Mr. Prem Mehta’s  Acceptance Speech on being presented the 

AAAI Premnarayen Lifetime Achievement Award – July 30, 2004.
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Mr Srinivasan Swamy, President, Mr Sam Balsara, Immediate Past-President and the members of the AAAI Executive Committee, seniors and colleagues from the advertising industry and distinguished guests.

I am honoured to receive the AAAI - Premnarayen Award, and especially grateful to those who felt I deserved it. Sam’s letter explained that this award is “for contributions to the advertising industry, the Association and for my personal achievements.”  In each of these areas, I can only wish I had done more.

Mixed with this sense of honour, is also a feeling of surprise.  I have often been told that I am a complete antithesis to an archetypical advertising man.  

This was perhaps even more true when I entered this industry in the late seventies.   After environments like Forbes Campbell and Hindustan Lever, it took a while to accept that colleagues were called either ‘sweetheart’ or ‘darling’ depending on whether they were men or women.  Most people around me in the agency seemed to have one thing in common -- their approach to Life.  They thrived on chaos and resented any form of order: structures, systems, disciplines, formality.  All of these appeared to stifle their freedom and therefore their creativity.  In this melting pot, I was trying to build a serious career for myself. 
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This award indeed reaffirms the magnanimity of this industry which accepted me in its fold even without the long hair and ponytails, kurtas and baggy Bermudas and the flair to live on Page 3.

Perhaps my survival in advertising has also been a matter of timing.  About the time I entered this industry in the 70s, its profile and character was evolving rapidly.  The traditional format was giving way to far greater levels of seriousness, driven by increasing competition in the market place, a recognition of the importance of advertising in business success, and the resultant growth in scale and complexity in the management of the advertising process.

I am reminded of an incident at IIM, Ahmedabad in the early eighties.  I was recruiting Management Trainees for Lintas.  A young man, who had opted in favour of Advertising against coveted opportunities with large corporations like Hindustan Lever and Tatas, was explaining his reasons for his choice.  He said: “I prefer advertising because it offers glamour, good money and challenge.”  He insisted his reasons were essentially in that order: Glamour, Money and Challenge.  I selected him just for the adventure and for my own learning.  He lasted for all of 6 months.  We both learnt a lesson.

To me, a lifetime in this business has been fun …. And a lot more.  I have relished every moment of the over 25 years.  I have enjoyed the diversity, the intensity underlying the sometimes frivolous façade, the challenges of a rational business with a product that breeds a near-irrational hunger for that un-definable value called ‘creativity’.

I have seen the advertising business mature into large scale commercial activity with all the complexities and challenges of any other industry… and some more.  The notable difference has been only its product… intangible, subjective; always controversial.  Nevertheless, it has established beyond doubt, even to its biggest cynics, the critical role it plays in the success of any enterprise… and thereby in the creation of wealth.

However, in the last 10 years, I fear the global advertising industry allowed itself to drift … in need of a clear direction, and a plan for its own reinvention to keep itself relevant and valuable in the face of new challenges.  This phenomenon is catching up with us here too.

The concept of the full-service agency has seen itself disintegrate with integral functions pulling away to become specialists … Media, Design and now Strategy.  Even as the talk of 360 degree brand communications gained currency, the agency’s value has been reduced to the 30 second TV commercial.  

On the heels, and perhaps because of this change, the agency’s perceived value to the marketer has suffered resulting in a rapid, and drastic, erosion in its income.

New industries, competing for its talent, have out-priced this key resource and made it unaffordable for the advertising industry.  In turn, this shortage of good talent has resulted in escalating manpower costs leading to an immense pressure on margins.

Trapped in this cycle, our business has begun to lose its ability to invest in upgrading its capabilities.  Result: increasing commoditisation of our value to the ‘consumer’ of our services.

Another factor that has impacted our industry is the obsessive focus on growth and scale.  In a creative activity that can thrive only when small, excellence is measured by size and scale.   The key driver today is shareholder value more than innovation and ideas.

With all humility, I suggest it is time to take stock.   To get together among ourselves, and equally importantly, with our key stakeholders -- our clients and the media.  In common interest, it is critical that an agreed plan is developed that designs the advertising agency of the future, defines its role and responsibility and creates an income model that empowers it to partner its stakeholders to mutual gain.  India could possibly lead the way for the world in this area, as in so many others.  

But, this will take time. Meanwhile, we could begin the process of enhancing value in atleast two key areas that strike me as extremely vital and eminently do-able without external help.

FIRST:
As in any service business the key differentiator is Knowledge.  Perhaps even more so in ours because of the more subjective nature of our product.  I believe we need to invest much more in this area.  

Our clients’ businesses are facing unprecedented challenges.  Their businesses are not growing as they used to.  Markets and consumers are evolving at a pace faster than anywhere, anytime in the past. The only way to handle these changes is to understand them, and perpetually update this understanding to keep abreast.  If we are to be their true partners, are we investing enough to facilitate this understanding on an on-going basis?  Is it not through this process that we can help marketers build effective brand-consumer relationships to develop a lifetime financial value?  Do we not need to more seriously accept responsibility as partners in the success of their business and share accountability with them?  I believe the agency of the future will have to create prosperity for itself essentially by providing a discernable value to its clients on a sustained basis.  

If we accept this hypothesis, we need to invest in the creation of fresh knowledge.  And, we will not be able to do this if we allow competitive pressures and obsession with short-term financial interests to override the quality of our services in the long term.  We will need to more seriously recognize the value of our services and insist on a fair return for our contribution to business success.

Second:

Knowledge in itself is pointless unless it is used to empower people who know what to do with it.  People are our key resource.  We can achieve progress in the quality of our services only if we invest in talent development.  It is so easy to buy trained, experienced talent at two and three time the price from each other.  But, this will inevitably lead to mediocrity and completely unaffordable cost structures that can only destroy the health of our businesses and therefore our capability as high quality service providers.  

We need to recognize the talent pool available to us has been eroded in the last decade, both in quality and quantity.  This needs to be consciously rebuilt through a concerted effort by the industry.  I believe our clients and other associates are more than willing to participate in this process in their own interest.  

In a small way, we at Lintas have made a beginning by building the Northpoint Centre of Learning at Khandala.  The key mission of this centre is the development of fresh knowledge and executive talent on an on-going basis.  Apart from planned training for executives in our Group companies, Northpoint has recently launched postgraduate programmes for young graduates with a view to creating a pool that will benefit not just our own Group companies, but the industry at large.  We have been very encouraged to find willing participation from clients, media, research companies and trainers from India and abroad.  Northpoint hopes to make available this talent pool in the market by next year, a group of young people who have not just been trained in the theory, but have been able to build on the theory through real-life practice in operating organizations.  By the time they emerge for employment, they will be ready to take on responsibilities on the job.  

However, this is only a small initiative.  It can become a large movement if the communications industry decides to prioritize knowledge and manpower resource development with some seriousness.

I have dared to share my thoughts with you with some hesitation.  I am aware that industry leaders in this room recognize this already and have perhaps a better vision of what needs to be done.  I know it will be done because I have immense confidence in the Indian intellect, initiative and resourcefulness.  

This is more than evidenced in the success that Indians have achieved abroad under more conducive conditions, as much as they have in India itself despite constraints.  

I am reminded of a young Indian billionaire in New York who walked into a bank for a loan of $1500.  He agreed to hypothecate his Ferrari in return and walked away with the money.  Three weeks later he returned to the bank, returned the loan and happily paid the interest of $15.  When asked why a billionaire like him wanted a $1500 loan, he said: “Tell me where I could have found safe parking for my car for this long for as little as $15”.

Before I end I would like to thank you very much for being here this evening.  I am humbled by your presence.
Thank you.
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