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TRAVELLING
H O P E F U L LY
When faced with major challenges, marketers go beyond positive spin

Words MORAG CUDDEFORD-JONES

here is a wonderful
Chinese curse that does
the rounds every now
and again: “May you live
in interesting times.” The
implication, of course, being that we
would all very much prefer an easy life.
But where is the fun in that?
We can probably all agree that
marketers live in “interesting times”
for any number of reasons. The markets we operate in are evolving, as is
technology – at a prodigious rate. We
cannot be absolutely certain what the
political or economic landscape will
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look like from one month to the next. As
the former US defence secretary, Donald
Rumsfeld, is famous for saying: “There
are known knowns… there are known
unknowns... but there are also unknown
unknowns.”
At the turn of the new year, senior marketers sat down for CIM’s
Big Conversation roundtable to discuss
how interesting times affect them, how
they are meeting the challenges put in
front of them and how, by taking a largely positive view, they can move forward,
‘travelling hopefully’ into whatever the
future brings.

DEALING WITH BREXIT

There could be no discussion about
interesting times without first addressing the large, B-shaped elephant in the
room. Whether a UK-based company,
a European company trading with the
island nation or an international organisation watching events from afar, few
have been untouched by the unfolding
debate over Brexit.
Headlines have a tendency to veer
from apathy to hyperbole, often in the
space of a single afternoon. As Catalyst
goes to press, there is still no consensus
over what shape the UK’s exit from the
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EU will take, or even if it will stick to the
proposed exit date of 29 March 2019.
However, attendees at the roundtable had some surprising reactions to this
climate of political and economic uncertainty. For one thing, many suggested
that they or their clients were ultimately prepared for any eventuality. And for
another, there were many more upsides
than casual observers might imagine.
“Every day there is something that
has an impact on either a business or the
business world in general. The German
economy is slowing, the UK economy is
slowing – but it hasn’t gone into reces-

Inside...
International expansion spreads
risk and builds resilience
Short-termism distracts from
a focus on purpose
Strong culture supports business
but does not happen overnight
Trust is a challenge, legislation will
help but transparency is vital

sion. I think there is an underlying resilience that we perhaps take for granted,”
claims Stephen Woodford, chief executive of the UK’s Advertising Association.
“I was talking to an American who
was incredibly positive about Brexit.
The economy is very resilient, it’s very
attractive to international investors, the
rule of law is incredibly attractive and
you have world-leading positions in AI
and technology. Global business looks at
[Brexit] as being a bump in the road, not
a cliff edge,” he adds.
“For us, it is fairly business-asusual,” insists Francesca Davies, market-
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ing director at Weetabix UK & Ireland.
“We’ve planned, we’re organised as
much as we can be. [Brexit] isn’t talked
about much because we have done what
we can and we’re getting on with running the business.”
“It’s certainly not cataclysmic,”
adds Simon Hall, managing director at
NextGen Marketing Solutions.
“If your set-up is already a bit international and more service-driven, then
definitely not. Quite a few companies
were born out of the last recession, so
they have dealt with disaster on a fairly broad level already. They have gone
through that streamlining and they’re
more robust.”
That’s not to say it has been entirely smooth sailing. “Some bumps in
the road have happened to us,” admits
Rufus Leonard’s chief strategy officer,
Laurence Parkes. “Within the last two
years it felt like clients were holding
back, but as the year went on it seemed
as if they felt: ‘We can’t wait any more,
we need to crack on with this.’”
Brands based in the UK that have
moved some or all of their business
out of the UK have attracted their fair
share of negative press. However, hedging your bets and looking to develop a
broader spread of interests is also a positive response.
Allyson Stewart-Allen, chief executive of International Marketing Partners
and CIM trustee, explains: “I’m finding a
lot of clients talking to me about diversifying their revenue streams internationally, because of Brexit. It is a huge

opportunity for British companies to be
insulated so that, if there is an economic
shock, at least you have your tentacles in
many different geographies. You want to
have a balanced portfolio of countries.”
Parkes admits this is the case at
Rufus Leonard: “We went out and consciously said we need to get more international business. Taking actions to
drive that resilience [means] then we can
relax and just get on with stuff.”
Extending beyond your boundaries
in times of uncertainty can seem counterintuitive. But to avoid one challenging scenario, perhaps some companies
need to embrace another. Their reticence is understandable. “The biggest
[stumbling block] when I work with

companies is how they scale from one
position to the next, and how they deal
with complexity, whether it is too many
products or services,” Hall warns.
Stewart-Allen has a robust view of
how Brexit might push some companies out of their comfort zone: “I think
[Brexit] is driving action. The thinking
has been around for far too long and now
it’s about [brands] getting off their backsides and doing something, rather than
just debating it.”

LONG -TERM THINKING

If there is one thing that uncertainty
seems to be good at, it is making business look at the bigger picture. Facing
large-scale challenges that make the

Attendees (pictured left to right)
Francesca Davies, marketing director, Weetabix
UK & Ireland
Allyson Stewart-Allen, CEO, International Marketing
Partners, author, CIM trustee
Stephen Woodford, CEO, Advertising Association
Morag Cuddeford-Jones, editor, Catalyst
Simon Hall, managing director, NextGen
Marketing Solutions
Gemma Butler, marketing director, CIM
Laurence Parkes, chief strategy officer, Rufus Leonard
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I THINK THERE IS AN
U N D E R LY I N G R E S I L I E N C E
THAT W E P ERHAP S TAK E
FOR GRANTED
Stephen Woodford, chief executive,
Advertising Association

business confront weaknesses – and
opportunities, such as international
expansion – can be refreshing.
Escaping the tyranny of shorttermism is good marketing practice,
regardless of external political turmoil.
While quick fixes may bring speedy
results, they do little to establish stability and a company-wide sense that everyone is pulling in the same direction.
“If you concentrate on the shortterm challenges, then you get wrapped
up in that short-term thinking. We’re
trying to think about what our purpose
is in the long term, to make sure we’re
prepared for that,” Parkes continues.
CIM’s marketing director, Gemma
Butler, shares her view about the potential negative impacts of being too reactive to immediate change: “When you
set your strategy a few years out, stick
to it. The worst thing at the moment is
to start chopping and changing. No one
knows what the outcome is going to
be, so you have to travel hopefully with
your strategy and stick to your values.
That way your customers don’t get nervous about why you’re suddenly moving
everything about.”
Of course, the pressure to be
short-termist is often external and it is
something of an education piece to stop
the organisation passing its knee-jerk
reactions to the marketing team.
Butler suggests: “When you’re asked
‘What’s happening?’ by finance, you
have to explain that they need to wait
three months to see the effect. Even
investing money in PPC [pay-per-click]
advertising – it doesn’t work overnight.”
“The pressure is in the short and the
long term. Wall Street or the City, they
both want to know quarterly, where’s the

Above Gemma
Butler, CIM marketing
director, and Stephen
Woodford

THERE’S THIS
WHOLE THING
AROUND DATA
PRIVACY – TRUST
I S R E A L LY L O W .
WE HAVE TO
CONFRONT THAT
Allyson Stewart-Allen,
chief executive, International
Marketing Partners

uplift?” Stewart-Allen claims. “It is counter to long-term investment in the ecosystem. It’s how we find ourselves with
current-affairs programmes showing us
six-year-olds sewing sequins on fashion
tops in sweatshops. We all win if we take
a bigger view on what the ecosystem is
that we want to create and fund and
invest in. I’m not sure companies are
really looking at the world like that.”

B U I L D I N G A C U LT U R E

Culture is the next stage of building a
brand that is resilient and able to move
forward despite challenges. It is something that requires that long-term view
to survive. Davies explains why, at
Weetabix, they have culture and strategy
for breakfast:
“We exist within the dynamic breakfast space, which is in a very dynamic
retail market. We could go anywhere
[with the product] but how do we make
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choices that are the right, responsible
choices for the people who love and buy
our brand, as well as our business and
stakeholders,” she insists.
“We wrestle a lot with purpose, and
there’s a way of behaving in Weetabix
which is about doing the right thing.
That’s first and foremost – we’re there
to do the right thing. And in turn,
profit will come,” Davies assures us.
Parkes adds: “The importance of culture can’t be understated. It’s a hard
thing to keep nurturing because it is
throughout the whole business, but
it’s essential.”
Building that culture takes a long
time and isn’t limited to the marketing department. “Rather than purpose
being a marketing tool, ask: ‘Why do we
feel good about working for this organisation?’ You feel that deep-rooted sense
of care that this is your family, these are
your friends. When you have to make
tougher decisions, that’s when you make

the right call on what is the right thing to
do,” Davies says.
“You can’t have companies going
through a cultural programme for the
next 12 months. You can’t do it in 12
months. It’s got to be ongoing and it’s got
to evolve,” Butler insists.
Nor can you ‘KPI’ a culture into
existence. “Companies that rely heavily on the measurement of things have
gone down the route of measuring sustainability and green ethics in terms of
the hours that their employees do. That
becomes a score-card mechanism for
employees to show how many hours
they do for charity, and after five months
or so, they’ve given it up,” Hall warns.
“It’s lost its meaning as to what we
should be doing as a culture. Consumers
keep the company honest through transparency,” he says. And when it comes to
building resilience, honesty – whether
that’s on ethics, purpose, culture or trust
– is definitely the best policy.

E S TABLISH IN G TRU S T

One of the biggest challenges companies
face that is very particular to the modern
age is establishing trust with consumers.
Digital has opened a world of opportunity, but also the potential to make
many mistakes.
“When you talk about trust, I’d say:
trust in what?” Hall asks. “The average
lifecycle of companies in the 1930s was
40 to 50 years. Today, it’s around 15.
Trust in a lot of corporations has shifted
away and they’re engaging influencers
who have no qualifications for this other
than being really good on social media.”
Data, heralded as the new oil, is
largely to blame. Or rather, brands’ ‘kid
in a candy store’ attitude to it. As headlines around Cambridge Analytica,
social media platforms and GDPR suggest, there is something of an urgent
need to tackle data’s Wild West.
“I’m thinking about the reason China
can do things quickly,” says Stewart-

ALL THE
DISCUSSIONS
COME BACK TO
BRAND TRUST
AND ETHICS
Francesca Davies, marketing
director, Weetabix UK & Ireland
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Laurence Parkes, chief
strategy officer, Rufus Leonard

Allen. “There’s this whole issue around
data privacy. Trust is really low. If we
want engagement and participation
from customers and clients, we have to
confront that. It’s not just a PR message,
it’s fundamental. It’s about legislation.”
Legislation can worry marketers.
There is the fear that yet more red tape
is about to be heaped upon them. But

Left Simon Hall, managing
director, NextGen
Marketing Solutions

once again, the gut instinct to approach
change with trepidation should be
calmed. Parkes says: “That is one of the
things the EU has given us. When working in France and with German consumers, you got so much less opportunity to
do the sort of things we’ve historically
done. At the time it was frustrating. Now
I’m thinking that they were just ahead of
the game.”
One of the biggest question marks
tends to be around advertising – its
reach, its frequency, its sheer knowledge
of personal details. “There are things
we can do rather than accept that trust
is going to decline, and we’re working
across the industry looking at what we
can do to improve it,” Woodford insists.
“People still see advertising as a good
thing, but with some downsides. It’s not
viewed as bad. [Consumers] appreciate that it drives innovation and pays
for media. People are incredibly savvy,
they know the game. They appreciate
good advertising and they recognise
bad advertising, and they’ll tell you very
forcefully,” he adds.
It comes back to the issue of transparency and culture. Customers know
their data is used; ethical companies
use it well. Parkes explains: “A trial in
Trieste, in northeast Italy, had major
companies taking on the principles of
the new deal on data [launched at Davos
a few years ago]. What they found was

that by being upfront and making it simpler for people to understand how their
data could be used, and giving them a
choice, consumers were happier to give
more of their data because they understood the value exchange. If we apply
our ability to tell stories through marketing to that value exchange, then people
will be more likely to go: ‘I understand,
I’ll give you more data.’”
Woodford continues: “We have
to keep the value exchange clear. If
you don’t want to see any ads, you can
pay. People who block ads are understandable but they’re upsetting the
value exchange. If you’re a newspaper providing content for free and
[the reader is] not seeing the ads, that
consumer is attacking the newspaper’s
business model.”
Weetabix’s Davies agrees that it all
boils down to good business practice.
“All the discussions come back to brand
trust and ethics, and the area we keep
pushing is making ethical business decisions and building trust. Things like
GDPR are a huge opportunity for marketing to be more transparent and build
that value relationship,” she insists.
Traversing “interesting times” can
be even more challenging when business-as-usual presents more than enough
challenges. But the attendees at CIM’s
roundtable would suggest that more useful than anything else is perspective.
“It’s easy when you look at shortterm events to feel like things have
gone mad. But, if you stand back a little
bit, there are things to be hopeful for
on a cultural and a global level. Hans
Rosling’s Factfulness is about being
aware that humans are drawn to the dramatic, but we need to redress in our own
minds how we see the positive and negative, and help ourselves think a little
more long term,” Parkes claims.
Woodford adds: “I think the world is
getting saner. There is a radical transparency which is very good for business. We
have the most extraordinarily demanding customers, whatever market you
are in. We have the most aggressive and
voracious media that looks at everything
we do. You can run, but you can’t hide.”
But before you think all is rosy in the
marketer’s garden, Stewart-Allen does
have some closing words of warning:
“I’m a believer in Darwin, and that the
mediocre deserve to die.”
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[ C U LT U R E I S ] A
HARD THING TO
KEEP NURTURING
BECAUSE IT IS
THROUGHOUT THE
WHOLE BUSINESS

If you would like to add your voice to

the Big Conversation, visit CIM’s page on
LinkedIn or tweet us at @CIM_Exchange
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