
M&C Saatchi prepares for Brazil launch  
Tim Bradshaw 

Geoffrey Hamilton-Jones exudes a boyish enthusiasm that goes with his looks. “We haven’t 
even bought our computers yet,” he says. “We’re all working on our own laptops in a 
temporary office. It’s a typical hothouse start-up environment.” 

Mr Hamilton-Jones, a British advertising man raised in Brazil, has been given the task of 
opening the Brazilian operation of M&C Saatchi, the agency founded by Maurice and Charles 
after the brothers were ousted from Saatchi & Saatchi, their first agency, in 1995. 

He says the five prospective clients he and his team have visited over the past two weeks were 
impressed by an operating model that stresses “brutal simplicity”. 

His optimism might seem out of place in a country shocked by its worst economic growth 
figures on record and which appears to be heading into a far deeper downturn than expected. 
“Advertising is one of the areas most affected by any crisis,” says Antonio Rosa, head of 
Dainet, a media consultancy in São Paulo. “It’s a lot easier to cut advertising than to cut jobs.” 

Advertising spending globally is expected to be flat at best in 2009, with the first half 
particularly tough for agencies. Weakness in the North American and European markets is 
expected to be only partly counterbalanced by China, India and Brazil, where growth is still set 
to slow against last year. 

Even though the global crisis began to hit Brazil in the fourth quarter of 2008, the industry has 
so far held up well. Spending on media and production in 2008 was R$29.4bn ($12.7bn), up 
13 per cent on 2007, putting Brazil among the world’s 10 biggest advertising markets. 

Sir Martin Sorrell, chief executive of WPP, said that Latin America “continues to defy gravity”, 
with Brazil one of its fastest growing countries last year boasting revenues up more than 20 
per cent.  

Marcelo Salles, vice-president of the publishers of Meio & Mensagem, the industry’s house 
magazine, says 2009 has got off to a good start in Brazil. “All the advertising vehicles are 
meeting their targets. Everyone knows they have to be careful but so far there have been no 
major worries.” 

One reason is that Brazil’s consumer market remains surprisingly buoyant. The unemployment 
rate rose from 7.4 per cent in September to 8.6 per cent in January but is far below its level of 
13 per cent in 2003.  

The biggest benefits have been felt by the poor, many of whom have entered the the 
consumer market for the first time. Millions of people have now joined the middle class, with 
more than half of Brazil’s almost 190m people now earning between R$1,000 and R$2,000 a 
month. 

Brazil also has one of the most creative advertising industries in the world, recognised by a 
stream of awards at international events. “Brazil is known for exporting footballers but we also 
export a lot of advertising talent,” Mr Salles says. 

Several Brazilian creative types have top jobs at international agencies overseas. 

But there are signs of trouble ahead. Mr Rosa at Dainet says advertisers typically allocate 70 
per cent of their media budgets at the start of each year to get block-booking discounts, 



saving the rest for opportunistic spending. This year, budgets have not been cut but only 30 
per cent has been allocated. 

Mr Hamilton-Jones says hiring his senior team of six executives was made easier by the crisis. 
And he has a positive spin on the approaching downturn. “It is daunting but the time to steal 
market share is in times of crisis.” 

By creating its own start-up rather than buying an agency – in line with its global strategy – 
M&C Saatchi has kept its investment in Brazil in six figures. Amid the optimism, this seems 
sensibly cautious given the uncertainties ahead. 
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