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Chapter 1
I am on warp-speed headed directly for the sun; I am Icarus.
Not being classically trained, my friends usually call me The Ad, because of that ad. They probably think Icarus is one of my exotic vodka-based cocktails.
My enemies call me something altogether less pleasant but Im not going to worry too much about what they say, am I?
You've seen the ad, although you can be forgiven for not realising that I was the guy who was responsible for it, from creative glimmer to industry awards and mega-sales. Apparently the ASA got more complaints than they have ever had about any ad before. The TV broadcasters refused to run it at all, until it gained such a buzz in the rest of the media that Channel 4 adopted it as a social statement, not least to attract viewers to its flagship programmes. They even advertised when the ad would run. There's an irony for you. I calculated that I could have got laid about twenty times on the brass of that ad (but, with admirable restraint, I only sampled a couple). What yer 'aving, darling? Petrovsk, of cosk became an instant catchphrase, running on looptape in every bar in the country, or possibly whenever anyone anywhere offered anyone a drink.
I became the overnight hero of marketing, taking Petrovsk Vodka, Czar of all the Russians, from seventh place to brand leader within weeks, and attracting the ominous envy and emnity of a few penis-threatened big-hitters within the company who quietly hissed revenge for being temporarily outshone by a ginger-haired smart-arse.
Even though I am well acquainted with the theory of marketing which, let's face it, isn't that difficult (give them what makes them feel good), it still always amazes and delights me when the theory marches off clutching promises in both hands, and returns glorious and triumphant. You get so used to people telling you what the latest guru says, and it turning out to be totally phut-all useless, that you are wide-eyed and gormless when the man from Head Office gets it right. I'm the man from Head Office, and I am here to help you, used to be the standard cynical joke among the salesforce. I was the man from Head Office when I got the Brand Manager role for Petrovsk, and the salesforce thought they had better shit all over me before I did it all over them. If I had cared, it would have been a strung-out tear-fest for me, and a jabbering jamboree of apes for them, but they soon realised that I wasn't about to let them get the better of me, and that I would seek them out for individual punishment however long it took me if they didn't get back into line, so they pretty rapidly did.
Power is about letting the other person know that there are no limits to what you are capable of doing, no precipice you will not readily hurl yourself from, that your recrimination will be agonising, relentless and endless, and that it will be so much more peaceful to stand back and let this pathological lunatic through. It is all about energy. If you can out-pace them, you are in charge. I am always in charge.
When I told the sales team that we were going to run a TV ad, they said Good luck to you, Adam, thinking I would never get the budget in a million years. Petrovsk, supposedly Peter the Great's favourite tipple, was just not considered in the TV class. All advertising money would be wasted. But I had studied the market. All the other brands were peddling the line that vodka was such a smart drink doing such wonderfully sophisticated and amazing things to you, when I knew that on the street it was knocked back by ladettes out for a rowdy, raucous evening, determined to hook a guy, shag him, and to wake up without a hangover. Their voice, their outlook was not being reflected by any of the major brands. They were all tuxedos, private yachts, and it-girl floozies.
Don't sell your product to your customers, sell your customers to your customers. That's the bottom line.
So it had to have a naked girl in it, didn't it? It was not immediately obvious how, but which vodka-toting ladette has not dreamt of being cool, naked and mysterious in a bar, fatally alluring to her choice of guy? It's like perfume. Girls wear perfume not because men like it, but because it makes them feel irresistible, and therefore powerful. And how much easier it is to feel irresistible when you are half-sloshed and partying. So, take a colourless, tasteless, yet powerful drink, add a few Ben & Jerry flavours, give it a brazen attitude, and watch it roll. Red Rasputin for the one with raspberries in it. Blue Babushka for a hint of blueberry. Molotov Medley for a mixture of mango and lime. The girls love it; the ad makes them famous, at least in their heads. They aspire to be the girl at the bar who turns to the tough hunk and asks him What yer 'aving, darling? Those that ask for anything else get the cold shoulder (and the actress playing the girl was indeed absolutely frozen by the time we finished shooting). Those who say Petrovsk, of cosk! get it all, we assume. Blokes all across the country converted to vodka on the off-chance of the girl in the bar turning naked, and that vodka was mostly ours (there was something of a spill-over onto some of the other brands too).
I know that you can recall the ad because Nielsen tell me that 76% of the population can quote What yer 'aving, darling? Petrovsk, of cosk in its word-perfect entirety, and then laugh. For some reason it is only 47% in Devizes C1 women over 60, but that is about the only cloud out there. In London it is around 87%, even among teetotallers.
That's the great thing about stats. You can spend an hour patting yourself on the back congratulating yourself then, in a final act of showmanship, you pick up on one tiny detail of some interest but no relevance, and everyone thinks you know what you are doing. Of cosk, in my case, I do. I don't suppose I shall ever have to prove it again, in this company or anywhere else.
OK, I am being a bit flip about statistics. They really are beautiful. Some people literally see them in all the synaesthetic colours of the rainbow, and as shapes formed to entice. I don't do that. But I look at numbers, and sometimes I laugh alongside them in our joint exhilaration, as if they have told me the most comprehensive joke in the world. Sometimes my eyes swell with emotion as they confide their hidden truths. Mathematics are magic - Magical Realism - because everything they say is a bold reflection of the world, even when they are abused and contorted. I think anyone who falsifies statistics is either the most despicable, sneaky and cowardly vermin one could ever encounter, or a maestro of wizardry and arbitrage, depending on the end in mind. Numbers are the abstract song of mankind, even of the universe. They tell the tale as it could never be better told.
And when they tell everyone that you are a fucking genius, they get even better.
* * *
My predecessor (I'll skip the illustrious bit) is George Grice - GG, as you would expect. You also expected me to say was, didn't you? Predecessors are usually past, presumably because they are often dead. This one is very much in my present.
Let me describe him. He is an identikit corporate climber. He looks good in a suit, without being either remarkable or handsome. He appears comfortable in it, without seeming complacent. He is pleased to see you. He has an appeasing, inclusive smile that covers his face as he greets you. He is never quite at the heart of anything, and never very far off.
He vacated my job to become Marketing Director for the Snacks Division, which is doing surprisingly well of late, up 23% in sales; surprising given its history, and surprising given George's presence which has never been known to inspire a bonanza before.
I would like to give him some credit, but the truth is that the food wholesalers are forever rationalising their supplier base and, until recently, we at United Victuallers, were cast into a remote orbit. However, the runaway success of Petrovsk puts us back in the game. We are eligible for the full range of categories that we were previously excluded from, so a number of divisions are suddenly doing rather well. Unsurprisingly, none of the directors has had the decency to thank me for their good fortune. I wouldn't expect it, I have to say. They are too busy peddling the line that they have turned around their respective businesses through a balanced programme of planned measures including driving down factory costs, more effective allocation of the A&P (advertising & promotional budget), improved relations with the wholesalers and retail multiples, fewer supply outages, and solid, competent leadership, to cite just a few dead fish strategies that they fry up for the board. Boards feel comfortable with explanations describing balanced portfolios, rigorous cost cutting, relentless quality improvement, proven leadership. Even more, they appreciate their officers praising the exploits of non-commissioned staff. They resent the lower ranks grabbing hold of wasted opportunities, and being inspired with visionary insight. That sort of thing frightens them. They haven't the talent to do anything like that, nor the courage. Anyone who has is a threat.
So there is George, smiling serenely, surreptitiously slipping a blade between my ribs with all the admiration he declares for my achievements. I am a hero (therefore I am a loner, not a team player), I have charged the barricades (I am a rebel), I have shown great daring and ingenuity (I am the unshaven, scary-eyed wild man of the woods).
Well done, well done, Adam. We need people like you. Tell me, George . said our Chairman, Lord Fullbrow.
He does need me. Especially if he listens to George.
You probably think I am being catty and unnecessarily immodest. That is also what the members of the Board think of me, without ever having heard me utter a single word of criticism of them in general, or of George specifically, in their presence.
The telling sign is that when I mention George's name in front of my team, everyone goes silent. They know that he ran this business for nearly five years and nothing ever happened. He had his explanations. It is a highly competitive, crowded market, and the market leaders (Smirnoff, Absolut, Vladivar) were outspending us 3:1. Vodka sales are all about the bottle, and ours was rated the consumers' favourite, so if we only threw money at the market, we would be successful. Unfortunately, UV was not prepared to invest in our sector, so we were reaping the harvest we were sowing, so to speak. Also, there were a few novelty vodkas around, like the one with the bottle that talks to you, and while they were not making any significant inroads into the market, they were disrupting it. We were also having supply problems, and our supermarket key account teams for Tescos and Sainsburys had gone off the boil. The future offered us mild cause for optimism, but the past was understandably flat. Etc. etc..
All of which totally rational and credible explanations were blown apart when I was appointed to give it a shot, and I did my maverick thing. I half suspect that they gave me the money because they thought I would fall flat on my arse, and prove that gung-ho marketing strategies would fail to move the dial on sales, and succeed in sinking the needle on profits. In other words, they were setting me up for a costly disaster so that they could justify their steady hand on the tiller. Beware of corporate executives proffering high-roller budgets. Accept them, and you might as well be taking heroine. It is a long, slow corporate death from there. Board Directors have not got their seat at the table because they are either generous or fair. They are killers; brutal extinguishers of any up-and-coming careerists who do not demonstrate total obeisance to their command and deference to their virtues.
George will do well, without ever achieving anything. I need a new job in a new company. Luckily, they also seem to need me. I am already in talks with several of the top food and beverage brand owners for a lucrative transfer fee, and I have no political choice but to go. The Board will be relieved.
* * *
So what do I do all day? How does a branding guy spend his time?
Well, he spends some of it in bed with branding girls, or the shy virginal types from Customer Service or Logistics. Every year we have our own version of the Derby. It starts when we begin interviewing for next year's placement students. The ones who are going to get the jobs are, inevitably, those whom we want to nail. There was a time when we used to go for marketing talent. Luckily, nowadays, the best talent normally has at least sufficient competence in marketing too. So, by Christmas, next summer's hares are all lined up, and the greyhounds are already baying. Just before they arrive, we talk sternly to our teams. This year's placement student is extremely attractive. If I catch any one of you displaying inappropriate behaviour, I'll be showing you the door before you even get the chance to show her anything you have in mind. Understood?
Yes, Adam.
They have indeed understood. The managers get the handicap start. They can have a go at the leftovers come November/December.
So the race is on between us, the atavistic brand managers. Funnily enough, the students are much more interested in our sales performance than the Board. The better your sales growth, the greater your chances. Weird, isn't it? They appreciate business skills, and are prepared to pay their dues.
Mind you, that is not all we do. A depressing amount of the time we are chasing up orders and trying to tame megalomaniac, and every other sort of maniac, buyers. They get to screw us too, royally, and virtually every day.
I was brought up with the idea that being a brand manager was all about creative, compelling and effective marketing strategies, and that you spent all your time accordingly with a gifted multi-disciplinary team which would give you your breakthrough. As it happens, I still believe that, but reality necessitates rather a lot of something else.
Take today, for instance. There is a new set of Internet traders attempting to break into the market. What do we do about them? The e-channel is getting ever more significant, albeit from a low base, and nothing yet to have any sort of impact on the supermarkets and the other high street multiples. Nonetheless, everyone assures me that they are worried shitless, and so should we be. One of these start-ups is going to make it really big, coming from virtually nowhere. But which one? We have backed a few, and they have yet to get beyond impersonating the proverbial signposts in the desert. This lot today are reputedly a bit of a joke, singularly unimpressive as individuals, no real investment, a bunch of enterprising 20 year olds having a laugh, and getting to be taken nearly seriously by the biggest brands in the country. This makes me nervous. Never underestimate the quiet determination of apparent airheads.
We had a meeting in our offices. Four of them turned up, Harry, Barry, Geoffrey and Susan. Harry, Barry and Geoffrey were clearly mates from university, or something. Susan was quiet, and attentive. The boys alternated between larking around and impersonating businessmen. However, one or two things that they said jolted me upright. They were not all angles and presentation, and they weren't planning on drinking the stuff themselves and, believe me, we have had our share of those. Just send me some samples. A couple of cases will do it.
We looked at their business plan. It ran into the tens of millions as a projection for next year, their profits were no doubt grossly optimistic, although they did not actually show us those figures, and they had no really dramatic new ways of stimulating demand. That is what really worried me. You can spot the likely losers a mile off. They are smart people with incredibly creative ideas of how they can corner the market and, when the heat hits the kitchen, they will evaporate. These guys were dimmer (if that is the opposite of brighter), but they had a disguised ruthlessness about them. They might be prepared to do anything it takes, or they might not.
An old boss of mine once met Martin Sorrell when he was running WPP (Wire & Plastic Products) as a supermarket trolley business. Martin is not especially tall, even in high heels, but he still seemed to dominate the room. He told my old boss, Peter Brunel, that he might be nothing extraordinary today, but he would be the owner of a communications empire in ten years' time, as indeed Lord Sorrell is. My advice for spotting winners is don't pay any notice to anyone's veneer of professionalism. Most people can pack together some numbers that both add up and sound cautiously optimistic. The thickest corporate executive is adept at that. Feel their aura. I cannot see their auras any more than most people, but I can feel the colour it glows from the energy it generates. The angrier and the more steely the aura, the more attention you should pay them. Don't tell me what colour that is, it doesn't matter. It is an augury of the potential of success.
I think we will back these people. They will probably have split up within nine months, but I would bet that one of them will make it, possibly two of them together. I would back my hunch for Geoffrey and Susan. Geoffreys are always tough, and Susans are never simple. Actually, their business plan did not add up exactly. There were several glaring discrepancies which I got the impression they had already identified and could not be bothered to correct.
My colleagues who met them, Lucy, Spencer, Mark and Jilly, thought I was mad. They even laughed at me. Then they saw that I was serious, and came on board. They are a very good team as lawyers, accountants, forecasters and sales people go. There is absolute trust between us. Our Director, William Cranwell, doesn't like that either. He doesn't have an in to our team. He is an outsider, and big bosses detest that. He has been tempted a few times to play me off against some of his other brand managers instead, just to cut me down to size, but he realises by now that I only slice them to shreds, which boosts both my confidence and my power. Instead, he confides in me, treats me as his favourite, and awaits his moment. They say that 75% of all head-hunter calls are commissioned by your boss. I am pretty sure that 75% of mine are. Thanks, William, I am thinking Diageo.
* * *
While I would like to suggest that the naked girl on the bar stool was pure inspiration on my part, I have to admit that it wasn't. It was art modelling life, or almost. The advertising agency folks at MDH hated the idea, or rather they resented its provenance. Clients are meant to appear with tight briefs they can flout or otherwise flex, no brief ever being precise enough in their judgment to be worthy of actually being followed to the letter. Rumour has it that Procter & Gamble is about the only company in the world that is so prescriptive in its briefing that agencies are obliged to comply absolutely. It sounds stultifying, yet constraint theorists argue that the more restrictive the limitation, the greater the urge and the scope for creativity.
Anyway, I marched in on a roomful of sheen-skinned advertising gods, bejewelled and bedecked in shirts worn with studied casualness, and costing three times anything I might consider buying, and I lay down my idea splat in front of them. They all stopped talking, which added to the tension in the room, and perused me as if I were a dead fish someone had wantonly tossed into their circle, until they remembered that I was the chief client of the day.
Excellent idea, Adam, announced Henry. It gives us a solid base to work from. It is always good when a client throws in some of his own thoughts. It lends us a reference point.
Remember, I was new to the job. Everybody knew that I had been recruited from outside the drinks industry, from the world of insurance indeed - loads of money, puff-ball of a product, the relentless (and duplicitous) I'll be your friend pitch - "negative reassurance", as we used to call it.
I think I was being told to back off. I might understand how to sell fear, but I knew nothing of greed.
I explained why.
Have you researched this? inquired Ginny.
Actually, yes.
Focus groups?
Two rounds of qual and quant. Incontrovertible, I am afraid. I smiled disarmingly.
Could we see it?
Of course.
Just a minute, said Paul. I'll go and grab a couple of our research specialists.
There followed something of a bait-the-bear circus. I, naturally, was the bear. Provocatively, I sat there with absolute confidence born of the fact that I had done more intense research in three months than they had done in five years. Advertising agencies do not really understand market research, in the way that talkers do not understand or appreciate listeners as people, only as an audience. They prefer brushstroke research they can adapt to mean anything they like. It fits their purpose but it never stands up to the real thing when challenged.
The research specialists set off on their extended fishing trip, trying to find a naivety in the agency, a flaw in the methodology, a lack of representation in the sample structure, ambiguities in the questions, or a contention in the analysis, but they realised that they no longer stood a chance from the moment they asked me who conducted the research and I replied Research International. Finally they sat back, opened their hands, shrugged, smiled and declared in synchopation:
It looks solid to me.
And to me.
Henry, Ginny and Paul grimaced, but it was already game, set and match. Almost
Where did you have this idea, Adam? Paul inquired.
In a bar in Reading.
In Reading?
It's our target audience. Lads and lasses partying the night away.
In Reading?
Believe it or not.
Well, I am not sure I would have done.
Then come to Reading and find out.
They did. We had a very boozy night out in Reading, the agency team and my lot. We were surrounded by our target consumers, we bonded, and everyone came around wholeheartedly to my point of view. Vox pop. You cannot argue with it, especially when it is screaming down your ears.
So who was the girl, then? asked Matthew from the agency.
Yasemin, my girlfriend.
Really?
Really.
This may be an indelicate question ..
No, she wasn't. Matthew smiled conspiratorially. Not then, anyway.
Ah. He looked awkward.
But that is the point, I shouted at Matthew over the crowd. That is what the blokes hope for.
And the girls?
They are there for the attention, and the adventure. For the exercise of control and its abandonment. It is not exactly PC, but PC never sold products. Believe me. I am from the insurance industry, where wealth and cunning always outmanoeuvre middle-age and angst. Our ads all look PC, but underneath the surface they are plain pocket-stuffers. We insurance companies never believe that it is in our interests to pay out. We have got your money; what on earth are we going to hand it back for? Our motto is delay until doomsday. Deferment is profit; only the most determined get paid, and we don't want customers like that, if we can help it. That is why we introduced the no-claims bonus, to shoo off the financially astute, and to lure in the gullible who believe that by not claiming their due they are saving money. You can tell I was really drunk and prancing all over my soap box.
Is that why you left the financial world?
Actually, yes. I eventually decided that the pickings were lucrative, but the money arrived via the toilet.
So you turned to 80% proof alcohol instead?
A much more traditional form of corruption. No misrepresentations, no headaches next day when you realise that some ugly great institution has turned you over the night before and left you destitute. Vodka is pure pleasure. That is why we call our Division of UV the Joy Division. Everyone knows exactly what is at stake. No small print. No disguised exemption clauses. Just the bottle and you, and what you choose to do with it.
Are you a poet, Adam?
No, just a piss artist.
And what is Yasemin doing tonight?
A very good question, Matthew, my friend. She wouldn't tell me. After we had spent some time at the bar chatting each other up, and it was obvious that we had decided to go to bed together, Yasemin gave me a simple ultimatum. I have one rule, Adam.
Shoot.
You must obey it if you want anything to do with me.
I will. I was looking at her body under her tapered black dress. I would have sworn to anything.
The rule is this, Adam. You can try to do anything you like with me, but I do as I like.
Sounds fair.
I will tell you only what I want to tell you. I will see anyone I like whenever I like. I will sleep with anyone I choose (and if you cannot accept that, you are free to go). I will spend my money wisely or unwisely. I will not have children. And you will call me 'hunnybuttons' in our most intimate of moments.
OK.
Adam, you are pathetically in love. No-one has ever agreed to the hunnybuttons bit before.
It might just be lust, and I don't care what I say.
No, it is love. I can tell.
And you? Do you love me?
Far too early to tell, hunnybuttons. She laughed at the face I pulled. Maybe in my own way.
* * *
Chapter 2
At UV, the planning cycle kicks off in September, for programme implementation the following September, underpinned by a three-year strategic outlook. We need to agree where we are headed mid-term, but we don't identify the specific path to get there. Conversely, the programmes we select for implementation next September will, at least initially, be executed to the letter.
As with most consumer goods, 50% of our Petrovsk vodka sales are made around the Christmas period, between late October and early January. What has not been sold into the wholesalers by the end of September has missed its slot. So, our busiest time is either side of the summer holidays, and we go completely bonkers from late August.
I take a long sun-based holiday over Christmas and the New Year, and a one-week snow holiday just before Easter, with whomever I am with at the time, so that I am in the office to oversee any crises during July and August.
Some groups don't start their planning until January, but that is slap bang in the middle of my three-week vacation, and wastes the back end of the year when nothing much happens other than snap disasters, nervous breakdowns, stoic resignation, or wild exultation. I think that it is best to counterbalance the excess emotionality of the ups and downs of the Christmas season with some cool, dispassionate thinking, although it does mean that some of my planning sessions are sparsely attended in body, and especially in mind, as we hurl ourselves into more pressing remedial actions.
The sequence we follow in our planning is:
October - December: short, medium and long-term market assessment
January: review last year's results and future corporate expectations; amend topline deliverables for the next three years
February: develop and prioritise strategies
March: develop and prioritise programmes within the strategies
April onwards: resource re-allocation, recruitment and programme implementation
I regard my primary role in the business as being to harmonise a bear pit of expectations: of the corporate executives, of my Divisional Director, of the retailers, of the wholesalers, of my sales people, of my marketing people, of my customer service people, of my logistics people, of the marcomms suppliers - the advertising agency, the PR agency, the sales promotions agency, the direct marketing agency, the merchandising agency, the sponsorship agency, and so on. That is a lot of expectations to reconcile, everyone demanding the same more for less. The profit is in the squeeze. It is not entirely a zero-sum game, but it can run pretty close if you do not manage it properly.
In principle the people I have to please first and foremost are members of the Board. For years they required George Grice to maintain sales and profits from a platform of a reduced level of investment. In other words, they treated him as a cash cow. Now that I have battered down the competition and seized the brand leadership, they want more of the same in a market which is unlikely to grow significantly. In my more paranoid hours I suspect that it is an act of revenge for breakthrough performance, but perhaps they are just stupid, or greedy, or cannot work out where else to get it.
Yeah, no problem, I normally end up saying to William. I can promise you anything you like, so long as you do not expect us to deliver it.
Of course I expect you to deliver it, he replies each time, crushing me with an intense stare in which his eyebrows meet in the middle and ripple like waves. How does he do that?
Come on, William, I reply. You know as well as I do that the only three ways to get growth are to increase prices, increase market consumption, or to take share off the competition. We have already taken 37% share off the competition over the last two years, and the market is growing at 2.7%. I can offer you 4% growth, that is it, and then only if you ring-fence our budgets.
William leans forward in the negotiating equivalent of a half-nelson. I need 5%, he declares. How are you going to get it for me? Ricky won't wear anything less.
Ricky (Brabant), our MD, always punches for aggressive targets, which he subsequently discounts to the City. In principle, failure to meet them is never tolerated; in practice he pardons defaulters so long as the over-performers over-compensate for the under-performers. Ricky promises the City solid, reliable growth, no investment jitters, no profit warnings, no nasty surprises. His multi-million earnings depend on it, therefore, so do my £70,000 salary, company 5-series BMW, generous expense account, and extra-curricula bedding and bawding, although that particular pastime has dropped off significantly since I hitched up with Yasemin. Not entirely. After all women are still attractive and attracted to me, and Yasemin makes me no promises.
In the forecasting and targets game (a forecast being when you look down the barrel of the rifle, a target being when the barrel of the rifle looks straight at you), the one thing you never want to get caught by is what we call the eunuch's bind where you commit to achieving accelerated growth on the basis of existing or additional resources, and you find yourself lumbered with the growth target while your resources are whipped away from you. Closely related to that is the predicament where your recruitment plan is put on ice but your targets are not.
So my other key task is to ensure I get the resources and budget I am promised. Twice that has meant my buying in contract staff in flagrant defiance of recruitment freezes, which William only discovers after the results have been announced. On both occasions, William helped me bury the bodies, demanding that I never repeat my capital offence again. He knows that I have not the slightest intention of keeping my word. It will only matter if I miss my targets, at which time he will get the opportunity to stage at least my mock execution. Sorry, Billy-boy, it will never happen.
So, Step 1, market assessment. One of the most valued members of my team is the man we call The Wizzard, indeed that is now his official job title. I argued that if Microsoft could have one, so could we. Gerry is what I otherwise call our Marketing Accountant. Spencer, the real accountant, counts financial beans, pointing out where costs are rising and falling infinitesimally, and working up draft P&Ls (profit and loss accounts). Gerry does the same thing for markets. Day-in, day-out, he settles himself into a chair after three cigarettes and five cups of coffee, all before 8:00 a.m., and revs up his SPSS statistical package. Then the real world begins to spin, at least to the extent that it is represented by market data. Gerry turns the figures this way and that way, chortles and harrumphs, and then tells us nothing.
What was that about, Gerry?
Nothing.
Come on, Gerry. You noticed something there, I heard you.
Nope.
Gerry, we don't pay you to be impenetrable.
He puts on his sweetest, nicotine-teethed, coffee-stained broad-lipped smile. Yes, you do.
Will we ever find out what it was?
Not this time, Adam. It didn't check out.
What didn't check out?
Nothing. It wasn't there. Now can I get back to my job?
In the early planning sessions, Gerry is the star, addressing multiple data files like Rick Wakeman plays the keyboards. The Home Audit says ., then According to the TGI, followed by If you triangulate the Nielsen data with the Panel findings and the latest omnibus research and build in a two month time lag, you get
Is any of this useful, Gerry? challenges Spencer, who is never accorded this degree of rapt awe for any of his insights.
You tell me, Spencer, Gerry replies.
I don't know, Spencer parries. I am just an accountant.
You want the bottom line?
Always.
Then the bottom line is that our core customer base is dying of both alcohol poisoning and the effects of underlying demographic shifts (the upwards average age drift), while it is statistically less likely to read a newspaper than for any time since 1953, spends 1.73 hours a week in a supermarket, 5.6 minutes in an off-licence, and now buys 0.32 bottles of vodka a month from a garage forecourt.
Meaning? we all chime.
Meaning Petrovsk + petrol is a winning combination if only we can extend our core age range, which is a problem because Petrovsk in a word stands for debauchery which is typically something not aided and abetted by a car.
So we need a second brand? I venture.
Could be.
So we have to do it all again?
Could be.
I look around the conference table. Did anyone meet their girlfriend on a garage forecourt?
You could try the line Petrol, of cosk, suggests Jilly.
We could try the brand name 'Petrol', observes Jim, my wiry old marketing exec..
'Petrol', 'Diesel', could we get away with it?
Until the day you decide to sell fashion accessories, counsels Lucy.
We could say that Petrol is for a more refined audience, chips in Spencer, eager to join in a branding discussion.
Very funny.
Jim, could you look into it?
I'll set Tasha onto it straightaway. I have always wanted to sell petrol.
Could she work with Mark on this one?
Mark will think that it is Christmas.
Tasha will think that it's Good Friday.
Just tell her to get on with it, I insist. She is a placement student, for Christ's sake, here for job experience, not borderline discrimination.
Doesn't Petrol connote disgusting fumes? asks Lucy, breaking into the conversation.
That may be the joke, I reply.
I'll set up some focus groups while I am at it, volunteers Jim.
And please not the Beaded, Bearded Guru of Wapping, this time. We want market research, not chakra cleansing.
Too right.
There you are, you see, Spencer, Gerry declares. Some people like my statistics. They even know what to do with them.
Good work, Gerry, I add. What else?
You want more. Could you cope?
Try us?
Car ferry sales appear to have had a sudden surge. I can't account for that one.
Well, Petrol would work there too, Jim comments. They always smell of the stuff.
We have just run a big promotion on ferries, says Jilly. I am delighted it shows through to the stats. Thanks, Gerry.
Nice one, Jilly. Now back to planning. Segmentation.
Can't it wait for next time? Jim counters. I have a three-thirty.
At Newbury or in the office? quips Spencer.
See you guys later. I have a horse to catch. She is called Margaret Bains.
Definitely not Newmarket. Margaret Bains is about sixteen stone: too light for a horse, too heavy for a jockey.
* * *
If you don't know about segmentation, it is what a marketing god created to make brand managers feel better about having a puny market share. Instead of confessing that you have only 1.63% of the market, you can claim to have 25.9% of the teetotallers serving vodka to attendees of bridge nights market, segment #43.
If you are a market leader you are probably not going to be overly worried about segment-based micro-marketing, unless you believe that the no. 2 in the market is chipping away at one of them.
In marketing theory, a segment is a group of people who cohere around a set of attitudes / needs / values, behavioural characteristics, or demographics (broken down by age, sex, status and geography).
If you want top marks in your CIM (Chartered Institute of Marketing) marketing diploma, you spend all your spare time triaging for segments that are large enough to be profitable, and where a mutual love affair could be ignited. It is the marketing equivalent of gluing yourself to the rear view mirror during a driving test.
In real life, segments tend to be people up north, or men over 50, or home owners, or at least they were in the insurance company, although we did have two other key categories: those who read the small print, ennobled to the title of discriminating buyers, and those who don't, whom we nicknamed the cash machines - you just go up to them, proffer an insurance certificate, and withdraw as much money as you need at the time. In consumer sales, cash machines outnumber discriminators by about three to one, fortunately.
Ladettes is an example of a combined demographics (women between 14 and 30), behavioural (who go out on the piss) and attitudinal (they want to be like the lads) segment, so I was proud of that one, and it was an insight that thrust me to brand leadership, so my previous take on segmentation is unduly cynical and belies my own experience.
So, I'll re-phrase my observation. Segments are wonderful things if you happen to stumble over them, and then recognise them for what they are, but devilishly difficult to identify if you are merely looking for them. Both in the insurance company I worked for prior to UV, and the industrial conglomerate who employed me before that, we spent years in search of them like intrepid Victorian explorers, but we could never find one that would provide us with the up-draught we needed to seize the market, and nor did anyone else.
Anyway, we do segmentation because it is fun, and allows us all to have a laugh, which is what we will do all day next time. Which reminds me, we need a facilitator. I must ask Ralph from Corporate. He takes it so seriously as to keep us amused all day. He tried to hijack the credit for the ladette segment by claiming we developed it in one of our work sessions, whereas I actually ushered it in fully-formed, so he'll certainly come back for more.
* * *
I have found myself inadvertently backstage in the theatre of the universe, and that would frighten anyone. It scared the shits out of me.
I remember once, at school, Josh Hartland jumping in the air to kick a door open, only for it to be opened by someone coming the other way. Without the door there to impede his trajectory, Josh sailed straight on, and smashed his head hard into the lintel. He lay unconscious for a few seconds, came round, and his friends eased him solicitously into a half-seated position. Who hit me? he said.
I want to ask the same question. Who hit me? I also want to ask why, because I know that no-one hit me as such. I am making no sense.
I was in the Barbican, attending a conference on retail optimisation. I was giving a speech, God knows why I get asked. I am not much of a speaker, I have very little to say, and you don't even get paid, but I get this urge to perform from time to time. I have watched many conference presentations over the years, and one thing I have learnt is never, never attempt to teach anyone anything. No-one is there to learn, yet they are subjected to one earnest how-we-don't-do-it-but-would-like people-to think-we-do lecture after another. There comes a time in the day when anything at all entertaining is riotously rewarded by the audience. I am that turn. It gives me the chance to be a stand-up comedian for 40 minutes, and I play it for laughs. Somehow, if you manage a vodka brand, you have the licence to tear the place down.
So I was unduly pleased with myself after a fun time bouncing off the audience and a few walls, and I was making my way down to street level, when I heard someone behind me say I thought that was excellent too, Minister.
Naturally, that caught my attention because I doubted that the speaker was addressing a vicar. There must be a member of the Government nearby. Would I recognise him?
I turned round, and I did recognise him immediately with such a jolt of horror that my insides nearly landed on the floor.
The Minister saw me, and immediately smiled. Hello, again.
We have met before? I asked.
Many times, but you don't know it yet.
The civil servant, I assume, who was accompanying him, was watching us with amazement and confusion.
You will get used to it, Adam, and learn to accept it. What were you doing today? Ah yes, the retail conference. Good, wasn't it? He leant over and whispered into my ear I enjoyed that one, although we have done many even better ones since.
I could not say a word.
Sir William, he said, introducing me to his aide, this is my younger self, also called Adam, naturally.
Named after you, sir? I thought I could see a family resemblance. An absolutely remarkable resemblance, in fact. Are you in politics, Adam?
Only local stuff, I replied.
That will change, the Minister reassured me. You are in for a meteoric rise, I can assure you. Enjoy your good fortune.
Yes, sir, I said.
He held out his hand. The next time will be easier, Adam. Must move on, I am afraid. They both walked briskly off in front of me.
I stood there wishing to sink to my knees, but too self-conscious to do so.
I had just met myself.
* * *
Chapter 3
GG has just come over to invite me to lunch with some of his fellow Marketing Directors: William, Eleanor Barrett from Chilled Foods, and Seamus Sissons from Frozen Foods.
What is going on?
GG treats it as if it is a great privilege and honour for me. I view it as more likely to be a trap although, about what I cannot quite work out.
Everyone is fulsome in their welcome. They must, at least, be after something.
Adam, officiates William as my boss and therefore the initial spokesman for the group, we wish to thank you for all your wonderful work with Petrovsk. We have all benefited from it hugely, and we have realised that we have not accorded you the gratitude you deserve.
Thank you.
UV is having a record year, and it is in a large part thanks to you.
Thank you.
But you are forecasting far less growth this year, Seamus comments.
Yes, I reply. Inevitably. We have got most of what we can get with the Petrovsk brand. However, we are investigating a second brand to access other niches.
That is the first time I have heard of it, William objects, the aggrieved victim of a presumed lθse majestι.
It only popped out of our initial planning meeting last week. We have no research to assess whether it is a viable option or not at this stage. I promise to keep you informed.
Have you a name for this new brand? It will be treated as a second brand, I presume?
No, we haven't settled on a name yet .. (pray God none of the team has mentioned Petrol to him, perhaps in jest). We have some options which we are investigating shortly.
How are you generating the names? Through a naming agency?
It depends on how the names we have already brainstormed check out, and what we consider the market potential to be. We will probably do some random generation of possible names to supplement the ones we already have, before we go into research.
Please, no silly names, advises William.
"Second brands are expensive, and a dilution of focus," observes Seamus.
I assure you, William, that you will be fully consulted before we go ahead and do anything. Obviously, the name, or names, we will recommend to you will have been chosen as giving us the greatest possible likelihood of success. I hold up my hand as Eleanor looks about to speak. Sorry, Eleanor, I wanted to answer William's other question. I do not believe in second brands as such, if you mean by that secondary brands. All brands must play at the top of their game if we are to get the best results. So, if we decide to propose a second brand, I will also be recommending the setting up of a second brand team to compete directly within the market, even with Petrovsk, no holds barred, so long as they remain within their brand definition.
You also get a lot of cannibalisation, if you are not careful, Seamus adds.
Which won't matter if we have the same underlying profitability in the business model. That is the typical pitfall of second brands. The second brand is designed to be less profitable than the first, so it is used only as Plan B. This limits its potential, demoralises the team, and ensures marginal performance. If that is the only option, I won't do it.
I think that depends on what William decides, Eleanor cuts in.
No. That bit is non-negotiable from my perspective. I don't play to lose.
William coughs uncomfortably, having received his second dose of lθse majestι in under five minutes. We will talk about this offline. However, Adam, while you are still with us, I would appreciate your thoughts on another problem I am facing. What does George do about gluten-free in the Snacks Division?
Good point, William, George declares. I am glad you raised that one.
Certainly not eat it, or the lack of it, Eleanor responds.
It is coming up on us in Frozen too.
The trouble with gluten-free is that it is a worthy cause everyone aspires to, and nobody actually wants to eat, GG expostulates. Nobody would kill for a bite of gluten-free, I know. It is worse than decaffeinated. Sales are driven either by dietary necessity or neuroticism. We are increasingly being forced to produce gluten-free products by the retailers to fill a gap in their range, and to boost their image, then we sell about two packs a month, one in Aberdeen, the other in Barnet. It's ridiculous.
I know what you mean, George. We face the same dilemma.
So you are caught in the old Lucozade trap. Lucozade is for sick people. Don't buy it if you are not sick.
Exactly, Adam, exactly.
So you need to give it a face-lift ..
I thought it was in existence to avoid one, quips Eleanor. Do I get the impression that she is getting all ready to have a go at me behind my much-stabbed back?
It would have to be one hell of a plastic surgeon, adds George. I think it is intractable. It might be more a question of how we avoid the pressure of Tescos and Sainsburys to market the disgusting stuff.
Upsetting Tescos is not a smart idea, I comment. I don't know anything about snacks beyond the habit of eating them, but I am aware of the whole problem of projecting healthy food as fun food. However, there must be an angle. You could use some well-funded research to act as a delaying tactic with Tescos. It might work, but equally a competitor might simply grab your facings, which you don't want.
I agree with Adam, Eleanor interposes. Thwarting Tescos is not an option.
If in doubt, I continue, a play on words generally goes down well. What about 'gluttony-free'?
What about gluttony-free?
Well, everyone likes the idea of gluttony without the consequences. You would clearly have to research it, but I would go at least that far. You can have your cake and eat it, you can binge to your heart's content, and you will never get fat. I doubt that your claim could be as specific as that because they almost certainly would get fat, but you could offer something suggestively in that direction. Sort of the opposite of 'naughty-but-nice'. With this delicious delicacy, you can eat your head off and not succumb to a moment of guilt. You would have to get the recipe right, of course. It would have to taste really good.
Which is simply not possible with gluten-free, in my opinion, George pronounces.
Well, if the product really tastes revolting, you are inevitably niche. There aren't so many people in the world who eat shit, whatever the reason.
Delicately put, Adam. I think Eleanor is developing a nice little bee in her bonnet.
Talking of the which, let's eat, Seamus suggests.
I look around the group. I have absolutely no friends here. What do they want to do, to provoke me into some careless suggestions they can ridicule? I have a sixth sense for trouble, and it is definitely rattling its tail, gaining pitch all the time we are talking.
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