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Publication: Le Soir - Section Marketing 
Date: Thursday, 12 February 2009 
Journalist: Jean – François Munster 
 
Title: ‘You Have to Sell Hope’ 
Interview with Kevin Roberts, CEO of Saatchi & Saatchi 
 
“According to the head of the advertising giant, the brands that will come out as winners from the 
crisis are those who succeed in listening.” 
 
LS: What advise do you give your clients to survive the crisis? 
 
KR: 
 

• Don’t make long term plans over several years as it’s not even clear what the near future holds. 
• Winning Ugly: play football like the Germans: efficient; hard and no mercy. 
• Concentrate on the core business eliminating what does not belong to the core. This is not always 

easy as many companies often forget what exactly their core business is. During an economic 
upturn, companies expand their product range; services, creating more complexity. This is exactly 
what consumer don’t want, they look for simplicity. Concentrating on what they really need. 

• React at lightspeed: large analyses won’t save you as we have never known a similar crisis. 
We therefore have to learn to react quickly and to solve problems fast.  

• Run from bureaucracy, avoid complexity and control the controllable. 
 
LS: What changes can be expected? 
 
KR: At the end of the crisis we will have winners and losers. Brand hierarchy will have been turned over.  
Those at the top can fall, those in line will take their place. The winners will be those who are closest to their 
consumers, those who leave the control of their brand in the hands of the consumer 
 
LS: What do you mean by that? 
 
KR: The first reaction to most brands is to control everything and to impose their point of view. But that is a 
bad reflex.  Brands should be open to discussion, speak with the consumer and listen to what they have to 
say and what they look for. This is exactly what we tried to achieve with the Belgian Nuclear Forum 
Campaign.  We don’t say that nuclear energy is the best solution, we give food for thought, feed the 
discussion. Thanks to the Internet, this sort of discussion is possible.  We can engage in conversation 
through blogs, fora.  Brands have to stop talking and start listening instead. 
 
LS: Should brands link their message to their price? 
 
KR: In the current financial situation, all brands, including Mercedes and Gucci, should be careful of their 
prices.  But that is not enough. When lowering your price, you will always find a competitor who will lower his 
price to compete with yours. A brand can make a difference by offering an added value that has no price, 
creating an emotional link with the consumer. Take the Apple Ipod for example. It is more expensive than 
many other similar products but it gives the buyer a feeling that he belongs to a community that has no price.  
We feel people are looking for emotions, stories, positive values. That’s what we need to give them.  
 
Look at the commercial for Coca-Cola during the Superbowl in the US. It was a message of positive spirit, 
joy, hope. When you touch something emotional, and give them hope, consumers will buy. The message of 
Douwe Eghberts for example doesn’t claim to have the best coffee in the world but rather focuses on those 
special moments that you spend with your family over a cup of coffee in the morning. 
 
LS: Saving on Publicity is often the first reflex for companies cutting back on budget? A bad move? 
 
KR: You always have to be careful to maintain your brand because one day the crisis will be over and when 
you don’t have a strong brand you will lose. It is vital in such a period to win market share. That doesn’t 
mean you have to keep your publicity budgets the same. When all your competitors stop advertising on 
television, you should at least keep some visibility, even if it is more discrete. This will allow you to set 
yourself apart.  The price of advertising space will go down. Then you will be able to have just as much for a 
lower price. In these troubling times, you can gain your place in the market for a good price and being 
clever. 




