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stress-free
brand planning

An insider’s guide to

Brand planning is important. 
But there are highs and lows as 
well as different angles. Based 
on interviews with CMOs, Fiona 
McAnena and Tony Franco 
outline a guide to ‘best practice’ 
brand planning, recognising the 
reality is not always the same as 
the theory

stakeholders in other functions early, and 
maintain the alignment as you go through 
the process. Involve external partners for 
challenge, stimulus and fresh ideas.

But we live with the reality, which can 
be messy and ugly. Objectives that change, 
and keep changing. Colleagues who don’t 
know what they think until near the end. 
Bosses who encourage free thinking – until 
it’s time to sign it off. Stakeholders who say, 
“Go ahead without me,” or just don’t turn 
up. Discovering halfway through that other 
functions’ plans are incompatible with yours. 
The strategic, consumer-led process you 
want to follow gets upended by top-down 
financial requirements, cold operational and 
commercial realities or plain lack of time. 

We interviewed senior marketers across a 
diverse range of businesses to see how they 
cope and what we can learn. Many articles 
have been written about how to run the 
perfect process, casting for creative sessions, 
planning for perfect strategic workshops and 
the rest. This is not about the ideal; it’s about 
how to play the cards you’ve been dealt. 

Overleaf are our tips for successful 
marketing planning:

SOME MARKETERS SAY brand 
planning is the most important 
thing they do. It is critically 
important both for the business and 

personally, because they’re committing to 
outcomes and will be held accountable for 
the results. It can be exciting, stimulating, 
even fun – but it’s also time-consuming, 
repetitive (the downside of an iterative 
process) and demanding. 

It’s routine and predictable, yet it can be 
fraught with tension. It’s important, but it has 
to be fitted in around the day job. Getting 
perspective and fresh thinking is essential, 
but it’s pointless wasting time on things that 
will never win business support. No wonder 
many marketers have a love–hate relationship 
with their annual planning process. 

We all know the theory. Make time, 
preferably away from the office, to help gain 
perspective. Be consumer-driven – look at 
your business from the outside in, to see 
opportunities to improve and innovate. 
Be radical, don’t limit or constrain your 
thinking too early. Make sure there are clear 
objectives, aligned with business objectives. 
Share and work to a timetable. Engage t
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1. BEFORE YOU START  
ESTABLISH THE GROUND  
RULES OR DEFINE YOUR OWN

Separate marketing planning from  
budget allocation
They’re both important. Calendar-driven 
planning risks merging the two. Marketing 
strategy workshops can turn into budget 
allocation debates or, worse, budget defence 
discussions. The worst nightmare is to invite 
finance to your planning workshop in a spirit 
of inclusiveness, only to find them telling 
you how to deploy your budget. 

Most businesses run the two as one overall 
process. The consensus was that sanity is 
best preserved by managing them separately 
all the same. This can be by having different 
people in the team leading different parts, 
and/or being clear on the purpose of each 
meeting or workshop, and getting the right 
people there. (A more radical approach is 
described opposite.)

Be clear upfront on the ambitions of  
the business
It can feel like any radical thinking gets 
rejected near the end when things get 
serious. The team can be spared a lot of 
time and heartache if you know at the 
outset what sort of year you’re planning for. 
Everyone agreed that while the CMO needs 
to inspire their team, he or she also plays a 
critical role in keeping them grounded so 
they don’t get nasty surprises or feel their 
work has been wasted. A CMO should be 
tuned in to the state of play across the whole 
business, especially financially.

One CMO said: “We use a ‘loose–tight’ 
process – you must be tight with other 
functions in terms of agreeing business 
objectives that then lead to marketing 
objectives. At the same time, you can be loose 
about sources of insight and inspiration to 
address these, and creativity. But don’t confuse 
the two.” Another added: “Get real early. It’s 
better for the team and for agencies.”

Adapt your approach to your business culture 
The business context in which marketers 
work varies culturally, too, from those 
who are expected to shape the offer 
through to those whose focus is marketing 
communications – promoting propositions 
generated elsewhere in the business. 

The biggest issue we heard was the 
frustration of FMCG marketers working  
in other sectors, where the marketing 
planning process starts not with a consumer 
or marketplace perspective but with a 
product sales agenda, which is handed to 
marketers to promote.

 To counter this, most CMOs have found 
ways to push the consumer agenda into the 
business earlier, so as to inform the product 
roadmap even if it is not theirs to shape. (See 
section 3 for ideas on this.)

Be disciplined in your choice of key metrics 
Targets are often imposed. Agreeing metrics 
is another matter and it takes discipline. 
Define and agree what success looks like, 
then choose your metrics. We heard that, 
too often, marketers are swamped – and 
swamp others – with loads of metrics that go 
deep into the marketing detail.

 It’s tempting to report all the many things 
you can measure, if only as a demonstration 
of rigour and accountability. Don’t. Make 
sure you know the handful of measures that 
other functions will care about too, and how 
your activity will move those.

2. CREATING YOUR PLAN 
TAKE TIME TO LOOK AND LISTEN 
FOR INSIGHT AND INSPIRATION

Plan your sources of inspiration
It can be hard to gain fresh perspectives in a 
familiar market. CMOs told us: “You can get 
so close to the business that you miss a big 
insight.” But there is opportunity in seeing 
old problems afresh.
n Your customers: Get out into the 
marketplace on a consumer safari before a 
planning workshop – accompanied shops, 
observation, listening to calls in a contact 
centre. Then use it without prejudice. One 
CMO described their method like this: “In 
the workshop, we download, talk about 
what we saw, push for insights. Resist the 
temptation to jump straight to an idea. 
We use a disciplined process to capture 
observations, then explore insight behind 
those. Then you can create solutions.”
n Learn from failure: A common theme was 
that marketers naturally look forward, and 
don’t enjoy reviewing past plans or dissecting 
failure. But there’s no need to bury the past. 
“Go back over past plans, failed initiatives, 
partially developed ideas. Usually, there’s a 

good insight in there, even if the execution 
was poor or it did not happen.”
n Learn from each other: “We get teams 
to work on each other’s brands. Also, one 
team will pretend to be the competition 
for another one.” It’s mainly to plan for 
competitor activity, but it can create a safer 
way for people to offer radical ideas.

Be creative in how you get creative input
You don’t always have to do brainstorms 
and idea generation just because it’s annual 
planning time. Sometimes what’s needed is 
to refine current ideas, not come up with 
totally new ones; that needs a different type 
of work, perhaps with different people. 
Nor do the best ideas always come out of a 
set-piece workshop. So if you’re tired of idea-
generation workshops, try these alternatives.
n Involve all: “All functions and agencies get 
the same brief for a given initiative or project. 
For example, if we’re developing a new 
product for a new target consumer segment, 
or if we’re planning to launch something new 
and needing multichannel communication, 
there’s one brief that covers the whole 
project, and all the agencies can respond. 
Then we put the best pieces together.”
n Little and often: Create safe space for this 
at regular team meetings – time for a bit of 
musing, wondering, allowing the team and 
your agencies to come up with wacky ideas. 
It can work well to let them do it a little 
bit all year round rather than have a big 
workshop once or twice a year. “The thing 
you have to remember, as the client, when 
your agency says stuff that seems naïve and 
you can’t see it working, is, ‘That’s not the 
idea, it’s the catalyst for the idea’.”

Take risks, but manage where you do so
Marketers seem to feel pressure to do new 

The worst nightmare is 
to invite finance to your 
planning workshop, 
only to find them 
telling you how to 
deploy your budget
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and different things every year. They’re 
supposed to be the creative ones, the on-
trend, social media-savvy, game-changing, 
groundbreaking radical thinkers. 

But delivery of financial results will 
usually trump any other goals in the end. 
The aim is effectiveness, not innovation for 
its own sake. The pressure marketers feel to 
do more with less year on year also pushes 
them to try new things. 

Inevitably, not everything new works. 
Marketers are by nature optimistic but it’s not 
always wise to assume everything will fall your 
way. If trying new things and learning new 
stuff is valuable for its own sake, make sure 
that’s explicit in your business metrics. If not, 
then take your chances one at a time, planning 
around a few carefully managed experiments 
rather than betting the house on them.

3. LANDING IT SUCCESSFULLY 
INSPIRING THE REST  
OF THE BUSINESS

Be the voice of the consumer
It can come as a shock to discover the voice 
of the customer isn’t always that welcome. 
As leaders, the best CMOs don’t wait for 
permission. They know it’s their job to ensure 
that customer understanding and needs are 
shared around the organisation so they can be 
incorporated into business planning, not just 
marketing planning.

 Collaborative working with other 
functions was a recurring theme. This can be 
as part of a joint planning process; sharing 
consumer insight with product development 
people to create a shared agenda is an obvious 
one. It can be useful to share your view of the 
market and consumers with sales, and even 
with finance. Be prepared to listen to their 
view of the world too.

Create value for your internal  
‘customers’ too
Every CMO talked about internal 
stakeholders. A plan that doesn’t align with 
other functions won’t fly. Even a great plan can 
fail to gain support if it lands badly at the big 
presentation. Here are a few ideas for inspiring 
and engaging colleagues in other functions.
n Use the marketing calendar to create a 
joined-up view: Silo thinking is the enemy of 
customer orientation. So even if no one else 
wants it, marketers can help their customers 
and their business by facilitating a joined-up 
view – of the marketplace and of the 
business’s planned activity. It’s also smart for 
marketers to get theirs in first. Get the rough 
shape of your brand plan and your proposed 
marketing calendar together early on. 
n From the customer perspective: A nice 
twist on the standard marketing activity 
calendar is to create a customer experience 
plan: what is changing for the customer 
and when? This can stretch way beyond 
marketing activity into customer service 
developments or other new dimensions of the 
offer. What is the desired experience and how 
is it being achieved through various strands of 
activity? This is also a good tool for marketers 
in service businesses to sort out competing 
demands from internal clients. You may need 
one for each target segment.
n Get shared ownership: “We used to 
present our marketing plans to sales and 
we would never see anything back from 
them. So we started involving them in 
developing our plans, across all channels. 
We got them presenting parts of it back to 
their colleagues. They enjoyed it, and the 
marketing plans had more ownership and 
credibility with the sales function.”
n Dramatise the internal presentation: 
Present in an immersive way, to get buy-in 

to your plans from other functions. Even 
though it’s internal, it’s worth spending a 
bit of time on the presentation. Finance 
directors are people too – good storytelling 
is always more persuasive. “We brought a 
sponsorship to life by having the person 
we are going to sponsor come and speak 
– inspirationally, of course – to the senior 
leadership in our business.” 

Bringing the consumer or customer to 
life also works well. Anything you can do to 
dramatise outcomes is good. Senior people 
sit through a lot of presentations, so make 
yours more enjoyable.

If the company cycle constrains you,  
create your own process
Most businesses construct their planning 
process around budgets and financial 
targets. Marketers can find themselves on 
the receiving end of lead-generation targets, 
with no time or opportunity to push back or 
develop their own priorities. 

So why not run an off-cycle strategic 
planning process for marketing planning 
that is free from budget allocation worries? 
Some FMCG businesses run a company-wide 
‘stratplan’ process in the spring, followed 
by the more financially anchored annual 
operating plan development in the autumn.

 But you don’t need anyone’s permission 
to do your own stratplan. Start with the 
consumer and the marketplace, consider 
trends, competitors, emerging technology  
and capabilities, business and brand goals. 
Weave it all together into a coherent context 
into which you will plan. Involve other 
functions as you wish.

One CMO in a travel business used this 
approach to ensure consumer, customer and 
brand inputs were ready, and shared with sales 
and service, by the start of the budget process. 
This meant marketing could lead the plan 
creation. She found her team were in demand: 
they were the only ones who had got a longer, 
more external perspective ready at the start 
of the annual planning cycle. The marketing 
team found themselves in a leadership role in 
business planning, informed by the market 
and the customer. All without a single shot 
being fired. 

Impressive.
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