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A Planner saved Advertising once.

Where are the Planners who 
will save Advertising again?

Robin Wight, 
President Engine

 
 

Can advertising survive? 

 

Are we just communication dinosaurs waiting to be swept 

away by the world of democratic marketing as brand control 

moves away from brand owners to millions in the marketplace. 

 

We have had some brilliant ideas presented today to face up to 

these challenges and to take advantage of them. 

 

But there is one large Elephant in the corner of the Room 

squatting there that I want to address in the next 14½ minutes. 

 

This is not the first crisis advertising has faced at least in my 

career lifetime. 
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I wrote about that crisis in 1972 just after I came to advertising 

in the late sixties.  It looked that misleading and bullying 

behaviour of advertising, as recently demonstrated in the 

behaviour of the Mad Men, that risked destroying Madison 

Avenue. 
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Ralph Nader, now largely forgotten, was the man who 

punctured the huff and puff of American marketing and 

humbled everyone from General Motors downwards. 

 

And this is where British advertising was saved from a similar 

fate by an agency, that sadly no longer exists, Boase Massimi 

Pollitt. 
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And the genius that brought this first transformation that 

saved advertising from destruction was Stanley Pollitt 

supported by John Webster. 
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Stanley Pollitt
1930 - 1979

 

 

BMP managed to win over the “old school” FMCG companies 

such as Cadburys, Quaker and Schweppes, along with a 

cluster of brewers, in a way that CDP, where I was lucky 

enough to work with the likes of Charles Saatchi and Alan 

Parker, never originally achieved. 
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Account Planner 
b. 1968
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Where CDP simply sneered at the idiocies of the likes of Day 

after Recall, Stanley Pollitt was cleverer. He encouraged 

creative teams to come up with the wild and the wonderful.  

Then the “Account Planners”, a new concept he and Stephen 

King had invented – carried out focus groups research to see 

what consumers thought of these ideas.  

 

Brain science now teaches that there were two flaws in the 

methodology.  

 

The implicit assumption behind focus groups was that of the 

Rational Consumer, the myth that has wasted more marketing 

money than any other fallacy.   

 

The truth is that our mind is a brilliant rationalising machine, 

as opposed to a rational machine.  As ground breaking 

research on “Choice blindness” has demonstrated. 
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If people’s brains mislead them, how can we believe 
what they say?

 

Imagine I am the researcher in this experiment.  I offer the men 

in the audience two cards with two slightly different women’s 

faces on them.  I ask them to return the cards to me, indicating 

which card carries on the other side the face of their selection.  

 

Half the time, I do a conjuring trick and turn over the card with 

the face that the respondent had actually rejected.  

 

Here come two shocking facts for the rational mind model. 

First, 80% of the time the respondents don’t notice the switch. 

Second, the respondents then typically can give a very detailed 

set of reasons that they offer to explain why they preferred the 

face that they are now looking at, even though this was the 

face that they actually rejected. 

 

Play Video 
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Happily for Stanley Pollitt he had a partner in his intellectual 

crime that overcame these difficulties. John Webster was a 

creative genius whose highly developed instinct system – 

located as brain science now reveals around the amygdla. 
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Amygdala: the control centre for much human behaviour

 

 

His, and Stanley Pollitt’s genius, was to interpret the 

utterances of consumers correctly and use the insights to 

create the likes of Cadbury’s Smash Martians, the Sugar Puffs 

Honey Monster and the Cresta Bear. 
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Though these two geniuses could skilfully read the entrails of 

focus groups to discover the truth, many of the researchers 

who followed in their footsteps were more sham than Shaman.  

 

The shocking fact is that for all the extraordinary changes in 

the world of marketing in the last forty years, such as the PC, 

the mobile phone, and the web, market research today is 

essentially the same as forty years ago when I came into this 

industry. This is the Elephant in the Room. 

 

We have put a man on the moon but we still haven’t made a big 

step in exploring the space between a man’s – or woman’s – 

ears.  

 

The failure rate for new products is still between 67% and 87% 

– depending on the category. And a recent Chairman of 
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Unilever rewrote one of his predecessors’ aphorisms to declare 

that “90% of advertising is wasted but we don’t know which 

90%”.   
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“90% of advertising is wasted, 
but nobody knows which 90%”

Niall Fitzgerald

 

The crisis in our industry today is not caused by the credit 

crunch. It is caused by a failure to develop a proper system of 

quality control of our output over the last forty years. Yes, 

clients are happy to visit the casino to play in the Creative 

Lottery, where the odds are only slightly better than the 

National Lottery.  
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But while they are happy to have a flutter in the casino, clients 

have essentially shifted their budgets either upstream to the 

likes of McKinsey, as we heard from Steve Wilson, whose skill 

is in reconstructing a business not in constructing a brand. Or, 

which is a far greater trend, the budget’s been shifted 

downstream, to the marketing plumbers who can unblock a 

sales drain but who simply haven’t the architectural skills to 

build a brand.  
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This is where the 
answer lies.

But who’s looking?

 

Whilst all this has been happening over the last few decades, 

brain science has been revealing truths about how the brain 

works that have been largely ignored.  
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Once the brain has 
made up its mind it 

doesn’t like changing it

 

One of the learning’s is that once the brain has made up its 

mind it doesn’t like changing it. Hence the failure rate of new 

products. And brain science, so far, is a failing new product 

that I will be inviting you to do something about later on. 
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Brands only exist because 
they help consumers make 
buying decisions without 
using too much brain power

 

Brain science explains why brands exist. Not to make 

companies rich. But to enable consumers to choose between 

products with minimum brain energy, as well as signalling 

about their genetic fitness to other consumers. 
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Let’s not forget this key bit of brand learning. For all the 

personal joys of social media, consumers haven’t the time, or 

the spare brain energy, to use it up helping them choose 

between most of the products the marketing industry is 

offering 

 

A brain is energy intensive, using twenty times as much energy 

per ounce as any other part of the body. It has a Cognitive 

Miser system to save its energy for the important things in life 

– who would you fall in love with, who will you have lunch with 

(and maybe fall in love with). Not which fizzy drink or 

toothpaste you should buy. 
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a) INITIAL b) PRACTISED

Practised tasks are easier for the brain to do than novel tasks

Source: The Executive Brain Frontal Lobes & the Civilised Mind – Elkhonon Goldberg  

From brain scan research, we can actually watch a brain using 

twice as much energy in doing a new task as a practiced task. 

But when we go in focus groups to ask consumers to do 

something new – the bold repositioning of the brand, the 
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launch of an earth shattering new product – we interrogate 

only one part of the brain.  
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Cognitive 
rationalising

mind
Genetic

decision 
making 

mind

 

This is the cognitive rational mind but not the brain’s decision 

maker. The mind that makes 85% of the decisions we make 

without you ever being conscious of its intervention is the 

ancient mind, the genetic mind, the one that Stanley Pollitt 

and John Webster instinctively interrogated. 

 

But even they didn’t always get it right. Because this ancient 

genetic mind makes decisions very fast – leaving the cognitive 

mind to explain why it did it – but often not very well. There is 

now a huge science building on the work of Daniel Kahneman 

– who earned the Nobel prize for revealing how flawed much of 

the minds processing is.  
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Yet the quality control systems running the marketing industry 

has ignored this grim reality. Why, because the brains of 

clients and many Agency Planners (the exceptions I know are 

in this room) don’t like change either. They’re wired up – like 

every human brain – to have more of the same.  They are, like 

all of us, wired up to avoid risk – especially if they are the 

brains of Marketing Directors who will only be in their jobs for 

eighteen months on average, which is short enough to fail but 

not long enough to succeed in a new strategy that makes 

sense of brain science. 

 

Brain science, also explains why tracking studies show such 

glacially slow movements of consumer opinion even when the 

ads are working.  

 

And then comes the great distraction. 
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The Web 

 

You have heard today of many ways social media and social 

production transform the world for all of us. 

 

But one reason for this is the Elephant in the Room hasn’t yet 

sat on it. 

 

When an entire on-line campaign can be produced for the 

same cost as the research costs of pre-testing in conventional 

advertising campaign whose going to waste the money doing a 

Link Test on it? 

 

And this has given a permission for a boldness to lots of on-

line activity that off-line activity has been denied. 

 

If it doesn’t work out, you can just dump it with little cost to 

your budget or your brand as Will Harris suggested earlier. 

 

But Will is wrong to think there isn’t a wonderful and valuable 

skill at the heart of the old world of marketing that he won’t get 

with his Isle of Wight Snow Festival 
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Brain Science can 
save Branding

 

The world of branding may not always need a multi-million ad 

campaign. But the inventive skills of all of you in the branding 

industry are still needed to help those brains make brand 

decisions with minimum effort. 

 

And by applying brain science we can reinvent branding for the 

21st century. 

 

There is a terrible danger that in the world of the shiny new 

web, clients will rush off to online to answer their marketing 

prayers in the same way that they rushed to “below the line” 

and “consultants”. 

 

But old fashioned television advertising at its best, has served 

brands pretty well by embedding slogans and images in the 
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brain, as the Think Box recent TV ad reminded us.  That 

brilliant Library ad that Jonathan Mildenhall showed you 

demonstrates the power of good old television advertising at 

its brilliant best. 

 

If it’s not snuffed out by out-of-date research methodology, as 

Coke were wise enough to ignore for their lovely Olympic ad. 

 

But how many campaigns have been passed by pre-testing 

that then fail in the marketplace because the pre-testing 

techniques only could interrogate the conscious mind, rather 

the mind that makes the decisions.  Too many of WCRS’, I 

would confess and of every agency’s, I would suggest. 

 

Even worse, how many potentially great campaigns that could 

have reached the unconscious mind to great effect were killed 

by techniques that failed them on their conscious mind 

performance? 

 

Heineken and Stella are well known. But the brilliant Cadburys 

Gorilla failed Millward Brown as well. 
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And back in 1994 the original Orange positionings that I wrote 

“The Future’s wire free and its’ Orange” was rejected in focus 

group research. 
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If it hadn’t been for the instincts of our client Chris Moss, 

Orange might not have been worth £29 billion five years later 

thanks to this ad. 

 

Yes, its scored eight on its Awareness Index with Millward 

Brown. 

 

But it’s interesting that a far less emotionally engaging and 

powerful Orange ad was given a ranking twice as high by 

Millward Brown with an A.I. of eighteen. 
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I haven’t the time to play this now but believe me its a very 

good factual ad done in a high impact way for a new tariff. 

 

Precisely the sort of ad that scores very highly with Millward 

Brown, which measures the cognitive mind and not the 

emotional mind.  

 

Probably most of you could think of great ideas that died in 

research or second rate ideas that ran because the research 

techniques said they would work in the marketplace. 

 

And all of you will know the limitations and frustrations of the 

present system. 
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So how can a single Account Planner change the system that 

has been running for forty years. Remembering, as I preach, 

the brain resists changing its mind. 

 

I think that we face a crisis that risks making invisible the core 

competency of the advertising industry (and I use advertising 

in the widest way). 
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Which is building a brand into consumers brains 

 

What can we do? First recognise the threat to our survival. 

Advertising is an endangered species, not because the best of 

its products aren’t good or because its people aren’t good but 

because it is judged by almost entirely out of date evaluation 

techniques that have hardly changed in forty years. 



 21

22 Source: Marco Iacoboni - Mirroring People

 

So much so that I wonder how many people in this room have 

even heard of mirror neurons which are the biggest and best 

news to happen in brain science for many years.  

 

If I hold up my right hand, in one part of your brain, mirror 

neurons copy my behaviour and respond as though you are 

raising your own right hand. 

 

It’s only six years since the really exciting link was made, not 

about just copying movements but how we copy other people’s 

emotions in the limbic centre of our brain, which by 

coincidence is in that genetic mind I showed you earlier. 
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MIRROR 
NEURONS INSULA LIMBIC 

SYSTEM

Stimulate the 
facial expression Feel the emotion

Source: Marco Iacoboni - Mirroring People

 

I haven’t time to expand in detail, except to say that mirror 

neuron activity in the brain could be the magic bullet we’ve 

been looking for, indicating evidence of how we could measure 

the creation of branded empathy. 
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Account Planner 
b. 1968

reborn. 2009

 

I believe that if everyone in Account Planning started to work 

together to exchange views on these new research techniques 

– such as the way of studying the implicit memory, of using 

brain scans, of understanding mirror neurons, of paying more 

attention to the concept of memes, even being aware of new 
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projects by neuroscientists, studying how music embeds in the 

brain – all of this would enrich the conversations we have with 

each other and with our clients about what we are doing. 

 

Maybe you should all organise a conference to showcase the 

new thinking for the client community.   

 

But I am suggesting that if people like all of you don’t work 

together to apply the new thinking of brain science - and 

support the new, smaller companies pioneering in this area - 

then advertising itself is in danger. 
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www.saveadvertising.co.uk

 

That’s why today I am unveiling a blog website – 

saveadvertising.co.uk. 

 

I’ve already loaded up a some blog built around this speech.  
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Though we’re all competitors, we have a common interest to 

ensure advertising will not become even lower in esteem both 

amongst clients and consumers. 

 

So please join my campaign to save advertising, to use it to 

help consumers make buying decisions with minimum brain 

effort, and to do this to ensure we start applying brain science 

rigorously to advertising evaluation. 

 

In the next few minutes those of you who gave me your email 

address should receive an email from me that invites you to 

participate in this process. 

 

I know you’ve seen some brilliant things today, but I’d invite 

you to consider in your voting now the methodology invented 

by Suzie Walsh in her book 10-10-10. 
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The concept is very simple and can help you in your own lives. 

 

The 10-10-10 process simply says what are the consequences 

of this decision in 10 minutes? – in 10 months? – in 10 years? 

 

What I suggest to you, though the consequence of putting my 

presentation first may make no difference in ten minutes, it 

could make a huge difference in ten months. 

 

And in ten years if we haven’t unleashed all the new learning 

from brain science to improve communication, then our 

business will have shrunk even further in importance. 

 

So vote away. 

 

Because ultimately you are voting for yourselves. 
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A Planner saved Advertising once.

Where are the Planners who 
will save Advertising again?

Robin Wight, 
President Engine

 


