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The Creativity Comeback
Foreword by Malcolm Devoy, Chief Strategy Officer, PHD EMEA

The Cannes Lions Festival of Creativity has been going 
through an identity crisis of late. The canvas in which 
marketing effectiveness was previously delivered has 
been undergoing a transformation. New canvasses 
– such as data and technology, offering unstoppable 
promise – have emerged with different currencies and 
different priorities. Tech giants have extolled the power 
of their platforms, and the industry as it once was is 
watching this play out in its most sacred 
land – Cannes.

Cannes, in recent years, has become not just a festival 
of creativity, but a festival of data, technology and large 
consultancies. It has created a division in a once unified 
field. Those who promote the new canvasses accuse the 
old order as being outdated. There has become a sense 
of “new” set up against the “old”, with the “old” accusing 
the “new” of lacking creativity – the most valuable piece 
of competitive advantage any brand has in their armoury. 

However, it cheapens the argument to refer to the sides 
as Old and New. It immediately creates a bias in favour 
of the New. The argument, in my view, is over a single 
word – innovation – and which methods are best suited 
to deliver it.

From now on, I shall refer to the two sides of the 
argument as Creativity & Innovation (C&I) versus 
Technology & Innovation (T&I). Both sides are future 
facing, both have innovative ideas. Now it’s a case of 
finding the most effective.

The T&I story is that advancements in technology and 
the sophistication in machine learning algorithms can 
serve up personalisation at scale in a way that no 
analogue method ever could. The C&I story questions 
whether mass personalisation is really as effective as 

the narrative suggests; whether pursuing that journey 
erodes brand fame – which is, perhaps, the reason why 
advertising works in the first place.

Without wanting to tread the middle ground, there is a 
simple way of assessing which side a brand might want to 
align with. Mass market brands in low-interest categories 
should align with the C&Is. Niche brands in either high- 
or low-interest categories should follow the T&Is. Mass 
market brands in high-interest categories should invest in 
both sides. C&I for game-changing brand fame; T&I for in-
market performance. There will of course be opportunities 
in exceptions to this, but broadly this fits well.

And if we accept that rule of thumb, it is inevitable 
that Cannes should focus on C&I. The majority of the 
work being for mass market brands – which are either 
completely in the C&I camp or both.

While the T&I story has dominated the headlines in 
recent years, I believe a shift is happening in favour 
of the C&I. Cannes has started regaining what it 
appeared in jeopardy of losing. Famous campaigns, 
transformational growth through creativity, effectiveness 
over efficiency – these are some of the topics which 
were debated and the significance of their implications 
on where we focus our efforts.

As we saw at the festival last week, as we see repeatedly 
throughout the coverage in Snapshots, creativity is 
winning out. It is the biggest lever a brand has. Brand 
fame will win over incremental gain. The canvasses may 
be changing, but the human ability to create paradigm-
shifting ideas will always outperform machine-based 
optimisations of existing operations. Cannes, this year, 
showed us once again that C&I leads over T&I.
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The best ads break the rules. Magic can happen 
when agency creatives say: “What the f**k?” to 
brand guidelines and take a punt on an idea that, 
at first airing, might sound faintly preposterous. 
This was the theme of a session titled ‘The 
Wonder of What The F**K’ at the Cannes Lions 
Festival this week.

Richard Brim, chief creative officer at adam&eveDDB 
revealed that some of the agency’s most successful 
campaigns had been a result of “WTF” thinking, 
where creative teams had trashed rules and 
processes and came up with ideas that stretched the 
boundaries of what clients would normally accept.

Campaigns for John Lewis, the FIFA 2018 computer 
game and Marmite were all based on ideas that Brim 
initially dismissed as weak or undoable. But in each 
case, he was eventually won round by the creative 
teams and he managed to get the ads made. He 
paid tribute to some of the brave clients who ran with 
ideas that seemed risky and were often the opposite 
of what they had asked for.

A campaign for the FIFA computer game broke the 
golden rule of the brand’s advertising, that the ads 
could not interfere with the game. “One team walked 
in and said you are not going to like this and we are 
never going to be able to do it,” explained Brim. “And 
this is how they started the presentation. They said 
they wanted to change the game. My heart sank.”
The idea was to get Ronaldo – the most expensive 
football star in the world – to invent a football skill 
that his avatar in the game would perform and which 

could then be used in the real-life game. Brim finally 
came round, and tried the idea with the client. “We 
went to EA (the game developer) and they said no. 
But eventually they said yes. And Ronaldo developed 
it, and everything they said they would never, ever do, 
they did.”

The result was a skill created by Ronaldo called the 
Tornado, a twisting volley kick. The ad campaign 
featured other football stars giving their take on the 
move. The campaign gripped the attention of FIFA 
players and showed how skills could flow from the 
computer game into the professional game.

Another disruptive campaign was for Marmite as 
part of its “Love it or Hate it” positioning. The agency 
persuaded the brand to commission research from a 
genetics laboratory to establish whether there was a 
genetic predisposition to loving or hating the brand.  
“That was magic for us – the press went crazy,” 
said Brim.

The agency created DNA-testing kits so people could 
see if they were genetically predisposed to loving 
or hating Marmite. A TV ad campaign was created 
humorously showing people getting the results of 
their Marmite DNA tests.

The agency also audaciously trashed the 
established guidelines with its 2018 Christmas TV ad 
campaign for UK department store John Lewis. The 
client had two golden rules for the ads: They could 
not feature celebrities and they should only tell 
fictional stories.

One team came up with an idea that flouted 
both rules. It was to feature pop singer 
Elton John and tell his life story backwards, 
culminating in him receiving a piano as a 
Christmas present when he was a little boy.

“I said ‘Well, maybe… but no,’” says Brim. But 
the idea stuck in his head and grew on him. 
“I tried it out on the client who said: ‘We don’t 
do celebrities and we tell our own story.’ I said 
we want to change things up and maybe we 
should, and he eventually said OK, let’s see if we 
can get him. And we got him.”

The Elton John campaign was probably John 
Lewis’ most celebrated Christmas ad and 
helped lift sales in a tough retail market.

Brim encouraged all creatives to take a 
courageous, rule-breaking approach to their 
work. “We’ve all been in places where they say: 
‘no idea is a bad idea’, but you think that they 
are all going to laugh at you and you think that 
you are going to be fired. This can do crippling 
things to the creative process.”

Creatives must be brave, he said, to rapturous 
applause from the Cannes crowd: “Don’t be 
afraid of the d**kheads. Don’t ever be afraid to 
say something stupid.”

The Wonder of WTF
Richard Brim, Chief Creative Officer, adam&eveDDB
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Brands will only remain relevant in a changing 
world by putting people at the heart of their 
strategies – but that is easier said than done.
 
Marcel Marcondes, US chief marketing officer at 
Anheuser-Busch, received a rapturous welcome 
from the Cannes Lions crowd as he shared the story 
of how the mega-brewer has re-energised its sales 
and cultural relevance by focusing on humanising 
its brands. The company realised that in a world of 
seemingly infinite choice, it risked losing touch with 
consumers and becoming irrelevant.
 
“The only way to be relevant to people is by paying 
attention to them,” he told the session. “If we aren’t 
paying attention to them, they won’t pay attention 
to us,” he added.
 
Marcondes outlined four rules that had guided the 
brand owner’s journey to humanising its approach 
to marketing and putting people at the heart of the 
brand story.
 
First, brands need to speak the language of their 
consumers. This seems obvious, but language and 
culture are changing so quickly that brands struggle 
to keep up.
 
People watch far fewer TV ads as they are spending 
more time on Netflix. To adapt to this trend, AB 
decided that instead of doing a traditional TV 
ad campaign for Bud Light – America’s biggest 
beer brand – it would create a Game of Thrones-
style content series, featuring a cast of characters 
including the Bud Knight.

They invented a catchphrase – Dilly Dilly – to toast 
drinking a Bud Light. As Marcondes explained, “Dilly 
Dilly, that’s how we toast in that world. It is amazing to 
see that when you start to speak consumers’ language 
they start to speak ours as well. One day we woke up 
and the whole country was saying Dilly Dilly.”
 
The second golden rule is to break stereotypes 
about consumers. “We were shallow in describing 
consumer targets. For example, when we thought 
about what is keeping students awake at night. 
You’d probably think it’s parties, but when we went 
beyond the stereotypes we realised something else 
was keeping them awake at night – student debt.”
 
AB took the US$1m marketing budget of its Bud 
Natural Light brand, which is popular among 
students, and ran a competition offering 40 
students $25,000 to help with their student debt if 
they made a winning video about life at college. 
The competition was a huge hit with the target 
market and helped boost sales of the brand. “If you 
can overcome stereotypes, you become relevant to 
people and they really embrace your brand,” 
said Marcondes.
 
Another vital strategy is to give people what they 
want. As the marketer said: “I was educated to sell 
people what I make rather than to adjust what 
I make to better solve their needs. That is a big 
change in mindset and that is what we are trying to 
apply every day.”
 
The company achieved this by watching the biggest 
trends – such as the trend for people to mix their 

Bud with whiskey. “Our immediate instinct was danger 
– someone is invading our space,” said Marcondes.
 
But then the company decided to embrace the 
trend and launched Budweiser Reserve Copper 
Lager, which was brewed on real Jim Beam 
Bourbon barrel staves.
 
Lesson four is to show people you care about them. 
“It’s unbelievable the difference it makes. That is 
what people expect from our products,” he said.
 
The company asked people what they imagined a 
Budweiser brewery looked like. They had a picture 
in their minds of an automated factory with no 
humans. “They were telling us we don’t have a 
human connection, so we don’t care about them 
and don’t have love in your product. So we said 
let’s do something about this.”
 
One ad that came out of this approach compared 
a Bud ad from 1956, which showed a woman 
serving her very masculine husband a beer, with 
a modernised version. This updated ad showed 
the pair sitting drinking a beer together. The ad 
was launched for International Women’s Day. It 
received 50 million impressions in 24 hours. The 
idea was to show that Bud cares about female 
empowerment.
 
“People are starting to realise Bud is a beer worth 
paying more for,” said Marcondes. “We are talking 
about celebrating people. When you establish a 
connection with people, they see you in a different 
way because you are showing that you care.”
 
Marcondes’ four rules for humanising a brand are:

1. Speak the language of consumers.
2. Break the stereotypes you have of your target 
audience.
3. Give people what they want.
4. Show people you care about them.

Budweiser brings humanity back to marketing
Marcel Marcondes, Chief Marketing Officer, Anheuser-Busch USA; 
Dwayne Wade, NBA All-Star and Olympic Gold Medalist
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create for challenger brands. The Craftory invests 
in established, purpose-driven brands across five 
causes – democratising access, championing self-
esteem, creating social progress, delivering good 
health and building sustainable progress.

“We look at brands with a founding team that 
has a fire in their belly to deliver on one of those 
missions. We invest behind that desire,” he said.

The company is challenging two establishments – 
first the consumer goods industry, which Sceti says 
is very good at promoting consumption but has 
failed to communicate the consequences of that 
consumption. But it is also confronting the financial 
investment industry, which is failing to serve the 
growth of cause-related challenger brands.

The term challenger brand once referred to 
the likes of Pepsi-Cola or Avis, which took 
on established brand leaders. Today, many 
challengers are engaged in something far more 
fundamental than vying for market share. They are 
seeking to transform not just the way we consume 
brands, but the nature of capitalism itself.

Overthrow II is available for purchase now from 
overthrow2.com.

A provocative new breed of challenger brand has 
exploded on to the global market in recent years. 
The growth of these challengers has been called 
the “marketing megatrend” of our age by Adweek, 
while a study of IRI data revealed that between 
2011 and 2016, some US$22bn of spending in 
the packaged goods sector transferred from big 
brands to challenger brands.

PHD decided that this was a good time to 
launch its second book on challenger brands – 
“Overthrow II – 10 strategies from the new wave 
of challengers”, co-written by Adam Morgan, 
founder of consultancy eatbigfish, and PHD’s Chief 
Strategy Officer for EMEA, Malcolm Devoy.

To support the launch, PHD staged a panel discussion 
at the Cannes Lions festival. Morgan interviewed 
three leading marketers involved with iconoclastic 
challenger brands. All are on a mission to overthrow 
the norms of marketing and change the destructive, 
exploitative nature of consumer capitalism.

Pascal van Ham, Head of Marketing at Dutch 
brand Tony’s Chocolonely, described the 
company’s central mission as ending the 
exploitation of child labour in the chocolate supply 
chain. The brand was created in 2005 by three 
journalists determined to campaign for greater 
transparency and fairness in the way chocolate is 

made. Chocolonely bars lead their market in The 
Netherlands and the brand has now launched in 
nine countries.

“We are not a normal company; we are an impact 
company making chocolate. We use chocolate as a 
change agent to end modern slavery and illegal child 
labour in the chocolate industry,” van Ham explained.

The brand has campaigned for new legislation 
forcing companies to be transparent about their 
supply chains and to research the risks of illegal 
child labour. Van Ham dressed up in a chocolate 
bar suit with her team all wearing Tony costumes 
to present a petition supporting the motion 
to politicians.

“It was fun dressing up in Tony costumes. People 
were thinking: ‘What is happening here?’ They felt 
sympathy. For me as marketing director, doing this 
is representing our culture.

“We take our mission seriously but we don’t take 
ourselves very seriously,” she said.

“We are one big team, but we only realise our mission 
if we mobilise people, and that starts with ourselves,” 
she added. She said the brand seeks to disrupt the 
norms of chocolate marketing and uses creativity 
and fun ideas to promote a serious message.

Another brand which is challenging the rules of 
the food industry is Oatly, the Swedish oat milk 
brand created after researchers discovered lactose 
intolerance. The brand positions itself against the 
dairy industry, declaring that cows’ milk is for baby 
cows, whereas Oatly is for humans.

John Schoolcraft, Creative Director at Oatly, 
was iconoclastic in his rejection of the rules of 
marketing. He told the audience: “My background 
is in advertising but I don’t really like advertising, 
and I don’t even really like marketing. And I don’t 
really believe in selling products to people.”

Asked what Oatly is rebelling against, he replied: 
“We are challenging everything. The food 
production system is broken. The things that go 
into products and the lack of transparency are 
mind-blowing.”

He felt a lot of people at the Cannes festival were 
thinking about ways of selling, but said: “We don’t 
even talk about selling – we talk about systematic 
change in the world. If we sell products along the 
way, that’s great.”

The company was sued by the Swedish dairy 
industry for portraying cow’s milk as unhealthy. 
“You can lay down flat or stand up to them, so 
we took out full page ads in Swedish newspapers, 
we posted the lawsuit online and kept everything 
transparent. That was a very fearless move. That was 
the day we became fearless,” he told the discussion.

Undeterred, Oatly has launched its ad campaign 
in the UK with the claim: “It’s like milk but made for 
humans.”

Meanwhile, another keen supporter of cause-led 
challenger brands is Elio Leoni Sceti, a lifelong 
consumer marketer at Reckitt Benckiser who rose 
to become chief executive of EMI music and Igloo 
Birds Eye Foods. He told the discussion about 
The Craftory, an investment fund he has helped 

Leading brands discuss what it means to be 
a challenger at PHD and eatbigfish’s 
Overthrow II book launch
Adam Morgan, Partner, eatbigfish; Pascal van Ham, Head of Marketing, 
Tony’s Chocolonely; John Schoolcraft, Creative Director, Oatly; Elio Leoni 
Sceti, Co-Founder, The Craftory
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TikTok, the video sharing app with 500 million 
monthly users worldwide, is much loved by a 
new generation of outspoken, socially-active 
smartphone users. The rules, behaviour and 
morals of the platform are worlds apart from 
other social networks – the videos are mostly 15 
seconds long and tall, not square. You scroll up 
and down through videos; you don’t swipe. Tik 
Tok positions its culture for go-getters, activists 
and dreamers who value action and engagement 
over likes and followers.

To learn more about what makes Tik Tok tick, the 
platform’s US marketing director Stefan Heinrich 
brought video creators Anna O’Brien and Andrea 
Okeke on to the stage at the Cannes Lions 
for a session entitled “#no filter – the activists 
disrupting entertainment”.

Heinrich told the session that today’s youth are 
more critical of advertising than ever – people 
under 28 years old are half as likely to engage 
with branded content than those who are older, 
he said. “We need to adapt to their style and 
speak their language if we want to keep up. Real 
life is winning,” he said.

Heinrich asked the creators whether today’s youth 
really do suffer from a declining attention span, as 
many have said.

Okeke responded that content has changed and 
today’s children and youth – so-called Generation 
Z – are turning away from long-form content. “With 

15 second videos, they can watch them and re-
watch them, but they see everything. They notice 
the smallest little error, they are like detectives.”
O’Brien added that for older generations, the 
details of a piece of content are less important 
than the overarching story. “But in today’s 
generation, attention to detail is rife. A lot of 
creators are doing multi-layered content so you 
have the real story at the front but then you have 
all these little vignettes in the background that 
are secondary experiences where people watch 
them again and again. It could be someone 
taking selfies in the background. These become 
part of story lines on top of each other.”

She praised TikTok as a platform where that 
creators really can be themselves. “As a creator 
on other channels you get put into a box, you are 
a beauty person or a fashion person or a lifestyle 
person, there are rigid little containers they put 
you into whereas on Tik Tok, one day I’m doing a 
dance video, next day I’m running around doing 
something silly, or hitting someone with a milk jug.

“There’s all kinds of different components to who we 
are and that allows us to be authentic and that is a 
really important part of this generation’s identity. We 
are not seeking to identify people with one word.”

This makes Tik Tok a tough terrain for marketers 
to negotiate as they work with creators to 
promote their brands through videos. 
Some brands make the mistake of trying to 
repeat the approach they have used with TV 

commercials or other social platforms. They need 
to understand the peculiarities of TikTok and work 
with creators as individuals.

Okeke, who has created TikTok content to promote 
brands such as Netflix and Chipotle, said: “I will 
only collaborate with a brand that I believe in, I 
am not going to collaborate with a brand I don’t 
use. I make sure I can advertise it authentically.” 
She advised marketers: “Try to allow the creator be 
creative and to do what they love.”

O’Brien said the world is full of brands which are 
trying to be neutral and comfortable. But that 

What makes TikTok tick?

approach doesn’t work on TikTok, where people 
are trying to make strong statements and have a 
defined point of view. Comfortable, safe content is 
just boring.

O’Brien added that she feels she is on an 
important mission with TikTok. “I spent my whole 
life being told what I couldn’t do, so I decided 
to do it anyway. Now I tell people that the 
boundaries the world tries to place on you don’t 
need to be there. Just do what you love and screw 
what others tell you.”

What makes TikTok tick?
Stefan Heinrich, Marketing Director (US), TikTok; Anna O’Brien, Creator, 
TikTok; Andrea Okeke, Comedy Content Creator, TikTok
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The secrets of successful challenger brands were 
laid bare at the Cannes Lions Festival this week 
with a session hosted by PHD Worldwide and 
eatbigfish entitled “The Rule Breakers’ Rule Book: 
5 Commandments of Challenger Thinking”.

Adam Morgan, founder of consultancy eatbigfish, 
and Malcolm Devoy, PHD’s chief strategy officer for 
EMEA, took to the stage at the Debussy Theatre to 
unveil the lessons of PHD’s new book ‘Overthrow II – 
10 strategies from the new wave of challengers’.

Morgan first talked about challenger brands in his 
1999 book ‘Eating the big fish’. He told the session 
that in the past few years, there has been an 
explosion of interest in challenger thinking as more 
start-ups have disrupted sectors such as consumer 
goods, entertainment, banking and insurance. Driven 
by the democratisation of technology, the rise of the 
challengers looks set to become a permanent feature 
of the economy in coming decades.

Overthrow II uses interviews with 18 entrepreneurs 
from challenger brands to uncover their secrets and 
examine the common ground between them.

Devoy outlined five key areas that the challengers 
have used to build their success.

1. They understand the difference between 
effectiveness and efficiency.
While effectiveness is the extent to which a brand 

achieves its goals, efficiency is the method used 
to achieve those outcomes and is often based on 
cost cutting. The challenger brands focus heavily 
on effectiveness; for instance, spending heavily on 
advertising through expensive media channels to 
tell their story. While this might seem inefficient in 
the short-term, challengers are focusing on creating 
strong connections with consumers rather than 
saving money.

Devoy gave the example of Copa90, a social media 
platform for football fans. “They talked about 
being an anti-algorithm brand. They talk about 
not wanting to dance in the traffic. They want to 
genuinely connect with and engage fans, they don’t 
want to take short cuts with efficiency measures like 
algorithms to create relevance,” said Devoy.

2. They value attitude over targeting.
“They all have a defined attitude and are willing to 
put it out there regardless of whether they feel it 
might polarise opinion or not, and they tend to reach 
everybody even with a divisive attitude,” Devoy said.

For instance, “punk” brewer and pub chain BrewDog 
has nurtured its rebellious attitude but does not focus 
on craft beer drinkers, it takes on the big beer brands. 
“They are drawing huge numbers of buyers to them 
despite being seemingly divisive,” said Devoy.

3. They promote creativity over relevance.
“These brands aren’t trying to be different things 

to different segments. They have the unapologetic 
confidence to be one thing to everybody and they 
tend to feel that pays off much better by creating 
brand fame, so everyone knows the same thing 
about them,” said Devoy. They use creative methods 
to tell their stories rather than trying to be relevant to 
different consumers.

For instance, Tony’s Chocolonely is a Dutch chocolate 
brand founded to campaign for the eradication 
of child labour exploitation in the chocolate 
supply chain. The brand uses creativity to make 
its point. The segments of its chocolate bars are 
unequal, to demonstrate the inequalities that exist 
in the global supply chain. A serious message is 
delivered in a playful way. “They are not in the 
persuasion industry, they are in the entertainment 
industry,” said Devoy.

4. Humanised technology.
This must be employed in a human way – “tech 
below the surface,” as PHD calls it. Personalisation 
through technology should be applied to a 
product, but not to the advertising of that 
product. Personalised advertising is viewed by the 
public as breaking the contract of privacy.

Insurance app Lemonade has revolutionised the 
way insurance is sold using Artificial Intelligence. 
The app uses friendly language, offering efficiency 
in a human way.

5. Distinctiveness is vital.
Share of voice is easy to measure, but 
distinctiveness is hard to gauge. “These brands 
we’ve studied have less budget than market 
leaders, but they have disproportionate effect. 
These brands are true iconoclasts – they reject 
cherished beliefs, they are rule breakers. They look 
at every convention in their category and tear it up 
in a way that makes them stand out,” said Devoy.

Morgan wrapped up the session by pointing to 
the growth of investment companies that focus 
on challenger brands such as The Craftory in 
London and Verlinvest in Belgium. These funds 
argue that challengers will be a key feature of the 
consumer economy for years to come.

“The challenger mindset is no longer the province 
of a small group of young challengers. It is 
becoming a prerequisite for anybody aiming 
to survive in a much more volatile, fast moving 
world,” said Morgan.

PHD and eatbigfish present ‘The Rule Breakers’ 
Rule Book: 5 Commandments of Challenger 
Thinking’ at Cannes Lions
Adam Morgan, Partner, eatbigfish; Malcolm Devoy, Chief Strategy Officer,
 PHD EMEA
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Yumi is a customer care assistant working for 
Procter & Gamble’s prestige skincare brand SK-
II. She answers customers’ questions and helps 
them understand complex skincare science and 
terminology. But Yumi isn’t a human – she’s a 
bot with a human face who appears on screens 
and can talk, joke and answers questions just like a 
real person.

Created by AI company Soul Machines, Yumi is one 
of the new breed of digital customer assistants being 
launched by brands as they seek to give
a human face to the technological revolution. 
Yumi was presented at Cannes Lions at a session 
entitled “Human AI and the personalisation of 
customer experience.”

Soul Machines co-founders Greg Cross and Mark 
Sagar presented the company’s “Human OS” 
operating system and showed how it allows brands 
to add humanity and engagement to their digital 
interactions with customers.

The Human OS system allows brands to create 
speaking, humanised digital faces that can chat to 
customers about products, answer their questions 
and make informed and unbiased suggestions. 

To power this operating system, Soul Machines 
has designed a digital brain, which recreates the 
processes and activities of the human brain to offer a 
human-style interaction. The digital brain uses neuro-
science, developmental psychology and cognitive 
science theories to generate human-like animation. 

“This means we can dynamically change the content 
of what we are doing so we can create what the 
character might look like and how it behaves. We 
can design digital personalities,” said chief executive 
Mark Sagar. That means each brand’s digital bot 
can have its own distinct personality and as the bot 
remembers interactions, it can build up relationships 
with customers over time.

At the session, Cross interviewed SK-II’s Yumi bot, 
which appeared on a large video screen.

“Wow, this is so exciting, I’ve got goosebumps!” the 
female-voiced bot told the audience and added: 
“Cannes Lions sure attracts a stylish crowd.”

Cross asked: “What do you do?” 

Yumi replied: “What don’t I do? I’m totally obsessed 
with skincare, which is why I am the first digital 
skincare adviser for SK-II, ready to chat any time, 
any place.”

Cross asked: “What skincare advice would you give 
the audience today?” 

Yumi answered: “Moisturise, it’s the best way to stay 
young. Good skincare is what makes my pixels glow.”

SK-II global chief executive Sandeep Seth, who is a 
Vice President at P&G, took to the stage to explain 
the thinking behind Yumi. The skincare shopping 
environment can be extremely intimidating, he 
said, with pushy salespeople and a plethora of 

different brands. The brand has been looking to 
use technology to create a warmer experience for 
customers and empower shoppers by giving them a 
greater sense of control. 

“Yumi is one of those experiments in giving 
technology a human face to create a connection 
with a shopper who spends all that money buying 
the product but when they get it home, they don’t 
know how to use it. They don’t know who to look 
to for advice because if they go back to the shop, 
they will get pushed into buying more products. 
So we are looking to build that unbiased human 
connection that really helps build the warmth 
between the brand and the shoppers.”

The Human OS digital brain is constructed using 
virtual dopamine, serotonin and oxytocin, the 
chemicals which unleash human reactions. So if 
someone makes eye contact with the model, this 
releases virtual oxytocin in the model’s digital brain 

and it starts bonding behaviour similar to that of 
humans. The model can see through a webcam and 
hear through a microphone. It can even think and 
make decisions to achieve a particular goal. For 
instance, it can guide a customer to a goal such as 
a purchase or guide it to a fixture in a store. 

“It can behave in lots of different ways. Real people 
behave in different ways, that is the personality 
of that person. Think about the infinite creative 
opportunities when you can build an autonomously 
animated model that can behave in different ways 
using its memories,” said Cross.

Soul Machines is working with 20 global brands 
such as RBS, Mercedes-Benz and healthcare and 
education businesses to build personalised customer 
experiences for their products. But ultimately, 
customers will decide whether this improves their 
experience of the brand or is an unwelcome 
intervention by a digital persona.

Human AI and the personalisation of 
customer experience
Greg Cross, Co-Founder and Chief Business Officer, Soul Machines; 
Mark Sagar, CEO and Co-Founder, Soul Machines
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It’s not often that a logo accurately defines 
the values of a company. But Target, the US 
retailer with over 1,800 stores, has a powerful 
and distinctive logo featuring three concentric 
circles forming a bullseye. In the session “A circle 
big enough for us all”, the company’s head of 
diversity Caroline Wanga and chief creative 
officer Todd Waterbury discussed how the logo 
represents Target’s approach to both inclusivity 
and marketing.

Waterbury explained that the logo represents 
“a space for everyone”, where there is a “circle of 
warmth in the middle” and an ever-expanding 
group of people that surround it. “No matter where 
you are, there is room for you as well,” he said.

This is vital for a general retailer such as Target. 
Seventy-five percent of Americans live within 10 
miles of a Target store, so the company needs to 
be open to every type of person and offer products 
and services that appeal to all.  

Wanga explained that she is from Kenya, and there 
is an African proverb that says if you want to go 
fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.

“A circle big enough for us all is in service of what 
together brings us, not what brings us together,” she 
said. This she described as: “The combined energy 
of the endurance and the effort of the hands, 
the heart and the head of a brand to truly give 
equitable experiences to as many as it can.”

population. But Wanga says that every 
organisation and individual needs to take part 
in building a more inclusive society and world. 

Her advice for others to achieve inclusivity 
is: “Don’t say it if you are not going to do 
it. I want honesty. It takes hard work. But 
everybody doesn’t need to play the same role, 
just play your role hard and deep. If you are 
in marketing, what is your role? If you are in 
stores, what’s your role?”

If everybody plays their role as best they can, 
she argued, that will lead to inclusive decision-
making, such as a store leader who understands 
how to sell products to somebody who looks 
radically different from the rest of the population. 
Or the merchandiser who understands that it is 
best not to put the plus-size clothing section next 
to the maternity section.

They concluded that everyone is responsible 
for encouraging inclusivity at the companies 
and organisations where they work and in the 
circumstances they find themselves. Most of 
us fail to demand enough of the companies 
where we work in terms of inclusivity. We 
should hold them to higher standards.

An example of Target’s efforts to build a fully 
inclusive offer is the Cat & Jack own brand of 
children’s clothes. The US$2bn brand supports 
the idea of design for all and has done work to 
make clothes for all types of children. This led to 
the development of a line of adaptive clothing for 
children with special needs. These could be garments 
that are small or have flat seams and no internal 
labels, or a jacket for someone in a wheelchair. 

Every product is designed based on a real story of 
a customer, such as a shirt designed for children 
who need abdominal access. The adaptive clothing 
range has helped the children feel and behave like 
other children and has aided parents who want their 
children to be “just a kid,” in the words of one mother.

As Waterbury said: “We are a big, publicly-held 
company, we are a retailer. To be part of the 
community and being the place for everyone to 
feel like they can be included is the line we walk 
between reinforcing the soul of our brand, those 
beliefs we hold dear, and how those beliefs translate 
into the actions we take as a company.”

This is the driving force of the company, he says. 
“Managing soul at scale” means deepening and 
reinforcing the brand promise as the company 
grows and expands. But he recognised that there is 
also a tension between the two.

Inclusivity is part of Target’s business proposition 
as it is a general retailer aimed at the entire 

A circle big enough for us all
Caroline Wanga, Chief Diversity Officer, Target; Todd Waterbury, 
Chief Creative Officer, Target
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As consumers grapple with some 5,000 
commercial messages each day and our attention 
span is reduced to that of a goldfish, brands 
are looking for more effective ways to make an 
impact. In the session: “Giving them something 
they can feel: multisensory brand experience”, 
Mastercard’s chief marketing and communications 
officer Raja Rajamannar explained how the 
payment brand has reinvented its branding for the 
modern age.

“As CMO, how do I cut through the clutter, tell 
the public about my services and persuade them 
to go for my brand and not my competitor’s 
brand?” he pondered. “Advertising is dead, the 
way we know it. The future is going to be all 
about experiences. We call it story making, when 
you enable consumers to have experiences that 
are terrific, and they will then tell their stories. 
With the migration of consumers to ad free 
environments, I don’t think advertising will last for 
a very long time.”

For this reason, MasterCard has been on a 
journey to create an immersive and interactive 
multisensory relationship with its users using audio 
and visual representations. One radical move 
earlier this year was to remove its name from 
its famous logo which uses intersecting red and 
orange circles. 

Rajamannar explained that the company made 
the move because logos are increasingly seen 

in miniature environments such as mobile and 
smartwatch screens. The letters of the corporate 
name are barely visible and removing them 
allows the pictorial logo to be larger. Over 80% 
of the population recognises the MasterCard logo 
without the name.

“If you take the name out, the logo is slightly bigger 
and it jumps out at you,” he said.

Another significant transformation is that many 
brand interactions today are through audio, on 
voice-activated smart speakers, in connected cars 
and increasingly through internet of things devices, 
such as being able to talk to home objects.  

“If the voice is a significant way of interaction, there 
is no visual real estate to showcase my beautiful 
brand, so we had to come up with an audio identity 
through sonic branding,” he explained.

The sonic brand needed to be distinctive, 
memorable, pleasant and to allow many different 
versions so it would not get repetitive. “And it has 
to be versatile – whether in Dubai, Shanghai or 
Colombia, it has to be native to you; also, if you are 
at the opera, a soccer match or a country music 
setting. This was the brief to my agencies.”

The company listened to more than 2,000 melodies 
before finding one which matched the brief. It has 
a wide variety of uses, for telephone hold music, 
as a sonic signature at the end of ads, to be used 

at company events and in different, culturally 
appropriate versions across the world.

“As a payments enabling company, we have 
the advantage that the card is used at multiple 
places all the time, that is a unique advantage 
that I can use to reinforce my brand presence. 
When you tap or swipe or make a mobile 
transaction, when it goes through, the melody 
plays for 1.3 seconds on the payment terminal. 
It is important the melody is non-tedious – the 
fatigue factor has to be minimal and we have 
done tremendous neuro research on it,” 
he said. 

Rajamannar brought Chinese classical pianist 
Lang Lang on to the stage to play the melody 
with a string section. This was rapturously 
received by the audience. 

MasterCard is also pursuing a third sensory strategy 
through taste. Food is a vital interconnection 
between people and ignites the passions of affluent 
consumers. The culinary market is worth some $10 
trillion a year and is the number one passion point 
for female consumers and accounts for 40% of 
MasterCard transactions.

The company is launching the Mastercard Bistro, 
which it describes as an “interactive experience,” 
debuting at Rome Airport, with a second to open 
in Manhattan.

The next iteration of sensory branding will be touch. 
“Haptic is one way of touch, there are other aspects 
of it, we are at the beginning, but the differentiation 
on haptic is not very easy,” he said, adding that 
nothing beats music for branding. “It touches your 
heart and touches your soul.” 

Giving them something they can feel: 
multisensory brand experience
Raja Rajamannar, Chief Marketing and Communications Officer, Mastercard
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HSBC turned to French composer and producer 
Jean-Michel Jarre to create its first sound logo. 
Launched earlier this year, the sonic branding 
was named after its latest global ad campaign 
“Together we thrive”. But what will this sonic 
mnemonic achieve? And how did Jarre come up 
with a melody that will be played and recognised 
in 66 marketers around the world? 

To discuss the sonic branding, Jarre joined HSBC’s 
global head of brand Andrea Newman on stage at 
Cannes Lions for a session simply called “A journey 
into sound”, hosted by Arthur Sadoun, chairman and 
chief executive of Publicis Groupe.

Jarre said he was fascinated by the brief and the 
idea of creating something that was neither a film 
score nor an album.

“I was intrigued by not just doing the music for a 
TV campaign but thinking globally – what does it 
mean to create a sound identity? It means you have 
to be relevant for different territories, for different 
generations. It means you have to understand 
the DNA of the brand. I have been impressed by 
the new vision of HSBC, ‘Together we thrive’. It is 
a company that is half Asian and half Western, a 
continent I am quite close to.”

He said the challenge was to create an iconic 
melody which would be appreciated everywhere. 
But there have been few such tunes in recent years 
because composers have become obsessed with 
the design of the sound. 

“The last soundtrack with a strong melody was 
Star Wars. We are obsessed by sound design. It is 
important to also be able to memorise the DNA of 
the brand, so the melody is important.

“I thought it could be fun to have a mnemonic – it 
means that in a few seconds you recognise the 
brand. In lots of cases, the jingle is very fast; you 
have to get it in one or two seconds. The choice is 
why not try to get a slower mnemonic, doing the 
reverse of what others do. I tried to take my time 
in the development of the theme, we tried to get a 
different ambience.”

Newman explained that the sound was launched 
at an HSBC marketing leadership conference. No 
one in the organisation knew about it so it was a 
surprise when they introduced Jarre and the melody 
was rapturously received. But the central marketing 
team has left it to local marketers to use the sonic 
branding as they see fit.

“I didn’t want to tell people how to use it, so we left 
it up to local marketing teams to experiment with 
it and see where it works. It launched on a Taiwan 
credit card campaign, which wasn’t the plan, but 
we just put it out there. It’s in Singapore Changi 
airport, it’s used for the Hong Kong Sevens rugby 
sponsorship, the music plays through that, and it’s 
the hold tone for telephone banking.

“It’s across all sorts of different touch points, but we 
are not being dictatorial about it because you have 
these grand plans that it is going to be on all your 

ATMs and customer events, but we haven’t got 
there yet and I’m fine with that.”

Sadoun asked Jarre what lessons the advertising 
business could draw from the music industry’s 
disruption by technology. 

Jarre said: “We are in the same boat – the biggest 
challenge with the digital revolution is not forgetting 
that the world needs more and more content and we 
are the nucleus of this content. In the smartphone, 
the smart part is us.

“The music business became a music industry with 
the CD; the music world lost their soul, it started 

when the record shop disappeared,” he said, but 
added: “This is not nostalgia, it has been replaced 
by streaming, music has never been listened to as 
much so we should be happy.

“To have the next Coldplay, the next Kendrick 
Lamar, we should enhance the importance of all of 
you here, the creative content. Whether that is the 
ad industry, the music industry or movie industry, 
we should enhance the importance of creators. 
Artists and creators existed before electronics 
and will exist after the internet. There is a global 
sector we call the creative industry and we are all 
part of it.”

A journey into sound
Andrea Newman, HSBC Global Head of Brand, HSBC; Jean-Michel Jarre, 
Music Composer and Producer; Arthur Sadoun, Chairman and CEO of 
Publicis Groupe
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Has advertising lost its bottle? Compared with the 
Golden Age of ads in the 1980s and ’90s, many 
of today’s offerings appear tame. There are still 
brave brands and clients taking risks and creating 
unusual, powerful campaigns – but many seem to 
shy away from controversy and dangerous ideas.  

For agency planners Rob Campbell, head of 
strategy for EMEA at R/GA, and Martin Weigel, 
head of planning at Wieden + Kennedy, the missing 
ingredient in so much advertising is chaos. As 
Campbell said when introducing the session “Why 
your strategy needs more chaos”, hosted by WARC: 
“In that journey to be more efficient and effective, 
there is a concern that we are losing some of the 
tension, the dynamism that actually makes work 
that changes business in the most interesting ways.”

He spoke in favour of dangerous ideas such 
as Breaking 2, the project sponsored by Nike 
seeking to break the two-hour barrier to running a 
marathon. Campbell worked on the Virgin Atlantic 
Lounge at Heathrow, where Branson gave the brief 
to create a space that “makes people want to miss 
their plane.” Tesla cars have the ‘Insane mode’, a 
button which increases the 0 – 60mph speed to
just 3.2 seconds. These he described as 
dangerous ideas”.

Too many ad agencies play safe with client work 
and miss the opportunity to make strong, impactful 
ads that change perceptions and 
cut through.

Steigel thought agencies place too much emphasis 
on achieving “best practice”. “That is wonderful, 
but everything ends up being the same. If we want 
sustainable growth and distinction, we must have 
something that leads change,” he said.

Agencies have fallen into the trap of valuing 
quantifiability over possibility. Everything has to be 
measured, but this risks boiling the creativity out of 
the advertising to reach certain metrics.

Corporations have grown into huge, monolithic 
organisations that are more powerful than ever, 
while agency holding companies are becoming so 
big “they can’t even see their own d**ks anymore,” 
he said.

“Marketing is reducible to an engineering problem. 
We are more obsessed with distribution of ideas 
rather than the ideas. Culture blossoms with 
variety and inventiveness and provocation. But our 
creativity is enslaved,” he said.

“We need chaos because order stifles creativity. 
Marketing cannot be reduced entirely to an 
engineering problem. Repeatable methods are 
great, they produce predictable outcomes. That is 
valuable if you are manufacturing something but of 
limited value when you are creating something.”

So how can agency planners help put chaos back 
into the creative process? Campbell explained: 
“There is a lot of rigour involved in allowing chaos 

into the system, it is almost a kinetic energy. There 
is a method to that madness, chaos is an energy 
that leaves everything far behind.” He argued that 
chaos is intoxicating and much loved by the public. 

He pointed to the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge as an 
example of a chaos-based campaign which made 
a huge impact.

To achieve chaos, planners need to keep huge 
amounts of different cultural inputs flowing into the 
agency without too much filtering. “Go and play in 
the jungle, not in the zoo,” Campbell said.
That means spending time with the audience and 
hearing the nuances in their lives.

Next, planners need to look beyond and behind 
the category they are creating ads for. Look at the 
play lists the audience listen to, the games they 
play, their Instagram accounts, the hashtags they 
use. “Start filling the funnel with texture, not just 
convenience,” he said.

Then work on the edge effect. In biology, this is 
where different terrains meet, so where woodland 
becomes meadow, which is of great interest to 
biologists. Planners should look at the intersection 
of different cultures to find out where the trends are 
going, not where they have been.

And more attention needs to be paid to the 
irregularities and anomalies of humans, rather then 
what they have in common.

“People are very interesting. Everyone has a dirty 
little secret, not the things we planners want as a 
convenient answer to their problem. It helps with 
the nuance to dig into their secrets, it changes the 
way you look at the world,” said Campbell.

He argued that the modern corporation mustn’t 
let go of the idea of chaos if it wants to grow. This 
is where the next development may come from. 
“Chaos creates what order can’t,” he said.

Why your strategy needs more chaos
Rob Campbell, Head of Strategy EMEA, R/GA; Martin Weigel, 
Head of Planning, Wieden + Kennedy
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Technology offers brands a chance to create 
ever-more personalised services – but it can also 
lead to mechanical interactions which interfere 
with the relationship between brands and their 
customers. Striking the right balance between 
human and digital interactions is one of the 
biggest challenges facing brands today. To discuss 
how American Express approaches marketing in 
a digital world, chief marketing officer Elizabeth 
Rutledge gave a session called: “Human-to-
human marketing in a world of technology”.

She argued that brands need “digital empathy.” 
That means understanding the limits to technology 
as well as its opportunities, and being ready to 
offer human interactions when they matter and 
digital ones when these are more appropriate.

Rutledge gave the example of its customers Dennis 
and Anne Tussey, whose restaurant Sweet T’s was 
destroyed in the California wildfires. American 
Express sent human advisors to help the owners 
start rebuilding the restaurant and offer 
financial advice.

“We have put our faith in the black box of machine 
learning and AI, but the Tusseys didn’t need 
machine learning, they needed a human touch. 
The irony of today is that the more prevalent 
technology becomes, the more we value true 
human qualities,” said Rutledge.

Where once people lived their lives in boxes – 
home, car, work and entertainment were all divided 
from each other – today we live blended lives. An 

Amex survey showed over 50% agreed that their 
lives are blended with work and life intertwined. 
This means people are checking work emails while 
putting the children to bed or making work calls 
over dinner. Meanwhile, the freelance economy is 
growing strongly. 

Rutledge gave figures showing that in 2018, 56 
million Americans were freelancers, 34% of the 
workforce. In 2020, that will be 43%, while half of 
the UK’s working population will be self-employed 
in the next five years. There are 110 million 
freelancers in China.

“We will look back and say we saw a massive 
shift in people’s relationships with work. The side 
hustle is real, you toggle between personal and 
professional finances.”

This led Amex to launch its new global platform 
which offers its powerful backing with the line: 
‘We’ve got your back’.

As people lose touch with each other through 
digital interactions and toggle between life and 
work, American Express has launched a focus on 
what it calls Digital Empathy.

“Digital speaks to the need to make life simpler, 
to scale with customers’ needs and be wherever 
they are. Empathy speaks to serving, not selling, 
to making things personal and infusing marketing 
with a personal touch. Digital empathy is a 
combination of data mining with deep human 
understanding,” she said. 

The company’s research shows that customers 
prefer to do business with brands that understand 
what they want and offer some level of 
personalisation. But Gartner research shows that 
88% of marketers are frustrated they can’t deliver 
personalisation in the truest of ways. 

“Even at Amex we fall into that and it’s sometimes 
the little fixes that make all the difference,” she 
said. She gave the example of voice mail messages 
in Australia which were quite American in tone. “We 
shortened the message, we made it conversational 
and had an Australian record the message. We 
saw our call back rates sky rocket to 60%. When 
we saw this, we realised there was so much more 
to this. It really showed we have to speak to our 
customers on their terms, not on ours,” she said.

“We need to ask ourselves how can we sell less and 
serve more? And how do we shift from marketing 
products to providing delightful end-to-end 
customer experiences?”

Human-to-human marketing in 
a world of technology
Elizabeth Rutledge, Chief Marketing Officer, American Express
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Global businesses are regularly being out-foxed by 
nimble start-ups using imaginative innovations to 
take on markets dominated by the multinationals. 
The giants have tried various strategies to fight 
back. One approach that seems to be working is 
the ZX Ventures arm launched by drinks monolith 
AB InBev in 2015. Chief marketing officer of ZX 
Ventures Pedro Earp took to the stage at Cannes 
Lions to reveal the story behind its success.

ABI’s decision to create a separate unit with 
dedicated staff and resources has really paid off, 
according to Earp.

“When you are in a big organisation and try 
innovating from the core, it gets hard because first 
the capabilities are very different, and you compete 
for human and financial resources with the core 
business. People put the innovation in second place, 
so you don’t get the development that you need.” 

But ZX Ventures is a separate unit with its own 
budget, staff and resources and a clear mandate to 
disrupt the main business before anybody else does. 
This gives it a strongly defined objective and the 
means to achieve it. 

“We’ve been pretty happy with the results. I became 
CMO to try and cross-pollinate some of the 
learnings back into the core business,” said Earp. 

ZX Ventures is made up of four units – craft beers, 
e-commerce, brand experience and Ventures. With 
has some 1200 employees in 30 countries, the unit 

has invested in over 100 businesses from breweries 
and pubs to tech companies. Turnover has reached 
$1bn and the unit is growing at 50% each year, 10% 
of AB InBev’s total growth.

Earp outlined five areas behind the success of ZX 
Ventures that he believes are lessons for other 
global businesses.

1. Have a clear idea of the business purpose. 
Any business should clearly understand how 
it improves consumers’ lives every day. 
Giving one percent of sales to charity is laudable, 
but consumers want to know what happens with 
the other 99% of sales and whether that is positive 
for society.

Businesses should outline a general purpose beyond 
the confines of their own operations. Uber is number 
one in transport and Facebook leads in social 
media, but they have higher purposes. Uber focuses 
on “motion” while Facebook sets out to give people 
the power to build better communities. AB InBev 
sees its purpose as ‘bringing people together’.

2. Be flexible with the products you offer to
fulfil that purpose.
“We try to have a different take with each brand of 
how to bring people together,” said Earp. He added 
that while market incumbents define themselves 
by their total addressable market – all the people 
who could buy their product – disruptors think 
about a different concept – the total addressable 
problem that consumers have and brands resolve. 

Disruptive companies tend to be flexible in coming 
up with solutions.

For instance, Nike started off as a shoe company. 
But its business really started to boom when it 
began to concentrate on the problem it was trying 
to solve and focused on runners, how they could 
achieve their personal best and how they could 
inspire others to become athletes. Nike then went 
beyond just making trainers and started creating 
technology to help with exercise workouts. And it 
helped form running clubs.

To live up to its purpose of bringing people 
together ZX Ventures has created a product 
called Drinkworks, similar to a coffee machine, 
which creates cocktails with the perfect amount of 
bubbles. Having a flexible approach to products 
has allowed ABI to look beyond beer for innovation. 
“Be stubborn and obsessed about the mission but 
flexible about the products,” advised Earp.

3. There will be two types of company in future – 
“tech companies or dead companies,” he said. 
The top experts in beer in the world are not those 
with the most brewmasters. The real experts today 
are the tech companies. They know which bars 
people have been to, the beers they have searched 
for and the beverage apps they have downloaded.

Amazon has a deep consumer understanding 
gleaned from the extraordinary data it has collected 
and is producing 135 private label brands which 
are getting meaningful market share. “This should 
be a wakeup call, not just for beer but other 
consumer packaged goods,” said Earp. Gathering 
data is a passport to consumer understanding and 
innovation. 

4. The world will move from markets of millions 
to millions of markets. Consumer needs are 
fragmenting, so they will demand products 
that fulfil niche desires.
The US has 7,000 craft breweries, up from 1,000 

ten years ago. Each brewery has about three 
brewmasters, so there are some 21,000 beer 
experts pushing the boundaries of innovation in the 
category every day. “It would be arrogant of us with 
hundreds of brew masters to think we could out 
innovate the 21,000 brew masters,” said Earp. 

“So we try to partner with those who are most 
innovative and the most appropriate out there. 
We can be a platform for passionate innovators to 
accelerate their dreams to achieve what they want 
much faster. We have worked with 95 partners over 
the world to help them achieve their dreams.”

5. No one wants to be a startup forever. A startup 
is a temporary organisation searching for a 
replicable model. “The trick for us is to leverage 
both, the best of the Davids and the best 
of the Goliaths.
“What we have found out is that you have to 
bring these two worlds together in sync to bring 
disruption to the world. With ZX Ventures, we want 
to infuse the capabilities from the Davids into the 
core business.”

Disrupting Big – the start-up approach for 
global organisations
Pedro Earp, Chief Marketing and ZX Ventures Officer, 
Anheuser-Busch InBev
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From brands such as Bank of America refusing 
to bank with companies that make military-style 
or assault rifles, to the likes of Ben & Jerry’s ice 
cream and Body Shop which put causes at their 
core, brand activism is on the agenda for 
today’s marketers.

There’s no shortage of causes to get involved with 
– gender rights, gun control, race relations, labour 
exploitation or environmental destruction. But 
when is it right for a brand to align themselves with 
these issues and how should they go about it?

Omnicom hosted a panel discussion at the Cannes 
Lions called: “Stop holding your breath: brand 
activism in a hyper-charged society”.

Omnicom’s chief diversity officer Tiffany R. Warren 
discussed the issues with Netflix writer and 
producer Kenya Barris, Colleen DeCourcy, creative 
chief at Wieden + Kennedy and TBWA president 
and chief executive Troy Ruhanen.

Warren asked the direct question – do brands have 
a responsibility to take a stand?

DeCourcy pointed out that for a brand to stand 
for a social cause comes with a massive amount of 
responsibility. She said that as corporate citizens 

with a lot of influence and money, brands are 
under some obligation to give something back 
to the communities they serve. But she warned 
against trying to appropriate the light of an 
issue. “The issue is actually shining a light back on 
you, you have to be careful on the value you are 
bringing,” she said. 

Barris talked about the work he did with Procter 
& Gamble, which launched a brand activist anti-
racsim campaign “my black is beautiful”. The brand 
tied up with the Netflix show Barris created 
called Black-ish.

“We did things with P&G about how you deal with 
the police. It could have been saccharine, but it 
was an outreach I was proud they allowed us to 
take part in. We all want the same thing, we want 
our kids to be happy and good people. Being able 
to take a brand that is responsible for what they 
want to say and say it in a funny way, that is where 
the next generation is going where it doesn’t look 
like a commercial.” 

Meanwhile, Ruhanen pointed to Apple – a TBWA 
client – which has taken a principled stance on 
privacy, an act which he believes is true to their 
brand. But he said: “I don’t think every brand needs 
a purpose, I don’t believe that, I think every brand 

needs a conscience more than anything else.”
He said consumers are increasingly making 
decisions based on the values of brands “rather 
than around some mission statement.”

So what exactly is brand activism? DeCourcy said 
the emphasis should be on the “active” part of the 
phrase – brands should not get involved unless 
they are prepared to put in the work. “You can be 
an advocate, a cheerleader, but if you are going 
to be an activist you need to be prepared to be 
uncomfortable, to say things that might lose you 
some of your consumer base and have faith that 
your people will find you. To speak truth to power 
even if that power is your own system. To organise, 
to collaborate, to know that to activate something 
is to put yourself under and around it, not on top 

of it. And to work deeply with the cause or the 
people or issue as you develop the strategy 
and work.”

Above all, brands that call themselves activists 
must strive to change something, such as a piece 
of legislation, or be able to honestly demonstrate 
they have transformed social attitudes.

Barris said that too much brand activism was 
“performative” based on getting a number of 
tweets or shares on social media. But activism 
requires more than this. “My grandparents, they 
put foot to ground, they built brick and mortar 
things, they put their shit on the line to actually 
say I might lose my job, I might lose friends, I might 
lose my life. But this is how real change happens.”

Stop holding your breath: brand activism in a 
hyper-charged society
Tiffany R. Warren, SVP and Chief Diversity Officer at Omnicom, Founder 
and President of ADCOLOR; Kenya Barris, Writer and Producer, Netflix; 
Colleen DeCourcy, Co-President and Chief Creative Officer Wieden + 
Kennedy; Troy Ruhanen, President and Chief Executive Officer, 
TBWA\Worldwide
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Seismic change is about to sweep the consumer 
products industry, if Italian businessman Elio 
Leoni Sceti gets his way. He is looking to build 
a new type of multinational that challenges the 
destructive behaviour of traditional brands and 
ushers in an era of socially-responsible businesses. 

Last year, Sceti teamed up with tech entrepreneur 
and investor Ernesto Schmitt to launch investment 
house The Craftory. With a £300m war chest of 
funds, they are looking to invest in purpose-driven 
companies which are on a mission to improve the 
economy, the planet and society.
 
Sceti is promising to turn The Craftory into a “P&G of 
challenger brands,” a global powerhouse of socially-
responsible businesses that will transform the way 
we consume. 

For too long the consumer products industry 
has communicated the benefits of products but 
failed to acknowledge their negative impacts 
on environment and society, he says. “It has 
overly-communicated on consumption and 
under-communicated on the consequences of 
consumption. So that has created a gap which is 
now biting back, and rightly so,” says Sceti.

He launched The Craftory with Schmitt 
after a lifetime working on brands across 30 
categories. He rose from P&G brand manager to 
become chief executive of EMI recorded music, and 
then went on to run Birds Eye Iglo Frozen Foods. 
But his career has taken an unexpected turn as he 

reveals himself to be a “revolutionary” who wants to 
change capitalism.

“We realised that across consumer brands, every 
single category had these challenger brands trying 
to deliver a message of purpose and impact, but 
they were either snatched by big companies that 
chewed them and spat out the bones, or they didn’t 
have the size and investment to deliver the message 
at scale.

“So, similar to what LVMH did for luxury – combining 
consumer preference horizontally for luxury and 
allowing a company around them to bloom – we 
thought there might be an opportunity for us to do 
the same thing around challenger brands that are 
purpose-driven.”

The Craftory has held meetings with about 20 
companies and has so far invested in three. One is 
NotCo, which makes plant-based versions of animal 
proteins such as mayonnaise, butter and cheese. It 
is powered by an Artificial Intelligence engine called 
Guiseppe, which finds the best recipes that replicate 
foods without using animal protein.  

Another example is TomboyX, an underwear and 
athleisure company that promotes gender equality 
and size inclusivity.

“They call themselves underwear everyone can 
feel well in,” Sceti says, “from kings and queens to 
everyone in between, so there is that LGBTQ DNA 
which makes it a very inclusive and loving brand. 

The founders are a couple, two lesbians that 
have experienced the problem of finding their 
fit without that awkwardness of being either for 
men or for women, without that objectification of 
underwear. They are super-driven by the mission, 
not by the product.”

Sceti believes that the consumer society is entering 
a Golden Age of challenger brands which are 
committed to serving humanity rather than simply 
satisfying the financial demands of shareholders. 
Driving this new era is the information explosion. 

“Consumers are more aware than ever and seem 
much more empowered. You have transparent, 
accessible, transactional markets, so they can buy 
what they want, where they want. If you do not 
represent their values, they will ignore you. This is 
perfect ground for challenger brands to thrive.”
He pointed out that the consumer goods industry 
in the developed world is worth between US$10 
trillion and $13 trillion. About a quarter of that 
money is spent by people with genuine concerns 
about responsible production. The market for 
purpose-driven challenger brands could be worth 
US$2 trillion to $3 trillion. This will be fuelled by 
the millennial generation, who are motivated by 
purpose and social responsibility.

“I have three kids who are all millennials,” says 
Sceti, “but I have heard them speak louder 
than I do, so I became aware that, in the big 
society, millennials are the driving force because 
they speak louder and they use the channels 
more effectively.”

But why might established brands find it harder 
to fulfil this desire for social responsibility from 
the new generations? Most of the big brands are 
already talking a good game about their positive 
contributions to the world. But Sceti believes it could 
be a long, hard slog for established multinationals 
to change their DNA, which is to be consumption-
driven financial corporations.

“It takes much longer to turn round an oil tanker 
than a speed boat,” he says. 

So what does the future hold for brands? 

“We see that ten years from now, the new 
multinational will look much more like The Craftory 
than it looks like Procter & Gamble today. Brands 
will be more founder-driven, purpose will be at the 
heart of what they do, not on the back label. A 
quarter to 50% of consumption will flow through 
that new value system. The rest will just be legacy 
businesses.”

Coming from anybody else, these might sound 
like overly-ambitious projections. But given Sceti’s 
lifetime of experience in the consumer products 
industry, the emerging breed of socially-responsible 
challenger brands might just win.

Purpose is the future for brands: 
an interview with The Craftory’s Elio Leoni Sceti
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