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As this year’s event celebrates, Account Planning has just had its twentieth birthday. The 
name was finally agreed at a meeting at the Londonderry House Hotel on July 15th 1968. 
We argued a good deal about the title and very nearly decided to call ourselves Brand 
Planners. In a sense, what I’ll be talking about today is wondering whether we got it right.  

 
From the very start there were two rather different approaches to the job, and the range has 
widened since then. It’s useful to think of account planners as positioned on this scale:  
 

 
 
 

At one extreme there are the “grand strategists”, who are intellectual, aim to see the big 
picture, are a little bit above the fray; almost economists. At the other are the “advert 
tweakers”, who peer myopically at advertisements, conduct group discussions, justify 
creative work to sceptical clients; almost qualitative researchers. Most agencies lie 
somewhere in the middle, veering around as agencies do. Of the founders of account 
planning, BMP started from a research department and so tended to be right of centre; JWT 
from a marketing department, so tended to be left of centre.  
 
You can still see the tendencies in their entries to the IPA Advertising Effectiveness Awards. 
BMP’s are rattling good yarns, but sometimes a teeny bit cursory on the statistics; JWT’s are 
inexorably argued, but sometimes a touch short on fun. They both win a lot of awards, but 
BMP is apt to charm the judges into acquiescence while JWT forces them into submission. 
 
First, of the external changes, the squeeze of the marketing department from the glories of 
the 1960s - the disillusion with the inflated promises of “Management Science” (success 
untouched by human imagination), the ratchet effect of retailer pressures, the 1970s crisis in 
branding, the decimation of the budgets and staff. The marketing department turned out to 
need outside strategic and brand-building help after all.  
 
Second, the new converts to marketing. In 1970, 53% of press and television advertising 
expenditure went on the traditional repeat-purchase goods; by 1987 it was down to 39%. 



The new big spenders - corporations, financial services, government departments cars, 
durables and leisure good companies - tended to have come rather late to marketing and 
often didn’t really think of themselves as brands. Promotions attracted them because of the 
effect on volume sales. A great opportunity for account planners to demonstrate to the 
to these converts the value of strategic branding in building margins. 
 
Third, technological leapfrog. When the new product that you’ve slaved for two years to 
develop is copied and undercut in the marketplace in two months and outdated from Taiwan 
in six, how do you recover your development costs? When the sheer speed of change 
overwhelms, how does the now under-staffed marketing department cope? The only answer 
is added value through strategic help and advice.  
 
Fourth, retailers discovered branding. Nearly all the most exciting strategic branding ideas in 
the 1980s have come from them. Led by Habitat, Laura Ashley, The Body Shop, Next, etc; 
now increasingly followed by bigger retailers - M & S Foods, for instance, or Sainsbury’s 
Homebase or the new plans for Safeway. If manufacturers’ brands were to flourish in this 
context, no amount of tweaking would be enough. Account Planners, to be really useful 
to clients, had to offer something at the strategic end of the scale. 
 
Fifth, consumers themselves, as they moved from the new individualism of the 1970s to the 
Designer Everything of the 1980s. What people came to want, in almost everything, was 
both variety and style. A company like Hi-Tec meets this by making some 200 different styles 
of shoe - a manufacturing triumph but a bit of a problem for marketing and distribution. A 
clear need for the account planner’s classic role of strategic simplifier. 
 
But if external changes were drawing to the left, two changes within the advertising business 
were pulling them to the right, to a much more exclusive concern with advertisements. The 
first was the recognition that today consumers know about willingly participate in the game of 
marketing. They had come to value a company for the style of its advertising, not just the 
contents or the arguments.  
 
The Benson & Hedges Gold ads became collectors’ pieces not just for advertising people 
but for everyone. Account planners became became much more involved in the fine tuning 
of creative execution. They ran group discussions, listened to the nuances of consumers’ 
response to rough ads and then justified what was often “difficult” advertising to the clients. 
(Some of the clients were very keen on creativity as long as it didn’t contain anything 
new or disturbing). 
 
Then the change in structure of agencies built on this newly respectable creativity. Suddenly, 
led by Saatchi, agencies moved from being professional partnerships to being businesses in 
their own right. Competition between them increased. Priorities, time frames and values 
changed somewhat; the advertising business started to look inwards a lot more. The new 
businesslike vigour stimulated many new agencies, who came in Waves like Beagle, Bargle, 
D’Annuzio, Twigg & Privet. Most of them were based on creative people, and their high 
creative standards set the agenda for all agencies. While the resulting British advertising is 
widely admired, there is a danger lurking of an inward-looking circularity - a belief that 



great ads are ads thought great by great advertising people. (One is disturbingly 
reminded of the analogy of architects, who tend to believe that great architecture is 
architecture thought great by great architects - and to hell with the people who have 
to live in their buildings) . Again, account planners moved to the right on the scale, 
because they were increasingly judged by their success in contributing to and selling the 
most creative campaigns . 
 
It seems to me that in the 1990s all these marketing pressures are going to continue, the 
external ones pulling planners to the left and internal ones pulling them to the right. But I 
think there are two further issues that broaden the question of the whole future of 
communication services.  
 
By far the most important change of the last ten years has been the “new radical 
economics”. The British do genuinely seem to have turned away from making charming 
apologies for industrial failure and moved towards a zeal for success. There is a sort of 
national recognition that competition is here to stay and that it’s anyhow quite stimulating. 
It’s hard to see any political party today wishing to lead us back to non-competitive 
economic fudge.  
 
The first part of the process has gone quite well; there undoubtedly has been a big 
improvement in manufacturing efficiency. But of course you can play that trick only once. 
You can move from having 11 factories working at 30% capacity to 4 factories working at 
83% capacity, just once. It’s absolutely necessary to do it, to keep improving efficiency, to be 
a low cost producer, but it’s not sufficient; it’s merely the entry fee. 
 
The harder part of the economic miracle is yet to come, but there are some signs that the 
issues are being recognised. There seems to be a dawning acceptance that long term profits 
and success - even survival - for companies, whether they are manufacturers or services or 
institutions, will depend on the depth and quality of their brands. That is, on having 
something to offer that is “better and different”; that has a unique combination of psychical, 
functional and stylistic values; and that has a clear brand personality, expressed in the every 
aspect of performance and communications.  
 
It’s still early days: the word “Brand” is still associated mainly with packaged groceries. But 
there are signs of hope. In the dark recesses of the human mind, in the City and among 
accountants, it is becoming apparent that the traditional balance sheet is giving a very partial 
view of a company’s worth. Most dramatically, Rowntree’s 1987 accounts give the group’s 
gross tangible assets (land, buildings, plant and machinery before depreciation) as about 
£700m. 
 
Even if one makes every possible allowance for current assets and for the traditional 
conservatism of such calculations, the real value of the company as a going concern (that is, 
what the highest bidder in a competitive situation was prepared to pay for it) was more than 
twice as much. The brands which made up over half of the value of this company did not 
appear in the balance sheet at all. To more and more people it is beginning to seem 
ludicrous to refer to Kit Kat and Black Magic as intangible or to suggest that around £1.5bn 



of Rowntrees value is “goodwill” - as if the company’s success came from a vague 
benevolence on the part of the public rather than from a lot of investment in the invention of 
brands and a lot of imaginative work by many people over many years.  
 
All of us in marketing and advertising need to do more to wide this little chink in the 
minds of the financial establishment and to evangelise the cause of the brands and 
the constant inventiveness that they need. But we will have to do it more strategically 
than we have in the past. In the 1970s all too often the praise and prizes have gone to 
minor tweakings - countless new Identikit instant custards or frozen pizzas. The genuine 
strategic brand-building is less instant and maybe more dramatic, but it is a lot more 
comprehensive and lasts a lot longer. Take, for instance the building of Mr Kipling Cakes. 
The development process itself took about two years, from an idea which germinated five 
years before that. The strategic brand design included examining the companies 
strengths and weaknesses, modifying corporate strategy, the key decision to 
concentrate of small cakes, analysis of trends in production machinery and 
processes, questions of bakery numbers and location, the choice of the range, 
naming , packaging, pricing strategy, advertising, merchandising materials, leaflets, 
van livery, salesmen’s uniforms and all the consumer research that helped the 
decisions.  
 
Outside packaged goods markets, the Japanese companies stand out for their strategic 
brand design - in cameras, cars, copiers and electronic equipment. When one reflects that 
within living memory Japanese goods used to have a reputation for being cheap and 
shoddy, it is amazing that their strategy of imagination, innovation, high quality and branding 
is not yet today’s received wisdom in all manufacturing and services companies. 
 
Another remarkable transformation has been that of Ford. At the end of the 1970s Ford cars 
still tended to be the traditional box with additions, most of which you had to pay extra for. By 
the late 1980s they have real brand designs, with aerodynamic shapes and the whole brand 
thought through. Strategic brand design seems to have changed the whole face and success 
of the company. 
 
The logical outcome of the new radical economics is a need in all types of company, 
for strategic imagination on the grand scale, building up the long-lasting range of 
added values that makes up any brand. A splendid opportunity for the right sort of 
outside advisor.  
 
The second major issue of the 1990s is the increasing complexity of marketing. There will be 
more services, always harder to standardise and control. The cosy demarcations are going 
within retailers and financial services. Technology will go on changing, maybe even faster. 
Consumers will demand more variety and designer everything. Retailers will move 
more and more into branding. There will be more international marketing, but more 
account taken of regional and tribal styles. There will be more need to communicate 
beyond consumers - to retailers, employees, institutions, pressure groups, 
bureaucrats and governments. Media will be increasingly fragmented, with more 
opportunities for one-to-one interactive marketing. 



 
With all this complexity it will get harder to coordinate everything and make sure that a 
company speaks with one voice, that all aspects of its brands add up to consistent and 
unique brand personalities.  
 
But it goes a lot further than more coordination. Consistency will not be enough. Brands will 
have to be constantly inventive in all aspects of their design and communications. “New 
product development” won’t be an optional extra, hived off to junior specialists: it will be the 
essence of any successful business and a prime responsibility of the chief executive. One of 
the most important and demanding questions that we will face is simply how to 
manage innovation and imagination.  
 
In the 1990s a company’s brand-building and communications may involve using up to ten 
specialist skills provided by different outside services (not to mention the complexities of 
doing it in many different cultures and languages). These are almost bound to come from 
different companies, simply because the people with the best talents will always want to 
work in quite small units of like-minded specialists; only the second-rate will be willing to be 
collectivised under one roof. 
 
Managing the highest level of imagination is going to require a radical change in many 
company cultures - a point spelled out in detail in the recent NEDO booklet “Design for 
Corporate Culture”. But I think it goes well beyond culture - it’s a matter of organisation too. 
 
At the moment, it’s quite likely that these brand-building services are paid for out of 
half-a-dozen budgets run by half-a-dozen (competing) managers. Many of the decisions 
which affect brands are being made too low down the organisation, with the people making 
them too isolated from each other.  
 
The traditional hierarchical family-tree organisation, with its well ordered layers and 
functional separations, seems wholly unsuitable for imaginative brand-building. 
 
Strategic brand design needs a management structure which is small, flexible and 
interactive. It must involve, in an overlapping way, the key skills of production/R & D 
and marketing/communication and general management/finance. The Japanese 
management systems seem nearer to this sort of permanent working group. Equally the 
retailers who have got their strategic brand design right tend to have had one dynamic 
leader who has embodied these skills - like Terence Conran or George Davies or Anita 
Roddick. Larger companies have simply got to develop a group leadership that acts as if it 
were one person obsessed with the brand. Maybe the time has come to have someone 
within this top management with the specific role of Brand Designer - using the word 
“design” in its broadest sense. 
 
If (maybe, when) companies do have their strategic brand designers, who are they going to 
talk to outside? They could talk separately to the specialists - industrial designers, 
advertising agency, PR company, pack designers, direct mail people, exhibition people, 
sponsorship people, market researchers and so on. Or, because they’re likely to need a 



second opinion who talks their own language, they could talk first to just one outside 
specialist in brand design - someone might call a brand planner. 
 
A key question is where such brand planners are going to be working. Agency account 
planners will increasingly face a dilemma. They are crucially important to 
well-directed advertising, but the more the internal pressures of the business push 
them in the tweaking end of the scale, the less credibility they’ll have for the broader 
brand-designing job. 
 
Much the same is true for planners in packaging, new product development or corporate 
image consultancies, while the traditional management consultants have never been too 
expert in the communications side of branding.  
 
I suspect that it will be a different sort of organisation from any of these. Account planning 
skills are certainly a good basis for the new brand planners, but I think they’re more likely to 
be working in specialist groups of their own, linked to the growing marketing and 
communication services groups. Wherever they are, I’m sure that the job could be one of 
the most attractive opportunities of the 1990s.  
 
 


