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Do I really need a B2B
specialist agency?

We love to create new
specialisms and market niches
in our industry. Sometimes
this can be a bit of vanity
project designed to create a
point of difference between

products, service or even agencies but on
other occasions (such as in the business to
business (B2B), communications
environment), it’s justified.

So why does B2B warrant special attention?

Business to business communications
requires a different approach to that of
marketing breakfast cereals or even
consumer electronics, for example. Often
the very specific and complex nature of the
B2B product or service leads to a sizable
array of attributes that need to be
communicated succinctly to a tightly
targeted, results driven and educated
audience.

Additionally, B2B products or service often
represent capital investment decisions for
their potential buyers and, as such, the 
sales cycle to purchase point is lengthy 
with multiple stakeholders to win over –
stakeholders who base their choices on
rational facts rather than emotive promises
to change their lives.

So you might imagine the B2B environment
is a creative wasteland, littered with product
fact sheets, dry sales channel brochures and
devoid of inspiration?

Not so…

Whilst the products, services, audiences and
channels might be different, the core
challenge of communicating to ‘people’,
engaging with them and ultimately, driving
them to purchase, remains still the same.

To explore the issues in the B2B marketing
communications environment,
thenetworkone has compiled this collection
of essays written by several of the leading
B2B agencies that we work with.  

For an insightful perspective on the
communications challenges facing B2B
brands and their agencies in an evermore
globally orientated, media rich, information
on-demand environment, grab a coffee, 
read on and enjoy.

Paul Squirrell, Director,
thenetworkone
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Building a B2B Brand Requires 
a Different Mindset

Admix
Netherlands

Building a brand requires entrepreneurship, especially in B2B
markets. In our experience this entrepreneurship is often
lacking, since companies focus too much on procedures and
systems to improve their workflow.  We feel that managing
directors, marketers and communication specialists should work
together in order to innovate, create and, most of all, determine
the goal of companies. A unique vision, one that distinguishes
your company from the rest, makes sure that you are in control
of the future. But this does require the commitment of
everybody working for you!

The way we see it, there are four boxes a winning brand has to
tick: they have an ultimate goal; they develop or developed a
great idea; they have courage and they are an inspiration for
other brands in their market. That is why we always advice our
clients to put a small ‘brand team’ together. Because it might
look like a good thing that everybody in the company is allowed
to voice their opinions on all kinds of decisions, but all these
opinions usually smother innovative thinking and initiative. A
small team of selected members is able to move swiftly and
make effective decisions. Having guts, direct communication and
being decisive are essential for a strong approach to your
market. 

Developments and trends

To facilitate clients in determining their way to success Admix
confronts them with six leading trends in B2B:

• First of all, clients have trouble making clear choices when
deciding on the course their company will take. 

• Secondly we see a lack of differentiation between companies
and brands. Most companies think they are more unique than
they really are, they overestimate their distinctiveness. 

• A third point is that the greater part of their communication
efforts is not aimed at the receiver of their message. B2B is
known for its difficult buying processes. It is not all about hard
sales, but about trying to seduce your potential customers.
And that starts with defining your brand.  

• Fourth, we see a much changed media landscape. There are so
many channels that the medium becomes a means to an end
while the actual message becomes less important. Companies
should find out why their brand is interesting for their target
groups before they put together content and before they
decide on the channels they will use. This is also valid for
sustainability and corporate social responsibility, thus coming
to trend number five. 

• Before you start to advertise this, you first have to ascertain
whether this is one of the inner drives of a company, and
whether it is part of your brand profile. 

• And last, but not least, we see a shift in the way companies
provide information. Instead of purely commercial they use a
more journalistic approach to communicate about their brand.
Transparency is key, do not only tell them about your product
or service but also show them who is behind it, show them
who you are and that you are genuinely trying to help them
making the right decision in a difficult matter. 

A change in mentality

Each partnership between Admix and a client starts with
gathering information on the market and target groups.
Information on the use of media is analysed, and research is
conducted amongst customers and employees. A logical next
step often is their Brand Workshop, a good way to get to know
the organisation, their employees and thus the DNA of the
brand. Our first goal is to let clients take a different approach to
the way they see themselves. We use the six before mentioned
trends as a mirror. After that we work on making essential
choices and defining their ultimate goal. During this process we
try to instigate a change in mentality. First within the
management layer of a company but ultimately throughout all
layers of employees. That is the way to start a new business
course. 

It all comes down to making a plan and sticking to it. You see it in
all markets, B2B as well, that people have become used to being
pampered and expectations are usually high. Being a remarkable
brand gives you a head start on competitors. To keep developing
your brand is a basic requirement for companies who want to be
successful in the long run. Everyone working for an organisation,
from office manager to managing director, has to know what the
company’s goal is.  Companies who are unable to make such
choices will always be stuck with random, aimless campaigns.
And will thus never live up to their potential. For our customers
we always aim for the top. We want them to fulfil their
potential.

---

Michel de Bruin is Managing Director at Admix in Rotterdam,
Netherlands.
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The Only Way to Media Plan 

Eric Mower + Associates
USA

The most effective media planning results from a thorough
analysis of comprehensive research data. However, what is
currently missing from B2B media planning, is vertical audience
media consumption data.

Today, as always, media planners are challenged with
determining the most effective multichannel media mix.
Occasionally there is data available about digital consumption
focusing on display, e-newsletters, webinars and all things
digital. Print usage, unfortunately, is not included in most of 
the research being done.

Many publishers are focusing their research efforts on digital
only and at the same time wondering why print usage is
declining. Planners are left to sort through research on digital
and very small amounts of anecdotal information on print usage
from media kits, along with occasional readership studies and
ad-recall research without understanding the complete
landscape of the market. Research that is available is rarely
combined (print and digital) and fails to give the complete
picture of how a particular market consumes media.

This lack of research and readership data is even more
pronounced with international B2B media where audits are
rarely available. And with an increasing number of B2B
companies expanding their marketing efforts to other regions of
the world, this lack of research makes effective media planning
for international buys very difficult and often results in decision
making based on subjective criteria. 

The solution? Publishers should work together to develop
thorough research covering their vertical markets (research
using combined publisher lists) on how their audiences consume
media, provided every other year since usage wouldn’t change
dramatically from one year to the next, and would cut down on
the expense to publishers. Audiences, for instance, in the
interior design/architectural market consume media very
differently than electrical engineers, who are different from fleet
owners, who are different from contractors and so on. The
nuances of differences in consumption will have an impact on
the media recommended.

When clients ask about mobile or tablet usage in a given market,
marketers turn to media sources to provide the most current
data concerning their audience. Adding a new channel is often at
the expense of print. It is the responsibility of publishers in
vertical markets to step up to the plate to provide the data that
media planners need to do our best work. They should perhaps
partner with their independent audit firm who already have
access to their circulation list and the lists of competitors. It is
also in the publishers’ best interest to provide this consumption
data because it will help us justify print recommendations, which
are frequently argued against, cut back or cut entirely from
media plans—even when the goals and objectives justify the use
of print advertising.

With the onslaught of metrics supporting digital spend, it is hard
for a media planner to include print on a buy when the medium
is not supported with solid research.

---

Robin Farewell is Partner and Director of B2B Media at Eric
Mower & Associates in Syracuse, New York, USA.

www.thenetworkone.com

“Publishers should work
together to develop
thorough research
covering their vertical
markets on how their
audiences consume
media.”



Challenges for B2B Marketers 

Marketecture
UK

Leading integrated B2B agency Marketecture highlights five key
challenges currently facing B2B marketers:

1. More than a transaction
Whatever product or service you’re trying to promote and sell,
in whatever market sector you operate in, you’re ultimately
trying to persuade people that you meet their needs more than
your neighbour does. While B2B marketing is often highly
technical, at the end of the day the buyers are human, just like
you. This means that you not only need to talk their language,
be it to engineers, product managers, or internal marketing and
procurement departments, but also try to connect with them on
a more personal level too. As well as getting to the heart of their
business, understanding what drives them, what motivates them
and what influences them from an internal perspective can help
you create great long-term partnerships that are mutually
beneficial. 

2. Embrace procurement

The buying process is also changing in B2B, with increased
involvement from procurement. Rather than seeing this as
another hurdle to jump, marketers and agencies should embrace
this new audience. This subtle change does mean you need to
add another influencing group to your ‘list’ before a sale gets the
green light, but it also offers another opportunity to solidify your
value proposition to the client or customer. Again, talking their
language is key here, including making sure that you offer them
the specific information they need to make their decision. For
example, while a product manager who’s engaging with a B2B
agency might want to know that you can plan effective
campaigns that meet their communications objectives and
produce beautiful eye-catching creative, the procurement
department might want to know the intricacies of the proposed
budget and contract.  

3. Cut through the noise

If potential clients and customers don’t know about your
business, they can’t engage with you. In the majority of
industries, however niche, competition is fierce and potential
buyers are bombarded with e-shots and banner adverts all day
long trying to tempt them into buying a product or service.
While these tools can be really effective and certainly have their
place in the marketer’s toolbox, we’ve seen great results in the

last couple of years from direct mail. Far from being old
fashioned, a well thought out and designed  mailer that lands on
a potential buyers desk, i.e. right in front of them, can stand out
and get you noticed over your competitors. Often the instinctive
choice now is digital, but why not rethink things and consider all
options for your campaign first? 

4. Reputation is still everything 

Keeping with the subject of digital, despite a lower uptake of
social media activity by B2B businesses in general, the digital
social scene is still relevant to these organisations. Even if you
don’t partake in social media as a business, it’s worth keeping an
eye on it as your clients, customers and competitors may well
have a presence. As well as helping glean valuable insights into
the market, you also need to ensure that your digital reputation
matches your offline reputation. A few years ago, Google
recognised that the Internet was changing the way people seek
information and make purchasing decisions. Coining the phase
‘zero moment of truth’ or ZMOT, Google’s theory is that buyers,
including those from B2B, spend a significant amount of time
searching for products and services, and even online reviews,
before they engage with a company. Essentially, you now need to
make sure that a buyer’s first impression of your brand or
product is a positive one. And with more B2B buyers using
smartphones and tablets for work related searches after hours,
digital and social monitoring could be important elements to add
into your marketing mix, even if you’re not ready to go social yet.  

5. One world, one team

Flexibility and agility are key to success in the B2B marketing
world. While some agencies specialise in one area, from a sector
or skills perspective, we find that the best results come from a
truly integrated team – where creative designers and web
developers sit alongside copywriters, content champions and PR
specialists. Flexing our services and offerings, means meeting
our clients’ current and future needs, while also providing
valuable synergy across all activities. Here in Manchester, we
have the added challenge of competing with London-based B2B
agencies. London was once perceived as the epicentre of
business by some, however the rise of MediaCityUK here in
Manchester, and the movement of key BBC and ITV services
here, has created a leading international hub for the creative
and digital sectors. While still a challenge, the draw of business
to London is lessening…

As ever, it’s an exciting time to be a B2B marketer. Who knows
what the next challenge will be?

---

Michael Clark is Managing Director of Marketecture in
Manchester, UK. 

www.thenetworkone.com

“Flexibility and
agility are key to
success in the
B2B marketing
world.”



Building a B2B Marketing 
and Sales Machine

The MX Group
USA

In the 25 years that we’ve been creating and managing
marketing programs for business-to-business clients, we’ve seen
a lot of things change. But one thing has stayed the same: truly
successful marketing programs, the ones that deliver bottom
line results, go beyond activating markets with compelling
content — they comprehensively integrate sales processes and
channels into strategic planning and tactical execution.

B2B companies invest a great deal in marketing and sales.
Contemporary marketing technologies make it possible to
maximise these investments and create highly optimised
demand generation machines. However, realising this promise
requires integrated strategic thinking and processes. 

Here are some key elements involved in creating marketing
initiatives that effectively drive leads into the sales pipeline:

Aligning Your Marketing and Sales Teams

The first step to a truly integrated marketing program is ensuring
that your marketing and sales teams are fully aligned. You should
establish clear definitions as to what constitutes a qualified lead
(less than 10% of B2B companies actually have a universally
accepted definition) and set expectations about the number of
leads your marketing team will deliver and how sales will follow up.

Mapping Your Market

You need to be crystal clear about who you are targeting.
Identify your ideal target qualifications (industries / sectors,
locations, company size, etc.) and create a map of your total
addressable market, quantifying the opportunities available
across vertical markets, territories, etc. This is particularly critical
for companies trying to establish a national presence. It’s a big
country, and this will help you make effective decisions about
how to align and prioritize your resources.  

Understanding Your Audience

If you want to develop content that truly resonates and speaks
to their pain points, you need to develop buyer personas that
put a name and face on your decision-makers, identifying
actionable insights into their buying processes and motivations.

Qualifying Your Leads

Once you’ve established a clear definition of your target market
and what constitutes a qualified lead, you need to build
qualification into your process. Throwing every lead over to the
sales team will result in wasted time, wasted opportunity and a
disengaged sales force. 

You should build qualification into your lead capture forms and
establish processes for data enhancement and telequalification,
so you can determine how qualified each lead is. Lead
qualification will involve demographic and firmographic factors,
including industry, company size, annual revenue, title and
location, etc., as well as BANT qualification (budget, authority,
need and timing).

Set up nurturing journeys for leads that are qualified, but aren’t
ready to purchase. These journeys involve regular targeted
communications, creating an ongoing dialogue with your
prospects and ensuring that your company is at the top of their
minds when they are ready to purchase. Leverage marketing
automation technology to manage your journeys and score 
your leads.

Empowering Your Sales Team

You need to take an active role in providing your teams with 
the resources they need to engage leads and close deals. This
begins with training. Sales people can’t sell what they don’t
understand. Ensure they are able to communicate effectively
with prospects, especially if you sell complex products and
services. Smart marketers leverage buyer personas to provide
their sales reps with a full understanding of the audience’s pain
points along with perspectives on how to sell to each of their
vertical markets.

You also need to make it easy to sell your products. Create
interactive tools that help salespeople to quickly create quotes
and provide ready access to sales assets through desktop and
mobile applications.

Maximizing Your Channel

Many B2B companies sell through value-added resellers,
distributors or third-party sales representatives. These marketers
face unique challenges, especially when trying to establish a
national presence. There are many regional dynamics at play,
including long-standing relationships and complex competitive
landscapes.

Establishing the foundations of an integrated marketing and
sales program is especially critical when selling through a
channel. You will build successful channel relationships by
helping your partners succeed. Distributing truly qualified leads,
providing sales tools and consistently following up on the status
of leads may make the difference between a channel partner
that prioritizes your products and one that ignores them (or
worse, one that sells a competitor’s products to your prospects).

B2B marketing is in the midst of a great transition, as new
technologies are allowing organisations to build sophisticated
marketing and sales machines. Taking advantage of these new
opportunities requires implementing a set of strategies and
processes that ensure you thoroughly understand your market,
integrate your sales and marketing teams, optimize your sales
operations, and create programs that generate qualified leads
and turn them into revenue.

---

Andrew Mahler is CEO of The MX Group in Chicago, Illinois, USA.
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Less is More: A Plea for 
Distinctive B2B Communication

Die Gruppe
Germany

Every day, more than 3,000 advertising messages overwhelm
us – and the number is increasing. B2B brands find it particularly
difficult to assert themselves. They are not only up against direct
competitors in their own market, but also against consumer
brands and their enormous budgets, prominent broadcast
spaces and extensive campaigns.

Greater information is far more difficult.

An obvious difficulty compared to consumer brands is the fact
that, B2B messages are more complex. To explain the what-ever-
effect of a new deodorant requires less time than a technical
presentation featuring an investment item. And that’s where the
problem often starts: many companies would like their potential
customers to immediately learn everything at first glance about
their complex product. 

While it is essential to reflect on the basics, we feel it is crucial to
focus on being distinctive. To achieve this, a few rules must be
followed:

1. Clarity makes it easier to remember.

B2B communication must be as simple and striking as possible. 
If one gets the point only after studying it carefully, the effort
would have been in vain. Therefore, one should focus on a single
message. All additional information belongs in the small print.

2. A unique product can be clearly distinguished.

It is not enough just to be unique. If a message is communicated
in a clear manner, but still resembles the content or appearance
of the competitors’ messages, then it is not outstanding and
special. 

To be distinctive not only means to be unique but also to be
unambiguous.

To put it plainly: appear differently and communicate differently.
Undoubtedly, this attracts attention. No one in the company
should shy away from this.

3. Standing for one single feature is something special.

Many B2B companies are trying to tell too much. They don’t just
want to be considered secure, but also reliable, human and
leading in terms of technology. Unfortunately, many clear
positionings that were developed in cooperation with their
agencies are lost in the ordinary implementation of advertising
materials. Instead of clear messages an obsession about facts
takes over. Therefore, many B2B campaigns tend to cognitively
overload rather than reduce – which would be the ideal
approach.

The character of a brand may also be utilised for positioning. 
To put it simply, it is all about the question: “If my brand would
be a successful actor – would it resemble Bruce Willis or rather
George Clooney?”

Emphasising such diverse characteristics bears great potential.
Once a company identifies the character of its brand, a clear
differentiation can be established without extensive financial
burden.

4. Sustainable advertising creates values.

So called brand homes may well be compared with regular
homes. There are a few rules to be dealing with them:
impressive houses are built without abrupt change in style – 
all communication should be based on the same principle. 
The correct order is also important – therefore, do not print
brochures before a clear decision about the content and the
decision as to what is to be communicated is made.

Therefore “Distinctive” means Less is more.

Whoever aims to be successful in the above described flood of
advertising must have the courage to be different from the
competition by taking precise communicative cuts and fence off
the competition’s sphere. Only by removing all that is not clearly
identified, irrelevant or exchangeable can something striking be
achieved that will prevail and continue to exist – something that
will transform target groups into audiences who enjoy visiting us
without feeling annoyed. 

For this, we need ideas along with an open discussion culture –
with the customer as well as with the agency. Only those who
are not afraid of shaking off the trusted (who may not be as
trustworthy as we think) will create a truly striking profile – 
and learn that standing alone can be an elated feeling. 

---

Christopher Mohr is Managing Director at Die Gruppe in
Stuttgart, Germany.
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Going Beyond B2B Corporate
Social Responsibility

Shere Marketing
UK

The Shere Group assists clients that have an ethos of total focus
on their customer, ethical conduct and environmental
responsibility.  We provide strategic marketing planning and
delivery of a full range of communications services.  Working
with like-minded people is what we care about. 

Recent studies have proved that proactive Corporate
Responsibility (CR) can lead to significant measurable financial
benefits and long term growth in commercial equity. 

But don’t we all have some form of CR policy and programmes
of stakeholder engagement?  So isn’t it all a level playing field? 

Some organisations certainly do understand CR and
wholeheartedly embrace the principles and practices. But many
have not measured the effect of real stakeholder engagement,
so they still see CR as an activity separate from business activity.
Those that really understand the benefits that deep engagement
brings are increasingly investing more and more time and
money, because they are seeing the real ROI – the distinct
competitive edge it delivers.

The Benefits of Stakeholder Engagement 

Recent research has centered on the premise that corporate
social performance can lead to significant measurable economic
and financial benefits for companies and their shareholders.
Findings suggest that being socially responsible and proactively
contributing to the benefit of stakeholders can actually decrease
financial risk, as well as having a beneficial effect on equity when
business is good.

One approach which is increasingly finding favour is Creating
Shared Value (CSV). The shared value model is based on the idea
that corporate success and social welfare are interdependent. 
A business needs a healthy, educated workforce, sustainable
resources and adept government to compete effectively. For
society to thrive, profitable and competitive businesses must 
be developed and supported to create income, wealth, tax
revenues and opportunities for philanthropy.

Within the context of a planned approach, PR has a clear role to
play on both sides in assisting to establish channels of
communication and creating long term trust.

Relationship Management is Key 

Effective engagement provides reputational insurance when a
crisis hits, by creating a positive presence through continual
reinforcement and helping others to understand company values
and behaviours.

Social media tools empower stakeholders and communities to
access and share information on company behaviours,
technologies and projects as they are implemented around the
world. Understanding and managing this reality is important for
companies seeking social license and economic capital.
Voluntary measures integral to CR frameworks contribute to
achieving social license, particularly through enhancing a
company’s reputation and strengthening its capacity for effective
communication, engagement, and collaboration. The growing
reliance on social media tools by stakeholders and proponents
alike, and the risks associated with disclosure through them,
may lead to an increase in scrutiny as well as reputation
management.

The views of senior management in terms of deploying skills and
resource within teams are pivotal to community programmes
success for all parties. The benefits of reputation management
and employment of PR skills are not always considered by CEO’s
or trustees as a key to customer loyalty and better investor
relations. This requires education, resource and involvement;
the dividends however have been shown to resonate in business
pounds and pence with increased profits through customer
loyalty and increased investor relations.

Part of creating an effective dialogue is providing channels of
communication in different ways to accommodate various sub-
groups of stakeholders. Some organisations seem to be suffering
from ‘partial deafness’ simply because they don’t understand
the barriers of their publics.  Local conditions, needs and
customs vary considerably and are often opaque, but have a
significant impact on the likely success of various approaches to
building social capital and trust. These regional and cultural
differences demand a flexible and responsive approach.

The effectiveness of telling the ‘human story’ is valuable in this
arena. PR provides a conduit. Measurement processes are also
useful tools that could be employed to generate accountability
and enhance reporting of social activity which are often
disregarded due to difficulty in capturing soft-outcomes. 

By engaging with stakeholders and establishing appropriate
channels for dialogue, business can gain heightened kudos,
leading to increased business advantage and ultimately to profit.

---

John Foster is Managing Director at Shere Marketing in Surrey,
UK.
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Choice of Global Agency Network Model:
A Critical Decision for B2B Marketers

Nelson Schmidt Inc.
USA

Modern B2B Marketing Challenges.

Leading B2B companies are increasingly relying on their
marketing organisations to drive top-line growth across often
distributed global business units. However, in many mature
markets domestic sales are no longer sufficient to meet their
objectives.

Indeed, in August 2014 CMO Council "State of Marketing"
report, the number one mandate that senior management has
for marketing in the next 12 months is to "drive top-line
growth," with 56% citing that as their primary objective for the
department. Almost 25% also declared that "access (to) new
markets and audiences" was one of the top five mandates.

The good news for B2B marketers, and the agencies capable 
of serving their global needs, is that rapidly growing middle 
class populations with burgeoning entrepreneurial cultures in
emerging markets have increasing awareness of – and healthy
appetites for – Western-style products and services that offer
immediate opportunities to meet that challenge. The bad 
news is that in many cases those regional business units 
have historically operated independently, particularly in their
marketing organisations, oftentimes using disparate approaches
with redundant staff and agency resources, leading to
tremendous inefficiencies and damaging dilution to their 
brands and budgets.

As a result, many B2B marketers are starting to implement
strategic global marketing management models. In many cases
they have not been satisfied with the traditional holding
company model and are now actively exploring new agency
solutions currently available to best suit their evolving
responsibilities and needs.

Global Independent Agency Network Benefits

As a long-time member of MAGNET, the Marketing & Advertising
Global Network, Nelson Schmidt Inc. has been pioneering the
implementation of global marketing communications programs
using the independent network model to best meet client
requirements. I am also currently serving as the elected
president of this membership organisation of leading
independently owned and operated agencies around the world.

As an agency and network we have learned over several years 
of experience how to most effectively and efficiently provide
multinational clients with global reach while maintaining a single
point of contact and control. MAGNET is also a member of
thenetworkone, the only independent network to be invited 
to join as a member.

Nelson Schmidt and its fellow MAGNET partner agencies are
independently owned and operated — but have chosen to come
together to service global accounts. This cooperative and non-
competitive union differs from other agency network or holding
company models where there is little or no option as to which
agencies to use. Our independence provides the flexibility to
choose whichever agencies best suit a marketers needs, be that
geographic presence, category expertise, discipline-specific
capabilities or even cultural alignment with the client.

MAGNET offers marketers a proven global marketing
management solution —  custom-built from an independent
network currently serving multiple full-service accounts globally.
Our model is providing companies with a more pragmatic way 
to gain the advantage of regional market insight and localised
production while maintaining visibility and control over all
international program activities. This is only possible due to the
close working relationships shared amongst our MAGNET agency
partners, and the agreements in place to drive collaboration and
global resource sharing.

The MAGNET independent agency global marketing
management model is providing companies with a new choice
for implementing standardised processes for international
program planning, delivery, administration, financial
management and reporting.

---

Dan Nelson, Jr. is President & CEO of Nelson Schmidt Inc. in
Milwaukee and Madison, Wisconsin, USA and is currently
serving as elected president of MAGNET, the Marketing &
Advertising Global Network 
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“our independence provides
the flexibility to choose
whichever agencies best suit
a marketers needs…”
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