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The World’s Leading Independent Agencies offer expertise, 
creativity and adaptability big agency groups can’t match

I N D I E  M I N D S  B E A T 
N E T W O R K S ’  S C A L E

I
n these pages, you’ll find insights into the vision and values of 15 of the world’s most 
influential independent agencies from Asia, Africa, Europe and the Americas. Large or 
small, they share much in common. 

Like today’s consumers, these agencies have moved away from a reliance on ‘push’ 
communications through traditional media such as TV and print. 

They have mastered new skills and experiment confidently with them. Data analytics 
and computational creativity. VR, AR, chatbots. Performance media, dynamic creative 
optimisation, personalised communications within shifting regulatory frameworks.

They have a practical understanding of these new technologies: what they do, how  
they work, how long stuff takes to produce, what it will cost and where it fits within the 
client’s communications ecosystem. 

These are table stakes. Clients hire agencies because 
they have a breadth of knowledge and experience that  
in-house teams inevitably lack. 

Having today’s core technical capabilities in-house 
can be an attractive proposition, and several larger 
independents now offer that. But for others, flexible 
managed outsourcing is often a better route than building 
a legacy collection of in-house experts on last year’s fads. 

Scale is a choice, not a necessity. Even the biggest 
agency holdings are minnows compared with Google, 
Facebook, Apple and Amazon. WPP is the largest of the 
agency holdings, and its market value has been falling at  

an average of 3% a month since this time last year.

WHAT’S MORE IMPORTANT IS CULTURE
Consumers across the world demand companies create social value as well as shareholder 
value; that workplaces offer an enjoyable experience, as well as a fair salary; that products 
deliver wellbeing, as well as performance; that brands build communities as well as 
customer databases. “If it’s free, you’re the product,” doesn’t cut it any more. Facebook’s 
monetary value fell more in a day than the entire worth of the Ford Motor Company 
following a recent data breach.

Culture starts from within, but it also starts from the top. All the agencies in these pages 
are led by owners who are present in their workplaces every day. Visible, accountable and – 
let’s say it – inspirational.

Julian Boulding president, thenetworkone
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T H E  1 0 0 -
Y E A R  L I F E 
I S  H E R E
We’re living longer than ever 
– a fact that’s driving change 
in both society and marcoms

Will you go to Cannes this year? No.
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are…  
Among the best could be an increase in creativity as 
task-based automation takes care of the manual side. The 
downsides are well documented and we must be worried by the 
potential massive job losses (PwC has estimated that 30% of 
workforce roles are at ‘high risk of automation’ by 2030).
What will you change in 2018? 
Through our “power of together” philosophy we will deliver 

more and more integrated campaigns for clients. We will also 
continue to place more emphasis on data-driven insights and 
planning across all our work.
The best work of the past year is... “Nothing beats a 
Londoner”, Nike’s campaign by Wieden & Kennedy, really hit 
home with staff in our London office. Embracing the urban side 
of London, it engenders a real sense of pride. Added to that  
it’s got humour and is really well edited, particularly from a 
sound-design perspective.

Huw Williams – Q&A

T he best agencies need to help clients 
make sense of a fundamental change  
in social structure and behaviour.

If you’re 25 and live in an affluent country, 
you have a better than 50% chance of living 
to 100; a century ago, it was 1%. This increase 
in life expectancy is bringing about profound 
changes in the way we live. The days of the 
three-stage life – defined by education, work 
and retirement – is fast disappearing and we 
are moving toward a multi-stage life.

The longer life has a significant impact 
on marketing communications, which our 
specialist sector teams in property, travel, 
health, culture and finance are seeing at first 
hand. In travel, for instance, there has been 
a trend for more active and adventurous 
holidays among those in their 50s and 60s; 
but there are also interesting changes in the 
way people look to spend non-work time. 

The single career with a retirement ‘cliff-
edge’ has all but disappeared. It will be more 
common for people to acquire new skills in 
later life and combine this with longer breaks 
from work. A new service sector is emerging 
to combine leisure and re-skilling.

We’ve seen a blending of interests across 
generations. About half of boys aged eight 
to 21 share their fathers’ taste in films and 
music and about two-thirds of girls enjoy the 
same films as their mothers. Targeting by age 
is becoming one of the poorest criteria for 
comms planning. Our Mapper360 method-
ology segments audiences into better-defined 
tribes and personas. Age comes into it but, 
more important, we look at interests, habits, 
social-media behaviour and key influencers. 

People over 50 don’t want to be addressed 
as a homogeneous group. They are as likely to 
identify with the cutting edge, adventurous 
or savvy as younger groups, and have money 
to spend on premium products and services, 
so we owe it to them to create fit-for-purpose 
ads, PR campaigns and social content.

The property sector, for instance, will 
move on from developments and marketing 
defined by age. My mother-in-law had a 

FOUR COMMUNICATIONS

Williams “The increase in life 
expectancy is bringing about 

profound changes in how we live”

flat in an over-55s 
development; to live 
there, you also had 
to be retired. Thirty 
years ago, everyone 
knew what was meant 
by ‘retirement’, but it 
is no longer relevant, 
in marketing terms, as 
fewer people over 65 
can be defined as retired (or want to live in a 
development defined primarily by their age).

Our industry often fails to adapt to big 
social changes until they are simplified. 
Millennials, a poorly defined cohort, 
spawned presentations and conferences. 
The result? Campaigns that purport to 
target a segment born over a 15- to 20-year 
period. A 20-year-old and a 50-year-old with 

a shared interest in 
mountain biking 
could be reached 
together much more 
successfully and 
spoken to in a similar 
way. Age is largely 
irrelevant.

The best clients 
will seek out the best 

agencies. The agencies that can make sense 
of a changing world, define audiences and 
groups much more accurately and unearth 
valuable insights will be more successful in 
winning and delivering excellent campaigns.

Huw Williams strategy and planning director, Four 
Communications. With thanks to Lynda Gratton and 
Andrew Scott, authors of The 100-Year Life.

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 2001. Principals Nan Williams group 
chief executive, Ray Eglington group managing 
director, Andrew Jack, group managing director, 
Einir Williams, group managing director.
Staff  330.
Locations London, Cardiff, Abu Dhabi, Dubai.
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Whitney Wolfe Herd created Bumble after 
experiencing online harassment. Joe 
Gebbia and Brian Chesky built Airbnb 

because conference attendees visiting San 
Francisco couldn’t find hotel rooms. Andy 
Dunn launched Bonobos to offer men well-
fitting, high-quality clothes at a fair price. 
In every case, less than a decade later, these 
companies are killing it. Why?

What these examples have in common 
is a customer-centric approach. Beginning 
with a simple truth, they have extended the 
principles of user experience to everything 
they do. They put customer consideration 
at the very front of their business priorities 
and build their entire business model around 
that experience. The result is that, across 
categories, these brands are redefining the 
ways customers engage with them, both 
online and offline. 

To remain relevant, a growing number of 
companies are responding by bringing the 
customer voice into the C-suite. The chief 
customer officer (CCO) is a new role that’s 
emerging. In these organisations, the CCO is 
tasked with orchestrating every part of the 
business that touches the customer – sales, 
marketing, customer service, operations, 
sometimes even human resources. 
The objective: consider the customer’s 
engagement at every intersection. 

UX ISN’T AN ONLINE THING, IT’S  
A BRAND THING 
User experience was introduced as a concept 
in the 1990s by cognitive scientist Don 
Norman, credited with establishing Apple’s 

first user-experience 
desk. People commonly 
associate the term with 
the digital realm – how 
intuitive it is for a user to 
navigate an interactive 
environment. But as the 
lines between digital and 
non-digital experiences 
dissolve, these design 
principles are carrying over to real-world 
experiences. In 2018, UX is no longer just a 
digital thing, it’s a brand thing.

Take a step back and think about the 
whole brand system. We, as customers and 
consumers of media, aren’t differentiating 
between the experiences we have online or 
on our mobile phones, at retail or when we 
hop on the phone with customer support. 
Each one of those interactions contributes to 
the net perception that we have of that brand. 

 
IT’S NOT WHAT YOU SAY, IT’S  
WHAT YOU DO 
The new vanguard of companies is mindful 
of all the ways a consumer experiences their 
brand. Advertising, word of mouth, social 
media, retail, at the product level, unboxing 
something, setting it up – whole-brand 
UX takes all this into account and helps 
consumers navigate these touchpoints  
in a more fulfilling way.

Apple was among the first to master 
this. It delivers emotional and consistent 
messaging, but goes beyond that; it considers 
the brand experience at every interface. 
Delivering well also means the absence of 
negative experiences – the “frustration-free 
packaging” Amazon offers, for example. 

However, most legacy organisations are 
slow to fully actualise on the ubiquitous way 
that we’re experiencing brands. Traditional 

organisational structures 
put barriers between 
sales and marketing, 
ecommerce and customer 
service. It’s difficult to 
weave one brand vibe all 
the way through. Take 
the misfortunes United 
Airlines has experienced. 
Each originated outside 

the realm of marketing and yet majorly 
affects the public’s perception of the brand. 

EMBRACING THE WHOLE-BRAND 
UX EVOLUTION
As more companies embrace the need 
to integrate customer concerns with the 
other brand behaviours, it puts CMOs at a 
crossroads. Is the CCO role a redefinition of 
the traditional CMO role? Is it a replacement? 
The answer depends on the organisation and 
the person occupying the CMO seat. 

The evolution requires a new skill set as 
data and digital transformation become 
priorities. It also requires a holistic vision of 
the brand – going beyond just creating great 
campaigns and extending to operations, 
product, sales and HR. Finally, it requires 
the ability to influence a culture of customer-
centricity throughout the organisation. 

What is the role of the agency in support of 
the evolving CMO? As the CMO/CCO brings 
together disparate departments, agencies 
need to partner in thinking about the brand 
– not through a marketing lens, but a human 
one. Because the most powerful marketing 
will not resemble marketing. It will be seen 
and felt in the details. Which, in sum, make 
up the whole-brand experience.

Britton Upham chief operating officer,  
McGarrah Jessee

MCGARRAH JESSEE

Brands must take a holistic 
view of user experience as 
customers’ line between 
online and offline dissolves

T H E  R E A L - W O R L D  R I S E  O F 
W H O L E - B R A N D  U X

Will you go to Cannes this year?
Nope. Never been. I have, however, logged some time in a Buick Riviera. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are…
Best case, AI will help us navigate our busy world and the proliferation of information. It’ll be helpful (for example, 
we just launched a chatbot that aids in gathering employee reviews). Worst case: droid domination. 
What will you change in 2018?
We’re doubling down on research, strategy, UX design and utility. The more value your brand offers, the less 
marketing you have to do. 
The best work of the past year is...
Ikea, across the board. Not just its inventive use of media and provocative narratives, but the little things, like its 
same-day response to Balenciaga’s $2,145 leather tote lookalike. 

“The UX evolution requires a  
new skill set as data and digital 
transformation become priorities”

Britton Upham – Q&A

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 1996.
Principals Mark McGarrah, partner, 
Bryan Jessee, partner.
Staff  152.
Location Austin, Texas, US.
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A t a time when it is tougher than ever to 
grab people’s attention and agencies have 
to constantly evolve to remain relevant 

to their clients’ businesses, Serviceplan’s 
holistic idea of a ‘House of Communication’ 
has never been more appropriate. 

What binds us all together is the passion to 
develop and coach fascinating, economically 
successful brands that evoke emotions in 
consumers’ minds: best brands. We achieve 
that with innovative communication and 
ÜberCreativity – finding new ways to move 
consumer hearts creatively, through media, 
technologically and by integrating all three. 

The House of Communication is dedicated 
to our core agency values: independence, 
integration, innovation and international 
mindset. These shape who we are, how we 
work and make ÜberCreativity possible. 

We may be the biggest INDEPENDENT 
agency group in the world because our 
managing partners are individually 
responsible for the success of their agency. 
This is how we nurture personal dedication 
and entrepreneurship without interference  
from investors or external shareholders.

INTEGRATED working is our living path to 
success. With a passion to overcome commu
nication barriers in disciplines, cultures 
and markets, our setup allows us to master 
challenges that seem impossible at first sight.

We develop successful INTERNATIONAL 
communication concepts for global partners, 
always taking cultural, social and economic 
peculiarities into consideration. All our 
Houses of Communication cater to that belief 
and mission. This is how we cover local needs 

Serviceplan aims to be a true 
House of Communication 
that ignites a new spark 
every day for its clients

B U I L D I N G  T H E  B E S T 
B R A N D S ,  W I T H  Y O U

Will you go to Cannes this year? Yes.
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… Best: to take AI from a pure 
catch term to valuable products and services. Worst: AI stays at the level 
of a meaningless and inflationary marketing label on mediocre products.
What will you change in 2018? 
With Serviceplan New York, we will open our first location in the US this 
year. This is one of the most significant steps we have taken towards 
increasing our international footprint.”
The best work of the past year is... “Fearless Girl”, State Street Global 
Advisors. A simple, relevant and powerful piece of work with global PR 
coverage at its best.

Serviceplan Group – Q&A

SERVICEPLAN GROUP

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 1970. Principals Florian Haller, group 
CEO; Dr Peter Haller, group MD; Alexander 
Schill, group MD and CCO; Markus Noder, group 
MD international; Ronald Focken, group MD; 
Fabian Prüschenk, group MD.
Staff  3,500.
Locations 37 worldwide.

(L-R) Florian Haller, Alexander 
Schill and Markus Noder  

“We cover local needs while 
maintaining global standards”

while maintaining global standards.
ÜberCreativity is the INNOVATIVE magic 

that happens when all parts of the House 
of Communication come together to create 
worldfirst ideas. Whatever our function in 
the Group, we put our creative ingenuity into 
making outstanding multiplatform solutions 
for our valued clients. ÜberCreativity allows 
us to curate the most engaging stories across 
platforms. That means our ideas should 
be powerful enough to raise your Share of 
Market and Share of Soul, thus putting you 
on the fast track to becoming a best brand.

ÜberCreativity is embedded in the House 
of Communication, as it is possible only 
when the whole is more than the sum of its 
parts. Next to classical agency Serviceplan, 
our brands include media agency Mediaplus 
and digital specialist Plan.Net, both leaders 
in their sectors. More than 40 specialised 
agencies orchestrate our ‘house concert’ of 
media, online, PR, market research and big
data specialists, brand strategists, creatives, 
designers, and dialogue and CRM experts. 

The idea of an integrated approach goes 
back to the 1980s, when, with the simple but 
complex idea of serving a client’s complete 
needs, Dr Peter Haller and Rolf O Stempel set 

up Serviceplan in Munich. Integration was at 
the heart of its activities from the outset – a 
paradigm shift for the German ad industry. 

Since 2006, CEO Florian Haller has 
expanded the ‘house’ idea globally. The 
Serviceplan Group has established 37 offices 
worldwide. Eight have their own House of 
Communication and five more are becoming 
fully operational as such. That is how we 
ensure that a brick of success can become a 
strong house that incorporates the different 
disciplines, rooted in the unique idea that 
made Serviceplan successful: building best 
brands for our clients, whatever their need. 

We continue with our vision and passion in 
2018. To start smart offline PR ideas (faceto
face contact will be a ‘comeback’ trend); with 
temporary videos on Instagram and new 
ways to promote products with influencers; a 
strategic shift to databased marketing; and 
the possibility of making content reactive – 
and, of course, übercreative.

Florian Haller group CEO, Serviceplan Group
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of the game. You need fresh eyes to crack 
old problems. Do not trust people who are 
specialists in just one category or market. 
Look for what author Adam Morgan calls 
“kickers and denters”, who instinctively 
ignore ‘the rules’ and will walk over broken 
glass to get brands seen and heard. 

Only big ideas have the substance to effort
lessly extend beyond brand graphics into 
wider communications. Big ideas can fly (and 
that’s not fake news). Find your truth, shout it 
from the rooftops and people will come. Most 
of all, remember noone likes a faker. 

Wybe Magermans client services director,  
Williams Murray Hamm

Only big, fresh ideas can help a brand break the rules and communicate 
its meaningful difference, cutting through the clutter of lazy campaigns

F A K E  N E W S  I S N ’ T  N E W

Will you go to Cannes this year?
No – we don’t feel it adds much value to smaller  
independent agencies.
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
At best, an all-knowing force that will maximise the happiness 
of all humans, by doing its work quietly. Ensuring we feel still in 
control of our own destiny. The worst that can happen? We live 
in the sequel of Will Smith’s I, Robot.

What will you change in 2018?
Not necessarily change, but do more of. Firstly, creatively  
keep exploring and pushing the envelope. Secondly, seek  
more close collaborations with other creative teams and 
agencies. We enjoy it and it creates for more effective and 
impactful solutions.
The best work of the past year is...
“Me & EU”, by Nathan and Sam Smith – www.meandeu.uk.

Garrick Hamm/Wybe Magermans – Q&A

E ver since a certain TV celebrity was 
elected POTUS, ‘fake news’ has been 
crowding our daily feeds. But, as much 

as this man can be blamed for a lot of what’s 
wrong with the world, sadly the rise in fake 
news can’t be attributed to him alone. 

We all love a bit of personal propaganda, 
don’t we? Think about all those stunning 
Instaholiday images, extraordinary 
Hallmarkinducing motivational quotes and 
our greatest moments shared with all and 
sundry, as we attempt to put our best selves 
forward. Surely noone’s life is this perfect?

Our industry has been peddling fake news 
since the beginning of brands. Indeed, for 
many years it was what advertising was all 
about. In the early 1950s, Liggett & Myers’ 
L&M Filters were, astonishingly, “Just what 
the doctor ordered”. More recently, a Mexican 
beer ad showed a beautifully generic beach 
sunset and proclaimed “This is living” – 
the implication being that life around the 
billboard, perhaps in a poor neighbourhood, 
isn’t. Consumers today are too shrewd to buy 
into the idea that a Mexican beer is the route 
to instant holiday happiness. 

When they’re fresh out of imagination, 
brands choose to mimic their competition, 
the result being shelves full of clichéd fake 
images of whiter teeth, shiny hair and 
perfect, youngerlooking skin. Few seem to 
realise consumers are brilliant at spotting 
lazy thinking. They know when ‘New, even 
better recipe’ really means ‘Same old stuff’.  

But all is not lost. Luckily for us, not 
all news is fake. The brands (and people) 
that focus on ownable and unique truths, 
and express these through inventive and 
memorable ideas, are those that cut through. 

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 1997.
Principals Garrick Hamm creative partner; 
Wybe Magermans client services director.
Staff  30.
Locations London and Chicago.

Wybe Magermans (left, with 
Garrick Hamm) “You need fresh 

eyes to crack old problems”

Especially now, where often only the best and 
the cheapest brands win. The dull, dopey, 
samey brand stuck in the middle loses out.

Brands need to communicate a meaning
ful difference. They must provoke reactions 
from consumers based on real substance, 
often at the expense of the accepted rules 

WILLIAMS MURRAY HAMM
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AGGREY & CLIFFORD

The adage is truer than ever as a fast-changing landscape demands fresh thinking from brand marketers

E X  A F R I C A  S E M P E R  A L I Q U I D  N O V I

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
A group of our best and brightest minds will, to be part of it and see what 
breakthroughs are happening in the advertising industry internationally.
AI: the best and the worst scenarios? 
Best: a utopia where there is no labour and we all live like kings. Worst: a 
dystopian future where we will be made slaves and crushed by machines..
What will you change in 2018? 
In many cases it will be a case of ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’. We’ll continue 
with creative innovation and consistency at the core of everything we do. 
The best work of the past year is... 
Audi’s “Test drive” by Venables Bell & Partners. This TV ad is art, a 
visceral experience which dares you to get behind the wheel of an Audi 
sports car. It does what any great ad should: it makes you feel something 
and desire a product so badly you’d do anything to get your hands on it.

Ryan Gosling – Q&A 

W e, in the ad industry, study marketing 
trends to better understand the market.

Africa understands its impact on 
global trends. Our proud culture can be felt 
the world over, from Milan fashion shows to 
the Afro-futuristic architecture of Wakanda. 

Africa has gone viral. 
Some viral trends are peculiar, some 

inspiring, some unconventional. The current 
marketing trend in Africa is no exception.

#EASTAFRICA
The FMCG business in East Africa has been 
flipped on its head; conventional marketing 
trends went belly-up as a result.

Many moons ago, rather than take the 
time to understand their market, FMCG 

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 2009. Principals Rashid Tenga, 
founder and chairman; Ryan Gosling, general 
manager, Tanzania; Terence Chambati, general 
manager, Uganda; Oliver Mutere, general 
manager, Kenya. Staff  70. Locations Tanzania, 
Uganda, Kenya.

(L-R) Terence Chambati, Rashid 
Tenga (with Godzilla the rooster), 

Oliver Mutere, Ryan Gosling  
“We live here, so we get it”

multinationals commissioned local firms to 
distribute their products. Over time, those 
distributors built networks, becoming route-
to-market masters. Then, as the giants slept, 
they started producing the same products. 
They grew into bigger manufacturers, with 
the insights, networks and know-how to 
perfect their supply chains, making their 
products cheaper and more readily available. 
This spelled doom for the multinationals. 

The usurpers were merciless and started 
eating into the market share of non-FMCG 
businesses such as financial institutions and 
telcos, as the consumer wallet remained the 
same. Marketing needed to adapt.

The multinationals relied heavily on ATL 
ads, but the local distributors understood 
that true influence came from spending not 
on marketing, but on acquiring shelf space. 

This landscape demands that multination-
als exploit fresh ways of engaging the market. 
A combination of below-the-line (BTL), 
digital and radio is their best bet. Why?

BTL
In Africa, records are kept through inter-
generational stories; that’s how history of 
African legends, empires and kings is passed 
through generations. We like our stories 
straight from the horse’s mouth, and we need 
to see, hear and feel a product. Experiential 
marketing and activations are vital for 
brand-building in Africa. This is the new 
focal point of all marketing campaigns.

RADIO
In parts of Tanzania, radio consumption is 
40 hours a week. It’s always on, and the best 
way to spread the word about a brand and 
drive consumers to experiential encounters.

DIGITAL
Today, 63% of Tanzania’s population owns a 
mobile phone; 93% has access to one.* Soon, 
everyone will own one. Need we say more?

THE REALITY
Most multinationals don’t see what we see, 
but we live here, so we get it. A large number 
of consumers in Africa live on under $1 a day; 
their default is to buy the most affordable, 
readily available products. Any campaign 
has to take this and other restrictions into 
account. We believe in this, and that the 
‘BTL, radio and digital’ formula works here.

Maybe, just maybe, Africa will set a new 
direction for the marketing world.

Aggrey & Clifford

*F
in

S
co

pe
 T

an
za

ni
a 

20
17

 (A
pr

il-
Ju

ly
), 

p2
7



Campaign advertising supplement published for thenetworkone

13

THINK SHARP, EXECUTE HYBRID
At Famous, we have always said that the idea 
is the train and digital is just a platform. As is 
newspaper, TV, Twitter, the street or a pack 
label. Which is why we call ourselves a hybrid 
agency. We’re ad puritans at heart and swear 
by the basics – creating sharp, moving ideas 
rooted in raw insights – but, when it comes to 
bringing these ideas to life, we tap into every 
technology and medium at our disposal. 

Our #EducateTheGirlChild work for Nestlé 
is a great example of a hybrid approach. The 
initiative addressed a crucial matter – girls 
from India’s underprivileged communities 
being denied education. Nestlé and Project 
Nanhi Kali wanted to educate 100m girls. 
Our message was singular, but in true hybrid 
style, we took the message to India through 
innovations at every touchpoint – packaging, 
product, branded content, shock vertising, e- 
books, user-generated radio and good old TV. 

T H E  F U T U R E  
I S  H Y B R I D
India’s first hybrid agency says magic happens if agencies 
are ageless, borderless, media-agnostic and free of silos

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
Yes. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
AI should be used to bring an idea alive. Without that it’s just  
fancy technology. 
What will you change in 2018?
We will keep finding better and newer forms of expression, even as we 
keep sharpening our thinking and creating more powerful ideas. 
The best work of the past year is... It’s from 2016 but I’m still not over 
it, so I have to say “The Swedish number”. It’s an excellent example of how 
a sharp idea can be brought alive through any medium – even the most 
underrated one of them all, a telephone call.

Raj Kamble – Q&A

L ately, we have been seeing a strong 
polarisation among ad agencies. On the 
one hand are the monoliths – the large 

dinosaurs – that are doing the ‘biggest’ work. 
These agencies run on core advertising 

principals of deep-seated insights and big 
ideas, giving the brand a larger meaning. 
They have been solving marketing problems 
the same way since the 1950s. Unfortunately, 
the expression of this brilliant solution often 
lives, and dies, with a television spot. Or, at 
best, a web film. 

At the other end of the spectrum are the 
so-called new-age, tech-savvy agencies that 
seem to speak only in memes. Their day 
starts and ends with AR, AI and Instastories, 
their strategies often confuse consumer 
truths with media-usage insights. And  
their idea of an ‘idea’ is a Buzzfeed listicle. 

FAMOUS INNOVATIONS

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 2012. 
Principals Raj Kamble; GV Krishnan;  
Siddhartha Singh; Kamal Mandal; Mithila Saraf; 
Sumit Chaurasia; Hayden Scott; Tulika Rungta.
Staff  120. 
Locations Mumbai, Bangalore and  
Delhi, India.

(L-R) GV Krishnan, Mithila Saraf, Raj 
Kamble, Siddhartha Singh, Kamal Mandal 
“A hybrid future starts with hybrid people”

“We’re ad puritans at 
heart, but tap into every 
technology and medium 
at our disposal”

HYBRID STARTS WITH HYBRID PEOPLE
Walk into our office and you will probably 
meet a copywriter, a project manager, 
a designer, a blogger, a technologist, a 
psychologist, a linguistics professor, a 
hacker, a CMO… oh, is that an anthropologist 
dialing in on Hangouts? The best part is, you 
won’t know who’s who. In one corner product 
guys might be turning a ping-pong ball into 
a camera, while Google’s representative 
leads a workshop in the other. On Tuesday 
afternoons you’re invited to our TEDx 
Masterclass and on Friday evenings, our in-
house DJ (aka Creative Director) plays host. 

The point is, a hybrid future starts with 
hybrid people. Take an MBA who wants to be 
a designer. Or a 55-year old who can Snapchat 
like a teenager. Invest in the dark horses, the 
misfits, the ones you just can’t explain – the 
word you’re looking for is ‘hybrid’. 

Advertising isn’t a closed sect of Mad Men 
any more. From management consultants 
to college dropouts, everyone is after our 
jobs. Clients are staring at more options and 
demanding better results than ever before. 
We believe that only with the hybrid model 
can we surprise and delight them. 

What are you waiting for? Let’s get hybrid. 

Raj Kamble founder and COO, Famous Innovations
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clients, it compels us 
to admit that, while 
we may not know how 
to do everything, we 
are happy to figure it 
out with both brains 
and brawn. 

It stops us from 
overpromising. Ever. 
But, conversely, it 
also brings us closer 
to the heart of how every effective, creative 
business should be – fearless at its core.

It’s a balance of freedom and fear that 
grounds us and keeps us going. Too much of 
either is a sure sign that we’re losing our way. 

INDEPENDENCE IN ITSELF  
ISN’T EVOLUTION
As the advertising world goes on about 
the ‘next big transformation’, it’s easy 
to convince ourselves that we’re already 
different enough, with our fancy pantries 
and hip offices.  

We’re not. It’s as simple as that. We may 
be a breath of fresh air to clients who have 
grown tired of the networks’ song and dance, 
but most still want real, intellectual change. 

This should drive us to push our people 
to not just do better advertising, but to be 
better, all-rounder, up-to-date creative 
specialists. The modern advertising 

employee should be 
great at one thing 
and very, very good at 
many others – from 
analytics and data to 
really understanding 
how social media 
works (instead of just 
being on it). 

There must be a 
culture within the 

agency to educate and re-educate. 

TROUBLE YOURSELF WITH THE 
TROUBLESOME THINGS
And we all know that the most troublesome 
thing of all is always the people. 

Independents can’t use their business 
status as a way to treat their people’s careers 
carelessly. You may be a band of brothers 
and sisters rebelling against ‘the empire’, but 
that’s no excuse to be irresponsibly easygoing 
about career targets, reviews and growth.

At GOVT, we take this seriously. Yes, it’s all 
about the work but it’s the people who do the 
work. So we take the time and trouble. 

We figure that this way, even if we never 
find the end of that rainbow, we’d be left with 
great work that we all had a great time doing.   

Tim Chan co-founder and executive creative director, 
GOVT

W H Y  B E I N G
I N D E P E N D E N T
J U S T  I S N ’ T
E N O U G H

Independence is a defining 
attribute, but really means 
nothing if it just starts and 
ends with a business status

GOVT

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
Unfortunately, no, but we’re hoping a team or two 
will end up there via the Singapore Young Lions 
competition. Our youngest team made it last year —
one of the proudest moments of my career. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
Best: it makes the best ideas even more effective. 

Worst: people think it will replace the best ideas. 
What will you change in 2018? 
The impression that we’re just a “local” agency. We 
love our roots but dislike that word.
The best work of the past year is... “The unusual 
football field” from Thailand. It’s imaginative, does real 
good and it’s ballsy (pardon the pun), all in one.

Tim Chan – Q&A

“It brings us closer to how every 
effective, creative business should 
be – fearless at its core”

M uch has been said about the joys and 
freedoms of being an independent. 
About why we’re a special breed with  

a calling higher than our friends attached  
to motherships. 

It may be true. But indulge in that too 
much and you’ll find that we are no different 
from network agencies with blinkers over 
their eyes. 

GOVT is by no means the finished  
article, but we’ve found that, if you’re  
foolish enough to want to find the  
way to the end of this rainbow, you can  
never afford to forget the few things that 
really matter. 

FREEDOM AND FEAR
The word “independent” by itself means 
we’re free to chart our own path. But it also 
means that there’s no-one else to rely on 
apart from ourselves. It’s both liberating  
and daunting. 

In GOVT’s short existence, we’ve learned 
that combining these two emotions can be  
a powerful thing. When we approach our 

AT A GLANCE 
Founded December 2012. Principals Leon Lai, 
co-founder and managing director; Aaron Koh, 
co-founder, executive creative director; Tim 
Chan, co-founder, executive creative director; 
Jude Foo, business director.
Staff  53.
Location Singapore.

(L-R) Aaron Koh, Tim Chan, 
Leon Lai “A balance of freedom 
and fear keeps us going”
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Data is junk unless it’s analysed in a very   
professional manner. Instead of big 
data, the industry needs a ‘holy alliance’ 

between information and intuition, a magic 
formula marrying data and creativity. 

That is exactly what we have created. 
Compared to big data, ‘thick data’ is qualita
tive, softer and deeper. It permeates every 
aspect of audience behaviour to help us come 
up with better ideas, which lead to stronger 
relationships and success for our clients.

We all know the world is fragmented 
and populated by many different audience 
segments that are increasingly hard to reach. 
So we use thick data to understand real 

D R E A M I N G 
A R O U N D  D A T A
A deep understanding of consumer behaviour in different 
segments is the starting point for effective creative ideas

people’s emotions and actions and build a 
dialogue between a brand and its customers. 

The data shows us what engages people 
and how best to reach them. This marriage 
of insight and creativity combined with 
technology and collaboration helps us devise 
far more compelling work. 

DATA + CREATIVE + TECHNOLOGY + 
COLLABORATION
This approach gave birth to the “Sheboard” 
campaign for charity Plan International 
Finland. Research found that children 
internalise gender stereotypes from the 
age of six and that we speak to children 

differently depending on their gender – 
perpetuating stereotypes without realising 
it. The way we talk to girls affects their  
selfesteem. 

This insight sparked the development of 
Sheboard, a mobile phone keyboard app that 
helps people reflect on how we talk to and 
about girls. Using predictive text, it suggests 
alternatives from a dictionary of more than 
2,500 words to encourage people to use more 
diverse language when talking about girls.

There’s much more to advertising than 
oneway communication. We have to see our 
work as building a bridge between people 
and brands. Sheboard is a great example: 
improving girls’ self esteem while raising 
awareness and donations. I don’t want to call 
it advertising. I don’t know what it is, but I 
love it. We don’t need to define everything, 
but to continuously explore and embrace the 
new to find more effective solutions.

The campaign had run for only one month 
at the time of writing, but total earnedmedia 
reach was 612 million, while total social reach 
was 7.1 million. 

Our belief that data is the starting point for 
our ideas has also influenced the structure 
of the agency. We founded consumer insight 
agency Frankly Partners to ensure that our 
understanding of consumer behaviour is 
high and the insights we derive are relevant.

We’ve introduced agile training to help 
all staff learn a new way of working that is 
collaborative, leaner and more iterative. This 
affects our entire process, from how we kick 
things off to how we debrief – and strongly 
influences the type of work we suggest to  
our clients. It means that we work more 
closely with our clients – in fact, we are closer 
to them than ever. 

I worship creativity, but since I’ve 
adopted this formula and 
experienced how powerful 
the alliance of data and 
creativity can be, it’s now 
the only way I’d work. I 
expect all agencies to be 
disciples soon. 

Eka Ruola CEO and ECD,  
hasan & partners Group

Will you go to Cannes this year? Yes, I’m looking 
forward to it. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… The 
best is that we can use AI to strengthen the delivery 
of the idea. The worst is that some people might think 
AI will do the job.
What will you change in 2018? Again, the idea  

that technology will make it somewhat easier for us.
The best work of the past year is... 
Coca-Cola’s campaign in Ecuador: the soft-drinks 
brand tore down its own billboards to build houses  
for people that needed them after the earthquake.  
It was a ‘carpe diem’ attitude from a brand with a  
true purpose. 

HASAN & PARTNERS GROUP

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 1991.
Principals Eka Ruola, CEO and ECD, hasan 
& partners Group; Ami Hasan, chairman, 
hasan & partners and Perfect Fools; Panu 
Nordlund, managing director, hasan & partners; 
Päivi Holmqvist, managing director, hasan 
communications; Ann Ystén, CEO, Perfect 
Fools; Anna-Riikka Hovi, managing director, 
Frankly Partners; Niko Waaralinna, CEO, Raw & 
Land; Jordan Warren, CEO, TBD.
Staff  185.
Locations Helsinki, Finland; Stockholm 
Sweden; San Francisco, US.

(L-R) Tobias Wacker, Eka Ruola,  
Anu Niemonen, Ami Hasan  

“We are closer to our clients than ever”

Eka Ruola – Q&A
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A fundamental 
question I ask myself, 
and challenge colleagues 
to ask them selves, is: 
“Why does INNORED 
exist?” Our response 
can be encapsulated in: 
“Beloved idea, beloved 

company”. This is, in essence, our company’s 
vision and promise to our employees, their 
families, our society and our partners. 

Hyunwoo Park founder and CEO, INNORED

INNORED

Optimising team creativity should best 
entail rethinking entrenched practices, 
to yield effective, innovative results

C R E A T I N G 
B E T T E R  I D E A S  
T O G E T H E R 

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
While I would certainly like to attend, I will not be able 
to this year due to a schedule conflict. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
Best: AI facilitates improved data analytics. 
Worst: AI makes people merely quantitative.
What will you change in 2018? 
We will look to bring together our Creative and Media 

offerings more succinctly and comprehensively. To 
accomplish this, our colleagues will have to learn and 
understand each other more intensely. 
The best work of the past year is... “Like my 
addiction” campaign by Addict Aide. Smart and 
successful use of Instagram to highlight our 
indifference and lack of awareness to certain 
addictions, triggering thought and required attention.

Hyunwoo Park – Q&A

I NNORED, the name of our agency, was 
derived as a combination of ‘Innovation’ 
and ‘Heart’. Our philosophy is that passion 

and innovation must go hand-in-hand for 
creative results to ultimately have a positive 
impact and become truly effective. 

Our ‘team work and play’ is the key 
element and engine that drives our creative 
capacity and productivity. At INNORED, 
our focus is less on the individual idea 
and more about their collective ideation 
and development. From start to finish, we 
process very much within a team culture 
and environment here, from outset to 

optimisation. To this end, we even submit 
all our project credits as “BY ALL INNORED 
ASSOCIATES”. 

As we pride ourselves on our people and 
culture first and foremost, we were very 
proud to be invited to Cannes Lions in 2015 
to host its ‘Less Work, More Creativity’ forum 
and share our approach to our work ethic 
and environment with the international 
advertising community. We strive, as we have 
from the outset, to foster a work culture that 
encourages ideas to be shared and worked 
through together, with mutual trust and 
respect throughout.

“Don’t work late, don’t rush jobs, don’t 
waste time!” Working late is the norm for 
ad agencies in Korea, as it is in most robust 
markets. We believe, to the contrary, that this 
leads to burnout and, hence, less creativity – 
our average ‘get off work’ time is 6.28pm.

Two other inevitable concerns for  
agencies are insufficient lead times and 

Park “Our philosophy is that 
‘passion and innovation’ must go 
hand-in-hand for creative results 

to have a positive impact and 
become truly effective”

frequently held 
bids. Our response 
is simple: we cannot 
participate – with the 
caveat that we are 
always willing to go 
out of our way for our 
good-faith clients. 

We search for and hold hands with  
clients who engage us purely for our abilities 
and specialisation, who desire our creativity 
and are willing to entrust us with innovating 
on their behalf. 

“We search for and hold hands 
with clients who engage us purely 
for our abilities and specialisation”

AT A GLANCE 
Founded August 2007. 
Principals Hyunwoo Park, founder and CEO. 
Staff  70.
Location Seoul, Korea.
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Two decades of creative growth makes King James the ideal agency for fast-changing Africa

A M B I T I O U S L Y  I N D E P E N D E N T
Alistair King – Q&AK ing James celebrated a significant 

birthday a few weeks back. As a 20-year-
old, pure independent we are, like the 

USS Enterprise, venturing into the vast 
unknown. Few pure independents ever get to 
travel this far under their own steam.

It would be natural to start feeling a little 
anxious around now, but we have to confess 
to feeling somewhat bullish. Our business is 
robust and our creative product just seems 
to get better every year. We have managed to 
grow to be among the five largest networks 
in South Africa, growing a strong reputation 
with marketers and peers alike – we were 
Scopen’s Agency of the Year 2017 as well as 
Marklives.com’s Most Admired SA Agency 
two years running. The main cause of our 
optimism, however, is from Africa itself.

Some dramatic changes have taken place 
recently. We’ve seen the last of the dictators 
toppled in our neighbour Zimbabwe and our 
own headache, Jacob Zuma, dispensed with 
in much the same way. You cannot downplay 
the wave of euphoria 
sweeping our region, 
and for once the rest 
of the world seems to 
be contending with 
more drama than 
we are. It’s a rare 
feeling. There’s a 
strong sense that our 

KING JAMES

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 1998. Principals James Barty,  
chief executive and co-founder; Alistair King, 
chief creative officer and co-founder.  
Staff  More than 300. Locations Cape Town 
and Johannesburg, South Africa.

time has come and anyone who regards us a 
“shithole country” is not paying attention to 
the remarkable things happening here. This 
continent is not trying to preserve anything 
– it’s still inventing itself, and that presents a 
glorious opportunity for an agency like ours. 

CREATIVE OPPORTUNITY
Africa will never be colonised again; not 
politically, culturally, by any multinational 
or brand. This continent is determined to 
define itself and discover its own creative 
voice. Brands that don’t fit in with that goal 
simply don’t fit in. Marketers can no longer 
land their brand with global strategies and 
campaigns, thinking it will be ‘aspirational’. 
If you don’t invest in the continent’s creative 
revival, it’s unlikely to invest in you. 

“Our target market won’t get excited by 
this” is now heard more often than “Our 
target market won’t understand this”. Even 
a simple funeral policy aimed at entry-level 
investors can yield magic, as it did when we 

created what might 
be the world’s first 
WhatsApp drama, 
“Uk’Shona Kwelanga” 
(www.kingjames.
co.za/project/
ukshona-kwelanga).

We may not have 
the huge budgets or 

audiences that make work instantly globally 
famous, but there is no shortage of creative 
opportunity here, and that is what we live for. 
Creatively ambitious agencies do flourish and 
clients do pick them, globally aligned or not. 

So, as our little ship sails into uncharted 
territory, we feel good in the knowledge that 
we’re in the right place at the right time. If 
any brands want to come along with us, feel 
free to get in touch. There’s space on board. 

Alistair King chief creative officer and co-founder,  
King James Group

Will you go to Cannes this year?
As an agency, we will. It’s a great opportunity to connect with our global 
colleagues and always manages to reaffirm our passion for the industry.
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are…
The most likely reality is between the two… Computers will never be 
human and humans will never be a computer. All informed wisdom 
understands it will be a mutual dependency and success. Only humans 
[can] make human connection. Only computers will be able to deliver 
personalisation at scale, speed and accurately. Success requires both.
What will you change in 2018?
We are constantly changing to make sure we stay nimble, agile and 
relevant. So probably everything. A few times over.
The best work of the past year is... 
Droga’s “Did you mean MailChimp?” is one of the standouts. It’s smart, 
charming, silly and just funny. 

Alistair King (right, with 
James Barty) “We’re in the 
right place at the right time” 
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KOLLE REBBE

Agencies are brilliant at talking about 
themselves, but for growth you need  
to put the focus firmly on your clients

T H E  A R T I C L E 
W E  S H O U L D N ’ T 
H A V E  W R I T T E N

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
Sure. This year hopefully less rosé and more  
Lions for Germany. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
Our smart agency robot will soon have worked out 
two valid scenarios.
What will you change in 2018? 
Social media, content communication, classic brand 

presentation and PR are merging. We will continue to 
expand our expertise, with highest demands on Big 
Idea and the best people in the market.
The best work of the past year is...  
Spotify’s “Thanks, 2016. It’s been weird.” It says “We 
care for our users” in the most unique way possible. 
And it’s one of the few works that uses data to create 
an entertaining and funny campaign. 

Andreas Winter-Buerke – Q&A

“If you plan on building 
a customised agency for 
your client, don’t talk 
about it to anyone else”

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 1994. Principals Andreas  
Winter-Buerke, MD account management;  
Stefan Wübbe, MD creation; Fabian Frese, 
MD creation, Ralph Poser, MD strategy; 
Lennart Wittgen, MD account management; 
Kai Müller, MD finance.
Staff  294.
Location Hamburg, Germany.

Let’s face it: we communication people 
are living in a bubble. Granted, it’s a big 
bubble. Some wise mind once said: “An 

advertiser’s knowledge is as broad as the 
ocean and as deep as a puddle.” Yes, we know 
a little bit about everything. Yes, we embrace 
new technologies. Yes, we are open and keen 
on learning. Still, it’s a bubble. A bubble of 
self-reflection, self-adulation and self-
promotion. You can spot the bubble while 
following the conversations we spark in our 
little communication universe. Most of these 
conversations are about ourselves. 

We sometimes even take advantage of our 
clients so that we can talk about ourselves.

Let me give you an example. There’s a new 
buzz in Germany (and 
not only in Germany, 
I suppose). It’s the 
‘customised agency’. 
Everyone builds one. It’s 
usually built around a 
new client who wishes to 
be looked after by people 
who really care and who 
are perfectly chosen to 
suit their needs. It seems 
that the most important 
thing about building 
such a customised 
agency is to shout it from 
the rooftops. But that’s 
not about customisation  

and it’s not even about your client. It’s just 
about yourself. 

Why am I saying this? Because 
customisation isn’t a big deal. In fact, it’s not 
even worth talking about, let alone writing 
articles about it. Customisation is done by 
every one of us, every day. We’re all setting 
up fitting teams for our clients. We’re all 
building customised structures for them. If 
we didn’t, our clients wouldn’t be our clients 
for long. And by the way, I’m not even sure 
whether it is really advisable to force people 
into a culture of working for only one client. 

But I don’t want to go too deep into 
the ‘customised agency’ thing. It’s just 
one example of our impulse to talk about 
ourselves. No topic is too profane, it seems. 
My point is that we just shouldn’t do it. 

We shouldn’t even talk about our clients. 
Instead, we should talk to them. We should 
spend every minute talking to, or thinking 
about, them. Or about their products. Or 
about the structures that get the most out of 
our work for them. We should do so because 
it’s the only way for all of us to grow. Bragging 
won’t make us grow. A funny Facebook post 
won’t. Shouting out buzzwords won’t, either. 

Only our clients’ growth will. So we should 
do everything to make that happen. Talking 
about yourself isn’t part of that.

I admit that it’s sometimes hard to resist 
the urge to talk about yourself. Even the 
best of us do it sometimes. Take this article. 
I shouldn’t have written it if I were to follow 
my own advice. I didn’t, obviously. But 
you still can. If you ever plan on building a 
customised agency for your client, feel free 
to do so. But don’t talk about it to anyone else 
but your client. Everything else would be a 
waste of time. And what’s more – it’ll keep 
you in the bubble.

Andreas Winter-Buerke managing director,  
Kolle Rebbe

(Back L-R) Lennart Wittgen, Kai 
Müller, Andreas Winter-Buerke 
(Front L-R) Stefan Wübbe, 
Ralph Poser, Fabian Frese
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Tigers get closer to their prey when the 
hunt starts. Independents are so focused 
that we start talking business instead of 
first building relationships. Remember, 
clients are familiar with the networks, not 
independent agencies. So, focus on the 
relationships and the business will follow.

I S  Y O U R  A G E N C Y  A  T I G E R  O R  A  W O L F ?

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
Yes, Medulla is hosting a session at Cannes this year, 
accompanied by the chief executive of Mylan. We are 
focusing on speaking and not awards this year. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
Best case: we control AI. Worst case: AI controls us. 
What will you change in 2018? 
Our roster of US-based pharmaceutical and 

healthcare clients is expected to grow exponentially, 
and may necessitate the opening of a US office.
The best work of the past year is... 
The MS Bike – an idea that pulls together doctors, 
engineers and creative folk to get the world to realise 
what an multiple sclerosis patient goes through. It 
used integrated media – event, celebrity, PR, online 
videos – beautifully.

Praful and Amit Akali – Q&A

W olves hunt in packs and the tiger hunts 
alone. But as independent agencies that 
hunt alone and often compete against 

the packs for the same business, have we 
learned from the tiger’s hunting strategies?

Medulla is an independent ad agency 
that has beaten the networks at their own 
game in health. An agency that has taken 
healthcare advertising forward. The only one 
to be in the top three for Healthcare Agency 
of the Year at Cannes Lions Health, for each 
of the three years of the tally’s existence. 
In 2016, being named Healthcare Agency 
of the Year and fetching India its highest 
metal tally at Cannes, ahead of network 
agencies that have 40 times more employees 
in India alone. Beating the networks again 
with the highest number of shortlists from 
India at the APAC Effies 2018 (results yet 
to be declared as we go to print). The only 
healthcare agency to be listed in the Gunn 
Report in 2017 for winning a creative Gold at 
Cannes and an effectiveness Gold at Effies on 
the same campaign. Probably the only non-
US agency to be developing international TV 
commercials for a leading pharma corporate. 

STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE
What drives this success? Four key learnings, 
all of which come from the innate strengths 
of independent agencies, as opposed to 
the networks, and all of which, strangely, 
come from the habits of tigers rather than 
wolves. While wolves have the advantage 
of collaboration, tigers compensate not just 
with strength but through logical strategies.  

Tigers can swim, run, leap, and climb. 
Why, then, do specialist agencies feel that 
they can get away with only strategy, only 
events, only digital? This forces clients  
to have complex marketing teams to  
co-ordinate with various agencies. 

Tigers are sharper in their selection of 
prey. Over time, individual tigers become 
more selective. Put these ideas together, 
and one realises the trick is to identify your 
clients sharply, but be a complete partner 
to them. So independent agencies should 
choose to be a specialist for a particular 
category of clients and not a specialist that 
performs a single function. Then, we can be 
partners to our clients just like the networks. 

MEDULLA

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 2008. Principals Praful Akali, founder 
and managing director; Amit Akali, chief creative 
officer. Staff  60. Location Mumbai, India.

“The innate strengths of 
independent agencies, 
over the networks, come 
from the habits of tigers 
rather than wolves”

It is during a hunt where co-operation 
between wolves in a pack is most apparent. 
Network agencies tend to work like that, 
driving collaboration when they have to 
pitch for a business; but forget about this 
while delivering on the business. What’s a 
weakness for the network should be made a 
strength of the independent. 

If you can, choose the best of both worlds 
– there’s nothing like it. Six years into 
Medulla’s existence Amit joined as CCO, with 
20 years’ experience in the leading networks 
– seven as a creative head. He and Praful set 
up WYP, which works in every sector except 
healthcare, giving the combined agencies the 
scale of a network with the passion and skills 
of an independent.

Praful Akali founder & MD, Medulla, founding partner, 
WYP; Amit Akali, CCO, Medulla and CEO, WYP

(L-R) Praful and Amit Akali “What’s 
a weakness of the network should be 
made a strength of the independent”
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T o imagine the future, brands need 
agencies to combine cultural relevancy, 
technical nous, creative flair and the 

agility to cope with here-today, gone-
tomorrow influencers, apps or platforms.

The power of a compelling narrative is not 
a ‘nice-to-have’ in social, but a ‘vital-to-have’. 
No story means no soul, and no soul, when 
social is involved, means no sale. This is why 
Honey builds social creative campaigns that 
we cherry-pick from culture to tell a story via 
technology. We create something that has a 
soul, is in the moment and relevant – what 
people naturally are, and brands aspire to be. 

To cope with the demands of an always-
on, socially mobile audience, Honey looked 
to China for inspiration – because the real 
home of tech innovation isn’t Silicon Valley, 
it’s Shenzhen. ‘Made in China’ suspicion has 
given way to a ‘Created In China’ pride and 

an entrepreneurial zeal 
unmatched by any western 
co-working space. Honey 
has embraced the nation’s 
philosophy of continuous 
improvement to do 
something better, faster.

Our team has worked 
with brands from Apple, 
Asics and Amazon to BMW 
Mini, Dell, Intel, Microsoft, 
Škoda and Under Armour. 
Our wealth of experience 
comes from consumer and B2B in sectors as 
diverse as finance and fashion, lifestyle and 
technology, media and telecoms. Think Air 
China, Haier and China Unicom alongside 
Valio, The Student Hotel, TP-Link and JBL.

There are three fundamentals that brands 
should adopt to get this eastern-influenced 
approach under their skin.

1. SHU ZI (数字) or “the numbers”. We put 
our clients’ KPIs first and work out how social 
can contribute. 
2. LING HUO (灵活) or “adaptable”. We are 
agile, responsive and iterative; then build 
those behaviours into the creative process. 
3. KUAI SU (快速) or“fast”. Real-time and 
always-on are overused phrases, but tools 
like WeChat and Alibaba’s DingTalk mean  
we deliver results faster.

This Chinese way of working gives brands 
an edge that was impossible until recently.

For audio brand JBL, 
we adopt a social creative 
approach to content and 
comms that creates hyper-
relevance and authenticity 
with its younger audience. 
We transform tech firms 
such as TP-Link into 
lifestyle brands with 
a social-first approach 
that delivers awards, 
reviews and stories that 
outperform KPIs.

The Student Hotel – a complete connected 
community of Gen Z and entrepreneurs – 
shares our belief that social publishers are 
vital for brands. Together we’re building the 
ultimate international hotel brand, opening 
up to 40 destinations in the next three years.

This approach has earned impressive 
results for our clients and is recognised by 
the industry. Over the past year we’ve won 
ICCO’s Best independent agency, EMEA, and 
picked up gongs at Cannes, the Effies and The 
Social Buzz Awards, among other plaudits.

Getting social creative under the skin 
leads to great ideas, produced quickly, that 
reach millions. Brands understand the need 
to embrace social but still struggle with this 
transformation. This isn’t a simple change, 
but to embrace 'The China Way' will embed 
winning behaviour deep in your business.

Mark Terry-Lush managing director,  
The Honey Partnership

THE HONEY PARTNERSHIP

G E T  U N D E R  T H E  S K I N  O F  S O C I A L  C R E A T I V E

Will you go to Cannes this year? I’ve been for 12 years and will go again, 
despite it being too big, too expensive and too commercial. Last year I went 
to Kinsale for the first time and felt rejuvenated, connected back to the 
craft. That said, Honey’s spiritual home is SXSW. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… Worst: that I meet and fall in 
love with a girl called Joi. Best: AI helps my daughters save the planet. As 
creatives it will release us, not replace us. It will free us to do other things.
What will you change in 2018? Improve diversity in my boardroom by 
investing in the next generation of leaders, who are already in the business.
The best work of the past year is... Samsung's “Ostrich”. Who knew an 
ostrich could fly? Samsung Gear inspired us with #DoWhatYouCant. The 
social creative element is the catalyst for the inspiration.

Most brands struggle to embrace social at every level of the business, but China shows a winning path 

AT A GLANCE 
Founded October 2014.
Partners Mark Adams, chairman; 
Mark Terry-Lush, managing director; 
Chris Adams, managing partner,  
Hey Honey; Ran Ge, head of business 
development. Staff  25 FTEs.
Locations London (HQ), Shenzhen, 
San Francisco, Amsterdam, 
Melbourne.

Mark Terry-Lush – Q&A

Terry-Lush “No story means no 
soul, and no soul, when social is 
involved, means no sale”
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Agencies and brands should be inspired by young people’s 
desire to help others and help them to drive positive change

Y O U T H :  H A P P I E S T 
W H E N  H E L P I N G

Will you go to Cannes this year? 
While Cannes is great fun, we choose to 
invest our time (and money) in unearthing, 
and collaborating with, the most exciting 
young emerging creatives and trailblazers 
around the world – the ultimate inspiration. 
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are… 
The best: AI will stimulate people emotionally 
and intellectually and progress mankind.
The worst: AI will stimulate people 
emotionally and intellectually and 
corporations will abuse that trust.
What will you change in 2018? 
We will focus on delivering more international 
work out of our teams both in Ireland and  
the UK. This will help promote agile, 
independent, ambitious agencies like 
Thinkhouse as the best partners for  
major international brands that need a  
real edge to succeed.
The best work of the past year is... 
Nike’s ‘Nothing Beats a Londoner’ speaks 
to Londoners and non-Londoners alike – a 
gritty, witty, epic, perfectly paced piece that 
celebrates a winner’s mindset – without the 
need for any showy, shiny, slow-mo ‘celebrity 
spotlight’ moments. Real good.

Jane McDaid – Q&A

#GOALS: HAPPY JUST BEING ME
What young people want, put simply, is 
to be happy. At least 97% do, according 

to the findings of our 2018 Youth Culture 
Uncovered research. Sixteen- to 30-year- 
olds claim that “being happy and content”  
is important to them. 

Rising R&B artist Soulé, 23, said: “I feel like 
I’m doing what makes me happy. I’m doing 
what makes my heart full. My goal is to be 
able to continue to do that. To never stop.”

How are young people pursuing happiness, 
though? Most (92%) said that being happy 
and content is about “being true to myself”. 
Of course, this can mean different things 
depending on the individual. 

For years now, 
travel has been 
considered the 
most reliable source 
of happiness and 
satisfaction. In 
fact, today’s young 
‘wanderlusters’ 

THINKHOUSE

Thinkhouse“Let’s be inspired 
by the youth and let’s all 

pursue happiness by helping”

have travelled further than any previous 
generation. Two years ago, travel was 
the number-one passion point for young 
people. While it remains important (79% of 
respondents ranked it as “important to me”), 
“helping others” is now more important (at 
85%) than anything else.

This is incredibly motivating and moving.
Young people’s impact in forming 

social and cultural ‘Youthquakes’ is 
being witnessed far and wide – and it 
is goosebump-inducing stuff. Scenes of 
passionate and energetic young people 
driving positive change, helping others 
and having a real impact are stealing the 
limelight, and deservedly so. 

Take the Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas 
High School students 
in Florida excoriating 
the NRA (National 
Rifle Association), 
like no one has ever 
done before. This 

is a youthquake in action and, in the words 
of student Matt Post on the steps of the US 
Capitol: “The adults have failed us. This is in 
our hands now.” The young people joining 
soup runs for the homeless in bustling cities 
around Europe and young women and men 
marching for women’s rights all over the 
world are all designed to help others –  
selfless acts for the greater good.

#MeToo #YesSheCan #BanMachineGuns 
and #repealthe8th are more than hashtags: 
these are movements, predominantly led 
by young people, redefining the new moral 
codes to live by, forging a society that 
values truth, transparency, openness and 
acceptance over everything. 

This is the year when youth is standing 
up for its future. Every opportunity to help 
someone else, and affect some positive 
change in their world, is seized.

SO, HOW CAN WE HELP THEM HELP?
Young people want to have a positive impact 
on their society. As agencies and brands – 
let’s commit to helping them to do just that. 
In our effort to engage with young people, 
let’s ask ourselves, how can we – together 
with them – bring about real positive change? 

Let’s be inspired by the youth and let’s all 
pursue happiness by helping.  

In our effort to engage young people, let’s 
ask ourselves: how can we – together with 
them – bring about positive change? 

After all, shouldn’t everyone be happiest 
when helping? 

Jane McDaid founder and head of creative innovation, 
Thinkhouse

AT A GLANCE 
Founded 2001. Principals Jane McDaid, 
founder and head of creative innovation;  
David Coyle, head of operations. Staff  45. 
Locations Dublin and London.
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either too obvious, with no insights, or too  
far ahead of their time. Smart marketing  
is not about being the first mover, but  
taking the right action at the start of  
an accelerating mega trend. One such  
megatrend is New Retail.

The era of New Retail has arrived. 
This concept was first coined by Alibaba 
founder Jack Ma when he predicted: “Pure 
ecommerce is dead. New Retail is here.” New 
Retail is the integration of online and offline, 
logistics and data across a single value chain 
with consumer at its core. 

Alibaba’s latest push is Fresh Hema 
Supermarkets, which already has 25 stores  
in China and more to come. Consumers 
can access product information and make 
their purchase via mobile app and scanning 
barcodes, and have free delivery to their 
home (within a 3km radius) within 30 
minutes. Consumers can also choose and 
buy their own live seafood and have it cooked 
immediately in-store. 

Other China digital and ecommerce 
giants, such as Tencent and JD, are pursuing 
similar concepts, integrating retail, finance, 
logistics, marketing and communications. 

HOW CAN NON-OBVIOUS TRENDS  
BE APPLIED?
New retail is about using big-data analytics 
to redefine and link the three core elements 
of retailing – consumers, merchandise and 
stores. The winners are those who have the 
creativity and consumer insights to leverage 
on non-obvious opportunities. For example:

ENLIGHTENED CONSUMPTION
Thanks to technology, consumers can 
find information about how the product 
is sourced, produced, distributed and 
packaged, often in real-time via their 
phone, before purchase. Opportunities lie 

As technology transforms the retail space, it’s time to disrupt your business mindset – or be disrupted

A P P L Y I N G  N O N - O B V I O U S  T H I N K I N G 
I N  T H E  N E W  R E T A I L  E R A

Will you go to Cannes this year? No.
AI: the best and the worst scenarios are…
Worst: 90% of agency jobs replaced. Media  
planning/buying made redundant by programmatic 
and other ad tech using big-data analytics and 
optimisation; remaining staff join media- or platform-
owners to serve clients directly. Best: agencies 
transform to turn AI learnings into marketing insights 
and creative solutions.

What will you change in 2018? Combine 
digital, creative and strategists into one team and 
strengthen data analytics. 
The best work of the past year is... 
Diesel’s “Embrace your flaws” campaign, including 
use of Chinese star Li Yuchun, known for her square 
face, and opening a ‘Deisel’ storefront on New York’s 
Canal Street, notorious for selling fakes. Good use of 
non-obvious thinking – Loveable Unperfection.

Viveca Chan – Q&A

“A great trend is a unique curated observation 
of the accelerating present.”

T hese insights from Rohit Bhargava’s book 
on trends, Non Obvious, really inspired 
me when I first met him at a conference 

in Jamaica – so much so that I co-authored 
the Chinese version of the book. I am not 
a trend curator, but instilling non-obvious 
thinking is essential to staying ahead in the 
marketing service business.

Non-obvious thinking is identifying 
hidden trends and opportunities that  
others haven’t seen, and being the first to  
act on them. Most trend predictions are 

WE MARKETING GROUP

AT A GLANCE 
Founded October 2005.
Principals Viveca Chan, chairman and CEO; 
Sam Chung, chief creative officer; Hugo Chan, 
managing partner, WE Digital, Kenny Wong, 
managing director, Shanghai; Josh Li, managing 
director, Beijing; Keith Chan, managing director, 
Hong Kong. 
Staff  300.
Locations Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, 
Nanjing, Guangzhou.

Chan “Anyone, 
anything, any 
touchpoint can  
be a channel”

in getting behind the data and tapping into 
the emotions of these mobile-savvy and 
demanding consumers; turning them into 
co-creators, ambassadors and your salesmen. 

TOUCHWORTHY 
Overwhelmed by digital, consumers 
treasure products and experiences they 
can touch, feel and sense. New Retail is no 
longer about online or offline stores, it’s 
about creating occasions and omnichannel 
marketing beyond the constraints of 
time and location. Apply creativity, 
technology and entertainment to 
various touchpoints and pop-up stores, 
satisfying the growing desire to engage 
with real-world experiences. 

DISRUPTIVE DISTRIBUTION
Think beyond online and offline stores. 
Anyone, anything, any touchpoint can be 
a channel. Position your agency beyond a 
middleman. Bridge the last mile and reach 
the consumer with social commerce. 

Disrupt yourself with non-obvious 
thinking or be disrupted.

Viveca Chan chairman and CEO, WE Marketing Group



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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