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WELCOME TO THE AUTUMN BQ! LIKE THE SEASON, IT’S CRISP, SHARP, CLEAR AND 
HOPEFULLY SOLICITS SOME REFLECTION BEFORE WE HEAD INTO THE HURLY-BURLY  
OF THE FESTIVE SEASON.

IF YOU MISSED THE BRILLIANT MARK DENTON AT OUR LAST BOLD ON THE BARGE,  
YOU CAN REFLECT ON WHAT HE HAD TO SAY IN HIS EXCELLENT PIECE ABOUT BEING 
BOLD AND THE POWER OF PUERILITY.

OUR ESTEEMED PLANNERS CLAIRE AND NEIL TAKE ON BEHAVIOUR CHANGE,  
NUCLEAR ANNIHILATION, FANNIES AND COCKTAIL PARTIES IN THEIR USUAL  
THOUGHT-PROVOKING STYLE WHILE COLIN CONSIDERS ADVERTISING’S  
BREXIT MOMENT WITH HIS USUAL COMPELLING CLARITY. I EVEN HAVE A GO,  
QUITE LITERALLY, IN MY MUSINGS ON LONDON.

FOR OUR OCTOBER BOLD ON THE BARGE WE ARE DELIGHTED THAT AMAL AZZUDIN 
HAS AGREED TO STEP ON BOARD. AS EQUALITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS OFFICER, AMAL 
LEADS A REFUGEE PROGRAMME, WITH THE MENTAL HEALTH FOUNDATION, CALLED 
SAWTI, WHICH AIMS TO RAISE AWARENESS OF MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING FOR 
REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS IN SCOTLAND. IN ADDITION TO THIS, AMAL WAS 
ONE OF THE CO-FOUNDERS OF THE FAMOUS GLASGOW GIRLS WHO STOOD UP TO DAWN 
RAIDS, DETENTION AND DEPORTATION OF ASYLUM SEEKERS IN GLASGOW. AMAL HAS 
HAD HER COURAGE, PASSION AND TENACITY DEPICTED IN TWO BBC DOCUMENTARIES, 
A TELEVISION MUSICAL DRAMA AND STAGE MUSICAL – WE MUCH LOOK FORWARD TO 
HEARING FROM HER.

THIS WILL BE OUR LAST BQ OF 2018, SO I’D LIKE TO THANK YOU FOR TAKING THE 
TIME TO READ THIS AND HOPEFULLY THE OTHERS THAT WE’VE PRODUCED OVER THE 
COURSE OF THE YEAR. WE LOOK FORWARD TO SHARING MORE BOLD THINKING IN 
2019 AND THOUGH I’M SURE DECORUM PREVENTS ME FROM WISHING YOU A HAPPY 
CHRISTMAS IN OCTOBER, I’M GOING TO DO JUST THAT. 

SEE YOU ON THE OTHER SIDE, 
ED.

ed.brooke@leith.co.uk
0131 561 8600

@theleith

HELLO
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NUCLEAR ANNIHILATION, FANNIES AND  COCKTAIL PARTIESNeil Simpson looks back on the good old days and cultural fault lines.

FOUR LESSONS IN BEHAVIOUR 
CHANGE ADVERTISING

What the world’s biggest arts festival taught Leith planner, 

Claire Wood, about how to be better at her job.

5

CLAIRVOYANTS,  
CRÈME EGGS AND  

A GOOD OLD PISS-UP
Words of wisdom from our latest ‘Bold on the Barge’ 

guest speaker, the one and only Mark Denton.

LONDON’S STALLINGEd Brooke on why the tide is turning  and brands are failing to catch up.

4
ADVERTISING’S BREXIT MOMENT

Aw naw…not that. Never fear, it’s the politics of adland 

that concern copywriter, Colin Montgomery.



Here I am 421/2 years into a career in advertising. 
A career I was warned was, like football, a young 
person’s game.

I could try and attribute my staying power in  
the advertising industry down to bold decision 
making and strategic planning. But I’m not sure  
I was ever that clever. I reckon I just did what felt 
right at the time. 

Like not following my entire family into the scrap 
metal business. My grandad, dad and uncle 
owned scrapyards, both my brothers crushed 
metal into blocks in the yard, my sister, mum and 
two aunties worked in the offices of G.F. Denton 
& Sons Ltd as well. 

I didn’t fancy that, so I decided to look for 
something that didn’t involve quite so much 
heavy lifting. If dirty fingernails were anything  
to go by, I was the white sheep of the family.

Since I was quite good at drawing my mum 
thought I might be able to go to art school,  
then I’d be able to paint the flowers on the  
edges of plates in a pottery. 

I didn’t like the sound of that much either, 
especially if it meant moving to Stoke-on-Trent. 

I liked the sound of art school though, I could 
just imagine myself in a beret, sitting around all 
day drawing naked people. But then I found out  
I needed a few O’levels. I was scuppered. 

Until, that is, I had a chance meeting with a 
stranger. I was on my dad’s driveway, polishing 
my scooter (a Lambretta SX 200 since you ask) 
when this bloke pulled up on his moped. 

We got chatting and he told me that he was 
going to the Ravensbourne School of Vocational 
Studies to study art and guess what? You didn’t 
have to be brainy to get in. (Top Tip: always talk 
to strangers.) 

Three years later I emerged with a certificate  
in Graphic Design (with Merit) and with that  
I managed to secure a job as a paste-up artist 
and visualizer (ask your mum and dad about it)  
at Leo Burnett, London. 

My main job was drawing up other people’s 
ideas (it was the only option pre-computers).  
But I couldn’t help throwing in a few concepts of 
my own. They all got blown out until one day…

I was tasked with drawing up some storyboards 
for Cadbury’s Crème Eggs that were about to go 
into research. And as usual I did an extra one of 
my own. 

Of course, I thought that my idea was the best.  
It was set in a 14th, 15th or 16th Century street -  
I wasn’t very good at history either – and it 
featured a turbo-driven sedan chair powered  
by Crème Eggs. 

I was getting fed-up of being rejected by this 
point, so I snuck my board in with others.  
That way the account and planning team could 
see it - by accident!

My idea went into research with the rest of them 
and before I knew it, it had WON! 

(Word of warning: my boss was a little bit miffed 
to say the least.) 

Remember that tip about talking to strangers? 
Well, another one wandered onto the 14th, 15th, 
16th Century set that had been built on a stage  
at Shepperton Studios where we were shooting 
my Cadbury’s Crème Egg script. 

His name was Chris Palmer and he popped in 
from the stage next door to see the amazing 
14th, 15th etc, street scene. 

After a good chat, I discovered that Chris was  
a writer and he needed a new art director.  
So, within a few weeks I had a brand new job  
as a fully-fledged art director at a new hot-shop 
called BBH. 

Going from visualizer to art director was a trifle 
anus-clenching so I booked an appointment to 
see my clairvoyant, Mme Clair of Catford. 

She could see in the cards that I’d just teamed up 
with a new partner. She told me that we’d end up 
with ‘our names over the door’ and she could see 
me in front of the camera and behind the camera. 

Equipped with this prophecy, I could go full 
steam ahead because everything was going to 
be OK. From that moment on, I pedalled really 
hard to make up for the time I’d lost drawing up 
other people’s ideas. 

Top Tip Number 2: ALWAYS PICK UP THE PHONE.

They kept me busy at BBH but I always picked 
up the phone, when a photographer’s rep, 
Illustrator, producer or music company called  
to show me their wares. 

Before I knew it, I’d produced a load of extra-
curricular creative work with the help of the  
new people I’d met. 

I found, and still find, that people don’t need 
much persuading when you offer them a chance 
to get involved in a good idea. 

One day the phone rang and I found myself 
talking to someone I’d never met before.  
His name was Paul Simons (not the singer)  

and to cut a long story short, within a couple of 
months I was a partner and joint ECD of a brand 
new agency with the snappy name ‘Simons, 
Palmer, DENTON, Clemmow and Johnson’. 

It was just as the clairvoyant Chris and I visited 
predicted, ‘name over the door’. But unfortunately, 
she never mentioned that early on we’d be crap  
at new business. So I had to continue employing 
my tried and tested techniques in getting blood 
out of a stone. And enrolling talented creative 
people to help me turn small campaigns into big 
ones by making them as BOLD and as visibly 
arresting as possible. 

It’s the awards that we won for small clients  
like Luncheon Vouchers, Slumberdown Duvets,  
and Wrangler that threw the spotlight on our 
agency and helped us secure the likes of Nike 
and British Telecom. 

My best tip for anyone starting out in the 
industry is probably ‘never wait for permission  
to be creative’. 

Don’t be restricted by small budgets or the  
lack of a brief, there’s always a willing person  
to help you realise your ambitions if your idea  
is good enough. 

Just one last thing tho’ – always pay people  
back too (or you won’t go to heaven – 
apparently).  
Oh, and most importantly, always be sure to 
follow every idea by a good old piss-up!

M. Denton Esq. 

AND A GOOD 
OLD PISS-UP

CLAIRVOYANTS,

CREME
EGGS,

Words of wisdom 
from our latest 

‘Bold on the Barge’ 
guest speaker, 

the one and only 
Mark Denton.

Image credit: Mark Denton

The story board that started it all... 
Image credit: Mark Denton

Simons Palmer Denton Clemmow Johnson’s iconic Nike ads. 
Image credit: Mark Denton
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Every August, Edinburgh hosts the biggest arts 
festival in the world. This year’s Fringe boasted 
over 55,000 performances of over 3,500 shows. 
Interestingly, it featured more shows about 
‘social issues’ than previous years.

As someone who works for an ad agency and  
so spends a good portion of her time thinking 
about social issues and how advertising can 
persuade people to change harmful habits, I was 
curious to explore whether you can do the same 
with theatre. After all, the shortest show I saw 
this year lasted less than eight minutes. And 
even eight minutes gives you a better crack at 
encouraging people to change than a 30 second 
ad. Of course, the context is different.

Usually (though the Royal Mile in the Fringe is an 
exception), you actively choose a piece of theatre 
where you might bump into advertising content. 
And you usually plump for a particular production 
because some aspect of it appeals — the creative 
team, the topic, the actors. Few people actively 
seek out advertising as a reflection of their world 
view (is last week’s Nike campaign an honourable 
exception? Discuss).

But assuming both do their jobs right, whether 
advertiser or theatre maker, both are creating 
content that they hope their audience will want to 
discover. So can we learn anything from theatre 
makers about how best to persuade people to 
change their ways? I think so  —  as follows:

1. Awareness is one thing; 
understanding is another

Sometimes, the reasons you might want to 
behave differently are obvious. Most people 
now accept that it’s good to wear seatbelts when 
you’re driving and it’s bad to smoke, for example. 
But often, in order to persuade people to consider 
change  —  or disrupting a pattern  —  it helps if  
they understand the context, or the reasons why 
change is good. Closed Doors was a quick-witted 
feisty piece of theatre by Glasgow performance 
poet, Belle Jones in collaboration with 
Novasound. Following a Police evacuation of  
a Glasgow tenement, three women from very 
different backgrounds are forced to confront the 
assumptions they’ve made about each other. 
Topical in these times of terrorist threats, 
firebombs and foiled plots, Jones’s message  
—  that we should judge less and talk to each  
other more  —  is beautifully delivered. From one 
woman’s story to another. Earlier this year, the 
Scottish Government passed a bill that recognised 
that domestic abuse isn’t only physical; it can also 
be psychological. ‘Coercive control’ will soon be 
easier to prosecute though the law and will rely  
on victims coming forward to seek help.

Never Vera Blue was a devastating study of  
a woman trapped in an abusive relationship. 

Developed in partnership with the Gaia Centre 
in Lambeth, the peculiar ways in which coercive 
control can be exercised were thoroughly 
explored and the protagonist found a way out. 
Easy to say but not so easy to do. By showing  
an understanding of the peculiar individual 
misery of an abusive relationship  —  and then 
dramatising an escape, Futures Theatre hope  
to both raise awareness of the problem and of 
how insidious and invidious coercive control can 
be while inspiring more people to take action.

2.  Showing can help —  
but sometimes you have to tell

The Half Moon Shania briefly touched on a  
topic close to our client Drinkaware’s heart: 
sexual harassment in the night-time economy. 
The musical explored a female punk band’s 
attempts to hit the big time in an industry all  
too ready to take advantage of wannabes.  
Burnt Lemon Theatre had ample opportunity 
(and didn’t really take it) to land a message about 
how you could behave if you see someone being 
harassed on a night out  —  but then they were 
making a piece of theatre, not a self-help manual.

At the other end of the spectrum were a bunch 
of shows that had a very explicit call to action. 
Part of ‘Death on the Fringe’, both User Not 
Found and Sit With Us For A Moment And 
Remember took on the tricky topic of grief.  
At Dante Or Die’s User Not Found, the audience 
listened to most of the play through headphones 
but were asked to take them off for the final 
scene — emphasising the importance of human 
contact. And I don’t want to ruin the climactic 
moment of Lincoln Company’s Sit With Us… to be 
found on a park bench overlooking Edinburgh’s 
extinct volcano but it was a beautiful reminder  
of the importance of being there for people.

Both, by building empathy  —  or at least intrigue 
in the case of Sit With Us  —  left a more lingering 
impression than a poster might.

3.  Advocacy is as much as we  
can hope for

Beyond actually getting people to do the thing 
you hope they’ll do (CPR! Joining the organ 
donor register!), urging them to talk about it with 
friends and family can also be helpful to raise 
awareness and start to shift attitudes. With organ 
donation, it’s vital as consent is everything.

Leo Burtin’s The Midnight Soup is intended to  
do exactly that. As well as having one of the 
Fringe’s smartest marketing strategies  —  a ticket 
for his show also includes your dinner. Under the 
auspices of talking about his grandmother’s 
unexplained suicide, Burtin invites a small 

audience to help him make soup. As we chop, 
he tells us about his gran, using her sudden 
death as a prompt for his audience to discuss 
their own attitudes towards and preparations  
for their own end of life care. The experience  
of preparing food together, Burtin explained 
afterwards, helps break down a typically British 
awkwardness and encourages conversation. 
The Fringe was a temporary stop off. He’s more 
usually found taking the show to community 
centres and care homes —  his soup cooker is 
portable! Interesting for us advertisers as our 
field and experiential activity is usually intended 
to do something similar. We often rely on visual 
eye candy to attract people to the stand  —   
and then field staff to convey our message. 
Maybe we need to be thinking harder about  
how we involve our audiences in the debate.

4. Empathy is everything
Whether we’re trying to persuade people to do an 
icky bowel cancer test or to drink a little bit less 
alcohol, we need to show that we understand our 
audience. Telling without sympathy and/or empathy 
is only lecturing. And who ever has responded well 
to that? And maybe that’s where theatre has the 
advantage. You’ve bought a ticket for a show  —  
and thereby given permission to whoever it is to 
talk at you for the next fifty minutes. Where we’re 
trying to persuade people to take time out of their 
to do lists and pay attention to us for a frantic thirty 
second slot. Poor us.

But we could also learn that with enough 
energy, creativity and vitally, ability to listen, 
it’s easy (easier, anyway) to empathise with 
your audience. I’ll Have What She’s Having 
was a cracking insight into what it is to be 
young, female, trying your best to have it all 
but buckling under the pressures of needing 
to be seen to have a perfect life on social media. 
Grassmarket Projects’ Where It Hurts looked 
at the NHS in its seventieth year. A homage 
to its collective grace and tenacity and a yowl 
of frustration at escalating demand, it reminded 
us that lots of health issues can’t be set in 
plaster and left to heal.

Aside from being a stunning show  —  I’m eternally 
grateful to David Amers for telling me at least 
three times that it was the best thing he’d seen 
this Fringe  —  Electrolyte by Wildcard was a 
stunning study of mental ill-health and the power 
of friends to help you through. You can read  
all the books you like about the disorientation, 
discombobulation, isolation and fear that goes 
with mental health problems but this young 
company turned all of that into an hour and  
ten minutes of gripping, glorious story-telling. 
Wildcard deliberately set out to give the 
“unknown and disenfranchised” a voice, thereby 
empowering them to take action. And Electrolyte 
does just that, with literal bells on.

And maybe that’s why the Edinburgh Fringe is  
a little bit like crack cocaine for me. Three weeks, 
3,500 shows in a city that’s barely built to cope 
and every time you step off the street into another 
dim cavern, you’re bumping up against someone 
else’s little slice of life in all its unapologetic, fierce, 
feisty glory. Stories worm their way into your mind 
and your heart in a way that a textbook will always 
struggle to do. It might make for an empathy 
overload. But it’s also a greedy planner’s dream.

Image credit: Belle Jones

Leo Burtin waits for guests to arrive at his table 
Image credit: Phil Cole
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In 1971 America faced nuclear annihilation,  
a bloody quagmire of a war in Vietnam,  
and cultural fault lines that scarred the country.

Purveyors of fizzy brown water, Coca-Cola,  
tried to counter-act this geopolitical nightmare 
with an ad created by advertising agency 
McCann. It was an ad with a really nice message. 
It involved a young, good-looking and diverse 
crowd gathered on a hillside.

They sang a song. It was full of hippies. 

It was faintly religious (or fascist, depending  
on how you feel about large choreographed 
groups of people singing in unison).

Of course, it didn’t solve the Cold War, Vietnam 
or stop Nixon from winning the Presidency a 
year later. But the spot had an enduring impact 
on advertising. Much of adland is still mentally 
living in the world of the Coca-Cola spot. 

The philosophy in the ad is very American  
and very California. It’s the view that everyone, 
everywhere is basically the same. As a result, 
everyone can receive the same universal 
messages. 

Yet by speaking to ‘everyone’ and assuming  
all people are the same, communications end  
up being less effective and appeal to no one.

Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede has 
highlighted this point. The messy nuances and 
peculiarities of culture (“the software of the 
mind”) are often ignored by big global 
companies. The result? Miscommunication, 
political friction and confusion. The problem  
is not that companies treat people differently,  
it’s that they treat them all the same. 

When it comes to advertising there are plenty  
of good practical reasons to localise advertising. 
KFC’s “Finger-lickin’ good” was once wrongly 
translated into “We’ll eat your fingers off” in 
China. Pepsi’s “Come Alive with Pepsi” became 
“Pepsi brings your ancestors back from the dead” 
in Chinese. Coors “Turn it Loose” was translated 
into “Suffer from diarrhea” in Spanish.

(Shitty) translation issues aside, the ‘universalist’ 
school of advertising also creates anaemically 
dull and predictable creative. How many 
montages of diverse and cosmopolitan 
millennials doing quirky things like eating 
cupcakes, using a hoverboard or playing with 
sparklers have you seen recently? These could 
be in London, LA or Moscow. Who cares?  
If there’s an idea to be found in this sort  
of work, it’s usually the sort of thought a stoned 
second-year politics student has. “Wouldn’t it  
be nice if we could all just, like, *takes a draw* 
get on, and stuff? Why do we even have money 
anyway?” The music that must always contain 
ukuleles, people whistling or someone humming.

Universal copy also tends to use vague ‘fat’ 
words: ‘Innovation’, ‘Freedom’, ‘Purpose’. 
Communications become safe and inoffensive.  
All this has inspired a great parody:  
This is A Generic Millenial Ad.

And universalist ads are not only expected, 
they’re ineffective. 

Communications that appeal to a specific 
group work better because of the ‘Cocktail 
Party Effect’. The effect is why we pay more 
attention to things that are relevant to us.  
It’s why our ears prick up when we hear our 
name from the other side of a room amidst 
indecipherable babble. While we switch off to 
bland universal messages aimed at everyone 
and no one, local quirks, peculiarities or 
particulars mentally grab our attention. 

A recent IPA talk highlighted the impact  
this effect can have on advertising. Subway 
compared generic and non-localised messages 
with localised alternatives. They found an uptake 
in sales for the local messages: 8% more for  
a region message and 9% more for a city.  
The point is simple. Appeal to a tribe or a group 
identity, and you will get stronger results than  
a universal message. This is why the “Oi! You got 
sumfin’ else?” at the end of a RBS spot is so 

effective. Anyone who’s ever used Scottish 
money in England will have experienced 
rejection, monopoly jokes and an argument 
about legal tender.

It’s also why, Irn-Bru’s ‘Fanny’ campaign was  
so successful. What better a way to appeal  
to Scottish people than by undermining an 
optimistic California-tinted view of the world  
with a fanny joke?

Of course, there’s a tendency for adland to 
ignore or fail to notice these local nuances. 
Andrew Tenzer, Head of Insight at Trinity Mirror 
Group, has recently highlighted that there is a 
measurable and significant gap between how 
“normal” people think in the UK and how most 
people who work in advertising think. Clearly 
there is an ever-present danger of the proverbial 
ad-executive-hipster in Soho thinking their 
political outlook and cultural references are  
the same as their 50+ target in Swanage. 

Clearly adland should avoid the universal 
messages and messianic thinking that  
Coca-Cola fell into in 1971. In appealing to 
everyone, everywhere, you risk appealing to  
no one. Instead, embrace the weird, the local 
and the specific. When a tribe is spoken to,  
in its own language, it listens and responds.  
Not only does this help avoid bland creative,  
it also produces more effective advertising. 
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Politics and religion. Two eternal taboos in polite 
company apparently; effectively just the one if 
you’re in Northern Ireland. After all, we wouldn’t 
wish to sour our light starter of buffalo mozzarella 
and balsamic would we, Quentin? Well, I concur. 
Because as most people will be thinking right 
about now – if you’re still reading– politics has 
gone a bit shouty of late, full of wide-eyed 
zealotry, cheap sloganeering (you’d never get me 
doing cheap sloganeering) and often downright 
lies. But… and it’s a big but I grant you…surely you 
can’t ignore that reality if you’re trying to reflect, 
or at least nod your head towards, reality in your 
advertising? In which case, we need to lance the 
boil that is Brexit. Bloody Brexit. Don’t worry,  
I’m just using it as a pretext for a bigger point,  
so bear with me. Take a deep breath, it’s all  
going to be OK…

Let’s kick off with some truth – a novel concept 
these days I know. Whatever your vote in the 
ill-conceived, badly managed and ruinously 
divisive referendum that happened back in 
June 2016, you would no doubt agree on  
one thing, this vote and others like it, are just 
outriders for the main convoy of social, cultural 
and economic change that is inevitably coming 
down the line. For to argue that the current 
system is working perfectly – from any end 
of the political spectrum – is no better than the 
blind boast of Ozymandias. Shelley’s famous 
statue in the eponymous poem, stood crumbling 
in the sand and exhorted us to ‘look on my 
works ye mighty and despair’; well, there is 
much to despair about when you look around 
you. That’s not miserablism talking, that’s just  
a dose of honesty. 

And to think it could all have been so different. 
For we, as advertisers, have been champions 
of the empowerment of the individual through 
consumer choice. But in so many ways,  
this has turned into a self-defeating exercise  
in cannibalistic atomisation – try saying that 
when you’re drunk, although you could posit 
I’m writing this while drunk. Back to cannibalistic 
atomisation. In plain English it means that the 
more we’re all persuaded to see things purely 
from an individual/personal perspective, the 
more we eat away at the inherent connectivity 
and collective framework that is the lifeblood 
of everything, advertising included. This is a 
problem that impacts on agencies as much  
as it does the wider society we appeal to.  

We’ll come back to that at the end. Or skip to it, 
if you’re running out of the will to live. 

For hardier types I’ll plough on regardless. OK, 
Col, where’s your evidence of this existential rot 
matey? Well there’s…the decline of the high street 
because of the rise of internet retail – more 
personal but more depressing. Or take the 
myriad choices in certain key market sectors 
that can quickly become a confusing quagmire 
– more personal but more confusing. Or even 
the solipsism of some of the stuff that routinely 
clutters up digital – more personal but more 
meaningless. There’s still universal resonance  
in the personal of course; charities, causes and 
socially useful endeavours do well to harness  
it for broader societal outcomes. Plus arguably, 
shared experience is far from dead. Admittedly, 
it’s more Love Island than NHS these days,  
but there’s still hope for the idea of being  
‘in it together’ without the nasty whiff of  
political opportunism.

That said, it’s hard to deny that the illusion  
of individual empowerment in the consumer 
realm is no replacement for the real sense of 
empowerment you get from feeling that you 
matter in the greater scheme of things. 

Customising a training shoe or your pizza order is 
great. But if you feel more and more like a single 
unit with less and less power, and less and less 
able to affect that powerlessness at a big-picture 
democratic level, well there soon emerges a 
mismatch that stagnates into resentment which 
warps, quite understandably, into a ‘f**k you’ 
mentality. Yet, as per the above, the irony is that 

99% of people – even the most selfish ones 
– naturally want to belong to something bigger 
than themselves. Regrettably that’s been hijacked 
by populists in some often especially unpleasant 
forms (not just The Donald’s hair incidentally). 

In short, atomisation, and its ugly sister, 
isolationism, never work. Belonging to a greater 
whole is not the stuff of student placards, wispy 
Marxist dreamers or chanting yoghurt knitters…
it’s what we are in essence as social animals.

Recognising that impulse against the backdrop 
of the Brexit vote, advertising would be well 
advised to try and tap into the emerging need 
for a new collectivist sensibility, one informed  
by the reality that nothing exists in a vacuum. 
And I think that can quite feasibly live alongside 
the need to go off and do our own thing.  
After all, that’s how the best agencies work. 
That’s how The Leith aspires to work. We don’t 
encourage naked self-interest; we harness 
individual ambition within a culture of respect  
for togetherness, for everyone’s part in the 
collective endeavour that binds us. 

So, here’s a wee tip. You might be working in 
an agency when some self-styled maverick 
comes along, demanding that their individual 
genius be indulged, citing some bogus status 
within some imagined hierarchy of things. 
Smile, nod and let them continue on their merry 
way, never forgetting that, like the myth of the 
self-made man/woman who, in their own heads, 
never interacted with or needed help from 
anyone on their journey to success, they 
wouldn’t even have a job if it weren’t for the 
different disciplines from all across the agency 
coming together to form a coherent, unified, 
integrated whole. To paraphrase John Donne, 
‘No man is an island, entire of itself, not even 
an island is an island, come to think of it, 
nothing is an island and until we are all 
respectful of that fact, we are gonna end  
up in a sad lonely place’.

There’s still hope  
for the idea of being  
‘in it together’ 
without the nasty 
whiff of political 
opportunism.

Belonging to a 
greater whole is not 
the stuff of student 
placards, wispy 
Marxist dreamers 
or chanting 
yoghurt knitters...

Image credit: Reuters

BREXIT Image credit: ITV

ADVERTISING’S

MOMENT
Aw naw…not that. 

Never fear, it’s the 

politics of adland that 

concern copywriter, 

Colin Montgomery. 
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I’m a bit torn writing this.

Born and bought up in London, it’s a city that’s 
intoxicating and brilliant. We have an office down 
in Shoreditch and when possible, I spend time 
walking to meetings, padding the streets, 
marvelling at it all. But there’s a turning tide. 
Talent is increasingly choosing not to move 
there, talent is increasingly moving out of there, 
it’s living in a bubble and failing to connect with 
the rest of the UK. And what surprises me is  
the failure of brand owners in the UK to pick  
up on this.

I appreciate that this piece may (hopefully) 
generate the usual flack: “you help run an  
agency outside London”, “you would say that” 
“you’re just chippy” ...I get that. And I’ve held my 
powder dry on this one – firstly because I’m a 
Londoner and I love the place but secondly,  
until now, the evidence didn’t really stack up.  
But now it does, convincingly so.

The talent drain
There are clear signs of business recognising that 
it’s time to make a move out of town. Huff Post 
Editor-in-Chief Polly Curtis said recently of their 
decision to open a pop-up office in Birmingham 
“it’s time to get out of the London bubble,  
closer to our audiences”.

According to the London Chamber of Commerce 
earlier this year, 1 in 5 businesses based in the 
capital have moved or are considering leaving 
London given cost pressures. While Business 
Matters reported that 25% of skilled tech workers 
are moving out to the regions. Sentiment 
evidenced by the likes of HSBC, PwC, Burberry, 
Channel 4, BBC and ITV as they relocate 
significant parts of their operations to Leeds, 
Birmingham and Manchester.

With cities like Edinburgh becoming world 
centres for culture-defining tech such as AI and 
other regional cities throughout the UK starting  
to boom it’s no wonder that Karen Bradley, our 
ex-Culture Secretary stated in an address to  
the Royal Television Society, “people seeking  
to work in media should not feel like they have  
to move to London.”

Why’s this happening?

Understandably business gets better vfm 
outside London, good talent at less cost,  
real estate the same, and this is fuelling more 
and more emigration from London. In 2015,  
for the first time, the ONS identified a tipping 
point, more 30-39 year-olds were moving  
out of London to regional cities than those 
moving to London.

This is hardly surprising when you consider 
house and rent prices (more of which later),  
but also quality and security of life are having  
an impact – as has been reported, Sadiq Khan  
is looking to Glasgow’s experience in treating 
the significant increase in London’s knife crime 
as a public health issue.

Talent rejection 
At a recent event at Nottingham University,  
Kevin Ellis, the chairman of PwC gave a talk to 
400 students. When asked how many of them 
wanted to work in London just under a third put 
their hands in the air. Ellis is reported to have 
said that 5 years ago, “every hand in that room 
would have been up. They said that with their 
levels of debt and London’s costs – why go?”. 
You wouldn’t really. London’s rents are 
stratospheric, the highest by some distance 
driven by a chronic lack of housing. According to 
an FT article, between 40,000 to 50,000 homes 
a year would need to be built to alleviate the 
shortfall. In 2015, only 18,260 were completed. 
It’s simply failing to catch up. Not only that  
but the BBC reported this month if you were a  
20-something a staggering, 55% of your monthly 
earnings would be spent on a mid- range one 
bedroom flat. Ouch.

Again there are signs that folk have had enough 
and the young have seen the light. For the first 
time in 8 years London property prices have 
stalled and are, in fact, in decline by 1.2% a year. 
That vs 8% growth in Edinburgh, 7.8 % in 
Liverpool, 7.7% in B’ham and 7.1% in Manchester 
according to the latest Hometrack index. People 
are increasingly voting with their feet and their 
wallets for, amongst other things, a better quality 
of life. As the acclaimed author Christopher 
Fowler wrote in his piece ‘Living in the London 
Bubble Means...’: “The thing we enter when we 
open the Evening Standard property pages, look 
at an article praising a stack of minuscule glass 
shoeboxes in Dalston borders going for £1.5m 
and think, ‘they’re nice’.”

The disconnect 
So if established talent is increasingly starting to 
leave the capital and emerging talent is starting 
to reject the capital, at least it’s home to the best 
in the business when it comes to building 
brands? Right? 

Errrr. According to Andrew Tenzer, Head of 
Insight at TM who researched and wrote the 
study ‘When Trust Falls Down’ for IPSOS 
connect, that’s not the case:

•  Brands and advertising are perceived  
to be London-centric and out of touch

•  People outside London are 21% more 
likely than people living in London to say 
brands don’t aim their advertising and 
marketing at people in their local area.

A view echoed by Zoe Harris at Trinity Mirror 
who claimed that brands are increasingly being 
seen as part of some small elite. And that’s 
because London agencies live in a burrata 
bubble according to an extensive study of 2000 
people by media agency UM who discovered 
that 51% of non-Londoners feel the way that 
they’re portrayed in ads just isn’t authentic while 
48% of them believed people working in the 
sector didn’t understand them.

We’ve been talking about the new ad for the 
Lotto here at Leith, which is a good case in 
point. Even London adbible Campaign tore into 

it arguing that it’s portrayal of working class life 
is a damning indictment of the London-centric 
ad industry bubble.

The numbers
So talent’s leaving, talent’s rejecting, London 
agencies increasingly aren’t connecting.  
They must be good value for money? Obvs not.

With the highest business rates and salaries in 
the UK how could they be? When I last looked  
at the AAR Agency Rates (AAR’s kind of like  
a matchmaker between clients and agencies) 
our Leith rates were around 25% better across 
every agency dept. I’m sure that’s the same  
for other “regional” agencies in Glasgow, 
Newcastle, Sheffield, Leeds, Manchester, 
Cardiff, Belfast etc.

If I was an FD looking at these facts I’d be asking 
my Marketing Director why on earth are we 
using agencies that are not only out of touch 
with our brand’s consumers but are also costing 
us arms and legs that in these austere times we 
can’t afford to lose.

Lost in the supermarket
So why oh why, given all of the above, do 86% of 
the FMCG Top 100 brands use London agencies, 
6% global shops and just 3% outside London 
– us, one other in Edinburgh and JWT Cheetham 
Bell in Manchester (couldn’t find out where the 
other 1% was based). Especially when 36% of  
the FMCG brands are headquartered outside 
London and the SE and could presumably save  
a great deal of time and money while connecting 
better with their consumers if they looked closer 
to home. It makes no sense.

Around 10 years ago this kind of piece would 
have been written by frustrated Creative Directors 
of regional agencies and loaded with emotion. 
Not any longer, the evidence is stacking up, the 
tide is steadily turning and unless London wakes 
up to smell its tall half caff, oat latte, those same 
regional agencies will rightly reap the rewards.

And I didn’t even mention Brexit…

Ed Brooke on why  

the tide is turning  

and brands are failing 

to catch up.

The thing we enter when we 
open the Evening Standard 
property pages, look at an 
article praising a stack of 
minuscule glass shoeboxes 
in Dalston borders going  
for £1.5m and think,  
‘they’re nice’.

Image credit: Eniko Polgar via Unsplash

Image credit: Tim Gouw via Unsplash

Still taken from that National Lottery ad... 
Image credit: YouTube

Image credit: NeonBrand via Unsplash
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