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Introduction

VIVE LA DIFFERENCE
The best independent agencies offer a unique external perspective that provides
enormous value to clients and can’t be replicated by comms functions in-house

D

o you offer your clients what they want, or what they need? It’s a question for every
professional services firm: accountants, lawyers, US aircraft safety regulators… and
certainly for marketing and communications agencies. The big debate in our industry
now is about in-housing. The agencies aren’t giving us what we want – better, faster,
cheaper – so let’s do it all ourselves. Procter & Gamble is doing it. The automotive industry
is doing it. The 2018 US Association of National Advertisers conference talked of little else.
Oliver, the ultimate outsourced in-house agency, was sold to You and Mr Jones (why does that
name always make me think of the Bob Dylan song?) for a reported $250m. In-housing offers
speed, efficiency, predictability, control. What’s not to like? I was going to add risk mitigation,
until I remembered the Pepsi commercial – but anyone can make a mistake.
Maybe the age of the agency is coming to an end. Yet there are people like us, who believe
there is enormous value in the true external perspective a good agency offers. This brings
objectivity, unpalatable truths, new thinking, unexpected combinations and – yes – creativity.
But it works only if the agency brings something very
different to what the client already has in-house. How?
The essays here are about being different. Hasan &
Partners writes about partnerships with academia, Jung
von Matt advocates learning from China. AGT turns a
commercial sponsorship into a social-inclusion initiative
touching 211 countries. Serviceplan has reinvented its
model to offer omnichannel communications skills.
Brave Group writes about diversity; DDI about trusting
your gut. MBA writes about understanding culture
and tech, and BBD Perfect Storm about understanding
brands and culture. Javelin espouses seeing the whole
picture and Zulu Alpha Kilo, the importance of doing the
opposite of the expected.
All these agencies are independent. Financially,
culturally, ideologically. They are also small. Even the
biggest independents, like Serviceplan, employ far
fewer people than their major clients. And historically,
the best agencies that grew big cloned themselves into
smaller units. Taxi opened a new agency every time it grew beyond 150 people and McGarrah
Jessee has done the same.
Because here’s the truth. Big companies become the homes of silos and specialists. The
best small companies – including agencies – are not homogeneous. They are unified and
diverse – in gender, culture, ethnicity, skill sets and personality types. They are the fountains
of creative energy and new thinking. They are Mali in the 14th century, Florence in the 15th
century, Andalucia in the 17th, Berlin in the 1920s, London in the 2010s.
Sadly, as my grandmother would have said, it usually ends in tears. You can’t force people
together, like the holding companies do, and expect two plus two to equal more than four. Put
together the greatest economic prophet and greatest social prophet of the 20th century, Soros
and Orwell, and what do you get? Sorrell. But hey, for now: let’s enjoy the ride. Happy reading.
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Zulu Alpha Kilo

DO THE ETISOPPO
Why contrary thinking fuels success and leads to the
conditions independent agencies need to thrive
Words Zak Mroueh, founder and chief creative officer/CEO, Zulu Alpha Kilo, Toronto

AT A GLANCE

Founded 2008
Principals (L-R in picture)
Amanda Mroueh, operations
director; Mike Sutton,
president; David So, chief
financial officer and COO;
Zak Mroueh, founder and
chief creative officer/CEO
Staff 120
Location Toronto, Canada

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
Client bravery. Social
consciousness. Increased
sales. Nike’s Kaepernick
campaign had it all. Even the
share price hit all-time highs.
Textbook brilliant.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard? “OK
Google, what is the Whopper
burger?” is a modern classic.
It opened a new creative
door for voice in the same
way that Volkswagen’s
“Lemon” did for print.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency
this year? Staying true to
our values. They become
more deep-rooted with
each passing year, helping
to preserve our culture and
reputation with clients.
How can agencies keep
great people? Great people
stay if they believe in the
agency’s values and mission.
Create a career path
for your stars and a
roadmap for them to
achieve their ambitions.
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B

efore starting Zulu in 2008, I worked at a successful agency in Toronto,
eventually becoming an equity partner. But after nine years, I experienced
a mid-life career crisis and couldn’t stop thinking about starting my own
creative shop.
Friends told me I would be crazy to walk away. Not just because I’d be leaving
a future payout on the table (they sold three years after I left), but that taking
the entrepreneurial leap at 41 was too “late” in my career. To make the timing
even worse, the economy was in a recession.
“The world doesn’t need another agency,” was my peers’ collective advice.
I finally mustered up the courage to quit after being inspired by a quote in
a business article about the best time to leave a job: “The fear of quitting is far
worse than the reality.” As I read this, I imagined myself at 50, regretting that
I’d let fear and convention hold me back. It was just the epiphany I needed to
do the opposite of what was expected and go out on my own.
People start agencies for many reasons. To feed our egos. We want our
names on the door. Some are serial entrepreneurs who like building something
and moving on to the next thing. Many of us – especially those, like me, who

spent decades at other agencies – set out on our
entrepreneurial journey because we also began to
question long-established ways of doing things.
A game-changer for us was challenging the most
antiquated of them all: the dreaded RFP. Our viral
videos ‘Say No to Spec’ and ‘World’s Worst RFP’
helped shine a global spotlight on how flawed the
process really is. Both were inspired by the last spec
pitch we worked on, eight years ago.
When we got the call from the prospective client
in 2011, we were one of the final two and feeling over
the moon. The pitch consultant told us our ideas
were “head and shoulders better” than the other
finalist. Then came the news that brought us back
down to earth. Our spec creative had scored highest,
but in the end the client couldn’t award us the
business since we didn’t have an office outside of
Toronto. It was a prerequisite never disclosed in the
RFP. All the creative resources we poured into that
pitch had no impact on the final decision.

CARVE OUT YOUR OWN PATH TO SUCCESS
Completely gutted, we could have licked our
wounds and continued on the same well-trodden
new business path. Instead, we vowed to never
participate in a spec pitch again. This cemented
our belief that it’s simply not the best way to choose
a partner. Having a no-spec pitch policy wouldn’t
be sustainable, according to our sceptics. Yet eight
years later, we’ve had clients remove spec work from
their RFPs to accommodate our position. Many have
even awarded us their business without a pitch.
When I think of the business ideas that fuelled
our growth, they all have one thing in common:
everyone advised us not to do them.
Like resigning a difficult client, despite it being
one of our biggest and most high-profile. That
decision freed us to focus on other existing clients
who valued our partnership more, and we still grew
that year. Or when we launched our agency website
as a “fictional” parody of all the flawed principles we
fight against every day as an independent. People
within our own shop worried it would piss clients
off. Without providing any information about the
real Zulu, it ended up attracting like-minded clients
and talent with its telling humour.

KNOW WHAT YOU’RE FIGHTING AGAINST AS AN INDIE
Since the Mad Men era, we’ve all mindlessly
accepted our industry’s conventions. How’s this
working out? Management consultancies have
encroached on creative services. More clients
have been setting up in-house shops. AI software
purports to make better decisions on advertising
than humans.
However, if we’re honest with ourselves, the
actual threats facing our industry aren’t new
competitors. It is complacency and fear that festers
from within.
So to borrow from that quote: the fear of doing
the opposite is far worse than the reality. Contrary
thinking ingrains fearless and counterintuitive
decision-making into your DNA. It breeds an agency
that’s uncompromising and sticks to its values,
distinguishing your offering and acting as a virtual
colander in filtering out the right clients and talent.
Doing the opposite also reminds us why we set out
to be entrepreneurs in the first place.
True, the world doesn’t need more agencies; just
more independently minded ones.

Mroueh (left, in blue jacket): “When I think of the business ideas that fuelled our
growth, they all have one thing in common: everyone advised us not to do them”
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Serviceplan

Ü B E R C R E AT I V I T Y
The integrated ‘House of Communication’
model drives maximum impact and relevance
Words (L-R) Markus Noder, group MD international; Alexander Schill,
group MD and CCO; and Florian Haller, group CEO, Serviceplan

BMW

BMW THE 8: the first time a car drives on the Canal Grande in Venice

The One Club

Portfolio Night: Giving young creative talents guidance

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 4,200+ worldwide
Locations 24 plus established
partnerships worldwide

DOT Inc.

The world’s first smart media device for blind and visually impaired people

KeyMe

Creating the first brand in a $10B industry

Sky

»Miss the start, miss the story« – a campaign for Sky’s new restart function

Beck’s

The #legendary beer can: le BECK’S

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
The Nike campaign with
American football player
Colin Kaepernick – a
bold campaign with
impressive results.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard?
Featuring Alexa by Too
Many T’s – the first band
duet with an AI voice as part
of their promo campaign.
(Serviceplan Innovation
Team was involved in
development and production.)
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency
this year? Developing our
‘Houses of Communication’
and integrating creative
and content, media and
data, and technology under
one roof is defining the way
we work. It answers our
clients’ needs for an efficient
business solution in a time of
fragmenting digital media.
How can agencies
keep great people?
It’s important to offer
individual development
plans to talent while also
supporting ownership
projects and encouraging
entrepreneurship within the
agency to bring the best out
in everyone.

S

erviceplan’s unique way of working is at
the core of each ‘House of Communication’:
experts from all areas under one roof, perfectly
orchestrated, fast and agile.
As the first global agency group to emerge from
Germany, with its 24th location opened in New
York in 2018, you might expect that we are currently
plotting the next move in our global expansion.
You’d be wrong. In fact, we are consolidating and
further developing our ‘House of Communication’
model, which we’ve by now introduced across
the three major economic regions of Europe, Asia
(including China) and the US, winning us 22nd
position in Ad Age’s global ranking last year.

THE HOUSE OF COMMUNICATION CONCEPT
Florian Haller What sets our ‘Houses’ apart from other
agencies? They are built on three pillars: creativity
– including campaigning and content marketing,
media and technology. Then we also have consultants
for strategy and communication.
Agencies, which specialise in one of these areas,
work together in a ‘House of Communication’. They
think as a unit, using strong integrative structures
while being flexible at the same time. This makes
them fast, versatile and agile.

BUILDING BEST BRANDS – GLOBALLY AND LOCALLY
Markus Noder Each of our offices works in the

same way. Having identical structures and working
methods allows us to roll out global campaigns
efficiently. But it is, of course, very important to
consider local idiosyncrasies – and these will likely
depend on the product and the market. To achieve
the maximum impact, you have to find the right
balance between global and local. Simply adapting
a campaign often doesn’t achieve the desired results
if you don’t have the right cultural fit. For maximum
impact and highest relevance it’s important to adapt
global campaigns on the basis of local insights. We
call this process ‘transcreation’.

ÜBERCREATIVITY – FAR MORE THAN THE SUM OF
INDIVIDUAL IDEAS
Alexander Schill Whenever colleagues from different
disciplines meet to develop ideas for a client,
something unique happens; it’s like magic and far
more than the sum of the individual ideas. We call it
‘ÜberCreativity’. This is at the core of everything we
do. This approach won us nine Cannes Lions in 2018:
three gold, three silver and three bronze.
We are working with omnichannel communication
nowadays and every client has its own focus. So, for
every project, we put together a bespoke team of
experts, who work in sync to ensure all details merge
perfectly into one big story. Our Mediaplus colleagues
are always involved, even if media isn’t part of the
brief, to make sure we keep an eye on the KPIs, too.
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DDI

SPLI
THE EXPLETIVE
There’s something about artful wordplay that
never ceases to entertain people. It’s why
the song ‘The Fox (What does the Fox say?)’
became an instant hit and why Nicki Minaj is
so beloved for her foul-mouthed brashness
Words Caroline McLaughlin, managing director, DDI Australia

A

nd yet it occurs to me, an unashamed lover of the
elegant use of words, that we’ve gone all Sodom
and Gomorrah on ourselves when it comes to the
wide acceptance of ‘potty mouth’ syndrome.
I’m not going to lie, I enjoy dropping the odd f-bomb
here and there as much as the next person. Frankly,
sometimes a sentence just needs a good expletive to be
complete. Yet it seems like the ubiquity of foul language
– think rap songs, YouTubers, gamers, Instagrammers
– has rendered it ‘normal’ when really, it shouldn’t be.
I have to contend with my 10-year-old using f*ck as his
favourite all-in word – adjective, verb or noun – flexible
in application according to the circumstances.

WHAT DOES ALL THIS HAVE TO DO WITH CREATING AMAZING
ADS IN 2019?
If we’re exposed to something often enough, no matter
how offensive it is, it will eventually become ‘the norm’
and lose its impact. So rather than constantly trying to
one-up the shock value (which seems to be the thing
these days, especially on social media – more intimate,
more real, more sexy, more confronting), we play a
different game at DDI.
There’s a lot of overcomplication that our industry
is guilty of. Think of all those yawn-worthy 100-page
PowerPoint decks constructed to justify a hefty fee.
This is a legacy problem we have to own because we’ve
created it for ourselves.
At DDI, we tend to apply the principle that the best
solutions are always elegant in their simplicity.
This is as much a life philosophy as it is an
advertising one.
Whenever overwhelm threatens, it’s always a
reconnection to the simple things that ultimately paves
the way to a happier place.
Like a call from a girlfriend who’s just struck gold on
Bumble (at laaaasssst!).

SIMPLICITY ISN’T EASY
All too often this is misunderstood as ‘Let’s just keep
things simple’ – as in: ‘Let’s just say what we said last
time, or say what people expect we’re going to say.’
That’s not what we mean by ‘simplicity’ at DDI. To
us, simplicity means not taking the easy road. It’s about
finding the most unaffected, pure and human way
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of framing something. Forcing ourselves to forge the
shortest path between any two points.

COMMON SENSE IS UNDERRATED
I’m a believer in what’s often seen these days as the
‘quaint’ view that advertising is best when it doesn’t
require a detailed rationale, an exhaustive recap of the
line of thinking, or a heavy-handed explanation.
Sometimes in life, you just know. No rigour or
unpacking required. You feel it in your bones. Much
like the quotable quote that says, “We have so much
data coming at us these days, we’ve lost the ability to
use our common sense.”
It’s not that we don’t understand the new
environment in which we operate, where dashboards
abound and sophisticated tech underpins virtually
every business decision. It’s just that in our view there
is still no hard science behind what makes great ideas,
well… great.
This isn’t a case of painting by numbers. When it
comes to conceptual greatness, there is always a leap
of faith involved, even when backed by the most robust
quantifications money can buy.
Here’s what I think should be taught to those
gung-ho graduates at top-tier companies around the
world: Yes, know the numbers. Absolutely, be guided
by them. But always, always, trust your gut.
And for those who may feel they need irrefutable
evidence of this, just take a look at the stats on chief
executives. Of 400 celebrated CEOs from the 1970s to
2016, those with MBAs performed significantly worse
than those without.*

TRUST YOUR GUT, ABOVE ALL ELSE
This is the one essential life skill that I’m attempting
to teach my kids: “If it feels funny in your tummy, then
you’ll know it’s not quite right.”
It’s this and only this, that will ever lead to the
creation, nurturing and preservation of great work.
At the end of the day, that’s why we’re all really doing
this job, right? Because if we’d signed up for a vanilla
life, we wouldn’t be reading this magazine.
*Danny Miller and Xiaowei Xu, Journal of
Management Inquiry

AT A GLANCE

Founded 1987. Way before
hanging out in cafés was
a thing, we always had the
world’s best coffee machine...
and Italian coffee beans.
It’s been a drawcard for our
clients, and a mark of how
we take care of them.
Principals Bernd Winter,
founder and executive
creative director (a German
who fell in love with an Aussie
and never left); Caroline
McLaughlin, managing
director (a Saffa who
chases the sun)
Staff 17 humans, one dog
Location Sydney, Australia
Mantra The Art of Being
Noticed

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
Evert 45. Enchanting
scripting, brilliant casting
and remarkable, filmic
attention to detail. It’s no
surprise Dutch Telecom
immersed a new generation
in the ‘dry’ topic of World War
II. It’s also my best use of
Voice, so rich it moves beyond
fiction as Evert is rendered
‘real’ in social media.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency
this year? The zeitgeist
for agencies is compelling,
a space of mash-ups and
seemingly contradictory
collaborations. It’s raw, rich
and unexpected – and we’re
leaping into that space to
experiment and play with the
unexplored potential it offers.
How can agencies keep
great people? To quote Gary
Noesner, ex-FBI chief hostage
negotiator: “Listening is the
cheapest concession you
can make.” Applying this
is how agencies can keep
good people and retain great
clients. You just have to shut
up and listen, and people will
tell you all you need to know.

9
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Brave Group

A B R AV E N E W W O R L D
N E E D S B R AV E I D E A S
Being brave is not only a matter of doing, but also a way of thinking, and a
way of working that can make a profound impact in a neophilic age
Words Thibedi Meso, executive creative director partner, Brave Group

AT A GLANCE

Founded 2011
Principals Karabo Songo,
group chief executive officer;
Andrew Shuttleworth, group
chief operating officer; Andile
Khumalo, group chairman
Staff 105
Locations Johannesburg and
Cape Town, South Africa

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
Nike’s recent films “Dream
Crazy” and “Dream Crazier”.
Not only do they remind us that
the prejudices and sufferings
many athletes face are no
different to yours and mine, but
they also challenge us to break
through our own adversities.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard? The
Facebook AI studio, looking at
how to make Facebook more
inclusive, asked what Facebook
is like for people who can’t see.
This drove it to come up with a
version of Facebook that can
“read” all the information on
a feedback back to a user – in
effect using audio to make the
platform more inclusive.
How can agencies keep great
people? 1) set a SMART goal
for the organisation and its
individual people that is easy
to understand and action. 2)
Provide the resources required
to achieve the goals. 3) Reward
people for value created, not
hours spent on the job. 4)
A clear career/growth plan for
the talent within the business.

10

I

t’s true that nothing ever stays the same. People,
cultures, religions, and the ways in which we
interact and communicate with each other are
ever-changing – check out the new range of emojis
if you don’t believe us. We’re connected in ways that
were never thought possible and have access to more
information streams than ever before.
It’s important, then, that we remain open to new
news (and even fake news) if we are to thrive as
agencies. We can’t possibly expect to hit the mark
with our audiences by operating within the confines
of the safety net of what we already know. ‘Tried and
tested’ must fall.
If we are ever going to surpass the Drogarian
heights of creativity and create meaningful work
that adds value to both our clients and audiences,
expecting what works for us today to work for us
tomorrow is not the way to go about it. How then?
You might ask.
Well, first, you could jot down a list of words and
phrases to guide and keep you honest along the
way: Reinvent, Refresh, Embrace the Unknown, Do
Different, and so on. Problem is, even those feel like
dated mantras used to spark new life into an agency.
Another overtraded phrase.
Staying relevant and setting the pace in our
industry, you see, is kak* difficult. Not only that, it’s
also quite daunting, because now more than ever, our
work is open to criticism from anyone and everyone
who has 280 characters and is not afraid to use them.
Considering these challenges, and that even
the next best thing is already old news, one could
think that the creative industry is doomed, that the
expectation to be relevant and to create meaningful,
long-lasting connections between people and brands
is unrealistic.
We don’t share that view. For us, it is a possibility.
One that doesn’t depend on formulae, but a good
understanding of how the world works today –
and being brave enough to shape the way it
looks tomorrow.
So, how can we thrive and create impact in a world
that worships the new? We believe that it takes
acknowledging where we come from while looking
ahead – finding our gods in the past, present and
future. If we combine the values of integrity, respect
*Kak: colloquial Afrikaans used to emphasise extremity. Translation: very difficult.

and hard work with the latest technology, platform
thinking and philosophy, we might just have a
fighting chance.
Our understanding is that true creativity is not a
flash of inspiration. Rather, it is the culmination of
knowledge, teamwork, experience, risk, exploration
and research, into a moment of confidence and
insight that allows brave thinking to take shape.
Being brave then, is not only a matter of doing, but
also a way of thinking.
Brave is also a way of working. Our assembly of
specialist companies, for example, is born from a
shared idea that organisations need to approach the
world differently to create better ideas; ideas that will
carve the way for our clients to gain resonance with
their consumers beyond the 30-second ad, activation
or social-media post.
Working independently or as a group, we can guide
them towards more interesting, braver solutions
to business challenges. This collaborative process
enables us to put the consumer and client at the heart
of the conversation, uncover the deep opportunities
and create new dialogue that leads to better results.

PROGRESSIVE DIVERSITY
Diversity is another one of the key drivers of this
approach. When a group of people with different
backgrounds, cultures, nationalities, experiences,
languages and exposure levels get together in a room,
incredible things can happen.
It’s this kind of Progressive Diversity that will allow
us to entrench the magic that happens when we
bring different people into our building along with
the consumer and client, and be a truly Pan-African
Inspired Agency for the new world. To get there, we
have to be brave.
If we are brave enough to accept that we don’t know
it all, we might learn another way.
If we are brave enough to let our guard down,
we might be pleasantly surprised at how well we
can collaborate.
If we are brave enough to question everything, we
might find all the answers.
And if we are brave enough to let everyone in, we
might be able to figure out what makes the world tick.
Be Brave.

Thibedi Meso: “If we are brave enough to question everything, we might find all the answers”
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MBA

W

hat better analogy for the current perceived
state of the agency landscape by some
observers than the ending of the classic 1969
movie The Italian Job. Balanced precariously
on a cliff edge, Michael Caine and his crew seem
destined to perish in pursuit of the gold. Apparently,
he has a great idea that will save both the bounty and
its hunters; all their exquisitely made plans surely
can’t fail?
Yes, some may argue that ‘the bombs’ of an urgent
demand for accountability and transparency, of
questions around trust, of the inexorable march
of technology, and of the tech platforms working
directly with brands are in danger of doing more
than just “blow the bloody doors off !”
But it is nothing new to be in a state of flux.
Nothing changes; everything changes. Disruption is
the new normal. The future is far from clear. Yet some
appear to have crystal-clear, binary, visions. Long or
short? In-house or outsourced? Binary answers are
an inexcusably simplistic standpoint. Different
contexts demand different approaches. Most of the
binaries offered are right some of the time – none are
right all the time.
How, then, do we meet the clients’ demand of
the elusive trifecta of ‘better, faster and cheaper’
without fobbing off their demands with “pick two”?
The solution is not binary; we need an ‘and’, not an
‘or’, answer.
In MBA’s view, the key to the solution, and
therefore to the future prosperity of agencies, is our
continued belief in the resolution of the apparently
binary “creativity vs technology/data” conundrum.
Without any compromise, agencies need to deliver
both the emotive power and beauty of creativity (in
all its various guises) and the skills to exploit the
wonderful opportunities offered by technology/data
(in all their various guises). But does the industry
have the complete answer to this thorny problem yet?
The in-housing trend is big. This is both clients
hiring skills directly and agency-provided solutions.
Several notable examples have met with great
success. However, the question remains as to whether
this model gives clients the true superiority of
strategic and creative thinking that they can achieve
with outsourcing. Can it attract and retain prodigious
talent without offering the right cultural environment
and abundance of variety?

THE FUTURE IS
NOT BINARY
As agency disciplines and client needs continue to evolve, a
binary approach is less effective than ever. What’s the answer?
Words Stephen Maher, CEO, MBA

Stephen Maher (second from right): “How do we meet the clients’ demand of ‘better, faster and cheaper’? The solution is not binary; we need an ‘and’, not an ‘or’, answer.”

Investec: MBA built and launched the wealth management group’s Click & Invest platform
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Interflora: MBA handles its digital and direct marketing

Embraer Executive Jets: a

mini-epic film to launch the Legacy 500 jet featured brand ambassador Jackie Chan

The management and tech consultancy groups
are moving in as well. But applying methodical,
process-driven cultures to the more agile and often
iconoclastic world of creative and media agencies is,
not surprisingly, challenging.
The agency groups are evolving, too; but can they
move fast enough to stay competitive? Can the newer
groups retain their agility as they grow, or will the
new breed of creatively focused boutiques steal their
gold before they can get to the other end of the bus?
We would contest that there are three key
requirements that must be resolved to fight off the
binary, and less effective, approaches:

AT A GLANCE

1. The heart must truly embrace technology and data – on an

Q&A

equal footing. It is no longer enough to put people
into silos as seemingly incompatible species. Change
is good – we must embrace it.

2. The culture must prize creativity. As we know, creativity
is much more than the creative work. Creativity
is strategy, insight, brilliant media and comms
planning. It is a friend to challenge and disruption.
Creativity should pulse through every aspect of an
agency’s work with the fostering of the right culture
for creativity to thrive, to conjure non-linear thinking
and to retain our edge.
3. The environment must be talent first – inculcating a spirit
of the entrepreneurial and the collective. We must
always consider how we give our key and diverse
assets – our people – the right tools and the expansive
mental and physical space to thrive. Ways of working
have changed forever with the gig economy and the
freedom of location and time that technology has
provided. People should be working together because
they want to, all with a common sense of purpose and
the sufficient agility to deliver.

Founded 1994
Principals Stephen Maher,
CEO; Jack Gallon, creative
director; James Devon,
strategy director; James
Middlehurst, managing
partner; Megan Hallinan,
head of PR and social
Staff 40
Location London

What’s the best work
you’ve seen in the past 12
months? Nike featuring Colin
Kaepernick. Bravery with a
scoop of bravery on top.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard?
Chompers – an Alexa Skill
to help children brush their
teeth properly.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency this
year? The continued, and
most welcome, deepening
of the interrelation
between creativity and
technology/data.
How can agencies keep
great people? Give great
people the mental and
physical space, as well as
the right tools, to be great.

It would appear the future is not any of the binary
choices often presented. It is more likely a compelling
blend of ‘techno creativity’ in all its complexity and
messiness. This means the future lies with those
who wish to conquer this apparent conundrum and
deliver the strength of creativity combined with
the acumen and agility required to fully embrace
technology and data – in deeds as well as in words.
“Hang on a minute, lads, I’ve got a great idea…”

O2: MBA used a personalised holographic digital expert to target high-value business prospects
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DELIVER
TRUST
In a world where authenticity is
sought but in short supply, make
deeper customer connections
Words Kyla O’Kelly, director, Javelin

A

s we write, we are 22 days away from Brexit. By the
time this is published, an any-which-way Brexit result
could have transpired and it wouldn’t be surprising.
Regardless of what happens, here at Javelin, sitting
in our old stone warehouse in the centre of Dublin’s oldest
market quarter, we are looking out from our fabulous island
on the edge of Europe and wondering how this and other
upheavals will change our clients’ worlds and our agency’s
approach to building their businesses in the next five years.
Part of what we are seeing across the globe and here in
Ireland is a burgeoning need for businesses to deliver more
than just their products and services – they need to deliver
trust and authenticity of purpose.
The 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer (an annual indicator
of the trust people place in business and its leaders) shows
that trust in business now far exceeds that in government or
media. Consumers want to be able to count on their brands
to stand for something. In an era of untrustworthy, alwayson news cycles and feeds, social content acting as an echo
chamber, and less-than-adult political posturing worldwide,
there’s an appetite for the higher ground, for better.
Entrepreneurial start-ups know this and are embedding it
in their DNA from the get-go; now established brands are
working hard to fix their customer-centric meaningful mojo.

INDEPENDENCE MEANS ‘FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT’

javelin.ie
kyla@javelin.ie
ken@javelin.ie

CONTACT
OR

Standards for what ‘trust’ and ‘better’ mean for a brand to
win a customer’s heart have never been higher, though.
Today’s consumer wants and expects a brand to show up for
them when they put their hand in their pocket. People want
to enjoy or be moved by how the brand talks to them, to know
that what they buy is made or delivered with high standards
and ethics, and that how they buy it is fast, frictionless,
intuitive and responsive. Obvious, you might say, but easier
said than done. Examples abound of people getting it wrong.
This means that the opportunity to work and succeed
with a like-minded client on delivering those standards is
endless – for the right agency. From the creation of disruptive
positioning strategies, and surprising and memorable
ideas and advertising, right the way into customer journey
planning, UX, experience and CRM, we have always
understood that understanding the whole story is critical in
delivering real bottom-line results. Deeper connections drive
trust, and trust is a valuable brand commodity right now.
We are 40 exceptionally resourceful people at Javelin. Our
approach allows us to deliver outstanding results in building
stronger, better strategies for some of the world’s most
ambitious brands. As an agency, being independent means
– to a degree – being on the edge. It also means freedom of
movement – in thinking, hiring, risk-taking and output. So,
as the world turns in on itself a little, Javelin is looking out
from the edge of Europe, growing and open for business.
Someone once put this rather pithily: “If you’re not on the
edge, you’re taking up too much space.” We rather like that.

Mural by the very talented Subset, on our doorstep in Smithfield, Dublin

AT A GLANCE

Founded 1986
Principals Joe Dobbin,
managing director; Conor
Kennedy, creative director;
Ken Ivory, director; Ruth
Payne, media director; Kyla
O’Kelly, director
Staff 40
Location Dublin, Ireland

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
I loved the IKEA “Ghosts”,
by Mother London, for
being such a happy,
fabric-filled outing of “The
Wonderful Everyday”.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard?
Favourites include simple
ideas like ‘Away Mode’ from
insurance company Hippo,
which plays conversations
when you leave your home
to help keep intruders away,
or the NSPCC’s “Talk Pants”
song and toolkit on Alexa
that allows young kids to
learn a very catchy song
alongside their parents about
how to keep themselves
safe from abuse. Spark
NZ’s “Generation Voice”

charmingly celebrates kids
embracing the joys of voice
to learn home truths.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency
this year? The opinion that
we are hearing again and
again – that holistic planning,
one intelligent view, across
strategy, creative and
media is a progressive way
to approach fragmented,
challenging tasks, as it
has always been Javelin’s
modus operandi.
How can agencies keep
great people? Make great
work. Promote flexible
working. Make people
proud of themselves.
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Jung von Matt

THE CHINA
CHALLENGE

BBD Perfect Storm (left to right):
Jamie Buchanan, client services
director; Tony Quinn, chief strategy
officer; Caroline Caulfield, business
director; Seb Hill, executive
creative director; Jason Foo, CEO;
Fernando Desouches, managing
director, New Macho; Daisy
Proctor, business director

China offers a glimpse into the
future for European marketers
Words Peter Figge, CEO, Jung von Matt

AT A GLANCE

Founded 1991
Principals Peter Figge, CEO;
Andreas Ernst, partner;
Stephan Giest, partner;
Christoph Korittke, partner;
Thim Wagner, partner
Staff 1,117
Locations Germany (Berlin,
Dusseldorf, Hamburg,
Munich, Stuttgart),
Austria, China, Czech
Republic, Slovakia,
Sweden, Switzerland

Q&A

What’s the best work
you’ve seen in the past 12
months? Wanda Group’s
‘The 52 Mayors of Danzhai’
(bit.ly/52Mayors). Each
week, a different influencer
takes office to sustain the
heritage Danzhai. The
project struck a nerve with
Chinese audiences because
it tackles a social issue while
empowering millennial
vloggers to hands-on
reshape an area.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard? Still
Burger King’s ‘Google Home
of the Whopper’.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency this
year? That young talent with
an innovative approach, that
takes everyone by surprise.
How can agencies keep
great people? By hiring
other great and challenging
people, and by going for
clients who value ideas that
push the envelope.
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f China is not of interest for you as a market, look at it
as a huge laboratory: it will expand your idea of what
marketing can be. Chinese culture, politics and homegrown technology start-ups have shaped a unique digital
ecosystem. Brands that want to be successful in China need
to fully grasp how this ecosystem works. And as Europeans,
we should regard it as a blueprint for our own digitised,
mobile-first, social-media-driven future.
In China, there is a huge overlap between the most
lucrative target groups and the under-30s who can’t
imagine a life without smartphones, social media and
online shopping. In their world, “Chinese brand” doesn’t
necessarily mean “inferior product quality”. “Chinese”
stands just as much for entrepreneurial and innovative.
In 2018, there were 21 domestic brands among the top 50
brands in China – almost all of them digital business models
such as Alipay, WeChat, Taobao, QQ, or Meituan. It is true
that Chinese consumers often prefer global brands. Unlike
in the past, however, such global brands now also come
from China. Drone manufacturer DJI is one of the most
impressive examples.

A UNIQUE MARKET REQUIRES DEEPER UNDERSTANDING
As a consequence, Chinese consumers expect more
than an undifferentiated “premium, because it’s
not Chinese” positioning. Successful marketing
in China requires a deep understanding of the
culture – the historical references, settings,
and characters that resonate with the young,
cosmopolitan Chinese as well.
It requires immersion in the digital ecosystem in which Chinese consumers live: the
Alibaba universe, for example, consists of
ecommerce, social commerce, social media,
chat, video and music streaming, to list
a few. Within this it can provide reach,
interaction and entertainment. Tencent
offers a very similar portfolio. Its WeChat
single-handedly integrates messaging,
social media and social commerce, including
payment to an extent unknown in Europe.
A key ingredient are internet celebrities that promote
products and – often their own – brands. Chinese consumers
tend to trust people more than institutions. The influence
of customer ratings on purchasing decisions is almost twice
as high as in Germany or the UK. About 780 million Chinese
consumers use chats, microblogging, and other social
networks. Chinese buyers rely on the recommendations of
Key Opinion Leaders or influencers, and even buy directly
from them. This is the most significant difference between
China and Europe: in China, influencers are not a niche part
of the media plan, but often the backbone of a campaign.
After almost 10 years in China, we are used to the fact that
this country won’t stop surprising and inspiring us with its
unique approach to marketing.

BBD Perfect Storm

WHY IS PURPOSE
A DIRTY WORD?
Far from being a ‘nice-to-have’, purpose should be at the very
heart of your business and giving meaning to your brands
Words Jason Foo, chief executive, BBD Perfect Storm

T

here seems to be a continuing divide in
the industry, which we, in our agency, fail
to understand.
Many senior commentators seem to treat the
word Purpose with a disdain. At best, they see it as an
unnecessary distraction from the business of selling:
a pursuit of finding a higher-order emotional benefit
that gets too far from what the product is really about.
And “Hey,” they say, “why do you even need a
purpose?” Highly respected individuals such as Mark
Ritson have written: “Marketing is about profit, not
purpose.” All too often, companies communicating
their position on the important issues of the day are
seen as merely ‘virtue-signalling’ or ‘greenwashing’.
For an industry that prides itself on being futurefacing and culture-shaping, this seems surprisingly at
odds with the wider world and where it is heading.
This year, Larry Fink, chief executive of assetmanagement company BlackRock, said: “Purpose is not
the sole pursuit of profits but the animating force for
achieving them. Profits are in no way inconsistent with
purpose – in fact, profits and purpose are inextricably
linked… Stakeholders are pushing companies to wade
into sensitive social and political issues – especially as
they see governments failing to do so effectively.”
This is borne out by Paul Polman, who recently
stepped down as CEO of Unilever, the world’s secondbiggest advertiser. Its sustainable growth development
model has just delivered a 300% shareholder return
over the past decade. Polman says brands with a
“strong purpose” are growing faster and are more
profitable, “so it’s a damn good business plan”.

Consumers expect brands to have a purpose as well
as communicate their values and beliefs. According
to Edelman, what your brand really stands for and the
impact it has on society are increasingly important if
you want loyal customers. Nearly two-thirds (64%) of
all consumers now “buy based upon beliefs”. Failure to
have a purpose is a failure to have a meaningful brand,
and who wants that?

THE POWER OF PURPOSE
It’s not just about consumers or investors. Purpose
guides company culture, which ultimately attracts,
retains and motivates the best talent.
So, as authorities such as Fink and Polman declare,
the very nature and role of business within society is in
transformation. The need for meaningful purpose – a
cultural North Star – sits at the centre of this.
In parallel, our industry has been on the back foot.
There is a consumer crisis of trust in advertising, not
helped by firms such as Cambridge Analytica. This
is coupled with the commercial commoditisation of
many services that agencies historically performed.
As agencies themselves deal with these issues and
the role they play within clients’ businesses, as they
question why they are being challenged at the top
table, they should think about how they can help their
clients with this business and social transformation.
Perfect Storm is a brand and cultural transformation
company. We help our clients do good things in the
world that are good for business.
To have a Purpose or not to have a purpose, how is
this ever a question?

AT A GLANCE

Founded 2013
Principals Jason Foo,
CEO; Seb Hill, executive
creative director; Tony
Quinn, chief strategy officer;
Jamie Buchanan, client
services director; Fernando
Desouches, managing
director, New Macho
Staff 45
Location London

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
Nike truly taking a stand in a
polarised, un-United States,
featuring Colin Kaepernick
in the 30th Anniversary of
‘Just Do It’ and, as such,
supporting his protest
against police violence on
black Americans. There was
truth and power in his face
with the headline “Believe in
something. Even if it means
sacrificing everything.”
An ad with true purpose.
Opponents burned their
Nikes; Nike’s value rose $6bn.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard? Q,
the ‘genderless’ voice-tech
platform designed to tackle
gender bias and make the
use of AI more inclusive.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency this
year? New Macho, our new
specialist division tackling
toxic masculinity and helping
brands grow through a more
relevant male narrative.
How can agencies keep
great people? By having a
great purpose. Promotions
and pay rises help, too. Let’s
call them the three Ps.
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hasan & partners group

INTRODUCING
A MARRIAGE…
…of creativity and customer-centricity that enables companies
to take a step further and maximise customer value and loyalty
Words Eka Ruola, CEO and ECD, hasan & partners group

AT A GLANCE

PEKKA MUSTONEN

Founded 1991
Principals Eka Ruola, CEO
and ECD, hasan & partners
group; Ami Hasan, chairman,
hasan & partners group;
Panu Nordlund, CEO, hasan
& partners; Anna-Riikka
Hovi, CEO, Frankly Partners;
Ann Ystén, CEO, Perfect
Fools; Päivi Holmqvist, CEO,
hasan communications;
Karri Jalkanen, CEO, hasan
éditions; Niko Waaralinna,
CEO, Raw & Land; Jordan
Warren, CEO, TBD
Staff 190
Locations Helsinki,
Stockholm, San Francisco

(Left-right) Nina Lallukka, Katja Gunnelius, Eka Ruola, Karoliina Harjula, Johanna Juuvinmaa: “Being customer-obsessive adds value”

B

rands have lost control. Ten or 15 years ago,
advertisers could use only a handful of channels
to guide people to purchase; now there’s an
explosion of choice and customers are far
more empowered, so reach needs to be reinvented.
This is fantastic news, because it forces brands
to better understand their customers’ lives
and behaviour.
That’s why we place customer-centricity at the
heart of our work, which is still fundamentally
creative but encompasses the entire customer
journey. We understand that being customerobsessive adds value and is the only way that
businesses can succeed in this new era.
A new world order requires new success metrics.
Businesses should no longer be judged on revenue
or market share, but by how much they maximise
customer value. We’ve built a model with Aalto
University in Finland to help brands understand and
track their customer-centricity DNA.

LASTING CHANGE AND VALUE
We have identified 35 points that companies
can action to become customer-centric, such as
developing marketing as service, devising ‘wow’
experiences, and bringing customers into the heart
of the organisation. Although many brands want to
make this kind of transformation, it’s a big challenge
that needs to be led by top management, who
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themselves may not understand the scope of what
being customer-centric actually means.
For example, it’s not enough to track customer data
– it needs to be implemented, and decisions should
be based on the learnings. We help brands create a
customer-centric strategy and tools to implement it,
as well as enable lasting change through leadership
and culture, to continually create customer value.
The upside to adopting this approach is to equip
businesses with a greater ability to target their
customers with more relevant services, products and
messages at each stage of the customer journey.
Long before a person buys a product or sees an ad,
we have already started to build an experience in the
minds of the audience that we want to attract.
Take our work with Kesko, a big Finnish retailer
with several sub-brands. As its strategic customercentricity partner, we truly understand the buying
behaviour of each customer segment. This means
we devise brand strategies that deliver value for the
customers as well as create campaigns and always-on
content that speaks to each segment individually,
engaging them at an emotional and rational level.
The resulting business success, quality of product,
service development and increased customer loyalty
is why I believe all companies should be not only
customer-centric, but also customer-obsessive.
Naturally, never forgetting the importance of great
creativity to tell their story.

Q&A

What’s the best work you’ve
seen in the past 12 months?
Nike’s “Dream Crazy”. This is
how you drive a purpose. A
strong cultural tension tied
beautifully to the very core of
the brand essence. A big sack
of energy for the haters, even
bigger for the ones who love.
What’s the best application
of Voice you’ve heard? “OK
Google” – Google Home.
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency this
year? Customer-centricity in
the very core of everything.
How can agencies keep
great people? By fostering
a great creative culture.

Social responsibility done right:
Gazprom Football for Friendship
project has true global reach

AGT Communications Group

MAKE GLOBAL
UNITY THE GOAL
How a collaborative, open and friendly approach in both
business and football results in new opportunities worldwide
Words Vladimir Serov, F4F global director, business development and international communications director, AGT Communications Group

E

very season, Gazprom Football for Friendship
unites thousands of people from all over the
world who meet for the annual Football for
Friendship Championship – whether in London,
Lisbon, Berlin, Milan, St. Petersburg or elsewhere.
AGT Communications Group set up this global
football initiative six years ago. Our core business
spans nine PR agencies operating across Russia,
Belarus and Kazakhstan and seven other companies
specialising in event organisation, business tourism,
media research, social media, digital comms,
branding and publishing. But we’re proud of having
also created this football organisation that is now in
211 countries, attracting 5,100 participants, and is
known by more than 3.4 billion people worldwide.
Governments, sporting bodies (including FIFA,
UEFA, Olympic and Paralympic committees), political
leaders, as well as international news media such
as Eurosport, have all thrown their support behind
Gazprom Football for Friendship since its 2013 launch.
Its aim is to cultivate in the younger generation an
interest in a healthy lifestyle through football – and
to promote basic human values such as friendship,
equality, fairness, health, peace, devotion, victory,
traditions and honour. I believe Gazprom Football
for Friendship should become a global platform for
the promotion of friendship, tolerance and peace
everywhere. Young football players of different
nationalities, genders, backgrounds and physical

abilities are ready to show people what the world could
be without discrimination, racism, war and violence.

CONNECT WITH CLARITY, CREATIVITY AND CREDIBILITY
AGT’s main principles are high quality, efficiency,
reliability, and transparency. Russia is a unique
business environment and providing communication
support in this market requires a unique approach.
The basis of any project – be it a campaign, product
launch or media support – is strong and relevant
local expertise. Our deep understanding of the
local market, combined with successful global
practice in strategy, creative development, and
event organisation enables us to be the first
choice for customers who want high quality PR
support, explains Vyacheslav Lashchevsky, AGT
Communications Group chairman, board of directors.
It’s an approach that has won the AGT Group a
broad range of Russian and international accounts,
including the Ministry of Education of Russia, the
Moscow government, Gazprom PJSC, Coca-Cola, 3M,
Merck, and Samsung. And connections with federal
and regional authorities, global experts, media and
business associations make the AGT Group a trusted
partner, reflected in its regular top three position within
the national ranking of communications companies
(NR2K) by the Russian Academy of Public Relations.
And, as well as being guided by our core values, we
also have a desire to make the world a better place.

AT A GLANCE

Founded 1996
Principal Vyacheslav
Lashchevsky, chairman,
board of directors
Staff About 300
Locations Russia, Belarus,
Kazakhstan

Q&A

What’s the best work
you’ve seen in the past 12
months? We are monitoring
the development of the
communications market, new
trends, and the experience
of our colleagues worldwide
with great interest. With so
many good projects, it’s quite
difficult to name them all!
What will make the biggest
impact on your agency
this year? There are a lot
of external conditions that
influence our agency and
the professional market
today. But as for the main
issues – everything depends
on ourselves, the AGT team.
The key factor is our ability
to solve communication
problems for our clients
in a truly professional,
responsible, effective and
innovative way.
How can agencies keep
great people? Give credence
to your inhouse experts as
well as empowering people
through growth
and professional
development. Offer them
the chance to work on
interesting, complicated
and large-scale projects.
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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

if you are a marketer and would like
impartial advice on selecting the best
independent agencies for your company’s
individual needs, contact:
Julian Boulding
Tel: +44 (0)20 7240 7117
julian.boulding@thenetworkone.com

if you work for an independent agency
and would like to connect with great agency
partners in other countries, contact:
Paul Squirrell
Tel: +44 (0)20 7240 7117
paul.squirrell@thenetworkone.com

thenetworkone management limited
3rd floor, 48 Beak Street, Soho, London, W1F 9RL
Tel: +44 (0)20 7240 7117
www.thenetworkone.com
www.indiesummit.net
www.facebook.com/thenetworkone

