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every person we have is capable of deliv-
ering our very best standard of work, to 
the client’s advantage.” The process also 
makes for greater transparency in the cli-
ent/agency relationship, Minnaar insists.

Lessing informs that at The Nest, the 
boundaries between responsibilities are 
frequently blurred. Therefore, while each 
person at a large agency has a specific 
job description, creatives at The Nest of-
ten find themselves sitting in on strategy 
meetings, and vice versa. “We are able 
to have our entire team sit in on a brief-
ing, and the result is each person has a 
far stronger understanding of the client’s 
specific business problem,” he says.

That’s understandable – consider how, 
in most larger agencies, the creative gets 
a strategist’s version of the challenge, in-
stead of hearing it firsthand. They conse-
quently have a keener insight about what 
it will take to solve the business problem. 
Moreover, every person in the agency is 
involved in each campaign. This requires 
that they develop skills in a multitude of 
areas, something which can only serve 
them well.

Minnaar has also seen this type of ma-

trix develop at Halo, and believes that 
the participation of all staff members is 
enormously motivating. “There’s a sense 
of ownership, accountability and pride in 
everything we do,” she enthuses.

Of course, there’s a flipside. At a small-
er agency, there are fewer resources 
– and occasionally, clients view this as 
a drawback. “In the agency world, per-
ceived size carries weight. There’s the 
idea that because you’re small, you can’t 
deliver on strategic requirements, or that 
you have lesser creative abilities beyond 
DTP,” Minnaar laments. But perception 
is something one can fight, and Halo has 
worked hard to develop its own models 
heavily underlined by integration. “Clients 
can therefore see that there has been 
careful consideration at a strategic level.” 

Lessing also reports that potential cli-
ents have raised their eyebrows at The 
Nest’s apparent lack of track record; of-
ten, they’re looking for an agency that has 
an established history and the size that 
allows it negotiating clout when it comes 
to buying media.

But just as often, Collins remarks, they 
try their luck at the larger agencies only 

to find that they’re fighting alongside 
other clients for a share of the top dogs’ 
attention – and if they’re waiting for a 
queue in the traffic system, there’s a very 
real chance they’ll miss their deadlines. 
Or else, quality may be compromised in 
favour of a rush job. “Our clients are con-
sistently astounded by the level of atten-
tion they receive. Before we’re appointed, 
they may wonder whether we can handle 
their size, but once we’ve signed work-
ing agreements, they’re impressed by 
how we tailor resource around their spe-
cific needs. Obviously, as we grow, we  
will have to put systems in place, and 
clients will have to start writing briefs 
together with the suits in order to com-
mit to a scope of work and a respectable 
delivery time.”

But that needn’t bring an end to the 
small agency culture which these own-
ers feel sets them apart. With 35 staff 
members, Hamiltons Advertising has 
successfully made the leap from ‘small’ 
to ‘medium’ – yet, according to MD Lisa 
Currey, it remains very much the “Ham 
Fam”, with team members meeting up for 
drinks and taking part in teambuilding on 

Despite the technological revolu-
tion, the fundamentals still apply.

Advertising’s an all-or-nothing 
world, where everything is seen in stark 
black-and-white terms. We asked Y&R 
CEO Andrew Welch, a recent arrival from 
England, to provide a perspective avail-
able only to a novice South African, with-
out the baggage the rest of us have.

He offered us ‘a few simple truths I be-
lieve will shape success, while avoiding 
the glib outcries that “it’s all about digi-
tal, viral, guerilla, mobile, word of mouth, 
social... ”  

Ads. While TV is still the most powerful 
brand-building medium (probably always 
will be), success will depend on how 
agencies integrate new competencies 
while remaining strategically connected 
to the clients’ core businesses. So either 
we need to expand the definition (say, ad-
vertising and technology?) disrupt it (any 
offers?) or exceed it (think i-phone).
Meaningful. In difficult times, brands 
more than ever need to be meaningful. 
This demands not only that we amplify 
their distinctiveness, but understand 
their relevance to customers’ lives. Less 
about selling, more about serving. 
Ideas. Ideas are becoming harder to 
originate. With everything universally 
accessible, inventing your own idea, 
rather than repurposing someone else’s, 
should become the currency of future 
success.
Value exchange. We should strive to 
orchestrate the interface between our 
clients’ brands and their customers. My 
guess is that commercial benefits will 
largely be derived from clear, insightful 
and entertaining content that is relevant 
to the customer. Perhaps the notion of 

value exchange will become the metric 
for future success? 
Culture. Cultgure is one of the few truly 
sustainable sources of competitive advan-
tage, because it’s damn hard to copy. Cul-
ture should encourage fluid, open-minded 
and collaborative approaches to busi-
ness problems. Good culture is unerringly 
positive and resourceful, and it inevitably 
makes good things happen (aka success). 
Clarity and simplicity. For an industry 
that claims to worship at the temple of 
clarity and simplicity, we do a lousy job 
of day-to-day communicating. My advice: 
read Dave Trott. You’ll never feel the urge 
to “leverage a multi-platform 360 inter-
active experience…” again. 

Finally, full service or niche agency? 
Wrong question. Ideally, indispensably 
relevant agency. If you don’t prize rele-
vance you’re surely moving towards irrel-
evance. And in a multi-cultural and con-
nected society, what is relevant changes 
hourly. Clients want to entrust their 
brands’ future to tight teams of grown-
ups who prize local insight, culture and 
behaviour. And they are all creative, not 
necessarily Creatives.  AR

Plus ça change…

Appily married

a regular basis.
She maintains that this constant in-

teraction has helped to keep the agency 
tightly-knit, even though it’s no longer the 
compact agency it was when it was es-
tablished 14 years ago. “Our growth has 
been spurred by that of our largest client, 
Fruit & Veg City – it started with us as 
a family-owned business with five stores, 
and now has 120 shops across Africa,” 
Currey explains.

She explains that Hamiltons has not 
only taken on new employees as neces-

sary; it has also developed entire new di-
visions, such as the store design depart-
ment. That said, like her smaller counter-
parts, Currey is in no rush to join the big-
ger ranks – “ I’d like to stop before I reach 
a size where it is no longer possible for 
me to be personally hands-on. If you get 
too big, you need more divisions and silos 
as a matter of course, and I think that can 
impact on team morale. Furthermore, we 
take a holistic view of everything we do, 
and we can’t compromise on that by hav-
ing too many separate groups.”

So, small can become medium without 
too many hiccups – which is a good thing, 
Lessing insists. “I think that there will 
always be people who desperately want 
to start their own thing. Some of these 
will flourish, others will fall victim to eco-
nomic circumstances, and others still will 
be absorbed back into larger groups – and 
that’s good, because it ensures that cli-
ents will always have a range of agencies 
to suit their specific needs, while agen-
cies will always find like-minded clients 
to work with,” he concludes.  AR

As Anice Hassim sees it, the app (ap-
plication software that enables you 

to do all those smart things on an iPad) 
is about to do to online what online did 
to traditional media.) 

And  they don’t like it, reacting defen-
sively, competing instead of cooperat-
ing and trying to package it in terms 
they understand – audience ratings, 
prime time, clicks.

“Most people don’t realize what is 
coming and it is devastatingly fast,” 
says Hassim, filled with evangelical 
zeal. “The reality is that apps are a 
new medium. They have their own sen-
sibilities like print and TV do. Not like 
anything that has gone before. An app 

is resonant with humans at a level that 
technology has never been. It’s intuitive. 
What is why a three year old can pick up 
an ipad and start playing  with it.”

It changes the dynamics of business. 
An example: a bank offers a new free 
app that is of value to customers, say 
a domestic budgeting tool. They give 
something in return: loyalty, their cus-
tom, their names for a mailing list. The 
traditional buy-sell relationship is not 
part of this transaction.

Ad agencies don’t realise their supply 
chain is changing too. Technology has 
commoditised the creativity process.  
Big agencies should see themselves as 
choreographers of the process.. what 

you can’t  do any more is say to the cli-
ent that campaign will cost you R5m 
and then sub contract the app to an en-
gineer for R500 000. “App-dev people 
can work very happily in a multidisci-
plinary team.”  AR
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