
The brand McReputation
Scot McKee, Birddog, examines the role of reputation in building, supporting or
destroying brand growth

SPEAK TO ANY CEO of any of the
FTSE 500 companies and the odds
are they'll tell you that their corpo-

rate 'reputation' is critical to their
company's success. Not only that, they'll
tell you that reputation is one of their
biggest fears. For as much as it can con-
tribute to success, reputation can bring
companies, big companies, down.
Remember the consequences of Gerald
Ratner's after-dinner speech? Remember
what happened to Arthur Andersen after
Enron? Oops. In MORI's report, The
Changing Views of Big Business', it was
found that senior board directors of
Britain's largest companies believe that
'Reputation has taken over from tradi-
tional hard measures like financial
performance by which companies are
judged.'

Interesting. So what have these so-called
'Captains of Industry' learnt about harness-
ing the positive aspects of their reputations
and channelling them creatively through
their brand communications? Well, actual-
ly... damn all.

The Chartered Institute of Marketing
(CIM) published research at the end of
2005 regarding board-level representation
of the marketing function within the
FTSE 100. It's staggeringly, hreathtakingly
bad. Not the research. The results.

If you wanted to be generous, you
could read from the CIM research that
11% of FTSE i oos have a marketing pro-
fessional on the board. I'm disinclined
towards generosity, however, because one
of those titles is, 'Chief Executive - Refin-
ing and Marketing': hardly marketing at
all, then. So in fairly plain, simple, easy to
understand terms - like, say, 'how many
exclusive marketing titles are there on the
executive boards?', the answer is ... wait
for it... two. There are just two of the UK's
top 100 companies that value marketing
sufficiently to appoint a board representa-
tive with the exclusive role of doing
exactly that - marketing. For the record,
those companies are Vodafone and SAB-
Miller.

I'm appalled. It's at times like this that

I'm glad Birddog hasn't made it into the
FTSE 100. I'd be out of a job. But whatever
my subjective opinion, there's still a
significant, objective disjoint here.
The people that are refusing to acknowl-
edge the role of their brand within
their boardrooms are the same ones
claiming that 'reputation has taken over
from traditional hard measures like
financial performance'. How does that
work then?

The language barrier
Part of the answer must lie in the termi
nology. Reputation. Brand. Marketing.
These are all words that have multiple
definitions and clearly cover a multitude
of sins. I fed 'brand reputation' into
Google and got 39 million hits. It's fair to
say we should allow scope for individual
understanding of the words. But, actually,
it all comes down to the same thing - a
brand is a perception (or collection of per-
ceptions) in the mind(s) of an audience(s).
Reputation is about perceptions too. And
so is marketing. So, whether real or imag-
inary, what we're talking about is what
other people think about you (the corpo-
rate and personal 'you'), how they

respond and what you can do to influence
those thoughts and actions. I particularly
like the definition of reputation as, 'what
other people say about you when you've
left the room' (credited to Jeff Bezos,
founder of Amazon).

So while the importance of reputation
is undisputed, the controls over it are
hugely variable. Reputation is easily
recognised as the domain of the press
office - and has been for years. The public
relations department is the one that
issues the statements in support or
defence of the topics of the day. It deals
with the analysts, the journalists, the
shareholders, the prospective investors
and indeed Joe Public. It spins and weaves
and produces a fabric, sometimes even of
'truth'. And that's fine. But it doesn't
reflect the importance of the brand holis-
tically, nor the lip-service paid to that
importance by the board.

Time for a reality check then.

'McLibel' revisited
In 1997, after a two-and-a-half-year trial
(the longest ever in England), Mr Justice
Bell, a High Court Judge, delivered his ver-
dict in the case between Helen Steel and

McLibel: Helen Steel and David Morris asking 'What's wrong with McDonald's?'
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David Morris and the fast-food retailer,
McDonald's. The case was widely known
as the 'McLibel' trial. It revolved around a
leaflet entitled 'What's wrong with
McDonald's?' written by a gardener and a
former postman (Steel and Morris), the
contents of which McDonald's considered
to be libellous, and it sued the couple as a
result.

While, ultimately, the judge found that
McDonald's 'exploits children' with
advertising, produces 'misleading' adver-
tising and is 'culpably responsible' for
cruelty to animals, the couple failed to
prove all their claims, some of which were
therefore found to be libellous, and they
were ordered to pay £60,000 damages.
They appealed and ultimately took the
British Government to the European
Court where, on the 15 February 2005, the
court found in favour of the couple and
declared that the McLibel case was in
breach of the right to a fair trial and the
right to freedom of expression.

Now, if I'm honest, I don't really care
about how fat McDonald's burgers might
make you. Eat too many burgers - you'll
get fat. OK, got it. What I care about is
how a company the size of McDonald's (it
reportedly spends 'over $ 2 billion a year
broadcasting its glossy image to the
world' - www.mcspotlight.org) wasn't
able to see the folly of pursuing this case
and the damage that would be inflicted on
its brand and reputation. I would suggest
that if it had treated its brand with a little
more care, it could have avoided a whole
heap of trouble.

As a result of the McLibel case, anti-
McDonald's campaigns escalated
worldwide. The website launched by
Helen Steel and David Morris
(mcspotlight.org) had been accessed
r84,675,ooo times by the summer of 2003.
The Sunday Times reported that Ed Rensi,
president of the McDonald's Corporation,
had been removed as chief executive fol-
lowing falling US market share,
promotional flops and franchisee discon-
tent. McDonald's UK announced its
largest-ever drop in profits (71%) in 2003.

Profits dropped from a high of £104.3 mil"
lion in 2001, to £83.8 million in 2002, and
sharply to £23.6 million in 2003.

Reports of the cost to McDonald's of
the trial alone vary-but it's double-figure
millions - let alone the time taken up that
could have more profitably been spent
flippin' patties. And the end result? Well, I
don't know when the last time you ven-
tured into McDonald's was, but, for the
first time in a long time, I stepped in just
the other day when my stomach was
McRumbling. The place was wall-to-wall
'health' food advertising. Images were of
carrots and salads and fruit juices. There
was nutritional information on all prod-
ucts - salt and sugar levels. And Ronald
was proclaiming that kids should have
regular daily exercise. (I still ordered a Big
Mac.)

Now McDonald's may or may not
acknowledge that McLibel has had any
impact on its brand reputation (I don't
know because I haven't asked them) but
I'd hazard a guess that it has. It has cer-
tainly influenced my perceptions. So I'd

recommend that McDonald's, and every
other company, put their brand at the
forefront of their organisation every time.
We'd clearly end up in a healthier carrot-
crunching world.

Integrated reputation
But to achieve the goal of brand-led, repu-
tation-is-king style of communications,
we're going to need more than two execu-
tive marketing board directors in the
FTSE 100. Because reputation is
enhanced, directed and integrated
through every channel of the enterprise.
It's creative (which doesn't, as a rule, sit
comfortably with the beancounters) and
it affects every audience - internal and
external. It's not just a job for the PR
department.

The business-to-business (B2B) market-
place is perhaps the best candidate for
leading change in the way it markets its
products and services. All too often, the
B2B space is seen as the poor cousin in
marketing terms to its B2C counterparts.
And, actually, all too often that's true.>

McReputation: Brand reputation should always be top of the menu
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But, every now and again, B2B brands
recognise that in increasingly competi-
tive marketing environments where
products and services are ubiquitous and
differentiation is difficult to say the least,
brand and reputation are about the only
things that set them apart from competi-
tors.

This is a very different position from
that of B2C brands. The big B2C brands
seem to spend little time innovating or
pushing their brand forward. They'll tell
you they do, but really they're just recy-
cling the same-old same-old. ('New!'...
'New, improved'... 'Improved!'... 'New
Original!'... and so on). The focus of their
marketing efforts is protecting the brand
equity already built up over a number of
hard-fought, stress-filled years. Which is
fine, but unlikely to provide the feeding
ground for creative innovation that is
likely to influence the entire organisation.
In many respects, it could be argued that it
is this style of marketing inertia and fail-
ure to integrate the brand that
perpetuates the omission of marketers
from the boardroom.

B2B brands are different. At least the
ones with vision are. With a mandate for
change comes opportunity. Faced with
the realisation that there's almost always
a competitor down the road that can offer
pretty much the same product or service,
business brands have only their brand
and reputation to rely on. So they're keen

'What I care about is
how a company the
size of McDonald's
wasn't able to see
the folly of pursuing
this case and the
damage that would
be inflicted on its
brand and
reputation'

to make sure that the brand holds value
and that the value is communicated effec-
tively.

And effective B2B communications
stretches well beyond a good press release.
The brand strategy and its subsequent
implementation through communica-
tions can be a formative time for many
business brands - not least because the
success of that venture relies on the
unequivocal support of the plan at the
very highest levels of the organisation -
which demands a marketer in the board-
room.

From that heady vantage point, the
brand and the corporate reputation and
the advertising campaigns and the web-
site and the brochures and collateral are
no longer disengaged, tactical entities.
They're all part of a single focus - creative
brand communications on which the
company's reputation is based. The 'cre-
ative' part is important here. It's unlikely
that the trite and the tired style of com-
munication is going to define the
reputation that such an organisation
would like to engender. In other words,
handshakes and pinstriped suits and peo-
ple using mobile phones are out. Which,
in turn, provides the next obstacle for
these B2B challengers.

It's an obstacle, because 'creativity' is
not the best tool to bridge the chasm
between marketing and the executive
boardroom. Ask a financial director for
his/her interpretation of 'creative' and
they'll roll their eyes, snort, puff and insist
on multiple cheque signatories. Ask a
marketer for their description of an
accountant and you'll receive, broadly, the
same reaction. And so there's the rub -
creativity is the essential ingredient
required to guide and enhance the reputa-
tion of brands the world over, but the
protagonists are poles apart. Which leads
to exclusion. And with only two executive
marketers currently in the FTSE 100, it's
clear who's being excluded.

Redressing the balance
But when the balance is redressed, the
opportunities to build the reputations of
the future appear. The CIM research notes
that marketing is represented at board
level in over three-quarters of the UK's scot@birddog.co.uk

smaller companies. That's 75% represen-
tation versus 2% in the current FTSE 100.
So it would appear that the potential is for
the young turks scaling the corporate lad-
der to make a real difference to how their
brands are perceived and how their repu-
tations might be secured.

I think that's a good thing and I'm
an advocate for that change. Actually, at
Birddog we physically help those organi-
sations achieve the goal of enhancing
their brands and their reputations wher-
ever possible. But, needless to say, it is still,
and will doubtless continue to be, a dou-
ble-edged sword. As a marketer, my
interest in the brand is creative. I want to
inspire and motivate and differentiate
and challenge thinking and, and, and ...
But creativity for creative's sake holds lit-
tle value. Instead, the battles are fought
under business rules. The boardroom dis-
cussions are of shareholder or stakeholder
value. Return on investment always
trumps creativity. Measurement and
response always outweighs design aes-
thetics and creative copy.

And that's OK. Because as we build the
bridges between marketing and the
boardroom it will take time to prove the
point. No one likes change. We like rou-
tine. Everyone likes routine. But the
routine approach to brand
communications will only deliver rou-
tine returns. For extraordinary
performance, you need an extraordinary
brand. And to build one of those you'll
need to look beyond products and
processes and into the world of imagina-
tion - not yours, but that of your
audiences. And that's the crossroads in
business where you decide whether to
creatively enhance your brand reputation
by doing things differently ... or sue the
pants off a gardener and postman for dis-
tributing a handful of leaflets outside one
of your burger joints.

I suspect the jury will be out on the role
of the brand in improving corporate repu-
tation longer than it was in the McLibel
trial. And if it comes back with the wrong
verdict, we'll appeal. Because nothing
improves your brand more than a damn
good idea. I'd stake my reputation on it. •
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