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Mark Palmer is a professionally qualified market researcher, marketer and change practitioner. He is the founder of Maverick Planet, a facilitated brand and change consultancy. For twenty years, he was the Executive Head of Strategy and Communication Planning at some of the world’s most regarded advertising agencies. He was named the strategist in Campaign magazine’s fantasy agency of the millennium. Mark has been part of the teams who’ve launched, positioned, repositioned and sustained some of the world’s most famous and notable brands, including BMW, Pepsi, Orange, Google, Sony, Channel 4, The Economist, Cadbury, Bupa and more. Mark has helped position numerous start-ups that have gone on to grow successfully and be sold. He’s helped many of these brands rethink their approach to marketing and communication, from product placement to pop-up shops to brand partnerships. Mark guest lectures at the Henley Business School, the School of Communication Arts, and previously at the Copenhagen Business School. He runs the branding and marketing module at the London Business School Launchpad programme, where start-ups look to develop their business and seek investment to launch.


Praise for The Work Smarter Guide to Marketing


‘In today’s marketing environment, we all need to have our BS card ready, and Mark has written a crisp, compelling guide to help us all be mindful of what matters and not to get distracted by what doesn’t. A very enjoyable and informative read.’


David Wheldon OBE, Former Global Head of Brand at Coca-Cola, Vodafone and Royal Bank of Scotland. President of World Federation of Advertisers and host of the Better Marketing Podcast


‘Mark Palmer treats marketing the way a physicist treats the universe: with curiosity, clarity and the courage to simplify. Someone whose advice has never let me down.’


Jamie Milroy, CEO and Founder of Dash Rides


‘Whether you are on the board of a company, running your own business, have a side-hustle or have found yourself in a job in advertising, sales or marketing . . . READ THIS BOOK. You’ll find your fear of marketing and its bullshit falls away in front of your eyes.’


Lisa Batty, Global Comms Planning Director of TikTok for Business


‘This book drop-kicks the bullsh*t out of branding. It’s not another softfocus LinkedIn sermon about “authenticity” – it’s a marketing defibrillator. Palmer doesn’t whisper sweet nothings about purpose; he rips the mask off and shows you the wiring.’


Mark Borkowski, Founder of Borkowski and author of Improperganda: The Art of the Publicity Stunt and The Fame Formula


‘Actionable frameworks, readily understandable examples and clear writing – with just the right touch of humour. This is a book for marketeers to keep close at hand!’


Claire Hewitt, Director of The Henley Partnership, Henley Business School


‘In a world where everything is changing, we need to listen to Mark Palmer, who understands what doesn’t change about marketing better than anyone.’


Richard Hartell, CEO of EssenceMediacom USA


‘I’ve known and worked with Mark Palmer in multiple companies. It’s about bloody time he wrote a book. He thinks differently and connects dots you didn’t even see. Most of all, he has always made marketing seem so very obvious and easy, when many are befuddled by it. Grab this book it will save you thousands of hours of angst, shedloads of wasted money and help make you look like a genius.’


Ali Crossley, Managing Director, Distribution, Legal & General


‘Most people in marketing don’t understand marketing. That’s the uncomfortable truth Mark Palmer sets out to fix – with clarity, humour and real-world wisdom. At the School of Communication Arts, we train the most awarded creatives in the world. I always want them to meet Mark, because he doesn’t just teach marketing – he makes them think.’


Marc Lewis, Dean of the School of Communication Arts
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Introduction



Simple can be harder than complex: you have to work hard to get your thinking clean to make it simple. But it’s worth it in the end because once you get there, you can move mountains.


STEVE JOBS, INTERVIEW WITH BUSINESS WEEK, 1998


Marketing is important. Research conducted among more than 200 financial analysts who cover publicly listed companies in the United States and United Kingdom revealed that ‘strength of brand/marketing’ is the factor most frequently cited by financial analysts (79 per cent) when asked how they appraise the companies they cover. This was ahead of leadership quality (76 per cent) and technological innovation (72 per cent).1 


But something’s up in the world of marketing. It’s become too complicated and confusing. Most marketers know this. A common understanding of what marketing means is being torn apart on all sorts of false dichotomies – like you need to choose to spend on brand vs performance. It isn’t either/or.


In a world where marketing has become cluttered with complex jargon, endless acronyms and marketers run after the latest, ‘shiny’ trend, this book offers a refreshing return to the essentials:


• Putting yourself in the mind of your customers.


• Designing products and services with benefits that meet their wants, needs and desires.


• Differentiating meaningfully from your competitors.


• Finding ways to attract your customers’ attention so they buy you, your products and services.



What’s happened?


Imagine having a medical procedure or walking over a bridge knowing there is a 50 per cent chance that the surgeon operating on you or the engineer who built the bridge wasn’t qualified. How comfortable would you feel going into surgery or stepping across a bridge over a ravine? Yet, according to the publication Marketing Week, more than half of all marketers surveyed (53.8 per cent) say they have not studied a marketing-related academic or professional qualification of any kind.2 


There is an unbelievable level of marketing misinformation, conflation of terms and supposed expert bullsh*t in circulation. As marketing has added more tools and complexity, many people with the word ‘marketing’ in their job title have roles where they focus only on specific specialisms within marketing – e.g., advertising or sales. Advertising and sales are part of marketing, but they are not marketing. Marketing is much less potent when this role confusion occurs and business suffers as a result. Marketing has also become a soup of acronyms – B2B, B2C, B2B2C, AI, CMS, CPC, CRM, CTA, CTV, NPS, PPC, ROI, SEO, UX. It’s a real mess. (If you want to know what all of these mean, there’s a glossary on p. 137.) Now with over 1 billion members, what is shared in posts on LinkedIn compounds the confusion and misinformation. Dr Chris Arnold, Founder of Creative Orchestra, described LinkedIn as ‘a place where everyone is an expert even when they aren’t’. That’s certainly true for marketing.


Having deep expertise in a specialist marketing area can often make it harder to be open-minded when your market or customer changes. For example, if you are a specialist in digital marketing or a content creator, you are vulnerable to a concept known as the ‘law of instrument’ (or Maslow’s Hammer). Whatever the problem is, you view it only through your specialist lens. The same way that if your only tool is a hammer, you tend to see every problem as a nail.


The marketing world we live in may be complex, but that doesn’t mean we must make it even more complicated.


If you asked someone in the street which brand’s marketing they liked, they might say Apple’s or Nike’s. Certainly, these companies’ marketing has been very effective: Apple is the world’s most valuable brand, worth well over $1 trillion.


Both Apple and Nike spend huge amounts of money on marketing in all kinds of ways. They create a space for their brand in people’s heads. Doing this positively affects the decisions people make in their brand’s favour. Millions of people make a choice, pay a premium, and remain exceptionally loyal to these brands as a consequence. This is what smart marketers do. If you want the technical term, it’s called brand saliency – making sure your brand comes to mind in buying situations.


Apple and Nike did good marketing from the start. In the case of Nike, Phil Knight, a college graduate, and his former track coach, Bill Bowerman, created a better running shoe to get better traction for athletes on race tracks (product); they priced it just below the premium brands like Adidas, offering quality and value (price); sold their shoes out of the back of their cars near track meets (place); and sold them personally (promotion) to persuade runners to buy.


See. It doesn’t have to be complicated.


Marketing applies to whatever industry you are in. It matters to people personally when they’re looking for a new job or when companies want to attract talent. The question of ‘Why should we hire you?’ or ‘Why should you join us?’ needs a marketing answer. Marketing is needed to sell products and services, to persuade people to donate to charities, give blood, not to drink and drive, and to get people to vote for a political candidate.


When researching this book, I spoke to several leading marketers and successful branding and advertising agency leaders who have helped businesses build marketing success. One of those was Marc Nohr, who has guided some of the biggest brands in the world, including Amazon, Carlsberg, Hilton, Lexus, Starbucks and UNICEF.


Marc has presented to many boards that viewed marketing with cynicism. If you’ve worked in marketing, it’s likely you will have heard someone senior in a company say they are not affected by marketing or advertising. Many people genuinely believe they are impervious to it. I asked Marc how he answered this. He said he asks them what they have bought recently and why. Whether it was a car, a meal in a restaurant, a movie, make-up, a plumber or a mobile phone, he asked them to talk through the process leading up to the purchase and then he’d ask: ‘So, why did you finally choose X, Y or Z?’ Marc was reminding these people to think like customers again – with needs and choices in a competitive world – so they realised how marketing affected them really.


You may have picked this book up because you are beginning a start-up business, run a business-to-business firm, are working in one aspect of marketing now and want to expand your horizons or are just curious to understand what this thing called ‘marketing’ is. Whoever you are, my starting point for advice is to put yourself in your audience’s mind. Focus on three things.


1. Understand your audience/customers’ wants, desires and needs.


2. Work out how your brand is beneficial and different from alternative brand choices (or better than doing nothing at all).


3. Find a way to connect points 1 and 2 to make customers more likely to buy or do something in your favour.


Things go wrong when companies forget this simple start point. In the last few years, Nike has been among those brands that have lost their way. When writing this book, its market capitalisation was still valued at $71.6 billion. However, its valuation fell nearly 5 per cent in a year. That marked the second year in a row of a decline. Sales continued slipping.


In September 2024, after five years at the helm, Nike’s CEO, John Donohoe, an ex-management consultant and technology business leader, resigned. He was replaced by Elliott Hill, a former sports trainer and Nike ‘lifer’. Nike’s share price immediately increased by almost 10 per cent.


It’s harsh to blame Nike’s problems on one person, especially one who managed them through COVID-19. Yet Nike is a compelling case study of how easily a brand can get the basics of its marketing wrong.


Nike became overcomplicated and riddled with corporate jargon. Advertising investment was called ‘demand creation expense’. When they admitted they had spent too much on performance marketing and not enough on brand marketing, Nike said they ‘over-rotated the shift to digital’. Nike wanted to change how people bought shoes – forcing customers to buy online instead of making their shoes available to try in real-life shops. Instead of being about the audience’s passion and interest around sport, Nike focused on age and gender. Almost as an epitaph to what Nike got wrong, Bloomberg published a feature story on Donohoe before he departed titled ‘The man who made Nike uncool’.3 


This Work Smarter Guide is designed for anyone who wants to give their business the edge that great marketing can create, but who are intimidated by the preponderance of jargon or frustrated by marketing’s current state.


This book will pull the curtain back on some of the simple genius in the marketing moves of some iconic historic brand stories. It will make marketing tangible using a variety of real examples of when marketing gets it right and when it gets it wrong. It will walk you through approaches you can apply. It will share some of the key questions to ask and answer to be a better marketer without the bullsh*t.


I hope you’ll enjoy reading the book. It sets out to return to doing simpler (and, therefore, better) marketing and to be accessible and useful. I want to provide an antidote to the prevalent marketing bullsh*t. Think of it as a handy marketing ‘recipe’ book that will help you create marketing which has a better chance of working – a distillation of the best insights from seasoned experts, real-world examples and proven principles to help you make smarter marketing decisions.
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What Marketing Is and What it Isn’t


The great enemy of communication, we find, is the illusion of it.


WILLIAM H WHYTE, AUTHOR AND JOURNALIST, FORTUNE MAGAZINE, 1950


The word for cat in Italian is ‘gatto’. The word for cake in French is ‘gateau’. They may be spelled differently but they sound the same. I’ve always had this vision of someone getting a ‘birthday cat’. Regarding what marketing is and its terminology, we see birthday cats all the time.


Marketing would love to be science or a profession, like medicine or the law, with agreed definitions, rules and procedures. But marketing is neither of these things and it has got into a muddle as a result. There isn’t one instruction manual for marketing.


Asking Google ‘What is the definition of marketing?’ doesn’t help either. One highly read article resolves the issue by listing seventy-six different expert definitions! So, I’ll come off the fence and pick some examples of what better marketing is and what it isn’t – and explain why. My choices are based on what has worked and been helpful when working with company boards, start-up founders and practising marketers in the real world.


Better marketing is based on the specific business or challenge you face


It’s always dependent on the situation facing the brand, the market, the challenge and the audience. Seth Godin, one of the most influential writers about marketing, has a definition of marketing that’s worth sharing: ‘Marketing is the generous act of helping someone solve a problem. Their problem. Marketing helps others become who they seek to become’.4  (I’d add: ‘and do what they want or need to do’.)


Key to doing better marketing is to put yourself into the mindset of your audience and to see the challenge from their perspective – not yours.


Any customer is either on a journey, or needs to be encouraged to start one


Better marketing assists a customer on their journey, so they end up choosing you as their destination and doing something about it.


Better marketing is the process of asking better questions about your audience’s journey and then figuring out better answers to those questions.


Get the answers to these questions wrong and you’ll end up as the marketing equivalent of the failed explorer, Captain Scott. He talked a good game and spent a fortune but didn’t think ahead: he didn’t ask or answer the most critical questions. Consequently, he and his doomed team never made it back from the South Pole and were beaten by the better-prepared Roald Amundsen – an explorer who asked better questions and had better answers. (Ironically, Captain Scott does have residual brand awareness but as an example of heroic failure.)


When you look at brands and marketing that have been successful, you’ll find they asked and answered better questions on behalf of their audience. Here’s an example of what I’m talking about.


CASE STUDY: MOVEMBER



Early detection of prostate cancer in men can make the difference between life and death. Back in 2003 there were three issues stopping early diagnosis.


1. Men were not aware, or discounted the symptoms, of prostate cancer.


2. They were reluctant to discuss it openly.


3. They put off getting tested because they didn’t think it would happen to them.


The Movember campaign team put themselves inside their audience’s heads. They asked why these problems existed in men’s behaviour and how they could change them. They started with thirty men in Australia rethinking the problem. They thought from the perspective of how they could leverage the way men behave in their favour.


At the time, charity marketing focused simply on raising awareness and asking for donations. It would establish those most likely to donate and the most cost-efficient way to reach them – money out to get donations in. Movember changed this. They didn’t adhere to the playbook for charity marketing. They turned charity from an individual request for funding into a collective challenge for ‘Mo Bros’ to take part in.


Moustaches were out of fashion at the time. So, the challenge became to grow a moustache to raise money and awareness for prostate cancer in the month of November. They got men to reach out to their friends and families to sponsor them for a fun activity on a serious issue. In the process this raised awareness, destigmatised the issue and created a database to communicate with year after year. Movember expanded beyond Australia. As social media grew, so did Movember. Today, they’ve extended the men’s health issues they tackle from prostate health to men’s suicide – and many other issues in between.


Since 2003, Movember has raised $911 million and funded more than 1,250 initiatives globally. Their work has led to a number of positive outcomes. For example, Movember’s annual ‘Know Thy Nuts’ campaign (aiming to raise awareness of testicular cancer and how to check for it) reached 20.4 million people globally in 2013 with 4.1 million completing a video on self-checking.



Better marketing is where science meets art


My next definition is from Dr Philip Kotler, often referred to as the father of marketing and author of eighty books on the subject, including The Principles of Marketing. Dr Philip Kotler defines marketing as: ‘The science and art of exploring, creating, and delivering value to satisfy the needs of a target market at a profit. Marketing identifies unfulfilled needs and desires. It defines, measures and quantifies the size of the identified market and the profit potential.’5 


Now let’s apply this definition to Movember. Kotler believes marketing is both a science and an art. There was hard data on the difficulty of changing men’s attitudes and behaviours. The art was to rethink how men could be engaged, the creativity of the name and the iconic moustache branding.


For Kotler, marketing is exploring. It’s a skill applied to a situation for an audience, not an instruction manual. There were known rules to how you marketed for a charity – Movember reinvented them. Marketing is dynamic; it explores and creates. Movember started in Australia, and was originally focused on prostate cancer. The event itself remains in November. But in terms of where it does what it does, how it does it and the marketing methods it uses, it refreshes them every year.


In terms of Kotler’s definition that marketing is a pursuit to define an audience’s unmet needs and desires, Movember couldn’t be clearer on this. It’s men’s ignorance of prostate cancer and helping them get out of their own way to prevent them dying early!


Finally, Kotler states that, when done well, marketing creates a value exchange for what the business offers against its audience’s unmet needs. Movember demonstrates this – it has dramatically raised awareness of prostate cancer. Today, men and the media openly discuss prostate cancer and what to do about it. Men are more willing to get proactively tested. And the men who have taken part in Movember enjoy it and feel proud of what they’ve helped achieve.



Better marketing is about knowing what you stand for and making choices


When customers are given too many choices, they freeze. People have a fear of making the wrong choice. If you offer them too many options or things to consider it may trigger them to find additional options. Next time you go into a major retailer, notice how they leave space between the entrance and promoting any offers. They don’t want to scare you off with too many choices before you’re properly in the store. Marketing is about making your customers’ decisions less, not more, complicated.


Given that Steve Jobs created the most valuable brand in the world, I should share his definition of marketing and say why it’s worth paying attention to: ‘Marketing is about values. It’s a complicated and noisy world, and we’re not going to get a second chance to get people to remember much about us. No company is. So, we must be clear about what we want them to know about us.’


Marketing is a game of ‘consumers catching’ – not a game of ‘businesses throwing’. If you throw too much, your audience won’t catch anything. And they are more likely to catch things from organisations whose values they believe and trust.


Whilst in some instances people will research a purchase in depth (e.g., a mortgage), in most cases, our personal beliefs and values drive many of our daily decisions. Even when choosing between two mortgage products at the same rate, you are more likely to buy from the company you know and trust. Values are a main factor in a purchase decision. Values also affect the ability of a company to attract and retain staff. In a study by Qualtrics, employees who say their company’s mission, vision and values align with their own are far more likely to recommend their employer as a great place to work (70 per cent vs 25 per cent).6 


Now think of a brand you have bought recently or might buy in the future. You won’t have a long list of things it does in your head. You’ll have a mixture of images, ideas, associations – ideally, they’ll all reinforce each other. (What comes to mind if I ask you about Apple, KitKat, Guinness or Tesla?)


Better marketing is about building a relationship with your audience beyond what they buy


Forget what you think you may have learned about marketing in The Apprentice TV show. Each week, both the US and UK versions of The Apprentice pit teams against each other to solve what are often marketing challenges. For example, the contestants create new products – but without ever talking to their audience or researching their market! Typically, as the deadline looms to meet the sales target, they cut prices and sell to anyone. In order to maximise profit (and so beat their competitors in this task), the truth is bent in their sales pitch or they don’t deliver what they promised their client. Nobody in The Apprentice has to go back in to get people to buy that product again next week or next year. The people in next week’s task don’t get to meet last week’s customers.


This leads me to the definition of marketing from Steve Dawson, President of Walkers Shortbread: ‘Marketing is products that don’t come back and consumers that do.’


Hype or hyperbole are tempting ways to sell a product. Yet, when the customer reality kicks in it leads to brand disappointment. This is corrosive to trust. It reduces confidence to buy again or recommend to others. If you believe marketing is spinning a yarn to make one transaction and disappearing before you get found out, you aren’t a marketer, you are a grifter. Apple didn’t become the world’s most valuable brand because its customers bought an iPhone once.


Having explained some key views of what marketing is, I’ll now share my views on what marketing isn’t.



Marketing is NOT sales. Marketing is NOT advertising


I think it’s important to address these two common misconceptions about marketing.


Both sales and advertising are part of marketing. In fact, they are a subset of one of the 4Ps – promotion (see Chapter 5, p. 48). They are a vital part of creating outstanding marketing.


Marketing, advertising and sales are all on the same side. They work best when working together on a shared mission. Too many marketers pass the baton to sales to make things happen, rather than seeking their insight and ideas on how marketing can improve what can be offered and communicated. The danger is that when marketing is seen as synonymous with sales or advertising, we miss the bigger opportunities for insight, ideas and more powerful joined-up solutions marketing should bring.


For example, before 2014, if a bank customer lost their credit or debit card, they had a simple choice: cancel their card with the bank or run the risk that it might turn up but might also have been stolen by someone who would use it, landing you with the bill for their purchases. It took a 2014 start-up, Metro Bank, to introduce the concept of ‘freezing’ your card. This is a great example of unmet customer needs being identified, leading to a product innovation which could then be advertised and sold.


Marketing and sales share the goal of attracting prospects and converting them into profitable customers. In the division of labour and roles, marketing should be more focused on understanding the customer and the market, and on helping create products and services the customer values. And then finding ways to effectively communicate and engage with customers so they become interested and more likely to buy. All at a profit.


Sales work directly with prospects or distribution channels to gain a presence and reinforce the value of the company’s solution in order to convert prospects into customers.


To use an analogy I read from an American marketer, a marketer’s job is to lob the ball to the batter (sales). While the batter (sales) smashes it out of the park; without the marketer, sales don’t get off the ground. Without the sales representative, the ball is dropped. Marketers set the stage for salespeople to walk on and get an ovation from the audience.


Great salespeople can sell ice cream to Inuits. Great marketers mean they don’t have to.


The tools to do marketing may have changed. Customer journeys may have changed. However, what marketing is about fundamentally hasn’t changed


The confusion in what marketing is and is not has become more exaggerated in the digital age.


Nike, whom we mentioned in the introduction, is just one example of how marketing has been hijacked to mean something much narrower. Nike’s marketing was (and still should be) about identifying an audience with an unmet need, finding a way to solve that need and then delivering and communicating the solution. It did this year after year. But the customer journey changed, as did the tools. How Nike did marketing also changed.


Nike fell into the trap of bottom-up marketing – letting marketing be defined by digital and data use. This led to an over-reliance on immediate returns and an obsession with visible metrics. It became focused on performance marketing (driving sales) at the cost of joinedup total marketing that included brand building. It was investing in serving and retaining demand – not on creating demand to start with. Innovation suffered and talented staff members left.



When marketing is only (data) science, the art disappears. When everyone learns and applies the same best practice tactics, how do you stand out except by spending more or cutting your prices and margins?


Of course, any smart modern marketer today would see optimising digital, data or using AI as hugely important. Many businesses and brands are created, defined and built on this – businesses such as Uber, Airbnb, Just Eat, Meta, Salesforce, Adobe and many more. But none of these businesses define what marketing is from the ‘bottom up’. As you read these companies’ names, notice how images and associations immediately arrive inside your head. There’s much more going on beyond just the data.


Better marketing looks to find out what really happened when using digital and data


There has never been more ‘rich’ data, where a customer profile can include purchase history, demographics, website browsing behaviour, social media interactions, customer support interactions and more. It can be found and used at a faster speed. It can then be analysed, tested and applied in real time. This should all be part of gaining more insight into the market, the consumer and into the world they live in today. There have never been more ways (or channels) to do marketing. But beware of being distracted by the digital and data sugar high.


Imagine you created a new restaurant, and you wanted to attract customers. You could use Instagram, get dining influencers to recommend it on social media, get it reviewed in the evening paper, put local leaflets through people’s doors, put it up on posters at the nearby train station. You could buy geo-targeted ads on people’s mobiles when they move about in your area in real time. You could buy your restaurant name and ‘restaurants in my area’ as search terms on Google.


Imagine you did well and you got bookings at the restaurant. Some bookings came via the website, some called to book, some just walked in, some came via OpenTable. Of course, as you are investing money in these channels you would want to optimise that spending against where the customers are coming from. If you’ve tracked it properly, you’ll have lots of data on views and clicks on all the digital channels. But what data do you have about the posters, the press ads, the restaurant review? About the word of mouth from those who visited?
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