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SG As our industry continues to look for 
innovation and creativity, we’ll start to see 

more diversity in both teams and leadership. 
Diversity is more than just  “box-ticking” – it’s  
a strength that we can’t afford to overlook.

MR Well, if you’ll allow my true feminist 
millennial colours to show, I’ll tell you 

my wish is simple: I want communications with 
a conscience; communications that work to be 
inclusive, representative and purpose-driven.

SG All teams, particularly creative teams, 
need different perspectives to draw from. 

Understanding how your audience thinks and 
knowing what it wants is key for effective 
marketing and advertising. Therefore, it makes 
sense to include a variety of people in your staff 
and on your leadership boards.

MR When a young person watches TV 
and  sees someone who looks like her, 

or  a family that reminds her of her own, she 
understands that she is a recognised and 
acknowledged member of society. When people 
like her are not represented, media limits her idea 
of her potential. She questions how she fits into 
their world. She wonders if she matters or, worse, 
she wishes she were different. I am categorically 
not  okay with that. 

SG When you don’t personally identify with a 
certain issue but you try to involve yourself 

in the conversation, you run the risk of looking 
insincere. I believe we’ll start to see more 
nuanced, relevant campaigns due to having a 
team of people that personally understand the 
matters at hand, rather than just “jumping on 
the bandwagon”.

MR My challenge to our industry: show love 
and respect for all types of people by 

including them in your concept of a consumer. 
I’ll bet they’ll show you love right back – or at the 
very least, loyalty. Each of the many subsets of 
humanity represents a community with shared 
experiences of day-to-day struggles (could your 
product present a solution?), with a common 
perspective on the world (can your brand relate 
to it?) and, most importantly, with money to 
spend (does your business want it?).

SG We still have a long way to go before we 
reach equality, but giving people a seat at 

the table is the first step. As the necessity of this 
becomes more obvious, we’ll start to see more 
variety in our staff and leaders, and the work will 
be better as a result. 

MR I want communications that acknowledge 
there is no “normal” in our world. That 

diversity is in fact uniform; that the unusual is 
actually typical.  
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M
ost of this publication will be 
filled with writers skilfully 
communicating the attributes 
that make their agencies (or at 

least their perspectives) unique.
In this, the tenth consecutive 

appearance of The Jupiter Drawing 
Room, I would like to do the opposite. 

I’d like to concentrate on the one 
thing we have in common. 

This is, after all, a publication 
that celebrates a particular type  
of agency, one with a very special 
gene in its DNA, one that perhaps 
all of us, including clients, 
sometimes overlook. 

Entrepreneurship.
It takes a particular personality 

type to wish to start an agency. 
I have always admired Antoine de 

Saint-Exupéry’s wise words: “If you 
want to build a ship, don’t drum up the 
men and women to gather wood, 
divide the work, and give orders. 
Instead, teach them to yearn for  
the vast and endless sea.”

As entrepreneurs, in all of us, there 

was the relentless yearning to build 
something from nothing, a 
primordial urge to break free of the 
herd, to shun the safety of the pack, to 
favour the chance to run and be free. 

Some think us insane to leave the 
comfortable corner offices of 
opulent agencies, take a salary cut 
and put everything we have on the 
line – even the roof over our 
families’ heads. To lose the 
infrastructure, the international 
travel, the subscriptions, the 
automatic awards attendance and the 
generous awards-entry budgets. 
(Come to think of it, leaving all that 
behind does sound pretty crazy.) 

Suddenly, everything we used 
to take for granted is gone. 
We find ourselves standing in an 
empty warehouse space, with that 
heady mixture of defiance and 
determination, ready to take on 
the world. 

We launch our own independent 
agencies.

Simultaneously, we become HR 

A DUTY TO LEAD 
Independent agencies have a very 
special gene in their DNA that 
requires them to lead, not follow
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AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1989
Principals Graham Warsop, founder 
and chairman; John Warsop, managing 
director, Africa; Kevan Aspoas, chief 
executive officer, The Jupiter Drawing 
Room Cape Town; Denford Magora, 
chief executive officer, South East Africa
Staff 200 +
Locations Johannesburg and Cape Town,  
South Africa; Harare, Zimbabwe; Blantyre, 
Malawi; Lusaka, Zambia; Port Louis, Mauritius

Jupiter will be kind and generous and 
true to you.”

6Learn from your mistakes
If you didn’t get an MBA or study 
business management prior to 

starting out, you tend to learn as you 
go. It’s okay to make mistakes, just 
never the same one twice. 

7Doing good 
You can decide that you want to 
have three pro-bono clients or 33. 

If there’s a cause that you feel strongly 
about, it’s satisfying to know you 
can galvanise the talent you have 
recruited and do something that 
makes a difference. 

8 Talent
You can also decide whether you 
want to be an agency that buys 

talent, or an agency that grows it 
(we chose the latter).

9A long-term commitment 
Entrepreneurs are vested. We’re 
not paid a salary to be managers 

or creative heads, with the option of 
jumping ship when the recruitment 
company comes knocking. We’re in it 
for the long haul and clients should 
see the value of that for their 
businesses. When The Jupiter 
Drawing Room went to London to 
receive Barclays Global Supplier of 
the Year award, I noted that it was 
recognition we could not have won 
unless we’d been working on the 
business for a number of years 
(seven in fact). I’m not sure how 
many procurement departments 
care an iota about this, sadly.  

10Commercial savvy 
We understand the business 
of business:  the importance of 

growth, motivating staff and building 
a brand. Entrepreneurs are a great 
deal more attuned to the imperatives 
of running a commercial enterprise, 
rightly placing more value on 
growing revenue than cutting costs. 

11Beware the cult of awards
For 20 years, Jupiter 
worshipped at the high altar  

of creative awards. Then we woke up 
one day and found that instead of two 
categories at Cannes, there were 24. 
That instead of being able to compete 
with a modest budget in a third-world 
currency, we were unable to get close 
to the global network agencies, one of 
which reportedly entered the same 
piece of work in 55 different 
categories at Cannes last year! So, 
today, we look for something beyond 
awards to differentiate our offering.

12Agency building  
benefits clients  
As entrepreneurs, it’s unlikely 

you opened an agency because you 
thought you could make easy money. 
Time and time again, I’ve seen 
entrepreneurial agencies, keen to 
build their names and reputations, 
invest time in briefs that are not 
justified, if calculated on a ghastly 
hourly-fee basis. Lucky clients. 

13Create more than money
I’d like to believe we 
entrepreneurs strive for 

something more than next quarter’s 
forecasts. Making money was never 

our primary focus, yet 20 years after 
starting out with three staff and one 
client, our agency achieved a 
valuation of over US$50m. 

Hopefully, you too can look back  
on your agency journey to date with 
tremendous affection. I find it hard to 
believe that it’s been 27 years since our 
first annual photograph. The years 
have, as Meet Joe Black’s William 
Parrish (played by Anthony Hopkins) 
observed in his birthday speech: 
“gone in a blink”. 

Emails from former “Jupiterians”, 
fondly recalling their time at the 

agency, gives one a special sense of 
accomplishment. It’s nice to know 
that, even when they’ve left, they’ve 
never really gone.

When our Cape Town office 
celebrated its 21st birthday, it hired 
the magnificent old Cape Town City 
Hall and invited back every person 
who had ever worked at the agency.  
So many showed up. Some flew in 
especially. There were those who  
now had agencies of their own, while 
others were heading up international 
network agency offices. It was a very 
special evening.

It reminded me of the one thing 
that’s true for all of us. 

Life comes along but once, and 
the years quickly pass. But, as 
entrepreneurs, we are given that  
rare chance to make our mark on an 
industry, on the lives of the people 
we employ, on the client brands we 
serve and, on occasion, on the lives 
of the people our work touches. 

Strangers will meet at your agency 
and become dear friends. Others will 
fall in love, marry and have children. 
Imagine that: the empty warehouse 
space, where once you stood with a 
pocket full of dreams, paved the way 
for other people’s dreams, some of 
which will last a lifetime.  

If you are kind (a trait much admired 
by the late Bill Bernbach) and willing 
to mentor, you can take pride in a new 
generation that you have helped 
inspire to “yearn for the vast and 
endless sea”. 

And the cycle begins anew. 
Evolution dictates that it’s not the 

strongest, nor the most intelligent of a 
species that survives. It’s the one most 
adaptable to change.  

As entrepreneurs, we must use the 
freedom independence brings to 
drive change. We have a duty to lead, 
not follow. Our ships should always  
be the first to leave the harbour. 

At Jupiter, it is no longer enough to 
build brands for clients. We are now 
building our own brands (without a 
procurement officer in sight). 

As entrepreneurs, that too is in 
our DNA. 

Graham Warsop is founder 
and chairman of The Jupiter 
Drawing Room (South Africa)

“It’s okay to make 
mistakes, just never 
the same one twice”

One tradition at The Jupiter 
Drawing Room is the annual staff 

photograph, taken every year since 
this first one, shot in 1990 outside 

the agency’s humble office

experts, bookkeepers, receptionists 
and everything in between. 

If you’re very lucky (and we were 
very lucky), you wake up one morning 
and find you have achieved something 
that makes it infinitely worthwhile. 

For us, one such day came when, 
based on awards won, Advertising 
Age’s Creativity Survey ranked our 
tiny agency from South Africa as one 
of the top five most creative agencies 
in the world.

I’m sure we will all have our own 
views on the joys of entrepreneurship. 
Twenty-six years on, here are some 
of mine:

1Create your own brand 
Having spent time building 
brands for clients, you finally 

have the chance to create your own. 
You can choose to name your 
agency after the founding partners, 
or you can completely break with 
tradition. I chose to name The Jupiter 
Drawing Room after a room in a 
bordello in a Guy de Maupassant 
short story – that’s how much 
freedom one has!

2The right space 
You also have the chance to 
create the environment of your 

choosing. We chose to distinguish 
our agency by gracing it with 
antiques and Chesterfield sofas, 
including a very special one that 
once belonged to Sir Winston 
Churchill. As one of the world’s great 
agencies declares: “When the world 
zigs, zag.” 

3The breadth of your vision 
However, the name and 
environment will never be more 

important than your vision and your 
culture. What you say “yes” to and, as 
importantly, what you say “no” to. 

4A guiding motto  
Does your agency have a guiding 
motto? Jupiter’s is: “Rem tene, 

verba sequentur”, which means 
“Grasp the subject and the words will 
follow”. It conveys our belief in the 
importance of doing our homework. 

5Build a company or build a family 
If, like us, you choose to build a 
family, you must be ready to take 

on the emotional demands that 
involves. But, in my experience, when 
you are there for your staff, your staff 
will be there for you. On the imposing 
staircase of one of our offices, a large 
mirror imparts this thought… 
“Jupiter is like a great mirror. It 
reflects back what you are; if you are 
kind and generous and true to Jupiter, 

PICTURED Above left, is one half of a dilapidated 19th century Chesterfield sofa.  
It is the settee Sir Winston Churchill had in his private Whitehall apartment during his 
second term as prime minister. After purchasing it at auction and having it meticulously 
restored to its former glory (above right) our total expenditure was £16,500. When 
news of its provenance and painstaking renovation was released, it yielded an 
unsolicited offer of £24,500, which was declined. 

All of which proves two things: First, the wisdom of investing in a strong brand (we 
believe people can be brands, every bit as much as products can). Second, a 
valuable brand commands an enormous premium. Enduring brands do not lose their 
value. So a wreck became an heirloom, an expense became an investment and a 
historic piece of furniture, destined for a skip, was restored for future generations. 
A victory for branding, one might say.
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 1Customer centricity and 
personalisation
In the past, a product and a 

campaign were developed for as 
many people as possible. Mass 
advertising via a scattergun 
approach worked. 

Tempi passati – to be ahead of the 
game today, we need the opposite:  
to successfully address individual 
consumers. Advertising is therefore 
experiencing a powerful shift toward 
personalisation. “Small Data”, as 
described by Martin Lindstrom,  
and micro-segmentation will help 
contribute to this development.

This concentrated focus on 
individual customers, also known as 
“customer centricity”, will even have 
an impact on product design. 
Experience and service provider 
worlds will emerge, where the actual 
product – the merchandise – will 
simply be one aspect of many. A car 
manufacturer will then sell not only 
automobile models, but also complex 
mobility solutions. 

Those that are able to use their 
brand environment to inspire 
consumers will benefit from lifelong 
loyalty from customers who will 
possibly – for example, with Amazon 
Dash – buy the product again and 
again at the click of a button. In the 
marketing of the future, there won’t 
be any room for “one-night stands”. 

 

2Sincerity and authenticity
Authenticity was key in 2016 
and will be even more so in 

2017. We are facing times in which 
unbelievable, or even fake news, 
about companies and brands can 
ruin a million-dollar campaign in 
minutes. We have to understand 

that a brand itself is communication, 
simply due to the fact that it exists. 
So everything that a company does 
or doesn’t do, says or does not say, 
will be part of its advertising. 

Advertising is simply the efforts by  
a brand or product to convince 
consumers. Today, this includes every 
Tweet or post on social media, as  
well as every press release, or every 
product that is launched. Brands and 
agencies have to work  in 100% 
alignment to make sure every 
message builds on the others, no 
matter who is internally or externally 
finally responsible. 

It will no longer be the big budgets 
that rule adland. A commitment from 
a chief executive to support LGBT 
people can, for example, have a bigger 
impact on sales than the hottest Super 
Bowl ad of the year. We have to 
understand what people are truly 
interested in and what drives their 
minds – which is definitely not 
advertising as we used to know it. 

 

3Storytelling and  
motion media 
People are fed up with content 

– there is simply too much of 
everything. They react irritably to 
a lot of what they see. They decide 
in seconds whether they find an 
offer good or dreary, to be clicked 
away or blocked. There is no more 
“in-between”. The winners of 2017 
will be those who understand how 
to captivate their audience with 
exciting or interesting stories. 

If there is one typical characteristic 
in people, it’s this: we love stories. 
Pictures and films are especially  
well-suited to storytelling, because 
they can be consumed more 
quickly and intuitively than text. 
A worldwide ad trend using films 
and motion media will have an 
impact. Top work will be rewarded 
by a strong viral response. 

 

4Creativity and  
marketing technologies
The power of creativity 

will be better appreciated. This 
is because, let’s be honest, the 
enthusiasm for the technically 
doable, measurable and automatable, 
which we have digitalisation to 
thank for, often forces creativity  
into the background. 

Online marketing demonstrates  
all too well how a dominant belief in 
technology can quash any creativity 
and quality. For marketers, our first 
and ultimate goal must always be to 
ignite enthusiasm for a brand. In the 
end, it is a top-class, surprising idea 
that makes the difference – the 
competition can also operate 
technology. It is simply a great  
tool – no more and no less.   a

FOUR MARKETING TRENDS FOR 2017
It’s all about being 
authentic and 
having the ability 
to tell a captivating, 
creative story  
that appeals to  
the individual
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From left: Florian Haller, 
Alexander Schill and 

Markus Noder

 
FOUR QUESTIONS
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM? 
IBM, as a prototype for high-tech 
firms seeing their future in the 
communications industry. It may 
include SAP entering into media, 
Accenture in platform-building or 
Facebook going creative. 

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
VR is a game-changer for product 
presentations. It helps the car 
dealer to display models he or 
she could never afford to show, 
it enables the potential client to 
configure the car he or she always 
dreamed about and it is an 
entertaining learning device.

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts? 
Generally speaking, governments 
are more in favour of locally 
rooted and mid-sized agencies 
instead of highly concentrated and 
powerful global networks that pay 
their taxes somewhere else.

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
The launch of the BMW M2 with 
Gigi Hadid. It was surprising, 
entertaining and the first time VR 
was used as a central element in 
a widespread campaign.

Florian Haller, chief executive 
officer, Serviceplan Group; 
Alexander Schill, chief creative 
officer, Serviceplan Group; 
Markus Noder, managing director, 
Serviceplan International 

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1970
Principals Florian Haller, chief executive 
officer; Dr Peter Haller, managing director; 
Ronald Focken, managing director; 
Dr Fabian Prüschenk, chief financial officer; 
Alexander Schill, chief creative officer 
Staff 3,400
Locations 37 worldwide
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G
o all-in. Embrace programmatic. 
Go viral – or at least try. Turn to 
the tried-and-tested 30-second 
TV commercial. What about 

sending a man into the stratosphere? 
The choices are endless. And it’s as 
frustrating as hell. 

Less jam, please 
Sheena S. lyengar of Columbia 
University once conducted an 
interesting study involving jam. 
Participants faced with a narrower 
choice of jams were more satisfied 
with the taste than those faced with 
a wider choice. Give people more 
options and they will only get 
frustrated. Could the same be 
said  of brands? Are brands, in fact, 
starting to suffer from an overkill 
of choice? 

The number one challenge 
We recently asked more than 900 
chief marketing officers what they 
saw as the key challenge to 
managing international brands in 
a digital world. Their response 
was surprisingly unanimous. It 
boiled down to this: being better at 
identifying the right ways to 
activate their brands, and ensuring 
a higher degree of consistency 
across the chosen activities. 

Cut to the brand 
In a world in which brands can do 
absolutely everything, we believe our 
single most important task as a trusted 
partner to our clients is to stop and 
ponder how they can do less. It starts 
by addressing the underlying business 
problem and defining the inherent 
brand promise. And it ends with 
coherently integrating that promise 
into everything the brand does. 
Which usually means doing less. 

Back to bricks 
Back in the early 2000s, one of our 
clients, The Lego Company, was 
faced with a daunting challenge. How 
would a brand, the entire existence of 
which was based on physical building, 
stay relevant at a time when gaming 
was establishing a dominant position 
and many in the industry were 
declaring the death of physical toys? 

Lego tried to answer the challenge 
by expanding its product portfolio to 

include new and different play 
experiences. But it was only when it 
decided to refocus 100% on the very 
core of the brand – the brick – that it 
found its true winning formula. 
Instead of doing more, the company 
did less. A lot less. But they did it right. 
Fast-forward 17 years and Lego now 
ranks number one among the world’s 
most powerful brands (according to 
Brand Finance), having more than 
quadrupled its turnover since the 
late 1990s. 

Cut, cut, cut – the end
The result speaks for itself and the 
lesson should be clear to everyone, 
now more than ever. Yes, there’s 
digital. Yes, there’s big data. Yes, every 
start-up out there is trying to disrupt 
your industry. But for those very 
reasons, it’s more important than it 
was before to go back to the very core 
of your brand. Distil it. Mercilessly 
cut away all excess flab. Do less, 
maybe even a lot less, but do it right. 
That’s the one message we keep 
telling our clients every single day. 
Consequently, it would be 
inappropriate for us to ramble on 
much longer. So we’re going to end 
the article now, somewhat short of the 
650 words we were asked to submit. 
But like we said, less is more.

LEARNING TO WIN WITH A LOT LESS 
Marketers are overwhelmed with possibilities. How do they choose the right approach?

Claus Wittenborg, chief executive 
and partner, Advance 
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Back (l-r): Jeppe Fonnesbæk, Gavin Mulligan and Jens Krog 
Front (l-r): Morten Kirckhoff, Claus Wittenborg, Henrik Hertz and Sofie Svarre

 
A BRIEF FORECAST 
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM?
Out of the two, IBM, but we 
do not consider it to be a direct 
competitor. While we are inspired 
by its use of big data to create 
insights, the value of strong 
creative ideas remains. 

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
VR technology is not mature 
enough – yet – so we lean toward 
overhyped. But augmented reality, 
as seen with Pokémon Go, has 
huge potential. 

Are independent agencies at 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts?
No. Quite the opposite. 
Independence means agility and, 
consequently, the ability to act fast 
when necessary. 

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
We strongly admire Forsman 
& Bodenfors and its continuing 
ability to rethink both business-to-
business and business-to-consumer 
communication for Volvo while 
staying true to the core brand. 

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1976
Principals Claus Wittenborg, chief 
executive, partner; Jens Krog, chief 
executive, partner; Sofie Svarre, 
director, head of insights and strategy, 
partner; Morten Kirckhoff, director, 
head of concept development, partner; 
Jeppe Fonnesbæk, client service director, 
partner; Gavin Mulligan, creative director, 
partner; Henrik Hertz, director, head of 
finance and administration 
Staff 80
Location Copenhagen, Denmark
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I  always smile when I hear Africa 
referred to as if it’s a single country.  
Statements such as: “We will 
launch our brand in China, India, 

and Africa concurrently” make you 
wonder about the thought invested 
in understanding Africa’s 54 
nations. It gets more complicated  
if you consider that most countries 
have hundreds of tribes and 
languages, and are simply not as 
homogenous as many Western 
countries. There are countries 
within countries in Africa. 

At present, most brands simply 
adapt or “localise” the global 
campaign in each country. They 
assume the universal human insight 
underpinning the work will resonate. 
Surely, one would think, everyone 
who sees the work will “get it” as easily 
as the focus groups did in the country 
where the ads were created. The 
problem is, they don’t. An ad usually 
gets different responses in various 
regions in the same country.

Take, for example, the “ice cold” 
visuals often used by beer brands 
worldwide. You know, the ones where 

half the ad is made up of ice cubes. 
Now, what if I told you the Tanzanian 
consumer doesn’t like cold beer?  
Bar owners keep the beer at room 
temperature by switching off your 
beautifully branded promotional 
fridge. That’s if they put the beer in 
the fridge in the first place. Why? 
Tanzania has a heritage of homemade 
beer. When it comes to homebrew, 
there is a direct correlation between 
the beer’s temperature and its 
potency. In other words, there is still  
a belief that warm beer gives a bigger 
“kick” than cold beer. 

Unreliable power also means 
fridges are off for extended periods of 
time, resulting in beer usually being 
warm anyway. It’s something 
consumers are used to. 

In East Africa, we’ve had solid 
results for brands we represent by 
investing in two things. First, we 
spend time in unearthing local 
insights. As illustrated above, this can 
be deceivingly complex when taking 
local customs into account. Adding 
religious beliefs, political influence, 
significance of symbols and so on only 
complicates it further. Second, we 
always push innovative ideas and 
cutting-edge technology that will 
deliver the message, regardless of 
how unorthodox it is. 

But first, you must shift some 
paradigms. 

Start from a zero base when trying 
to understand your consumer 
Remember, one country does not 
necessarily mean one message. 

A good start is to think of them as 
markets (regions, provinces, tribes), 
rather than countries. The deeper a 
brand is prepared to drill to 
thoroughly understand each market, 

its nuances, customs and uniqueness, 
the more successful it will be. 

World trends cannot be copied  
and pasted
Africa is sometimes behind world 
trends and sometimes ahead. How  
far differs from country to country.

Take, for instance, how vastly 
different internet penetration is in 
East Africa. In June 2016, Tanzania 
was at 14.5%. Kenya had 68.4%  
(the highest in Africa and above the 
world average).  With internet access 
comes social media. A campaign with 
a strong social-media strategy will 
probably be more effective in Kenya 
than in neighbouring Tanzania. 

Grasp the subject, and the words 
will follow 
Don’t just translate. The direct 
translation of the global message is 
often the root cause of the confusion. 
Instead, try to make sure the local 
marketing and advertising teams 
understand the strategy and ethos  
of the brand. Then give them the 
freedom to tell the story their way. 

As the world eyes emerging markets 
for growth, the chance to be a pioneer  
in understanding the landscape, 
and positioning your brand with 
more than 1.2 billion consumers is 
narrowing. It is the brands that decide to 
make the investment now who will see 
good, solid, long-term gains in Africa. 

AFRICA, BUT NOT AS YOU KNOW IT
Brands will quickly lose their way in Africa if they think they can treat it as a single market 

Cobus van Zyl, chief operations 
officer, Aggrey & Clifford
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Rashid Tenga (left) and 
Cobus van Zyl

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 2009 
Principals Rashid Tenga, chief 
executive officer; Cobus van Zyl, chief 
operations officer 
Staff 70 full-time staff; 100 mobile sales 
force; 500+ part-time brand promoters 
Locations Tanzania, Uganda, Kenya, 
Rwanda 

 
THE LIE OF THE LAND
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM?  
WPP. 
Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped?  
It’s too early to tell. At present, 
it probably still lacks the cost 
efficiency and ease of mass 
application to be a game-changer. 

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts?  
The political trend is moving away 
from the “global village”, which 
networks were built on. What will 
this new world order demand? 
Maybe we’ll see a move toward 
locally owned agencies that are 
more in touch with the pulse of 
the country. Networks might also 
find stumbling blocks in terms of 
free movement of personnel and 
elevated taxes on foreign labour.

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
Norwegian Airlines’ “Brad is 
single”. Innovative. Relevant. 
Simple. 
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on Mexico, as the new political wave 
rolls around the world, we will  
see more markets become further 
dependent on their own production 
and talents.

The management teams of these 
businesses have not been through  
the traditional marketing machines  
of the big brands and have not been 
channelled into a traditional way of 
thinking. The boundaries between 
agency services are blurred because 
clients question the reasoning  
behind our processes as well as  
the streamlining of their own.

Suddenly, PR agencies are having  
to challenge their traditional 
workflows and try to build faster, 
more efficient campaigns that can 
drive sales and acquisition in short 
time frames with ultra-fast returns. 
The “bootstrapping” nature of these 
clients inevitably requires further 
creative services, allowing the 
traditional PR firms to develop 
services based on need rather 
than prospect. 

While not all these start-ups  
will survive, they give agencies a  
rare opportunity to work closely  
with business founders. This, in turn, 
provides invaluable experience  
for PR teams and, inadvertently,  
long-term investment, because the 
initial round of entrepreneurs will 
have a pipeline of new projects.  
Also, some of the start-ups will  
grow exponentially.

This exciting mix has created  
an incredibly strong community  
that has, for the first time, quelled  
the “malinchismo” that has 
dominated culture and society in 
Mexico. Local consumers are now 
starting to consider things internally 
and explore what is happening here.  

W
ith the US administration  
causing unpre cedented 
upheaval in Latin America –
and nowhere more so than 

Mexico – it is curious that PR 
agencies are finding refuge in the 
highly volatile scene of Latin 
internet start-ups.

To some observers, this may appear 
to be an unusual time to bet on these 
emerging markets. However, over 
the past four years, it has been well 
documented in the financial media 
that local and foreign investment 
firms have been ploughing funds 
into a wide range of start-ups across 
the  region. These are spearheaded by 

funds, incubators, businesses and 
accelerators such as Mountain Nazca, 
Variv Capital, Linio, 500 Startups and 
Rise Capital. 

In addition to this, strategic 
communications firm Endeavor  
has built its biggest regional office  
in Mexico. This has given it access  
to some of the Latin market’s  
most significant thought leaders 
and businesses. 

All this seems to have opened a  
new opportunity for the public 
relations industry in the region.  
As a result,  it  may be one of the ways  
in which we weather the storm of  
the next four years and become a 
benchmark for operations in future 
emerging markets. 

Public relations are fundamental  
in the marketing mix for all these 
businesses. It  is a potentially cost-
effective option for them to leverage 
large-scale media influence across 
enormous populations in relatively 
short periods of time.

MEXICAN START-UPS AND 
THE PR AGENCY HOOK-UP 
Mexico is chock full of start-ups eyeing a high-growth route to 
profitability and they are turning to PR agencies to be a conduit

Jaspar Eyears, chief executive, 
Another Company
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GLOBAL WAVES
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM? 
At this moment, it’s still WPP.

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
Game-changer.

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts? 
The risk is equal – the 
independents’ ability to pivot 
and react to the changes will 
make them an opportunity. 

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is… 
Visionaire and KAWS, with 
a virtual-reality experience for 
integrating brand, culture and art 
so seamlessly through technology 
at the New York Public Library.

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 2004
Principals Jaspar Eyears, chief executive; 
Rodrigo Peñafiel, partner
Staff 150
Locations Mexico, Panama, Argentina

Interestingly, Mexico has, until 
recently, suffered an endemic case  
of  “malinchismo”, which is a 
preference for the foreigner.  
This traditionally meant that local 
brands suffered, while global brands 
were able to capitalise. 

The rise of local internet -based 
companies, though, was a clear signal 
to consumers and media that Mexico, 
and the region, was starting to build 
interesting and exciting products and 
brands that could compete against 
both the incumbent monopolies and 
international launches. 

The media has become highly 
attuned to these stories, vying to 
position these as local heroes and 
turning to PR agencies to help them 
develop these assets into impactful 
local storytelling. 

Often, these local heroes are  
personally known to the agency staff 
and clients are often peers, from the 
same schools and universities.  

Even though this analysis is based 

Jaspar Eyears

Advertising supplement published for thenetworkone



S
ince we opened our doors some 
years ago, we’ve been a different 
kind of agency. Partly, because 
we didn’t actually understand 

all the machinations required to be  
a regular agency; partly as a reaction 
to the conglomerate agency we had 
come from. 

But this different approach fostered 
a culture of collegiality, collaboration 
and comedy, which quickly grew at 
our agency.  As we grew, it came to be 
codified as our shamelessly 
appropriated and reinterpreted 
philosophy of guanxi, pronounced 
gwan-shee,  a Chinese cultural 
concept that suggests business 
dealings thrive on reciprocity.

Discovered on a drunken trip to 
Shanghai 15 years ago, guanxi, for  
us, encompasses three overlapping 
constituencies: staff, client and 
consumer. Establishing trust and 
camaraderie among clients and 
staff helps minimise competing 
agendas, raise efficiency, motivate 
openness, deepen insights and 
liberate creativity.  

Driven to collaborate 
Best of all, what drives client and 
staff guanxi is precisely what drives 
consumer guanxi. The habits of 
listening, caring and collaborating 
that work internally are no less 
effective when it comes to today’s 
well-informed, highly sceptical, 
social-media-active consumer. 

So, in an era when consumers can  
be “followers”, “fans” and “friends”, 
where customers want to first know 
what you represent, and the best 
young workers are looking not just for 
a job, but for inspiration, involvement 
and an extended family, our expertise 

in this so-called soft skill and 
dedication to its practice has turned 
out to be a solid operating principle. 

Specific examples of guanxi in 
practice would have to include our 
temple of guanxi, the Tip – a 
penthouse space we acquired as  
part of our office space and which we 
painstakingly transformed into an 
indoor and outdoor bar. 

Here, we host concerts, lectures, 
onstage interviews, art events, 
tastings and parties on a regular basis, 
inviting clients and staff, along with 
anyone else in the creative, business 
or non-profit community who wants 
to come. 

The well-attended events, all of 
which are free, have not only helped 
recruit (and retain) some of our best 
co-workers, but some of our major 
clients – Esurance first heard about 
Duncan Channon through a music 
event at the Tip.

Focus on friendliness
To keep focus on the Gemütlichkeit 
[cordiality, friendliness], the 
one thing we avoid at the Tip is 
presentations about advertising.

In an effort to codify our belief in 
the power of guanxi, we created last 
year a unique technology platform 
for reviewing, retaining and 
inspiring our staff. Far from being 
an off-the-shelf software solution, 
this was designed from the ground 
up by the agency to not only more 
thoughtfully evaluate a person’s work, 
but also their way of working, or their 
aforementioned guanxi. 

The platform allows for each 
employee to receive a tailored, 
360-degree review from six different 
peers across departments – all online 
and all anonymous. Supervisors now 
have a much more thorough and 
robust set of data with which to guide, 
course-correct and reward 
employees. As a result, staff believe 
their reviews to be more instructional 
and less subjective and because the 
reviews also take into account each 
person’s cultural fit and contribution, 
they feel a closer kinship to those 
around them.

Building solid relationships through genuine 
collaboration is the key to success

Andy Berkenfield, chief executive, 
Duncan Channon 
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EYEING THE OUTLOOK
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM?  
Neither. As a mid-sized 
independent focused on brand 
strategy and world-class creative, 
we feel more pressure from similar 
agencies, not multinationals.

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped?  
Actually, the real game-changer 
will be augmented reality – digital 
information overlaid on the real 
world will radically transform 
marketing in the next ten years.

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts?  
No. Our nimbleness and ability 
to move with, rather than react to, 
culture will keep us more relevant 
than larger networks.

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is... 
Subaru’s emotional, values-based 
strategy stands out in an otherwise 
overly rational, tactical category.

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1990
Principals Robert Duncan, chairman; 
Parker Channon, chief marketing officer; 
Andy Berkenfield, chief executive;  
Michael Lemme, chief creative officer 
Staff 65 
Location San Francisco

Andy Berkenfield

“Discovered on a 
drunken trip to 
Shanghai, guanxi,  
for us, encompasses 
three overlapping 
constituencies: staff, 
client and consumer”

HOW WE BUILT 
AN AGENCY 
USING GUANXI 

Ultimately, we believe the 
collaborative ethos of guanxi 
has led to our most important 
work. Successfully transforming 
brands is about more than just  
new ad campaigns; it’s about 
understanding the nuanced wants 
and needs of many constituents, 
not just consumers. 

Genuine collaboration is the mark 
of an agency which can make the deep 
connections upon which successful 
brands depend. 
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H
istorically, the creative team 
was made up of only two people 
– art director and copywriter. 
Fast-forward half a century 

and the creative department had 
become filled with creative 
strategists, digital thinkers and 
communication engineers. 

All of a sudden, agency structures 
had become bizarrely complicated, 
with the most intuitive of professions 
starting to sound like the job of 
extraterrestrials. What is worse, 
this supposed evolution of roles 
completely skipped over one 
important title – the client. 

Even today, agencies treat clients 
like a jury or critics – outsiders whom 
agencies must impress with their 
expertise – rather than rightful 
members of the creative club. Not 
only is this putting immense strain on 
the agency-client relationship, but it 
is also undermining the work. 

Which is why, when we established 
Famous Innovations, we decided we 
would build the first truly open and 
title-blind agency that knows no 
difference between client and creative 
director. We started by taking titles 
off our business cards. Simply put,  
we are here to solve your brands’ 
problems creatively. If you feel the 
same way, join the table. But please, 
leave your title at the door. 

The client is not the enemy 
Walk the floors of any agency and 
you will hear multiple conversations 
such as “the client wanted it that 
way”, “the client doesn’t get it”, 
and so on. Well, of course the client 

doesn’t “get it”. And that’s because 
the client doesn’t get you! How well 
do you know your client? Their 
business, their industry, company 
dynamics and goals? Have you 
walked in their shoes? Try living like 
a sales trainee at the client’s side for 
a week, and then let’s talk. 

No marketing person comes to the 
office each morning and says: “Today, 
I am going to do the least creative 
work possible.” Clients are as 
desperate for good work as agencies, 
often even more so. We have 
experienced this first-hand with 
passionate, creative-hungry 
marketers such as Sanjay Behl 
(Raymond Apparel), Chandrasekhar 
Radhakrishnan (Nestlé India), 
Suparna Mitra (Titan Watches), and 
many others who drove us up the wall 
to get the best out of us. Needless to 
say, the work spoke for itself. 

Being title-blind is a big ask 
Title-blindness demands as much 
from the client as it is does from 
agencies. Clients must step out of 
boardrooms and spend time with 
their agencies – in brainstorms, 
editing rooms, studios (very often 
at ungodly hours) and even the 
small tea shop outside their agency’s 
office. They need to build on ideas, 
open new avenues, keep an eye on 
the world’s best work and then find 
ways to beat it. Most creatives are 
emotional folk dying to do good 
work, and a client who gets down  
in the trenches with them can be  
the ultimate motivation. 

Being comrades also means being 
completely honest. We have an 
“open bonnet” policy so clients can 
see where we are spending their 
money at any time. In exchange, we 
ask our clients to be fearlessly 
transparent about their challenges, 
budgets, timelines, and product 
limitations. Did your boss suddenly 
change the brief and now you have to 
redo everything? It’s all good: we’re in 
this through thick and thin. 

Magic happens when like-minded 
people come together 
Ideas do not come from brick offices 
and fancy signage at the door; ideas 
come from people. And usually after 
people meet and invest enough time 
with the problem. Which is why 
gauging synergies is crucial at the 
start of any relationship. 

For any pitch, we invite clients to 
spend a day at our office and work on 
one specific brief with us. Don’t buy 
the idea on the slide; buy into the 
people. And agencies – don’t attempt 
to win brands, win people whom you 
will enjoy working with every day. 

Great work begins with trust  
and respect 
Advertising is struggling. Great 
creative talent is being valued less 
and leaving for other industries. 

The way we see it, creatives need to 
feel the joy of advertising once again. 
Freeing people from the fetters of 
man-made roles can go a long way  
in making that happen. 

When you look at a person as a 
person, and not just a title, you are 
laying the foundation for a real, 
trusting relationship. And that’s 
where great work begins. Work filled 
with freedom, courage, innovation, 
laughter, magic and all the wonderful 
things that made us fall in love with 
advertising in the first place. 

THERE IS NO 
SUCH THING  
AS A CREATIVE 
AND A CLIENT 
Creative director, brand planner, client… 
it’s time to do away with titles 
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ON OUR OWN TERMS
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM? 
Neither. Our biggest competitors 
are our clients’ competitors, that 
is to say, brands selling clothes, 
watches, jewellery, home décor, 
television channels and so on. It’s 
not about fighting agencies to win 
brands. It’s about fighting other 
brands to win consumers. 

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
Just like any other technology, VR is 
as good as an idea makes it. The 
idea cannot be: “Let’s use VR.” The 
recent Samsung “Ostrich” film is a 
great example. 

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts? 
The external risk would be the 
same for all agencies, but as 
an independent agency, we 
are better equipped to respond 
to these risks and adapt and 
evolve swiftly. 

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is…  
The “Fearless Girl” statue in 
New York. 

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 2012 
Principals (untitled) Raj Kamble; 
Kamal Mandal; G V Krishnan; Mithila 
Saraf; Namit Prasad; Hayden Scott; 
Sumit Chaurasia 
Staff 90 
Locations Mumbai and Banglore 

Raj Kamble

Raj Kamble, Famous Innovations
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B
eing hit usually hurts. And 
anything that hurts captures our 
attention. Pain is an interruption 
to our routine. Suddenly, we can’t 

function in the way we’re used to. 
And this is the aim of 

communication, too. To capture 
attention, to divert your focus to 
something specific, a brand or a 
service, say, and its benefits. But 
marketers move very cautiously. 
They’re intent on doing everything 
right. Showing the brand in the right 
light. Appealing to the right target 
group in the right way. And, 
preferably, at the right time. 

And all in a world in which we have 
one thing above all in abundance: 
content.  About everything and 
everyone. In the age of the internet, 
boundaries are pushed every day. 

Brands are being almost hesitant. 
They are quiet, thoughtful and 
usually correct. Even worse, they’re 
justifying it to themselves by saying 
it’s exactly the right thing to do 
because the relevant market research 
says so. Yes, market research: the tool 
that is currently not even able to 
predict the outcome of elections. 

This turns brands into prima 
ballerinas in a boxing ring. As 
communication experts, we’re all 
about selling the central values of 
communication: intelligence and 
awareness. Ever since Donald 
Trump’s election victory, and 
probably earlier, we’ve known it is the 
method and not always the content of 
communication that is so important. 
The impossible is possible if you 
claim it loudly enough. In short: the 
battle zone has been extended as far  
as it can go. The impossible draws 
people in and gains a media presence 
of unimagined proportions. 

Now this doesn’t mean that every 
brand should immediately start 
kicking and screaming. But we need 
to be brave enough to try more things, 
because it’s not just about my market 
and my competitors. Not about what 
we’ve done in the past and what the 
respective product category rules are. 
It’s about the decisive step forwards. 

THE ART OF THE PAINFUL IDEA 
No pain, no gain – brands need to be bold and brave with their ideas

Thomas Eickhoff, managing 
partner, Grabarz & Partner 

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1993
Principals Grabarz & Partner: Daniel 
Dolezyk, finance; Thomas Eickhoff, 
consulting; Ralf Heuel, creation; 
Stefanie Kuhnhen, strategy; Reinhard 
Patzschke, consulting; Grabarz zweite 
Werbeagentur: Tobias Clairmont, 
consulting; Daniel Dolezyk, finance; 
Hartmut Kozok, creation 
Staff 270
Location Hamburg 

 
FEARLESS PREDICTIONS
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM?  
IBM. 

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
I have enough to do with the “real” 
reality; I don’t need a virtual one.

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts? 
Independent agencies are at 
greater risk because they can’t 
spread it all over the globe.

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
“The Swedish number”. Sweden 
doesn’t need a customer service 
team to praise its glory. Its 
inhabitants are its most honest 
and trustworthy representatives. 
What a big idea. Just imagine 
what this could do for a company: 
“Question? Please call an 
employee – the lines are open.”

It’s about asserting ourselves in an 
ever-increasing sea of content. About 
stopping power. About intelligently 
hitting consumers between the eyes – 
especially in the digital world. 

We need thinking that turns our 
acquired knowledge on its head. 
Above all, we need courage. We must 
want the opportunity and not avoid 
the risk. An idea that is immediately 
approved internally is not a good one. 

It won’t catch on. A good idea needs 
conflict and dispute. If a marketing 
manager asks himself or herself  “Can 
I even show this to my boss?” or  “How 
can we even implement that?”, we’re 
on the right track. 

And when it comes to spreading the 
idea, we don’t always need an exact 
target either. We want to surprise, to 
draw people in. We don’t want to be 
granular, but great and amazing. 

“Talkability” is also decisive here. 
What would The New York Times 
report on? What message is so 
amazing that I’d want to share it? 

“Emotive” is part and parcel of 
every brief these days, but I have the 
feeling that only one type of emotion 
is being asked for: one that doesn’t 
really cause any pain. The type of 
pseudo authenticity perpetuated by 
urban types. Or, and it pains me to say 
it, the emotional environment of most 
marketing managers. 

Our communication toolbox is 
huge, and we need to use it. We need 
to trust ourselves not only to be 
authentic, but arrogant, loud, dirty, 
rough, silent, sad, kitschy, smart or 
even scandalous. To break the rules  
in order to get renewed attention. 

“Ideas people like to share” is our 
motto at Grabarz & Partner and that’s 
what it’s all about. This is why our 
communication should not just be 
right and mundane. It has to cause 
pain, too. 

Standing (l-r): Hartmut Kozok, 
Daniel Dolezyk and Tobias Clairmont. 

Seated (l-r): Stefanie Kuhnhen, Ralf Heuel, 
Thomas Eickhoff and Reinhard Patzschke

“Break the rules 
in order to get 
renewed attention”

Advertising supplement published for thenetworkone



From left: Anna-Riikka Hovi, Eka Ruola 
and Panu Nordlund 

R
egardless of your market, 
personal beliefs or politics, the 
landscape we operate in has 
changed dramatically over the 

past year. It is a time when polarisation 
runs deep and distrust of brands and 
media is at an all-time high. 

As consumers seek truth and 
authenticity, we have experienced  
a seismic impact on our industry.  
The problems we are asked to  
solve relate to fundamental  
business challenges, not just pure 
creative communications. 

Add to that the fragmentation 
of channels and unceasing rise of 
technology, tools and platforms, and  
 

CREATIVITY WITH PURPOSE
Building campaigns around a big idea that has no business or 
audience purpose is unlikely to lead to the result clients expect 

Eka Ruola, chief executive officer 
and executive creative director, 
hasan & partners Group
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ON THE HORIZON
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM? 
Both. We’ll always compete 
against networks but we are 
seeing competition coming from 
unconventional sources.

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
It is a game-changer in our 
storytelling arsenal. We created 
VR experiences for mobile 
network, DNA, in collaboration 
with the Finnish Olympic ski team.

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts? 
Many brands value our unfettered 
creativity and agility to do cool 
things quickly and cost effectively. 
But you have to be big enough 
to weather the storms and be a 
meaningful choice for a global 
brand. We’ve reached that size.

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
I’m a fan of the beautiful “The field 
trip to Mars” by Lockheed Martin. 
It is pure inspiration and uses 
technology in a very human way.

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1991
Principals Eka Ruola, chief executive 
officer and executive creative director, 
hasan & partners Group; Ami Hasan, 
chairman, hasan & partners and Perfect 
Fools; Panu Nordlund, managing director, 
hasan & partners; Ann Ystén, chief 
executive officer, Perfect Fools; Anna-Riikka 
Hovi, managing director, Frankly Partners; 
Niko Waaralinna, chief executive officer, 
Raw & Land 
Staff 170
Locations Helsinki, Finland; Stockholm, 
Sweden; Amsterdam, the Netherlands 

it has  never been more important for 
agencies to ensure their voice is heard 
in the boardroom. 

Given the public mood, marketers 
have an opportunity to harness the 
power of technology and give 
creativity a purpose. Not necessarily 
to change world problems (that would 
be awesome), but to solve business 
problems beyond selling stuff. 

New technology 
So far, the excitement in 2017 is the 
impact of virtual reality, artificial 
intelligence and numerous other 
problem-solving and creative 
technologies. A quarter of consumers 
say they will purchase a VR product 
this year, which signals that the way 
we tell stories will be revolutionised, 
just as social and mobile altered 
consumer behaviour.

Brand owners also need to think 
about why they should use new 
technologies beyond the excitement 
of being new. VR is not mass market, 
but in time it will become just another 
touchpoint. It took radio 38 years to 
reach 50 million people; TV did it  
in 13 years, the internet in two. 
Facebook scaled in two years while 
Pokémon Go took two days. 

So, innovation is important, but 
we must question the business 
imperative. Is it right for a brand’s 

audience? Does it achieve a 
commercial goal? Is it just creativity 
for creativity’s sake? 

Too many agencies overlook 
developing a campaign based on 
a client’s challenges in favour of 
delivering a big idea – one that has 
no business or audience purpose. 

With multiple touchpoints, it is 
harder than ever for messages to 
hit home and spark the desired 
behaviour. To be successful, we need 
to get back to basics – the psychology 
of the consumer. 

Within this shifting landscape, it is 
important to root client business 
intelligence with knowledge of 
consumers – their mindsets, 
behaviours, thoughts and feelings – to 
create mind-blowing creativity that 
stands out in a fragmented market. 

A useful touchpoint
Take the example of elevator and 
escalator-maker KONE. With 
construction slowing in key markets 
such as China, KONE wanted to 
breathe new life into its brand and 
expand its maintenance offer. We 
went to KONE with the idea of 
“Machine conversations”, a creative 
solution to launch its new 24/7 
connected services with IBM’s 
Watson Internet of Things platform. 
For the first time, people can listen  
to intelligent real-time machine 
conversations. 

The elevators “talk” to the KONE 
Cloud and update it with their 
location and potential issues. KONE 
Cloud, which monitors elevators 
globally, then decides whether to alert 
a human about their performance.

Using real-time data from four 
elevators in Sweden, the US, Finland 
and the Netherlands, we set up http://
machineconversations.kone.com/  
to let everyone see and hear the 
elevators talk. 

“Machine conversations” is bigger 
than an advertising campaign. It is a 
platform that analyses data and makes 
it understandable so as to inspire new 
business opportunities. It came about 

purely because we have the ear of the 
KONE C-suite and these executives 
recognised that creativity with a 
purpose could give their maintenance 
offer the attention it deserved. 

Creativity with purpose is the 
alchemy of marrying a client’s goals 
with insight and clever use of 
technology. Listen to the machines 
talk, it is uplifting for business. 

“Innovation is 
important, but we 
must question the 
business imperative”
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W
hy don’t we start a specialist 
customer relationship 
management division?  
When should we acquire a 

digital media agency to enhance our 
social-media accountability? How  
can we expand our footprint across 
borders? How many agencies get to 
explore these questions, and more 
importantly take these kinds of 
actions without breaking stride? 
Invariably, these are the kinds of 
conversations happening in the 
hallways of independent agencies.  
It’s the power, if you like, of 
independence in action, free of 
corporate red tape and sclerotic 
process. It’s the thing that makes 
independent agencies attractive to 
industry talent, marketers, and the 
global agency networks who covet 
acquisition for the wrong reasons.  

What makes independence special? 
First, there is the unshackled freedom 
to steer your own ship and map your 
own direction. Much of this sense of 
liberty comes from financial freedom. 
Decisions to invest in the things that 
contribute to agency culture are not 
typically cumbersome. 

At King James, the bar is open  
every night, free of charge to all  
staff, and this has cultivated a social 
atmosphere and a reminder of the 
importance of fun as integral to  
what we do. The number of awards  
we enter; the people we hire; how 
much entertainment we do; what 
bonuses we award; what type  
of building and environment  
we choose to occupy, and which 
clients we partner with, are not 
choices all agencies have the 
opportunity to make. 

There appears to be industry 
admiration for something built from 
within. Something that was started 
from scratch and that has risen to be 
both competitive and respected. 
Perhaps it is because the culture is  
not imposed, but,  rather,  organically 
grown. My partner,  Alistair, likens 
our culture to that of a jellyfish – its 
form sort of wobbled as we grew  
and we only had to push it gently in 
one direction or another. 

As a consequence, our people have 
formed strong bonds with each other, 
resulting in a closer and more  
effective agency.

THE TRUE POWER OF INDEPENDENCE
Being genuinely engaged with the work they do is what gives independents their edge 

James Barty, chief executive officer 
and co-founder, King James 
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Alistair King (left) and James Barty

 
IMPENDING CHANGE
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you 
in future – WPP or IBM? 
Consultancy will be our biggest 
competitor. 

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped?  
Currently overhyped. 

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts?  
No. To the contrary, they are more 
adaptable and agile to respond 
to shifts. 

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
You have to tip your hat to the 
work Droga5 is doing for Under 
Armour. From classic and beautifully 
crafted storytelling such as the “Rule 
yourself” campaign to billion-dollar 
research and development to create 
the HealthBox, it has transformed 
the brand from underdog to one 
of the most successful in the world. 

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 1998 
Principals James Barty, chief executive 
officer and co-founder; Alistair King, chief 
creative officer and co-founder 
Staff 306 
Locations Cape Town and Johannesburg

Our planning head once described 
the contractual relationship people 
have at King James as more of a 
“social contract” rather than an 
“employment contract”. Perhaps this 
explains why so many ex-employees 
return, or continue to admire us after 
they have left.

So why are independent agencies 
admired and sought for acquisition? 
I would argue that the attraction is 
separate from the motive. We like to 
use a simple people, product, profit 
view of our business strategy. In most 
instances, independent agencies 
invest disproportionately in “product 
and people”, and we have learned that 
profit is a consequence of getting 
these right. I believe network 
agencies, on the other hand, have lost 
sight of the need for a healthy 
equilibrium, and overweight profit  
on the agenda, often to the detriment 
of the former two aspects. Post-
acquisition, we often witness that  
the very attraction in the first place, 
becomes lost in blind pursuit of the 
wrong motive – profit.

The emergence of the venture-
capital funded micro-independent 

network, or the reverse takeover by 
independent brands of larger, more 
established agency brands, seems to 
be a recent trend. It is one that seems 
to be working, but perhaps only 
because the right emphasis on 
partnership, people and product 
(work) is being inculcated. 

The power of an independent 
agency will always lie in the cultural 
freedom it fosters, and in an emphasis 
on product – the work. The success of 
our business has largely been built 
around the importance of focusing  
on the task in front of us, the task of 
making that piece of work the very 
best it can be, and delivering it with 
the appropriate urgency.  True 
admiration comes from the work we 
do for brands, not from the profit we 
make. While that might not be the 
motive at the heart of global network 
acquisition strategies, that is fine, 
because until such time, independent 
agencies will still be hanging their 
“not for sale” signs on their doors.
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From left: Seb Hill,
 Jason Foo and Ben Tan
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W
e are bored of hearing  
about disruption. It is so 
commonplace as to be 
ambient noise. Yes, we  

all know the world’s largest taxi  
firm owns no cars, the largest 
accommodation provider owns no 
hotels, the largest media provider 
creates no content and the most 
valuable retailer has no inventory. 
We all know the waves of disruption 
will keep coming to our clients’ 
industries.  And that with artificial 
intelligence, this will happen 
even  faster. 

But all these market disruptions  
are exactly that. Disruption that will, 
again and again, be disrupted by new 
forms of disruption.  And, of course, 
the advertising industry is being 
equally disrupted. 

However, there is another very  
real disruption that has taken  
place that is all too in danger of 
becoming permanent.  And it 
significantly affects our industry.  
This disruption is not within our 
industry by technology companies or 
management consultancies, such as 
Deloitte and Accenture, but rather to 
our industry. It is the fundamental 
crisis in consumer engagement and 
trust in brands, organisations, 
institutions and, even, government. 

From the rising use of adblocking to 
scandals in fake news, from Brexit to 
Trump, there is not just a general lack 
of societal trust and engagement, 
there is a fundamental desire for 
change. The people have spoken. 
Their positions are clear. Sides have 
been drawn. You cannot sit in 
the middle. 

So what does this mean for us all as 
apposite cultural-change makers? 

Is it any wonder that consumers do 
not trust brands when too much of 
what the industry does is “painting 
the outside of the organisation’s 
building”? A lick of paint on the 
outside and some wallpaper over the 
cracks inside. 

The antidote to this mistrust and 

DISRUPTION: WHAT’S  
THE POINT OF IT? 
Adland needs to disrupt its own thinking and work out how to 
align brands with beliefs that stand out to discerning consumers 

Jason Foo, chief executive officer, 
BBD Perfect Storm

“Creativity is 
needed in how you 
convey a brand’s 
purpose, rather than 
conceal a lack of it”

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 2013 
Principals Jason Foo, chief 
executive officer; Seb Hill, executive 
creative director; Ben Tan, executive 
planning director 
Staff 35
Location Shoreditch, London

consumer disengagement is 
technically simple and costs nothing: 
demonstrate you are trustworthy and 
build an authentic and meaningful 
connection with consumers based 
upon the things that you mutually 
care about.  Creativity is needed 
in how you convey a brand’s 
purpose, rather than how you 
conceal a lack of it.

Purpose is the reason that an 
organisation exists. In the future, we 
believe a lack of meaningful purpose 
will be a reason why it does not. 

This means taking a stand on the 
issues that matter.  Our clients earn 
attention and create fervent fans 
when they accept they may also have 
challenging critics.  Too many 
companies still try to occupy the 
middle because it feels safe and 
secure.  Appeal to everyone and 
offend no-one.  It is this thinking  
that leads to being disrupted. 

“Change is hard because people 
overestimate the value of what they 
have – and underestimate the value of 
what they may gain by giving that up,” 
according to James Belasco and Ralph 
Stayer in their classic book on 
leadership, Flight of the Buffalo. 

Be the challenger, even when you 
are the leader.  That is what keeps you 
disruptive.  Be independent in your 
pursuit of setting your brand’s 
cultural agenda.  Create culture, do 
not just reflect it. 

What does this mean for us as a 
company?  Well, our purpose is to 
inspire greater purpose in businesses. 
To help organisations identify,  
passionately pursue, and creatively 
convey their purpose. The clients we 
attract are change-makers with a 
purpose.  To give some examples, 
Vitality is a life-insurer. But its 
purpose is to help people live longer 
and healthier lives.  Investec is a bank 
that has always stood on the right side 
of financial history, from apartheid to 
the absence of banking scandals. 

SKINS sportswear exists to fight 
against any discrimination, prejudice 
and cheating in sport.  If we cannot  
do some good, we cannot do really 
good work.  

Purpose is the fifth “p” of 
marketing.  Unlike the other four – 
product, price, promotion and place – 
once it has been set, it should not 
really deviate and change.  Your 
purpose should not be disrupted. 
Everything else will be.

 
AN OUTSPOKEN FORECAST
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM?  
AI. 

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped?  
Once the costs come down 
and motion sickness issues are 
resolved, VR will start to sell. 
But, for us, it still looks like niche 
tech and will, ultimately, have 
niche application. 

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts?  
In an age of disruption, agility 
trumps size, culture is the greatest 
asset and the challenger beats the 
establishment. This is the age of 
the independent. 

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
MACMA’s “Man boobs for boobs” 
– for shining a light on breast 
cancer and the inequality of social- 
media censorship between men 
and women. Bloody funny, too.
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I had the peculiar luck of being in 
New York the night the US voted 
for Trump. Watching the elections 
unfold live from a local, pro-

Democrat comedy club across the 
street from my hotel, and waking up 
to the aftermath of the morning after, 
will remain in my memory for a long 
time to come.

“He’s just so obvious…” sneered a 
teenage girl as she stood outside an 
electronics store and gazed at the live 
telecast of  Trump’s acceptance 
victory speech.

While Democrats and the rest  
of the world continued to berate 
Americans for their choice of 
president in 2016, the election and 
many of the events that rattled our 
worlds last year reminded us of the 
importance of being loud, single-
minded and, especially, in these 
times – obvious.

Obviously Asian
From as young as I can remember, 
I have been told that the road less 
travelled is better. That the obvious 
choice is likely to be the wrong 
choice. You should listen harder, or 
squint if you want to find greatness.

Throughout most of Asia, whether 
you are in Japan, Singapore or 
Thailand, the concept of face value  
is drummed in at various degrees 
depending on how traditional your 
upbringing was. In short, you are not 
allowed to say, state or express the 
obvious. Often, it is rude or 
disrespectful. 

And I am by no means advocating 
introversion. I am, however, 
addressing a broad perception that 
most of the world has about how 
people in Asia communicate, 
whether in advertising, art, music, 
food or normal everyday life.

This uniquely Asian imperative 
of observing the importance of face 
value is amplified a few million 
times into traditional modes of 
communication such as how a  
radio talk show is written or even  
how television ads are scripted here  
in Asia. You can understand the 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING OBVIOUS
The obvious correlation between creativity and effectiveness should not be overlooked

Nicholas Ye, executive creative 
director, The Secret Little Agency
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“A mandate to 
‘celebrate our ideas, 
not our people’ is 
drummed into 
everybody who joins”

Nicholas Ye

importance most Asians place on 
being intuitively understood.

In our work, this equates to 
outsmarting and speaking from a 
deep understanding of our audience 
as opposed to shouting and 
outspending the competition. 

Obviously secret 
Quite clearly in our name, The 
Secret Little Agency, and in the 
DNA of our brand, the need to be 
secret, not obvious, remains – now 
more than ever – a relevant part of 
who we are as an agency. 

Despite being named Agency of the 
Year multiple times by Campaign Asia, 
very few people here in Asia actually 
know our agency by name, let alone 

the people within the agency 
(myself  included). 

A mandate to “celebrate our ideas, 
not our people” is drummed into 
everybody who joins us and we  
try to find like-minded clients  
who are ultimately keen to discuss, 
improve and celebrate the idea,  
not the person. 

Obviously effective 
We relentlessly pursue a more 
creative outcome because we 
believe it is more effective. 

All of our clients share the same 
ambition to break the internet, 
break new ground or just break 
something. Not frivolously, but  
out of an obvious necessity to  

improve their businesses and the 
profitability of their companies. 

This obvious correlation between 
creativity and effectiveness has been 
the driving force behind some of our 
best work to date for brands such as 
Nestlé, Netflix and The Economic 
Development Board of Singapore, 
where we see the most creative 
campaigns and experiences delivering 
the most effective results.

Our campaigns, their effects, the 
message, the results – those are the 
obvious things. The agency and 
people behind it? Never. 

 
IN PLAIN SIGHT
Who will be more of a 
competitive threat to you in 
future – WPP or IBM? 
WPP.

Virtual reality – game-changer 
or overhyped? 
Overhyped until it is made more 
accessible to everyone.

Are independent agencies at a 
greater risk than networks from 
global political shifts? 
No, it is all the same, especially 
if you’re doing work on a global 
basis. If your ideas permeate 
global culture in one way or 
another, what changes? 

The best work of the past year 
(not your own) is...  
Rainbow Assembly by Olafur 
Eliasson has the range of both 
kids and senior citizens running in 
circles, touching, feeling, dancing 
in and out of this fog-like curtain 
that creates the feeling of being 
in a rainbow. It transcends age, 
gender and even physical mobility 
in its ability to really connect, 
engage and put a big smile  
on everyone’s face.

AT A GLANCE 

Founded 2007
Principals Eunice Tan, partner, strategy 
and development; Mavis Neo, creative 
partner; Hanyi Lee, chief creative officer; 
Nicholas Ye, executive creative director; 
Kris Kam, managing partner; Chiewling 
Tan, group director of operations; Julia 
Wei, general manager; Krystie Koh, 
operations and productions director 
Staff 55 
Locations Singapore, Shanghai 
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now see the work.

creative work and case histories from the
agencies in this publication can be seen at:

www.leadingindependents.com

thenetworkone management limited
3rd Floor, 48 Beak Street,
Soho, London, W1F 9RL

Tel: +44 (0)20 7240 7117
www.thenetworkone.com

www.leadingindependents.com
www.facebook.com/thenetworkone

@thenetworkone

julian.boulding@thenetworkone.com
paul.squirrell@thenetworkone.com
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