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Mark Palmer is a professionally qualified market researcher, marketer and change practitioner. He is the founder of Maverick Planet, a facilitated brand and change consultancy. For twenty years, he was the Executive Head of Strategy and Communication Planning at some of the world’s most regarded advertising agencies. He was named the strategist in Campaign magazine’s fantasy agency of the millennium. Mark has been part of the teams who’ve launched, positioned, repositioned and sustained some of the world’s most famous and notable brands, including BMW, Pepsi, Orange, Google, Sony, Channel 4, The Economist, Cadbury, Bupa and more. Mark has helped position numerous start-ups that have gone on to grow successfully and be sold. He’s helped many of these brands rethink their approach to marketing and communication, from product placement to pop-up shops to brand partnerships. Mark guest lectures at the Henley Business School, the School of Communication Arts, and previously at the Copenhagen Business School. He runs the branding and marketing module at the London Business School Launchpad programme, where start-ups look to develop their business and seek investment to launch.

Praise for The Work Smarter Guide to Marketing

‘In today’s marketing environment, we all need to have our BS card ready, and Mark has written a crisp, compelling guide to help us all be mindful of what matters and not to get distracted by what doesn’t. A very enjoyable and informative read.’

David Wheldon OBE, Former Global Head of Brand at Coca-Cola, Vodafone and Royal Bank of Scotland. President of World Federation of Advertisers and host of the Better Marketing Podcast

‘Mark Palmer treats marketing the way a physicist treats the universe: with curiosity, clarity and the courage to simplify. Someone whose advice has never let me down.’

Jamie Milroy, CEO and Founder of Dash Rides

‘Whether you are on the board of a company, running your own business, have a side-hustle or have found yourself in a job in advertising, sales or marketing . . . READ THIS BOOK. You’ll find your fear of marketing and its bullshit falls away in front of your eyes.’

Lisa Batty, Global Comms Planning Director of TikTok for Business

‘This book drop-kicks the bullsh*t out of branding. It’s not another softfocus LinkedIn sermon about “authenticity” – it’s a marketing defibrillator. Palmer doesn’t whisper sweet nothings about purpose; he rips the mask off and shows you the wiring.’

Mark Borkowski, Founder of Borkowski and author of Improperganda: The Art of the Publicity Stunt and The Fame Formula

‘Actionable frameworks, readily understandable examples and clear writing – with just the right touch of humour. This is a book for marketeers to keep close at hand!’

Claire Hewitt, Director of The Henley Partnership, Henley Business School

‘In a world where everything is changing, we need to listen to Mark Palmer, who understands what doesn’t change about marketing better than anyone.’

Richard Hartell, CEO of EssenceMediacom USA

‘I’ve known and worked with Mark Palmer in multiple companies. It’s about bloody time he wrote a book. He thinks differently and connects dots you didn’t even see. Most of all, he has always made marketing seem so very obvious and easy, when many are befuddled by it. Grab this book it will save you thousands of hours of angst, shedloads of wasted money and help make you look like a genius.’

Ali Crossley, Managing Director, Distribution, Legal & General

‘Most people in marketing don’t understand marketing. That’s the uncomfortable truth Mark Palmer sets out to fix – with clarity, humour and real-world wisdom. At the School of Communication Arts, we train the most awarded creatives in the world. I always want them to meet Mark, because he doesn’t just teach marketing – he makes them think.’

Marc Lewis, Dean of the School of Communication Arts




THE WORK SMARTER GUIDE TO MARKETING

Better Marketing Without the Bullsh*t

Mark Palmer

Series Editor David kean


[image: ]





 

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Robinson

Copyright © Mark Palmer, 2025

The moral rights of the author have been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-40878-315-3

Robinson

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

The authorised representative

in the EEA is

Hachette Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 YF6A, 
Ireland

(email: info@hbgi.ie)

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 

 

To Team Palmer. To Siobhan, who I should have got to write this book more intelligently and more beautifully. To Hector, who would promote it better than me and invest any money made more wisely. To Matilda, who would have got this book out way earlier, keenly spotted any mistakes sooner and still joyfully taken the pi**. To Ralph, my little new business buddy, whose calming pats of his tummy and woofs to ‘Be More Ralph’ inspired for so many years.




Contents

Introduction

1. What Marketing Is and What it Isn’t

2. Who, Why, What and Where is Your Audience?

3. Insights, Ideas, Actions

4. What is a Brand?

5. Understanding the 4Ps of your Marketing Mix

6. Making More of the Fifth P – Partnerships

7. Removing the Confusion Between Purpose, Mission and Vision

8. Values Matter, but Mind the Gap

9. When Brands Go Wrong

10. How to Redraw a Market Map in Your Audience’s Mind

11. Nailing a Value Proposition

12. Build your Own Brand Key

13. Let’s Go Marketing

Endnotes

Glossary

Acknowledgements

Index




Introduction

Simple can be harder than complex: you have to work hard to get your thinking clean to make it simple. But it’s worth it in the end because once you get there, you can move mountains.

STEVE JOBS, INTERVIEW WITH BUSINESS WEEK, 1998

Marketing is important. Research conducted among more than 200 financial analysts who cover publicly listed companies in the United States and United Kingdom revealed that ‘strength of brand/marketing’ is the factor most frequently cited by financial analysts (79 per cent) when asked how they appraise the companies they cover. This was ahead of leadership quality (76 per cent) and technological innovation (72 per cent).1 

But something’s up in the world of marketing. It’s become too complicated and confusing. Most marketers know this. A common understanding of what marketing means is being torn apart on all sorts of false dichotomies – like you need to choose to spend on brand vs performance. It isn’t either/or.

In a world where marketing has become cluttered with complex jargon, endless acronyms and marketers run after the latest, ‘shiny’ trend, this book offers a refreshing return to the essentials:

• Putting yourself in the mind of your customers.

• Designing products and services with benefits that meet their wants, needs and desires.

• Differentiating meaningfully from your competitors.

• Finding ways to attract your customers’ attention so they buy you, your products and services.

What’s happened?

Imagine having a medical procedure or walking over a bridge knowing there is a 50 per cent chance that the surgeon operating on you or the engineer who built the bridge wasn’t qualified. How comfortable would you feel going into surgery or stepping across a bridge over a ravine? Yet, according to the publication Marketing Week, more than half of all marketers surveyed (53.8 per cent) say they have not studied a marketing-related academic or professional qualification of any kind.2 

There is an unbelievable level of marketing misinformation, conflation of terms and supposed expert bullsh*t in circulation. As marketing has added more tools and complexity, many people with the word ‘marketing’ in their job title have roles where they focus only on specific specialisms within marketing – e.g., advertising or sales. Advertising and sales are part of marketing, but they are not marketing. Marketing is much less potent when this role confusion occurs and business suffers as a result. Marketing has also become a soup of acronyms – B2B, B2C, B2B2C, AI, CMS, CPC, CRM, CTA, CTV, NPS, PPC, ROI, SEO, UX. It’s a real mess. (If you want to know what all of these mean, there’s a glossary on p. 137.) Now with over 1 billion members, what is shared in posts on LinkedIn compounds the confusion and misinformation. Dr Chris Arnold, Founder of Creative Orchestra, described LinkedIn as ‘a place where everyone is an expert even when they aren’t’. That’s certainly true for marketing.

Having deep expertise in a specialist marketing area can often make it harder to be open-minded when your market or customer changes. For example, if you are a specialist in digital marketing or a content creator, you are vulnerable to a concept known as the ‘law of instrument’ (or Maslow’s Hammer). Whatever the problem is, you view it only through your specialist lens. The same way that if your only tool is a hammer, you tend to see every problem as a nail.

The marketing world we live in may be complex, but that doesn’t mean we must make it even more complicated.

If you asked someone in the street which brand’s marketing they liked, they might say Apple’s or Nike’s. Certainly, these companies’ marketing has been very effective: Apple is the world’s most valuable brand, worth well over $1 trillion.

Both Apple and Nike spend huge amounts of money on marketing in all kinds of ways. They create a space for their brand in people’s heads. Doing this positively affects the decisions people make in their brand’s favour. Millions of people make a choice, pay a premium, and remain exceptionally loyal to these brands as a consequence. This is what smart marketers do. If you want the technical term, it’s called brand saliency – making sure your brand comes to mind in buying situations.

Apple and Nike did good marketing from the start. In the case of Nike, Phil Knight, a college graduate, and his former track coach, Bill Bowerman, created a better running shoe to get better traction for athletes on race tracks (product); they priced it just below the premium brands like Adidas, offering quality and value (price); sold their shoes out of the back of their cars near track meets (place); and sold them personally (promotion) to persuade runners to buy.

See. It doesn’t have to be complicated.

Marketing applies to whatever industry you are in. It matters to people personally when they’re looking for a new job or when companies want to attract talent. The question of ‘Why should we hire you?’ or ‘Why should you join us?’ needs a marketing answer. Marketing is needed to sell products and services, to persuade people to donate to charities, give blood, not to drink and drive, and to get people to vote for a political candidate.

When researching this book, I spoke to several leading marketers and successful branding and advertising agency leaders who have helped businesses build marketing success. One of those was Marc Nohr, who has guided some of the biggest brands in the world, including Amazon, Carlsberg, Hilton, Lexus, Starbucks and UNICEF.

Marc has presented to many boards that viewed marketing with cynicism. If you’ve worked in marketing, it’s likely you will have heard someone senior in a company say they are not affected by marketing or advertising. Many people genuinely believe they are impervious to it. I asked Marc how he answered this. He said he asks them what they have bought recently and why. Whether it was a car, a meal in a restaurant, a movie, make-up, a plumber or a mobile phone, he asked them to talk through the process leading up to the purchase and then he’d ask: ‘So, why did you finally choose X, Y or Z?’ Marc was reminding these people to think like customers again – with needs and choices in a competitive world – so they realised how marketing affected them really.

You may have picked this book up because you are beginning a start-up business, run a business-to-business firm, are working in one aspect of marketing now and want to expand your horizons or are just curious to understand what this thing called ‘marketing’ is. Whoever you are, my starting point for advice is to put yourself in your audience’s mind. Focus on three things.

1. Understand your audience/customers’ wants, desires and needs.

2. Work out how your brand is beneficial and different from alternative brand choices (or better than doing nothing at all).

3. Find a way to connect points 1 and 2 to make customers more likely to buy or do something in your favour.

Things go wrong when companies forget this simple start point. In the last few years, Nike has been among those brands that have lost their way. When writing this book, its market capitalisation was still valued at $71.6 billion. However, its valuation fell nearly 5 per cent in a year. That marked the second year in a row of a decline. Sales continued slipping.

In September 2024, after five years at the helm, Nike’s CEO, John Donohoe, an ex-management consultant and technology business leader, resigned. He was replaced by Elliott Hill, a former sports trainer and Nike ‘lifer’. Nike’s share price immediately increased by almost 10 per cent.

It’s harsh to blame Nike’s problems on one person, especially one who managed them through COVID-19. Yet Nike is a compelling case study of how easily a brand can get the basics of its marketing wrong.

Nike became overcomplicated and riddled with corporate jargon. Advertising investment was called ‘demand creation expense’. When they admitted they had spent too much on performance marketing and not enough on brand marketing, Nike said they ‘over-rotated the shift to digital’. Nike wanted to change how people bought shoes – forcing customers to buy online instead of making their shoes available to try in real-life shops. Instead of being about the audience’s passion and interest around sport, Nike focused on age and gender. Almost as an epitaph to what Nike got wrong, Bloomberg published a feature story on Donohoe before he departed titled ‘The man who made Nike uncool’.3 

This Work Smarter Guide is designed for anyone who wants to give their business the edge that great marketing can create, but who are intimidated by the preponderance of jargon or frustrated by marketing’s current state.

This book will pull the curtain back on some of the simple genius in the marketing moves of some iconic historic brand stories. It will make marketing tangible using a variety of real examples of when marketing gets it right and when it gets it wrong. It will walk you through approaches you can apply. It will share some of the key questions to ask and answer to be a better marketer without the bullsh*t.

I hope you’ll enjoy reading the book. It sets out to return to doing simpler (and, therefore, better) marketing and to be accessible and useful. I want to provide an antidote to the prevalent marketing bullsh*t. Think of it as a handy marketing ‘recipe’ book that will help you create marketing which has a better chance of working – a distillation of the best insights from seasoned experts, real-world examples and proven principles to help you make smarter marketing decisions.




1

What Marketing Is and What it Isn’t

The great enemy of communication, we find, is the illusion of it.

WILLIAM H WHYTE, AUTHOR AND JOURNALIST, FORTUNE MAGAZINE, 1950

The word for cat in Italian is ‘gatto’. The word for cake in French is ‘gateau’. They may be spelled differently but they sound the same. I’ve always had this vision of someone getting a ‘birthday cat’. Regarding what marketing is and its terminology, we see birthday cats all the time.

Marketing would love to be science or a profession, like medicine or the law, with agreed definitions, rules and procedures. But marketing is neither of these things and it has got into a muddle as a result. There isn’t one instruction manual for marketing.

Asking Google ‘What is the definition of marketing?’ doesn’t help either. One highly read article resolves the issue by listing seventy-six different expert definitions! So, I’ll come off the fence and pick some examples of what better marketing is and what it isn’t – and explain why. My choices are based on what has worked and been helpful when working with company boards, start-up founders and practising marketers in the real world.

Better marketing is based on the specific business or challenge you face

It’s always dependent on the situation facing the brand, the market, the challenge and the audience. Seth Godin, one of the most influential writers about marketing, has a definition of marketing that’s worth sharing: ‘Marketing is the generous act of helping someone solve a problem. Their problem. Marketing helps others become who they seek to become’.4  (I’d add: ‘and do what they want or need to do’.)

Key to doing better marketing is to put yourself into the mindset of your audience and to see the challenge from their perspective – not yours.

Any customer is either on a journey, or needs to be encouraged to start one

Better marketing assists a customer on their journey, so they end up choosing you as their destination and doing something about it.

Better marketing is the process of asking better questions about your audience’s journey and then figuring out better answers to those questions.

Get the answers to these questions wrong and you’ll end up as the marketing equivalent of the failed explorer, Captain Scott. He talked a good game and spent a fortune but didn’t think ahead: he didn’t ask or answer the most critical questions. Consequently, he and his doomed team never made it back from the South Pole and were beaten by the better-prepared Roald Amundsen – an explorer who asked better questions and had better answers. (Ironically, Captain Scott does have residual brand awareness but as an example of heroic failure.)

When you look at brands and marketing that have been successful, you’ll find they asked and answered better questions on behalf of their audience. Here’s an example of what I’m talking about.

CASE STUDY: MOVEMBER

Early detection of prostate cancer in men can make the difference between life and death. Back in 2003 there were three issues stopping early diagnosis.

1. Men were not aware, or discounted the symptoms, of prostate cancer.

2. They were reluctant to discuss it openly.

3. They put off getting tested because they didn’t think it would happen to them.

The Movember campaign team put themselves inside their audience’s heads. They asked why these problems existed in men’s behaviour and how they could change them. They started with thirty men in Australia rethinking the problem. They thought from the perspective of how they could leverage the way men behave in their favour.

At the time, charity marketing focused simply on raising awareness and asking for donations. It would establish those most likely to donate and the most cost-efficient way to reach them – money out to get donations in. Movember changed this. They didn’t adhere to the playbook for charity marketing. They turned charity from an individual request for funding into a collective challenge for ‘Mo Bros’ to take part in.

Moustaches were out of fashion at the time. So, the challenge became to grow a moustache to raise money and awareness for prostate cancer in the month of November. They got men to reach out to their friends and families to sponsor them for a fun activity on a serious issue. In the process this raised awareness, destigmatised the issue and created a database to communicate with year after year. Movember expanded beyond Australia. As social media grew, so did Movember. Today, they’ve extended the men’s health issues they tackle from prostate health to men’s suicide – and many other issues in between.

Since 2003, Movember has raised $911 million and

Better marketing is where science meets art






Better marketing is about knowing what you stand for and making choices






Better marketing is about building a relationship with your audience beyond what they buy





Marketing is NOT sales. Marketing is NOT advertising









The tools to do marketing may have changed. Customer journeys may have changed. However, what marketing is about fundamentally hasn’t changed




When marketing is only (data) science, the art disappears. When everyone learns and applies the same best practice tactics, how do you stand out except by spending more or cutting your prices and margins?


Better marketing looks to find out what really happened when using digital and data
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