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How to Be a More
Coherent Marketer

A recent survey highlights the challenges facing

today’s marketing organizations, and reveals a path

to differentiation.

by Thomas Ripsam, Yogesh Pandit,
and Caren Fleit

he dramatic evolution of
technology has fundamen-
tally altered the way con-
sumers approach buying decisions.
Thanks to the Internet and mobile
technology, they can make a pur-
chase anytime, anywhere. The pro-
liferation of buying channels is also
enabling marketers to interact with
consumers and businesses in ways
that weren’t possible before. And be-
cause they have access to more and
more data about consumers’ habits
and preferences, marketers can tai-
lor these interactions to maximize
their impact.

Yet according to a recent multi-
industry survey of 350 marketing
professionals conducted by Booz &
Company, Korn/Ferry Internation-
al, and the Association of National
Advertisers, many marketers are
struggling to manage these power-
ful societal and technological trends.
Their survey answers highlight the
significant pressures that marketing
organizations now face: They are
being asked to do more to drive
growth, with the same or fewer re-
sources, while their spending is sub-
jected to a new level of scrutiny. The
survey also reveals that most mar-
keters are trying to tackle these
challenges by spreading their bets

across a variety of activities, a multi-
pronged approach that is leading
to the incoherent use of funding,
talent, and other resources.

With so much in flux and so
much at stake, marketing organiza-
tions need to be strategic when it
comes to managing their resources
and teams. We have identified two
key priorities based on our findings.
First, marketing leaders need to nar-
row their focus, identifying ways to
support the few differentiated capa-
bilities that their company as a
whole should pursue to establish a
right to win — the ability to engage
in any competitive market with a
better-than-even chance of success
— in the markets in which they
compete. Second, they need to hire
and retain the talent that will sup-
port their role in developing these
enterprise capabilities.

Choosing the Right Capabilities

Marketing leaders agree that they
need to invest more wisely in capa-
bilities. Yet when they were asked to
score these capabilities on a scale of
one to seven, our survey respondents
experienced difficulty prioritizing
them. (See Exhibit.) In fact, 50 per-
cent of respondents rated five or
more marketing capabilities as
“most important” to their compa-
ny’s future success. This pursuit of
multiple capabilities within the

marketing function is problematic,
because it tends to exacerbate a
number of challenges that marketers
already face. Funding constraints
are particularly thorny in today’s
operating environment; in our sur-
vey, funding issues ranked as the top
challenge (selected by 44 percent of
respondents) for companies trying
to build capabilities.

Marketing organizations’ lack
of focus runs counter to a critical
lesson proven by leading companies
in the marketplace: When it comes
to capabilities, less is often more.
The cover-your-bases tack that mar-
keters seem to favor now may allow
their companies to do a variety of
things pretty well, but no single ca-
pability differentiates them. In con-
trast, companies with best-in-class
marketing nearly always establish
the right to win by being superior at
only a select few capabilities. For in-
stance, American Express Company
has established a reputation for cus-
tomer service, in part through its
use of digital assets, such as open
forums that help it develop person-
alized relationships with its custom-
ers. The company strengthens the
effectiveness of its marketing efforts
by tracking customer responses to
its marketing messages across a
range of touch points.

Leading marketers have learned
to distinguish three separate classes
of capabilities. Right-to-play capa-
bilities are the basic functional capa-
bilities, such as campaign manage-
ment, media buying, and budgeting,
that any marketing organization
should have. Right-to-compete ca-
pabilities are those marketing capa-
bilities that any company must
have to compete effectively within
its industry. These would include,
for example, a customer relationship
management platform in the finan-
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cial-services sector, format optimi-
zation in retailing, and brand man-
agement in consumer packaged
goods. The third category includes
the overarching capabilities that
leading companies cultivate at the
right-to-win level. These capabili-
ties, which are generally cross-func-
tional and complex, reinforce one
another as part of a single capabili-
ties system. They link directly to the
company’s fundamental strategy (its
“way to play” in the market), and are
relevant to most or all of its products
and services. It is this coherent
alignment between all the critical
capabilities, the market, and the
portfolio that differentiates a com-
pany from competitors.

In developing right-to-win ca-
pabilities, distinctiveness is critical.
Two companies competing in the
same industry can end up with com-
pletely different positioning in the
market. A big part of Apple Inc’s
success, for example, is that the
company combined four core capa-
bilities — consumer insights, inno-
vation, product and interface design,
and digital marketing — to estab-
lish a coherent customer-facing
identity that incorporates the com-
pany’s values and feeds its trendset-
ting image in the marketplace. Each

A Lack of Focus

When asked to rate eight marketing
capabilities from least to most important,
two-thirds of the survey respondents
reported prioritizing four or more.

66%
rated 4 or more
capabilities as
“most important”

34% All8

rated 3 or fewer
capabilities as

“most important”

7

1 capability 4 capabilities

Source: Booz & Company

company needs to tailor its choices
to its strategy and positioning.
Companies also need to know
when to walk away. For example, so-
cial media’s mere popularity should
not automatically make it a priority
for every organization; marketing
leaders should weigh how important
social media is to their company’s
overall strategy and allocate an ap-
propriate level of investment. The
chief marketing officer at a global
beverage company perhaps said it
best:
charged with saying ‘no’ to change,

“Marketers must often be

by building a clear positioning and
staying with it.”

Putting the Right People in Place

Seventy-five percent of our respon-
dents said they plan to build their
marketing capabilities in-house, and
58 percent of our respondents indi-
cated they will turn to outside part-
ners for help. Either approach will
require marketers to place more em-
phasis than ever before on attracting
and cultivating the right talent — to
drive change internally or to manage
a growing network of outside part-
ners. Yet finding people with the

right skills ranked as the second most
daunting challenge to building the
kinds of capabilities that marketers
need to succeed today.

One of the refrains that came
out of the survey interviews is that
senior marketing leaders, in their re-
cruitment efforts, are struggling to
find an appropriate balance between
specialists and integrators. Market-
ing organizations need specialized
talent for areas such as digital mar-
keting, social marketing, and multi-
media, but specialists often lack
broad management skills. Integra-
tors may not have knowledge of new
marketing functions and activities
and may not be as responsive to in-
creased industry complexity, but
their critical and creative thinking
skills, combined with their ability to
collaborate across specialties, are in-
tegral to the success of many mar-
keting efforts.

Leading marketing organiza-
tions address these challenges by
employing talent management sys-
tems that identify workforce re-
quirements for delivering on their
chosen business strategy. Southwest
Airlines Company, for example, has
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made a name for itself in customer
service, a differentiating capability
that stems from its “hire for acti-
tude, and train for skills” philoso-
phy. Southwest hires people for
specific roles, but the company’s co-
operative culture and structured in-
centives encourage them to collabo-
rate and embrace a “work hard, play
hard” mind-set.

Many of our respondents point-
ed to the importance of developing
senior marketing executives with
traits that will enable them to evolve
as the scope of their responsibilities

tors. Survey respondents who de-
scribed their company as a leader in
its respective market were more
likely than self-described market
followers to be focused on providing
a competitive career path for mar-
keting employees. For example, in
shifting its talent system to address a
shortage of leaders, Royal Dutch
Shell PLC identified talent within
the company by focusing on techni-
cal skills and leadership ability. The
development program was custom-
ized for frontline, midlevel, and ex-
ecutive staffers, and was incorporat-

As one CMO said, “Marketers
must often be charged with saying
‘no’ to change, by building a clear
positioning and staying with it.”

changes. For instance, best-in-class
senior marketing leaders demon-
strate a collaborative and participa-
tive leadership style. They tend to be
approachable and informal. When
making decisions and solving prob-
lems, these leaders demonstrate an
ability to combine creativity and de-
cisiveness, and are comfortable with
complexity and ambiguity. Success
comes from encouraging behaviors
that yield the desired results. Google
Inc. understands this better than
most companies. To encourage in-
novation and agility, the company
requires employees to spend 20 per-
cent of their time on projects of their
own choosing,.

But attracting the right talent is
only one part of the equation. Peo-
ple need to see how their roles will
evolve over time if they are going to
stay with the company and remain
productive and creative contribu-

ed into the company’s university
relations and diversity initiatives.

A Focused Approach

Given the increasing pressures and
disruptive forces they face, market-
ing organizations can’t be blamed
for trying to be everything to every-
one. With so many opportunities to
connect with consumers and busi-
nesses in new ways, it is difficult for
marketing leaders to know which
capabilities are worth pursuing. But
the success of top marketing organi-
zations has demonstrated that play-
ing a key role in two or three differ-
entiating capabilities, tied to the
company’s overall capabilities sys-
tem, is far better than being above
average in many.

Once these right-to-win capa-
bilities are established, marketing
leaders can methodically evaluate
their talent needs, create tailored

compensation and incentive pro-
grams to drive capability-building
behaviors, and attract and cultivate
the kinds of future leaders who will
enable their companies to adapt and
succeed in any environment. A mar-
keting organization that engages in
capability building and talent devel-
opment in this careful and coherent
way will put itself in a position to
face mounting pressures and prove
its worth to its company’s overall
strategic mission during these rap-
idly changing times. +
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