
How may I help you? 
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Sometimes, the past is prologue. Years before he joined Procter & Gamble and turned the 
advertising world on its head, Jim Stengel caught a glimpse of the future of marketing as he sat at 
his family dinner table in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. His father, Stengel remembers, was a product 
of the "old school". A Roman Catholic, he expected his six children to study Latin, read books, 
play sport, and learn musical instruments, although Jim, who is now 50 and has the salt-and-
pepper hair to prove it, confesses that he was "too rambunctious" as a boy to really appreciate 
the piano and trumpet lessons that were part of his father's regime. 
 
Dinnertime came early and didn't last long at the Stengel residence because Lawrence Stengel 
was a country lawyer with places to go and promises to keep. Lancaster lies in the heart of the 
Pennsylvania Dutch Country, home to the technology-averse Amish farmers who were portrayed 
in the Harrison Ford film, Witness, and can still be seen making their way down crowded highways 
in horse-drawn buggies. Lawrence Stengel would hurry home from work to eat dinner with his 
family and then rush out again to see clients who tended their fields during the day. 
 
 
 
"He had country offices in the evening - he would work with the farmers," Jim Stengel says. "I 
remember we used to eat at 5 and then he would leave at 5:30, quarter of six, and he would 
come back at 10 o'clock with day-old doughnuts, or something like that, that he would pick up at 
a bakery out by his little office." 
 
It was the way people conducted business in a place where many people did not have electricity, 
telephones or televisions. Marketing was done face-to-face. A man like Lawrence Stengel, a 
second world war veteran who used his military benefits to attend law school, knew his territory 
and he dealt with his customers on their terms. He was helpful and that produced results. At the 
end of the day, he got the doughnuts. 
 
This lesson was not lost on his son, and that is important. 
 
Jim Stengel is not a household name, but it is safe to say that there is scarcely a household on the 
planet that he is not trying to influence in some way. As global marketing officer of Procter & 
Gamble, the consumer products maker that is the world's biggest and most sophisticated 
advertiser, Stengel has become the leader of a business revolution that seeks nothing less than a 
fundamental change in the way companies communicate with people. 
 
It is a revolution born of crisis. Television commercials are losing their punch, and leading 
advertisers such as P&G are experimenting with different approaches and media - such as the 
internet - to fill the void. The new marketing order is still taking shape, but one thing is clear: it is 
beginning to look like the one that existed before the rise of television and other mass media. 
 
The hoary old advertising message broadcast from on high is giving way to a more personal, 
targeted and interactive approach. When Stengel talks about marketing, he talks about more than 
30-second bursts of video. He talks about anything from an informational website designed to 
help parents with babies who won't sleep, to street theatre involving collecting clothes for the 
poor. Only the aim stays the same: P&G wants to get close to its consumers, by any means 
necessary. 
 
Stengel describes this revolution as a "consumer-learning journey" aimed at "touching lives and 
improving lives". But that's just corporate-speak for saying that Stengel wants to be like his dad. 
Like his father before him, Stengel is going directly to the people, wherever they are and in 
whatever way that suits them, and trying to be helpful. It is no longer enough for P&G to simply 



make things and speak of their benefits. P&G is trying to gain the attention of consumers through 
deeds - offering advice, doing favours and displaying the kind of cultural empathy you would 
expect of a charity or a religious organisation. 
 
It is a tall order. Stengel is asking P&G to expand its role in society - to be as neighbourly as his 
father, who is 85 now and still inspires his son. "He had a strong sense of family, a strong sense 
of work ethic, of doing the right thing, of giving back to the community," Jim Stengel says. "He 
was always involved." 
 
Stengel's campaign to change his industry hit the headlines two years ago when, during a 
landmark speech before the American Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA), he proclaimed 
the existing marketing model "obsolete". Sounding more than a little like an old-school father 
himself, Stengel took it upon himself to give the marketing-services industry a grade of C-minus - 
just above failure. 
 
"If this was one of my teenager's report cards, we would be having a heart-to-heart talk - more 
homework, less socialising, more tutoring, more commitment to improve!" he said. 
 
Stengel was addressing the industry's basic problem: new technology had eroded the ability of 
advertisers to reach consumers through 30-second television commercials. For decades, 
advertisers had known that if they could pound enough people enough times with these 
messages, they could push more product. They were the tactics of an air force. Television 
networks gathered giant audiences, and advertisers carpet-bombed. 
 
But the couch potatoes acquired defence mechanisms. The first stirrings of resistance came in the 
1980s when the spread of television remote controls enabled viewers to take breaks from the 
commercials. It could be said that a new breed of homo sapiens evolved with the temporal 
parameters of the commercial break hot-wired into their nervous systems. 
 
 
 
The rules of engagement turned against advertisers more decisively this decade. Digital video 
recorders allowed viewers to fast-forward past television commercials. The rise of the internet and 
the growing number of cable channels gave viewers alternatives to network fare. And just as 
worryingly, younger people seemed to be using several entertainment devices at once. 
Advertisers faced the prospect of paying to reach viewers who were sitting in front of television 
but weren't watching it. 
 
For big companies, the numbers grew increasingly forbidding. As recently as the 1980s, when 
there were still only two commercial channels in the UK, P&G reckoned it could reach 90 per cent 
of the country's consumers with just three television advertisements. Now it reckons it would take 
more than 1,000 to have the same impact. 
 
"We've lost whole segments of consumers whose needs aren't being met by today's 
programming," Stengel said in his speech to the AAAA. "We must accept the fact that there is no 
'mass' in 'mass media' anymore." 
 
This kind of talk scared an entire industry because of P&G's unique status as a marketer. No 
company spends more on advertising - its global budget approached $6bn last year - and no 
company knows more about the return on its marketing investment. P&G is the top of the table - 
the Harvard of marketing. P&G veterans can be found across the corporate world and include Jeff 
Immelt, chief executive of General Electric, to Steve Ballmer, chief executive of Microsoft, and 
Meg Whitman, chief executive of eBay. 
 



P&G also stands as a symbol of corporate resilience. It was founded in 1837 by two immigrants, 
Englishman William Procter and Irishman James Gamble, who swept up scraps from the 
slaughterhouses of Cincinnati, Ohio, and rendered the fat to make soap and candles. From that 
humble beginning, P&G grew: with last year's $57bn purchase of Gillette, it now boasts 22 brands 
that each generate more than $1bn a year in revenue, with household names including Pampers 
nappies, Crest toothpaste, Bounty paper towels, Charmin toilet paper, Gillette shaving products 
and Duracell batteries. 
 
When Stengel went public with P&G's concerns about advertising, his company was already 
working on a new marketing model. A.G. Lafley, who became chief executive in 2000, had told his 
employees to make the consumer their "boss". But it was left to Stengel, who started his job a 
year later, to translate this broad goal into a marketing programme. If he has proved anything 
during the past two years, it is that P&G's journey of experimentation will be a long, strange trip 
indeed. 
 
P&G is rethinking its use of media, particularly in developed markets, where the impact of DVRs 
and other technologies would be most pronounced. In the first nine months of last year, P&G's 
spending on network television in the US, by far its biggest market, fell 22.9 per cent to $485.1m, 
according to researchers TNS Media Intelligence. Because it increased its spending on cable and 
local television advertising, the overall drop in P&G's US television spending was 10.4 per cent 
from the previous year. When P&G recently introduced Secret Sparkle - a deodorant for young 
women - it bought no television commercials, relying mainly on magazine advertising instead. 
 
But P&G marketers say they are not giving up on television. P&G is likely to increase spending on 
television in the developing world, and it claims it is managing to increase its return on 
investment from its television advertising in North America. Nor is P&G doing anything as 
straightforward as shifting money from old media to new. For example, TNS estimated that while 
P&G's US spending on display advertising on the internet rose 88.5 per cent during the first nine 
months of last year, it only amounted to $16.4m, just 0.5 per cent of the advertising budget total. 
As the Secret Sparkle example shows, P&G is also enthusiastic about the old medium of 
magazines - particularly for female hygiene products. 
 
Properly understood, Stengel's campaign begins at the grassroots with the mentality of P&G 
marketers and their interaction with what old leftists call "the people". The company is not 
embracing any particular approach; it is embracing complexity itself. It is proceeding one step at 
a time, betting that it can use its informational advantage to pick the right media and the right 
message for each of its more than 300 brands. It is using its scale to be local everywhere. 
 
"I firmly believe there will not be one model, or one template - and there is a lot of opportunity in 
that," Stengel says. "My point is that for each brand - and for the consumer it is important to - we 
try to figure out which media are relevant. We are pushing the envelope on that and trying a lot of 
different things." 
 
As the ringleader, Stengel brings his own personality, which still bears the traces of the 
rambunctious boy who couldn't sit still for his music lessons. Even when he is pushing for change, 
Stengel keeps it light. During a summit meeting that brought P&G's senior marketers from around 
the world to Cincinnati in November, Stengel showed a comic video that featured him dressed in 
black like a character from a James Bond film performing secret missions for the "boss" - the 
consumers. At the Association of National Advertisers convention in Phoenix, Arizona in October, 
Stengel even brought out a dog as part of a series of jokes related to the Gillette acquisition. 
 
"I have done some stunts," Stengel said sheepishly after the performance in Phoenix, complaining 
that his canine partner "was only interested in one thing - it was the liver bits. Talk about a 
relationship - he liked me because I had something in my pocket." 
 



In demeanour, Stengel seems more like an easy-going anchorman on a sports network, which 
makes sense, because he once harboured journalistic ambitions. Stengel read voraciously as a 
boy - "every Hardy Boy, every Tom Swift, every Chip Hilton" - and after earning his 
undergraduate degree at Franklin & Marshall College in Lancaster, he set off to be a writer. Joining 
Time, he helped produce books on topics ranging from clipper ships to cancer. It took him places - 
including the cancer ward of a children's hospital in Philadelphia, about an hour's drive from 
Lancaster. 
 
"I spent about four days from early in the morning until late at night with the families and being 
part of their life. It was very moving," Stengel says. "I did about six of those books a year. You 
were talking about heavy-duty fieldwork." 
 
Stengel eventually gave up journalism for business school and a career at P&G that is now into its 
third decade. But he never lost his belief in the importance of observation. P&G is famous for its 
data, and its culture is so rigorous that outsiders deride employees as "Proctoids". But Stengel 
wants his marketers to have a wider view. He has pushed them out of their offices and into the 
streets and the stores. He is suspicious of focus groups and other marketing research that asks 
consumers questions. He wants his people to see things for themselves. 
 
"We often find consumers can't articulate it," he said. "That's why we need to have a culture 
where we are understanding. There can't be detachment. You can't just live away from the 
consumer and the brand and hope to gain your insights from data or reading or talking to 
academics. You have to be experiential. And some of our best, best ideas are coming from people 
getting out there and experiencing and listening." 
 
His interest in the real world is so keen, he sometimes sounds more like a Peace Corps volunteer 
than a corporate executive. Under Lafley, P&G is paying special attention to the developing world 
- expanding its focus from the richest one billion customers on the planet to the "other" five 
billion. Stengel has made it his business to ensure that P&G's well educated high-achievers see 
the other side of life - just as he did when his tenure as P&G's general manager for the Czech and 
Slovak Republics took him to a succession of dismal hotels with bad soap and brown water. 
 
One of Stengel's favourite examples of this kind of "cultural immersion" is called "live it, work it, 
shop it" in Mexico. Soon after they're hired, new employees of P&G undergo special cultural 
training. "They spend a week in a low-income neighbourhood, working in a bodega, a little shop," 
Stengel says. "He [the executive] puts an apron on. He works there. He talks to the shop owner. 
He talks to the people who come in. He becomes part of life." 
 
Stengel's power within P&G - and the marketing industry itself - largely derives from his ability to 
accumulate this kind of anecdotal information and give it dramatic form. He is, after all, a 
remarkably influential figure for someone who does not control the purse strings at his company. 
The appropriate comparison would probably come from the world of political revolution - Stengel 
is P&G's equivalent of Che Guevara, an emblem of change who leads by example rather than by 
command. 
 
"He is a wonderful story-teller," says Ted Woehrle, P&G's North American marketing chief, who 
looks on Stengel as his mentor. "He paints the vision, gives you leeway, checks how things are 
going, and he takes these seeds and nuggets, these wonderful things that are working in different 
parts of the world, and he tells you them. Everyone basically wants to become a Jim Stengel case 
study." 
 
That was clear in November, when P&G hosted its global brand-building awards in Cincinnati. The 
gala evening showcases what P&G thinks is the best work done by its agencies. Last year's event 
was attended by the heads of three of the four biggest marketing services groups in the world - 
John Wren of Omnicom of the US, Sir Martin Sorrell of WPP of the UK and Maurice Levy of Publicis 



of France - often bitter rivals who patiently sat at their tables while P&G officials gave their world 
view. 
 
What they saw was a celebration of cultural diversity so heartfelt that it could have been produced 
by Bono or Bob Geldof. Indeed, the accents of the P&G officials on stage were often so thick that 
it was hard to understand what was going on - and it's hard to avoid the suspicion that this was 
another of Stengel's lessons. 
 
The awards paid special tribute to campaigns that demonstrated cultural empathy. There was one 
for Crest's efforts in China to use traditional medicinal remedies to create new toothpaste flavours 
- Tea Clean, Herbal and Salt White. The Downy brand won for a "single-rinse" fabric softener 
aimed to appeal to lower-income consumers in Latin America. Ariel detergent was applauded for 
its Latin American advertising designed to overcome the view among consumers that the brand 
was arrogant. The night even provided evidence that P&G is that rare entity capable of speaking 
to both sides of the Middle East divide - using religious concepts to reach both Jews and Muslims. 
 
A few months earlier, P&G was honoured at the Cannes Lions International advertising festival for 
its Biomat detergent campaign in Israel, which was designed to reach a community that avoids 
television - orthodox Jews. The solution was what some have called mitzvah (Hebrew for good 
deed) marketing. Biomat put up posters calling for people to donate second-hand clothes to the 
poor during Passover. Working with an Orthodox Jewish organisation, it collected clothes in a 
truck with a washing machine on the back. It then washed the donated items in full view of 
residents. Biomat's market share in the orthodox community increased nearly 50 per cent. 
 
At the Cincinnati ceremony, P&G gave its award for best commercial innovation to Tide White 
Musk for a marketing campaign in the Middle East that linked the detergent to the Muslim month 
of Ramadan. In this case, the key to the campaign was smell - the white musk essence that 
Muslims carry around in small bottles. Not only was the smell used in the detergent, but in gifts 
such as car air fresheners. 
 
As a marketer, Stengel feels like he is making progress. "Local people developed it," he says of 
the Tide campaign. "It had incredible relevance to consumers. It makes us one of their brands." 
 
Creating this kind of direct communication means that P&G is not only using the media, it is 
creating its own media - especially on the internet. In the late 1990s, P&G experimented with 
"banners and standard advertising and we found it didn't work very well," says Stengel's North 
American lieutenant, Ted Woehrle. P&G learned that the best internet marketing created a two-
way communication with consumers - through approaches such as interactive web sites. P&G's 
spending on these efforts does not show up in the statistics on internet advertising - after all, it is 
not buying space from anyone else. It is going to the people directly, as did Stengel's father in 
Lancaster. A good website, it turns out, is a lot like a "country office". 
 
A good example is Pampers, a nappy brand launched in 1961 and now facing significant 
competition. Sales recently rose at a double-digit rate after P&G changed its view of its own 
product: it stopped seeing Pampers as a way to keep babies dry, instead, P&G came to view 
Pampers as an aid in child development. That might sound like so much marketing hooey, but it 
led to a big idea - a website that not only sells Pampers, but helps parents care for children. 
 
Pampers.com is one of the crowning achievements of the Stengel era. It gets 400,000 hits a 
month and the company reckons that its Pampers marketing programme has contact with most 
new mothers in the US. The site also offers mothers companionship, community and help. Medical 
experts from the "Pampers Parenting Institute" provide advice on topics ranging from breast 
feeding to immunisations to temper tantrums. Other mothers offer practical solutions. For 
instance, to prepare older siblings for a new brother or sister, Rachel from Iowa recommends 
keeping them involved by listening to the baby's heartbeat in the womb. 



 
There is also a commercial side to the website with discount coupons, and a reminder to parents, 
when the time has come, to think about moving up a nappy size. Seeing what mothers say on the 
Pampers site has also helped P&G create a new product line - Kandoo, wet wipes and foam soaps 
designed to help children go to the toilet by themselves. Kandoo is one case of P&G finding a way 
to continue its relationship with the Pampers mothers. "Pampers.com, at the end of the day, is a 
service," Stengel says. "I don't know how much we are going to monetise services... the 
important thing for us is the mentality of delighting consumers, being of service to them." 
 
The challenge for Stengel, like any revolutionary, is to keep the situation under control. P&G has 
become a marketing counterculture - rich in experiment, fuelled by talk of cool new approaches. 
The process has to be managed, and Stengel says he has only just begun. P&G will have to 
change its industry and itself to make its new approach work. 
 
For a start, P&G needs better numbers. The old rating systems, which measured how many people 
were sitting in front of a particular television programme, are no longer enough. P&G is backing a 
new approach called Project Apollo, a joint venture between two big market research companies, 
Arbitron of the US and VNU, Dutch owner of ACNielsen. Research participants wear a portable 
meter, like a pager, which picks up inaudible codes embedded in the sound waves from the 
television and other entertainment devices. That way P&G would know whether a viewer watched 
its advertisement - or went somewhere else during the commercial break. 
 
Stengel is also pushing for new structures at his marketing-services agencies. He wants to see the 
job of media planner - the person who decides where to run advertisements - combined with the 
job of creative planner - the person who helps decide what kind of advertisements to make. 
 
P&G, too, will need to change, he says. He worries that too many good marketers jump into 
general management too soon. He is looking to create new roles for marketing specialists. 
 
"The end point for him isn't a few better ads," says Andrew Robertson, chief executive of BBDO 
Worldwide, Gillette's advertising agency. "If he is successful, and I'm pretty sure he will be, lots 
will have to change - the way people work, the way organisations are structured and the way 
market and communications research is conducted." 
 
Stengel may have seen the future of marketing when he was growing up in Lancaster, but the 
road back there is a long one. 
 
Fonte: Financial Times, USA, feb 4 2006. Sunday, p. w1-2. 
 


