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Sorting out

Saatchi

Kevin Roberts will run Saatchi’s ‘nothing is
impossible” empire from New York —and Auckland.

By Pamela Stirling

he All Blacks miss Koevin
Roberts, But, they joke, their
aim is improving. Robers,
NZRFU director and former
chief operating officer of
Lion Mathan, has jusl taken
up the job as CEOQ of
Saatchi & Saatchi Advertis-
ing Worldwide. So, on the Thursday nighl
hefore a lest in Auckland, whose place an
the All Blacks going to party al now?

An ebullient Roberts, wearing a 1995
All Blacks Trials jersey as he handles calls
fram New York in his Auckland office,
isn't ruling himsell cut of the play. “The
one week a month U'm working in New
Zealand might just happen o coincide
with test dates.” he sayvs and grins. One
week o month 'm working in New
Zealand? What kind of high-powercd,
corporate New York job is this?

*11's not high-powered, it's nol corpo-
rale and is not a job,” savs Roberts. “I's
maore like a coaching role. It's everything
I've dreamed aboul doing” Saatchi,
with 60624 stafl and anoual revenues
of 3U57.1 billion, produces the best
creative product in the world, as judged
al Cannes, savs ils new leader. “They
achieve that with a slogen that says,
‘Nothing is impossible. " And Roberts.
living the brand, is busy proving the
slogan. Impossible as il spems, the New
Yorkers on the other end of his phone this
Auckland afternoon have actually stayed
up late at night to talk 1o Roberts during
office hours New Zealand time,

Roberls, 47, is so pumped about the
Saatchi rale that he seems swollen with
sheer adrenalin. " Actually, U've just pul
on five kilos by eating out every night on
a fabulous tour of the best restaurants of
France,” he says. Roberts also happens (o
ha proprietor of Gault's, New Zealand's
Restaurant of the Year, Bul. in a country
where most top businessmen are so
resarved thal they make corporale suocess

26

seem like a distastelul job most relue-
tantly dong with a mouthful of codliver
oil, Roberts stancds oul as someone who
wmails enthusiosm for breaklast

And, occasionally, employess for
lunch. At Lion MNathan, Roberts eamed a
repuatation for having a “forthright” and
“abrasive” management style. Lion
Mathan chief Douglas Myers defends
Roberts's approach, saving, “He had a
very direct style and was very effoctive in
his rale.” Bul former employvecs such as
Covalier Corp chiel exocutive Alan James
have talked about the “almost Gestapo-
like Pepsi culture” Brought to Lion
Nathan by Roberts, who was president
and CEO of Pepsi-Cola Canada when he
was headhunted by Myers in 1969,

James paid tribute lo Roberts as “the
biest in developing a vision for a compeany
and delivering results”, Bul Roberts once
shocked the All Blacks at the way he
gels Lhose resulls. Sean Fitzpatrick, who
describes Roberls as a menlor and
believes that Roberls has “been great for
the All Blacks; keeping players in the
game”, lalks aboul one memorable occa
givn, “Kevin came dovwn and SJF.lkl': 1o the
All Blacks about the relationship between
Steinlager [the Lion Mathan brand spon-
sorship] and the All Blacks. He said the
All Blacks hadn't really added anvihing
to the deal. He was abrasive; said it had
been a waste of ime, Lion Nathan being
involved with the All Blacks, because Lhe
players weren't being openly supportive
of the sponsor. You see a Leam now thal
supports the SPONSors.”

Peter Cullinane, chalrman of Saatchi &
Saatchi Australasia, savs, “Roberls knows
low Lo get the best oul of agencies like us
because of his sheer enthusiasm and intu-
itive understanding of the culture", Culli-
nane has seen the “Gestapo™ culture, too.
“Yes, and that is always a risk. Bul we
have a culture where he can show his best
side, rather than his wenker side. He's
there o be cosch and 1 think he's relish-
ing using those skills.”
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Kevin Roberts: “We're going to
avoid terror. At Saatchi we're
daing it through love, affection,
confidence, belief, motivation
and inspiration.”

Cullinane has seen the taskmaster in
action: “Oh yes. wwarnds his own staff and
us as his agency at Lion Nathan. But |
think he will be astule enoush o realise
when he should play that sort of role and
when he should play a minor role or
roaech role.”

I is hard 1o imagine Robens plaving a
minar role; the guy was caplain of every
rughy and crickel team he was ever in.
The poor working-class Lancashire kid
whose schoolmates fell about laughing
when he was “stupid cnough” 1o tell
them he wanted (o be a millionaire - his
family couldn’t even afford to get him to
,‘ii‘.ll.‘jrl.l-i grounds — was determined 1o make
it. At Mary Quant in 1968, U 20-year-old
wrangled a brand manager's pesition by
uffering to work for a quarter of the usual
salary. His Saatchi salary has been esti-
mated 1o be as high as SNZ2 million -
“The money's all right; you'll lind out
how much when it's published in Sep-
tember as part of the prospecius [when
Soatchi demerges from its parent com-
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pany].” Bul Roberts, a Saatchi client with
Proctor and Gamble, Pepsi and Lion
Mathan for 20 years - “We weni past Coke
in Canada with some great stufl™ — isn’t
doing the job for the money. *IUs for fun,

challer faarmmie,”

There's a certain irony in the et that
Robierts, in a recent speech 1o the adver-
tising industry, berated brand managers
for the paucity of big brand campaigns.
Enberts left Lion Nathan in December lnst
viear 2% Lhe company reported a 25 per-
vent drop in earnings for the vear and the
Australian market share for its heer
dropped o an all-time low, Gordon
Cairns. new head of Lion's Avstralia and
MNew Zealand brewing operations, immae-
diately doubled the adspend. saving.
“How can vou expect people to drink
vour beer if vou're not telling on tele-
vigion or elsewhere that it's available®”
Lion Nathan has now improved fts mar-
ket share in Australia.

Roberts. who saw profit quadruaple and
markel share ift from 55 percent to 62
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percent in soven voears here, denies that
his brand strategy was lacking, “In Aus-
tralia, we didn't inheril a national brand.
We bought a bunch of regional breweries
and we wera protty unpopular = a New
Zealand brewer buving an Australinn
icon. What we dicl ned want 1o do was fur-
ther rattle their cages by replacing their
loved regional brands. Time has now
passed and you have a patural evolution
with emphasziz on national bramd devel-
opment and centralising, while still
driving the regional brands,”

Roberts is clear about what's nesded for
suocess ol Saatchi, "You've ot to find the
right peaple. think abeut where to play
them. develop a game plan and improve
skills.” Rugby talk, That's dilferent from
his approach at Pepsi. he savs, He was
presicent and CED of Pepei, Micld li Enst.
and then Canada, “Pepsi's coltum is aboot
performance. It's hive the best muys, show
et whial Lo do, pot e hell oul of e
wav. IF they do i, pay them lavishlv. I
they don't de it, show them onece again

and, if thev still can’t, replace them with
someone who can do it Vs 8 perlomance
culture, which really builds shareholder
vilue. When you're al Pepsi, you love il
¥ou're part of the elite core of stonmtroop-
ers,” says Roberts, legendary for once
taking a Coca-Cola vending machine on
stage al o Pepsi sales conference and
shooting it full of holes with a gun.

“Will that work al Saatchi? No, Saatchi
is about creative people with fantastic
vision, fantastic dreams and imagination,
You don't put dreamers in the paea
troopers.” Even in a death by deadline
business like advertising, *We're going (o
avoid terror,” savs Roberts, “ Al Saatchi
we're going o do il through love, affiec
tion, confidence, belief, motivation and
inspiration.”

The words “love and affection™ stand
ool like roilk bottles in a brewery. Roberts,
who has mentored students at Avondale
College — even paid for the tertiary edu-
cation of some —amd was recently made o
senior fellow of Waiketo University for
his management teaching. isn'l scared o
uge wordls thal management guren Charles
Handy recently noted are almost never
used in business,

Cnee, Roberts's only aceess to books
was by shoplifting them, Now, he reads
avidly. The ey home he and his wife
Rowena, a vivacions former Mary Quant
model. and three children share in
Remuera is impressive, Big, heated pool,
tennis cowrt, gy, brillinnd games mom
with full-size bar. A stimulaling collec-
tion of pop art — Andy Warhaol, Robort
Rauschonberg, Poter Max < ind an inspi-
rational gallery of framed sports jerseys
:ﬂi;-_"l'u::l bv the warlel’s ;_[I'l!.p! "\F'I':Il'tﬂﬂlll'r!
leveryvone from Michael Jordan, Andre
Agassi and George Best o the top ericket
and rughy players). But it is the fully
catalozued [rary that intrigues.

Al Saatchi’s, Roberls plans 1o embrace
Handy's newly published concept of
federalism. “It's how you run a multi-
mational companv, making sure the
power to e iy creative (s kept with the
markets and the local consumers,”

Roberts's new, “groovy™ Soho ot is
nine minuleg '|.L'i|| k |'|:r|||| Saale |"|i-"\ Ml
York headouarters = a 52,50 cab ride. Bul
Robents is convineed that it's betier for the
Company if ha 'n'an}: n '..'\1'I!L TR -:ul'r'| il
ol Aucklmd. Snatchi has 130 offices in 90
countries, Bob Saatchi's
worlidwide ereative director, is already
basedd in Syidney. " The myvopic view that
Mo Zeabaned amd Australia are not part of
the warld is mainly held by northern
hemisphere rughy people.” says Roberts.,

The All Blacks certainly suppert a
“worldly™ approach. With a grin, Fitz-
patrick saya, “Wae've oven heen over to
Kevin's place when he's nol there,” W
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