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[Headnote] 
The MBA is the qualification of choice for those who want to be taken seriously. But is it as vital 
here as in the US?. By Jane Simms  
   
The number of marketers taking MBAs is low and falling, but in the US few senior marketers don't 
have an MBA.  
 
"In the US, in a typical marketing strategy meeting every person sitting at the table will have 
spent two years, and more than $50,000 (32,000), earning an MBA," says Mark Ritson, assistant 
professor of marketing at the London Business School, who argues that an MBA is "essential" to 
be a good marketer.  
 
Last year 20% of MBA graduates from Manchester Business School hada marketing 
background,but only 15% of those due to graduate this year are marketers."The marketers of 
today do not have an adequate skill set to perform to their full potential," claims Ritson.  
 
He points to the oft-cited lacuna in marketers' knowledge."Few can read a balance sheet, 
understand standard statistical methods of analysis or have an adequate grasp of corporate 
strategy. Even fewer understand logistics, organisational dynamics, macro or micro economics." 
These, he says, are essential and teachable business skills - and the MBA provides a thorough 
grounding in all of them.  
 
 
 
 
 



As well as plugging the perceived skills gap, an MBA teaches a sort of business 'lingua franca' and 
lends marketers much-needed credibility, say its proponents."Unless marketers speak the 
language of the board understanding manufacturing, engineering, law, finance and the rest they 
will never be at the heart of strategic decision-making," says Malcolm McDonald, professor of 
marketing at Cranfield University School of Management.  
 
Many marketers rely on 'natural flair' and 'creativity', or insist that marketing is all about common 
sense. "Flair, skills, commitment and determination are more important than education in that if 
you don't understand customers or how to turn a buck, you won't make it," admits Hugh 
Davidson, visiting professor at Cranfield and author of Even More Offensive Marketing. "But 
education can help hone those skills."  
 
While Ritson believes the dearth of UK marketers taking MBAs reflects badly on their skills and 
professionalism, others disagree, arguing that the difference is historical rather than anything 
else.  
 
"The MBA originated in the US, which has older business schools than Europe," says John Quelch, 
senior associate dean and Lincoln Filene Professor of Business Administration at Harvard Business 
School. "In the UK the pre-eminent business qualification is accountancy, but there is no 
deficiency in the quality of marketers or the importance of marketing in the UK. The common 
techniques move across borders quite rapidly."  
 
And Todd Huntley, an American with an MBA from the prestigious Tuck Business School at 
Dartmouth in the US and now vice-president of marketing for 20th Century Fox,Theatrical 
Releases in London,says: "The US system is certainly different, but I don't know if it's better."  
 
While traditional marketing 'universities' in the UK- Procter & Gamble, Unilever, Mars and so on - 
hire people fresh from university and train them,"in the US you need an MBA to do marketing in a 
blue-chip company," says Huntley. "It's different paths to the same point."  
 
Getting an MBA may benefit a marketer if they want to switch career track, job, or just accelerate 
their development, but Quelch doesn't think all UK marketers should rush out and sign up for 
business school.  
 
"An MBA is irrelevant if the experience it gives people is no different from what they're already 
getting in terms of learning, development and instruction in a company,"he says.  
 
Some of the best opportunities for development come in the form of short courses of between two 
weeks and three months, he says.  
 
Some of Britain's senior marketers agree. Mike Moran, the recently appointed worldwide strategy 
and marketing director at Thames Water, decided against an MBA because of the cost and the 
time he would have to take out from his career. Instead, as then commercial director of Toyota 
GB, he regularly attended executive education programmes at Wharton and Duke business 
schools in the US.  
 
"The courses are extremely stimulating because they are tailored to give busy managers the 
cream off the top," he says. "I'm not dismissive of MBAs, but an MBA is not the thing that 
distinguishes great managers." Raoul Pinnell, vice-president of global brand and communications 
at Shell, agrees. Short courses every few years at Harvard,Wharton and IMD in Switzerland have 
given him valuable injections of the latest business thinking and practice without taking him out of 
the company for long. He has supported people in his team who wanted to study for an MBA 
parttime. "That's very hard, but at least they are able to apply what they are learning in their 
job,"he says.  
 



Pinnell fears that too many MBAs will lead to "a disease of consultantspeak management", with 
managers being overly theoretical and insufficiently action-oriented. "MBAs tend to think that if 
they've won the debate they've done the job," he says.  
 
While in favour of more MBA marketers,John Mayhead, director of the Centre for Marketing at 
London Business School, admits: "You don't need an MBA to succeed in marketing. Marketing 
departments would benefit from having one or two MBAs to stir the pot and give an alternative 
point of view when necessary."  
 
But many marketers do an MBA as a route out of marketing.A quarter of those who gained an 
MBA from Manchester in 2002 went into general management jobs, half into consultancy and only 
17% into fast-track marketing roles. Mayhead believes it is of no consequence that many 
marketers use the MBA as a way out of marketing."What matters," he says,"is that the board 
becomes more marketing-oriented, and that comes about not just by marketing people getting to 
the top, but by accountants having their marketing skills honed via an MBA."  
   
MPACT OF MBA ON BASE SALARY  
   
But Quelch has a more critical view: "The reason marketers don't always make it to the 
boardroom is not because they don't have MBAs, but because they don't actively seek out 
opportunities to progress."*  
 
Name: Marc Sands  
 
Role: marketing director, Guardian Newspapers  
 
Board status: member of main board  
 
Age: 39 British  
 
"I did a general MBA at Bradford as soon as I left Cambridge University in 1987.I had no idea 
what I wanted to do and thought it would be a way to understand what the real world of work was 
all about.  
 
I didn't find the MBA intellectually demanding, though it involved a huge amount of work. It gave 
me a brilliant indepth grounding in business, and helped set me apart from others by signalling a 
commitment to business. It gave me a head start since I both knew more than most of my peers 
and had more confidence.  
 
I joined a graduate trainee scheme with D'Arcy Massius Benton and Bowles and within 18 months 
was sent to New York. After two years there I joined Howell Henry, later becoming marketing 
director at Granada, then LWT and then ONdigital.  
 
The MBA gave me a decision-making framework that I still use today. But I think if I didn't do it 
when I did, I wouldn't have done it at all. It's difficult to factor an MBA into your life because it's 
extremely hard work, expensive and interrupts your career. I think what the business schools 
have done in terms of repackaging learning into short, very targeted courses is very positive.  
 
It's easy to over-estimate what an MBA can do for you. It can be a good thing to have if you know 
how and when to use it.It's a tool,not a passport.  
 
Name: Todd Huntley  
 
Role: vice-president, marketing, 20th Century Fox, Theatrical Releases  
 



Board status: member of European board  
 
Age: 39  
 
Nationality: American  
 
"When I left university in 1985 joined US retailer Lord & Taylor where I spent four years in various 
roles, before running the commercial activities of the New York Botanical Gardens for two years. I 
then embarked on a two-year MBA at the Amos Tuck School at Dartmouth.  
 
I was 28 and earning decent money, so I didn't do it lightly, but it was a great investment. My 
salary doubled in my first post-MBA job as brand manager for Coco Pops at General Mills and rose 
steadily.  
 
After a year I moved into NPD on breakfast cereals and then came to the UK as brand manager on 
children's products, later becoming marketing manager.In 1998 1 went to Switzerland as global 
marketing manager for General Mills' children's portfolio and left after two years to become 
Gateway Computers' European marketing director. I did some consulting for CocaCola in the UK in 
2001, and got this job in June 2002. The Dartmouth MBA focuses on general management, and I 
took more nonmarketing than marketing options. Companies now see marketing as general 
management and marketers get more exposure to and responsibility for other functions. The 
general MBA set me up nicely for that, and the business benefited from my strategic outlook and 
from the fact that I could hit the ground running."  
 
Name: Laurie Young  
 
Role: marketing leader for PricewaterhouseCoopers UK and global marketing partner for corporate 
finance  
 
Board status: partner  
 
Age: 47  
 
Nationality: British  
 
"I did a two-year part-time MBA course with a strategic marketing option at Hull University back 
in 1989-1990 when I was in my mid-30s and working as marketing director at Unisys.  
 
I felt that the qualification would be an extra tick in the box when I went for another job, and that 
it would confer a degree of credibility and gravitas too - although, as it turns out, no one has ever 
asked me about it. But the main driver was a genuine hunger to understand more. Marketing is a 
very sloppy profession. At PwC I am surrounded by accountants, lawyers and so on, whose body 
of knowledge,analytical tools and techniques and intellectual rigour is light years ahead of 
marketing.  
 
The MBA taught me debating techniques and how to assimilate information and it honed my 
judgment as well as my decision-making and communicating skills. Gaining the qualification really 
didn't mark any kind of epiphany in my career; it was more a step on the route. My earning power 
has certainly increased since then, but that's probably more to do with the fact that I am driven 
than with the MBA per se. After doing the MBA I started a marketing services company, which I 
sold five years later in 1999 to Ogilvy & Mather (and ultimately WPP),before taking this job."  
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