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powerful customer insight, and have a sense of the value that 
their niche customers are seeking. Financial services firms, for 
instance, have responded well to customer power, in a market 
where the drive to meet the customer head-on has created new 
value propositions. ‘The marketer’s job is about turning cus-
tomer insight into organisational capability, not just products,’ 
says Mike Hoban, marketing director at Scottish Widows.

First Direct was an innovator here, focusing on a single part 
of the customer journey with its telephone banking service. 
Others, such as Egg, have shown the potential to build brands 
based predominantly on customer relationships and a limited 
set of products.

Radical innovation that challenges category boundaries, 
and even the business model, can also often be far easier for a 
small company. After all, it is more fun to be a poacher than a 
gamekeeper. And a lack of arrogance and cumbersome bu-
reaucracy can make small firms excellent partners. These are 
skills that are valued by the big groups, so marketers definitely 
won’t burn their bridges by starting small.

Bigger companies often have the advantage of richer data 
and greater insight – CRM is a priority for many – but will the 
marketer actually get access to these properties? 

If you can find a well-backed start-up with a brilliant idea 
and intuitive customer focus, then choose it. If not, prudence 
suggests a big blue-chip organisation with peers to learn from, 
processes to absorb and servers stacked with data.

What sort of culture is best?
From a business culture standpoint, it will help your career if 
marketing carries weight in your current or intended organi-
sation. But it will become more critical still to ensure that the 
customer carries weight, and that rigorous analysis is intrinsic. 
Even excellent customer relationships that are not grounded in 
research can be poached or perish.

As a function, marketing is a broad church. In some firms, it 
can still be as informal as just ‘turn up and have a go’, so unless 
you are choosing between P&G and Unilever, the best chance 
of learning and rising within the profession is to work with ex-
cellent marketers. Many experienced marketers say they have 

chosen roles purely to learn at the knee of industry leaders. 
Without swelling the egos of the great and the good, leaders 
such as Paul Geddes (Royal Bank of Scotland), Andy Hornby 
(HBOS), Kate Swann (WH Smith), Martin George (British 
Airways), Cilla Snowball (Abbott Mead Vickers BBDO) and 
David Lundholm (Norwich Union/Aviva) have been named as 
individuals who have acted as magnets to aspiring marketers.  

What skills do I need?
Marketers have to get a broad enough foundation of skills  
in order to understand the whole customer experience, with 
sufficient specialist knowledge to know how to interpret the 
data. CRM, web metrics and media-planning functions now 
carry more weight. 

Any specialisation that takes you away from the customer 
will be hard to turn back from, unless it enables you to influ-
ence other touchpoints. If you are thinking of this, then focus 
on the hottest specialisms that deliver to the ‘shopper’, such as 
sales or operations.

Agency-side, it is clear that the balance of spend and power 
has shifted away from the creative industries and toward great-
er analysis. This is not just a reflection of changing spend (less 
than half of WPP’s revenues are now advertising-related) but 
also of value in terms of brand and customer equity. Many 
media planning roles are just about spend allocation, rather 
than integrating the customer insights that allow for innova-
tion, and so should be acknowledged for what they are – in-
creasingly niche skills. They are helpful in cost management, 
and demonstrate an effective service function, but are not criti-
cal for customer-driven careers.

In middle and later career stages, innovation, partnering  
and coping with change become the priorities. These are best 
acquired through working on a special project, strategic  
assignment or a spell in consultancy. Managing organisational 
change can certainly be a path to the top, and is a critical skill for 
chief executives, but only when it results in a refocusing on ac-
tivities that create value for customers. Strategic planning is 
also valuable, but marketers who stay too long in strategy may 
find it harder to return to a mainstream role.
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How to get ahead in marketing:

The customer is in charge, and it’s having a direct effect on  
marketers’ careers. As the consumer marketplace evolves,  
marketers need to adapt their skills to keep up. Competition is 
driving customer choice, and information channels and new 
delivery points are multiplying, creating more touchpoints. 
Perversely, many of these touchpoints assume more value than 
the services they are brokering – just look at Google, uSwitch or 
Confused.com. 

A complex landscape of value is emerging, with customers’ 
needs being met by a wider variety of businesses. It is becoming 
harder for marketers to control the total brand experience,  
and more of their time is being spent influencing resources and 
co-ordinating complicated partnerships.

All of this complexity is driving a race to develop better  
customer insight, which will be won by using three fundamen-
tal capabilities. First, marketers need better access to customer 
information, with data and data mining becoming more  
critical. Tesco has paved the way here, but Lloyds TSB and  
Vodafone are also pioneers.

Second, marketers need to interpret and manage the total 
customer journey, understanding their role in the customer’s 
life, and identifying additional opportunities for value. Wait-
rose and Procter & Gamble are two companies that have  
excelled here.  

Third, marketers must deliver radical innovation, beyond 
the ‘new improved’ approach. Where markets have become 

saturated, new thinking is required – for example, stripped-
down offerings such as Travelodge and Yo Sushi!

Another example is fuel retail, according to Andrew Blazye, 
former head of brand marketing at Shell Europe and now cus-
tomer experience director at consultancy dunnhumby. ‘There 
is less potential now for incremental innovation. We have load-
ed every “extra” we can into the experience,’ he says. ‘The next 
move will be to strip things away to concentrate on streamlined 
service. Safety and efficiency are the new value drivers.’ 

The current innovation vacuum provides a real opportunity. 
Crest Whitestrips is a prime example of an FMCG brand break-
ing the mould, having created new value through broader in-
sight into dental treatments, not just toothpaste itself.

Learning to partner with intermediaries and suppliers that 
contribute to the customer’s experience is also crucial. Look at 
the role that services such as ebookers and moneysupermarket.
com now play in the airline and finance sectors. 

The following are the four key questions practitioners must 
ask to ensure they make the most of their opportunities in this 
new consumer landscape. 

What sort of organisation should I choose?
Early in a marketer’s career, the choice of employer often comes 
down to size. As a rule, small companies will have restricted 
data assets and potentially only a partial view of the customer 
journey. However, if they are marketing-led, they may possess 
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Comments on 
‘Customers in charge’ 
‘Look at all the senior advertising 
people who have moved over into 
chief marketing officer positions in 
large global organisations. On the 
flip-side, look at the senior 
marketers who have switched to 
running ad agencies. Clearly, there 
is no longer a silo constraint on 
career moves’ J Hilliard

‘The article’s comments on skillsets 
and the potential value of 
strategically biased roles in 
consultancy or planning strike a 
chord. Marketers need to balance 
carefully the acquisition of 
technical marketing capabilities 
with softer skills such as influence 
and persuasion in increasingly 
complex organisational contexts’ 
Carl Nagle

‘Experience suggests that all 
genuinely great marketers – as 
opposed to lucky breakers and CV 
polishers – have one thing in 
common. They have all found a way 
to develop the essential skills that 
can be applied fluently to any 
marketing situation. The article has 
got it right: early in your career, 
finding a top-notch boss who 
understands this stuff and has a 
coaching mentality, is likely to be 
more important than securing a 
role in a big-name company’
William Gardner

‘I was interested in Mike Hoban’s 
comment that the next Tim Mason 
will be in financial services. 
Personal finance touches the lives 
of millions of people in profound 
ways. If you want to make a 
difference in an area that really 
matters, there has probably never 
been a better time’
Martin Johnson
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consideration. Finding ways to evaluate these before they suck 
up research and development spend and marketing invest-
ment is critical. Vodafone’s Differentiation Potential System 
(DPS) enables it to assess which innovations have merit in 
which markets as quickly as possible. The system produces a 
single set of metrics for product development, with actionable 
diagnostics to refine the concept, and streamlined concept 
testing. Financial and customer resources are then allocated to 
the most promising ideas. At the heart of this system is a mech-
anism that assesses relevance, differentiation and the size of the 
market opportunity. 

Each concept is tested with at least 1200 customers in Voda-
fone’s key target segments, and, critically, the fieldwork is 
turned around within three weeks, ensuring that fresh ideas  
get to market quickly. One example is Vodafone’s ‘Simply’  
offering, whose specifications (simple-to-use phones with 
only basic features) were founded on direct customer input. 
The approach adds new layers of marketing sophistication, 
builds a single global/local team with a common language 
around research and development, and places marketers at the 
heart of profit-and-loss-based decision-making. 

For Gillian George, senior customer insights manager at  
Vodafone, the consumer is driving the initiative. ‘Plenty of  
organisations have used balanced scorecard or customer   
equity-type approaches at the tail end of the marketing proc-
ess,’ she says. ‘By striving to embed this thinking into our  
research and development, we hope that we can make the 
whole organisation more customer-responsive.’� 

What sort of brand is best?
FMCG brand management and, ultimately, category manage-
ment remain the holy grails of marketing because they control 
not just communications but also production. Increasingly, 
though, the consumer data of FMCG marketers is less relevant 
than that of their retail customer intermediaries, who truly  
understand their shopper. Reflecting this, point of awareness, 
point of purchase and point of consumption are now recog-
nised as distinct touchpoints by leading FMCG marketers.  
Retail and financial services firms have greater data resources, 
greater innovation challenges and a richer set of touchpoints.  
It is a shame that marketers don’t always get access to, or control 
over, these key elements. 

In these industries, the best place to start in marketing is not 
within the marketing team. Store management is a critical 
place in terms of experience, control and customer insight, but 
from a profitability standpoint, you cannot succeed without 
understanding the buying decisions that determine profitabil-
ity. Attaining both the broad view and the power to achieve 
change in the service sector are much more challenging, but 
worth aiming for.  

No single set of skills, and no single organisation type or  
sector, will suffice to create the ‘total marketer’. Practitioners 
will have to accept increasing mobility to build their career. 

Best practice: Vodafone 
Due to customer expectations and convergence, at any one 
time Vodafone has up to 50 customer innovations under  

Essentials

Mike Hoban, Scottish Widows
Mike Hoban worked for RHM, Allied 
Domecq and WH Smith before his 
current role as marketing director  
at Scottish Widows.

What has changed in marketing during 
your career?
In years gone by, success was defined 
simply by the volume of customers and 
the breadth of your distribution. Now  
it is determined by the ability to make 
insightful connections that also deliver  
a profit. Hand-in-hand with this is the 

increased sophistication that can be  
a real distraction. Just because you  
have a box full of Christmas decorations 
doesn’t mean you need to put them all 
on the tree. Too many marketers are 
seduced by the conceptual niceties of 
integrated campaigns and the glamour 
of expensive production values. The real 
value of FMCG training is in teaching 
you to focus on what matters to 
customers. There is no place to hide.

What is the most exciting challenge  
in your sector?
I think all marketing is about making  
a connection with the customer. In 
financial services, there is still a 
perceived gulf between customers and 
organisations, not just in the niche 
areas of insurance, but in mainstream 
banking. There is still a dramatic 
opportunity. I believe the next Tim 
Mason will be in financial services.

What advice would you give to young 
marketers today?
Make sure you want to be in marketing. 
If you really want to be a chief executive, 
become an accountant. If your aim is to 
transform businesses, marketing could 
give you the chance.

Advice from the top

Andrew Blazye, dunnhumby
Andrew Blazye spent 20 years at Shell 
in various senior global marketing roles 
before moving to dunnhumby in 2006 
as customer experience director.

What has changed in marketing 
during your career?
The increasing acceptability and  
even desirability of customer self-
service has driven innovation. From 
Amazon to Travelodge and even to  
self-checkouts in supermarkets, 
consumers’ desire to be in control 

knows no limits. This is a trend that has 
a lot further to run.

What is the most exciting challenge  
in your sector?
For dunnhumby, our challenges lie in 
internationalisation. This is not just 
about interpreting data through 
culturally relevant insights, but also 
about building partnerships on an 
international scale. Most critically, 
perhaps, it’s about building our people 
to be international in their outlook.  
Broad capability is just as important  
as specific competencies.

What advice would you give to  
young marketers today?
Look for companies that have a great 
idea and the resources to make things 
happen. Make sure there’s scope to 
grow both with, and within, the firm.  
It is critical to quiz them on how they 
will offer you the chance for early 
accountability. The great advantage of  
a large company is the ability to allow 
young marketers to cut their teeth on 
P&L challenges without doing too much 
damage. Smaller companies have to 
manufacture these opportunities with 
‘special projects’ and new ventures.

On 18 July, the next piece 
in the series investigates 
how, with the landscape 
broken down into endless 
specialisms and sub-
specialisms, you can build 
a satisfying career

Jonathan Turner is managing 
consultant at Oxford 
Strategic Marketing; Lindsay 
Leslie-Miller is chief 
executive at recruitment 
consultancy Hunter-Miller


