping others, Chauhan is 
firm to point out those who 
have helped him along the 
way too- from a chance en-
counter with the Chairman 
of EFS in a hotel bar in Dubai 
nearly a decade ago, when he 
got the offer to take on the 
challenge of transforming the 
company, to his sharehold-
ers, clients, and employees 
today. “Your choices in life 
come from your personal 
conviction, which does not 
only come through your own 
stubbornness, but through 
others believing in you and 
letting you succeed and col-
laborating with you,” he says. 
“That eventually leads to the 
formation of your conviction. 
Success is not an individual 
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“YOU NEED MULTIPLE 
ENDORSEMENTS TO 
BE SUCCESSFUL, 
AND IT DOES NOT 
NECESSARILY MEAN 
MONEY. IT INCLUDES 
THE IMPACT YOU 
CREATE, AND THE 
OTHERS BUYING INTO 
IT, WHICH EVENTUALLY 
EVOLVES INTO A 
PYRAMID.” 

EFS at the IFMA event, April 2018 >>>

story, but a mix of many col-
laborative approaches com-
ing from different people- 
your colleagues, your clients, 
your shareholders, and so 
on. You need multiple en-
dorsements to be successful, 
and it does not necessarily 
mean money. It includes the 
impact you create, and the 
others buying into it, which 
eventually evolves into a 
pyramid. CEOs are the agents 
of the company’s success, 
and they cannot put them-
selves ahead of the company. 
It is the institution that 
matters. Many have done 
that, trying to create their 
personal brand, without 
realizing that their personal 
brand’s sustainability lies in 
the overall sustainability of 
the company’s brand. CEOs 
lead companies, but in this 
pursuit, they must not lose 
the balance. The horse must 
not become the brand. I am 
being careful, because there 
is a lot of individualism that 
comes in when organizations 
are undergoing transforma-
tion.” 

Today, EFS’ goal is to con-
tinue integrating automation, 
technology, and processes in 
order to create an integrated 
management system- the last 
part of Chauhan’s machine 
for making a quantum leap. 
This was preceded by the 
phase of stabilizing the busi-
ness (2010-2012), and then 
transforming it (2012-2016). 
“In the transformation stage, 
we started expand our ser-
vice lines and our geographi-
cal presence, changing our 
client mix, and many other 
things, which have taken 
the organization to the next 
level,” he says. “In achieving 
this, we have carefully cho-
sen clients who haven’t kept 
us in the cycle of payments, 
which is usual in this part 
of the world, but it has been 
maximum 60 days. That has 

helped us to keep reinvesting 
in our business. Also, our 
shareholders have been very 
strategic in their approach. 
They weren’t looking for any 
cash dividends or cash pay-
outs, but they wanted us to 
reinvest in the business. In 
addition, we’ve built strong 
relationships with the banks 
to support our usual working 
capital requirements. Busi-
ness without the alignment 
of bottom line and cash flows 
can never be a sustainable 
business. One of my prin-
ciples has always been that 
three alignments are impor-
tant. Firstly, zero tolerance 
for top line growth without 
cash flow sustainability. Sec-
ondly, a consistent year-on-
year growth. Consistency is 
critical to any sustainability. 
Lastly, it’s about alignments 
of all stakeholders- employ-
ees, clients, suppliers, and 
shareholders. They all have 
to have a common vision. It 
is important for a CEO to be 
trusted by employees and 
respected by clients.” 

However, over the last two 
years, the growth pace hasn’t 
been as strong as expected. 
“The facilities management 
is not a capital intensive 
business; however, it does 
require investments in the 
times of austerity when you 
are playing on low margins, 
meaning in times when you 
don’t have enough profit 

generated internally to sup-
port developmental projects,” 
Chauhan says. “This business 
is now going through a rapid 
paradigm shift, from a con-
ventional to a digital model, 
and, for me, digital is again 
about a mindset change. I 
am not overwhelmed by this, 
although the price of our 

success is the extraordinary 
pressure that the core team 
has had to take on, and the 
pressure on me to keep those 
members engaged. But, if I 
was not personally convinced 
and able to take the risk, I 
wouldn’t have reached this 
stage.” 

Therefore, the company 
is still on its growth trajec-
tory, and Chauhan exhibits 
nothing but patience and 
conviction. This wisdom, as 
in many other cases, comes 
from experience. Chauhan’s 
career started in banking in 
1987 in Oman, and saw him 
working for three different 
banks and operating in 11 dif-
ferent countries. He moved 
to the UAE in 1995 to start 
managing a high-network in-
vestment portfolio for Elfina 
Banking & Financial Invest-
ments Co., which would 
eventually become his own 
company. With the wisdom 
of hindsight, he describes it 
as a challenging period, but 
it did not prevent him from 
making further entrepre-
neurial attempts. Later, he 
started up other businesses, 
including KOL Corporation, 
an IT company providing 
e-business integration, 
supply chain and real estate 
solutions. “Unfortunately, 
the 2007/2008 [period] 
shook me completely, and I 
was near financial collapse,” 
he says. 
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“IF I WAS NOT 
PERSONALLY 
CONVINCED AND 
ABLE TO TAKE 
THE RISK, 
I WOULDN’T HAVE 
REACHED THIS 
STAGE.” 

“WE HAVE ENJOYED A 90% GROWTH THIS 
YEAR. WE’VE BEEN GROWING BY 25%, 
AND BY ANY GLOBAL STANDARD, THAT IS 
CONSIDERED EXTRAORDINARY.”

“Then I decided that I had 
to focus on capital, and if 
I had to do that, I needed 
partners. I needed to work 
with people, not by myself. 
So, having gone through 
those previous experiences, 
and having realized that 
the capital requirement 
was critical for building a 
sustainable business, I knew 
that chasing $1 billion on 
my own was not feasible 
against the backdrop of one 
of the biggest recessions in 
the past 75 years. I realized 
that I needed to be a part 
of a larger business, which 
is in a sunrise industry, so I 
decided to leverage my expe-
rience and join EFS.” 

In less than a decade 
Chauhan has grown the com-
pany’s portfolio to include 
more than 300 governmen-
tal and international orga-
nizations, delivering over 
75 service lines across 15 
business verticals. In doing 
so, however, the emphasis 
was on building solid foun-
dations and defenses from 
any future market downturn. 
“We diversified our opera-
tions,” he says. “More than 
10% of our businesses must 
not be in one single country. 
No single contract should be 
larger than 10% of our busi-
ness. We have also brought 
diversity in terms of ethnici-
ty of employees as well. That 
helped us to be sustainable 

long-term and against mar-
ket dynamics. I’m not grow-
ing in all countries; in some, 
I’m trying to consolidate, for 
example. You should keep 
your company above mar-
kets. Preparing the core of 
your organization for tough 
times, being able to take 
shocks, to mitigate risks, and 

to preserve a certain level 
of sustainability starts with 
doing that to yourself first. 
That is exactly what I did 
from 2012 to 2016.”

Having witnessed and suc-
cessfully navigated two eco-
nomic slowdowns, Chauhan 
ends our conversation by ad-
vising other entrepreneurs to 

remain calm, focused, 
and patient. “In 2008, we 
weren’t prepared, and it 
was a reminder for people 
to wake up,” he concludes. 
“So, when the recent reces-
sion came to be, fortunately, 
we were well informed, we 
had the past to remind us, 
and that helped us prepare. 
Recessions are a part of life, 
and serve for companies to 
build their own character, 
the overall organizational 
bloodstream. So, markets are 
affected by it, but companies 
should not be.”  


