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The changing fundamentals. Get 

ready to think differently. 
 

History will record 2009 as the year when the basics of 
marketing communication, planning and strategy were re-

written forever.  
 
The fundamentals of consumer behaviour will be radically 

altered in the face of a crisis of global proportions.  
 

We will have to change, too. 

 

Strategic planning defines what is to be done, but to decide correctly 

requires reliable and qualitative data on consumers, competitors and 
markets.  It also requires information which is often the interpretation 
of data.  We spend much of our time getting into the minds, lives and 

occupations of people to simply understand what motivates them 
most. 

 

December 2008.  Everyone is talking of today’s economic problems as 
‘the worst in decades’, ‘once in a century’ and even ‘never before to 

this extent’.   

 
As a key and pivotal player in marketing and reputation management, 

the communications industry, too, may be witnessing its own ‘never 

before to this extent’ or simply a confluence of major factors meeting 

to create a perfect storm.   
 

Up to this point many experts and observers from all walks of life have 

signalled a need for ‘the fundamentals to change’.   
 

But what and which fundamentals are involved here?   



Obviously there is the macro-economic type but there are many micro-

economic, socio-economic and simply social types- how people think, 

act, go about their business and daily lives.   
 

These micro ‘changes’ are the ones that have to be fixed in order for 
the big ones to work.  If you change the way people think, you change 

the way they act, thereby making the big fundamental changes much 

more easy to accept. 

 
For us in the marketing communications business we have to be 

acutely aware that people’s basic reasons for choice are about to 

change, quite possibly forever.  This must be the year where a new 
‘communications’ practice model is born. 

 

So let’s examine where these fundamentals are changing and try to 
predict an outcome.   

 
Let’s start at the top, among the macro-fundamentals - those 

established methods and processes that effect large numbers of people 
at country, state and global level; many of which are there to serve 
us, put there by people and institutions in whom we entrusted to 

legislate on our behalf. 
 

 

External debt re-regulated and taken out of the hands of 
entrepreneurs. 
 

‘Ecuador defaults on foreign debt’.  
 

‘Ecuador's president has cancelled an interest payment of about $30 
million on the country's foreign debts calling the bonds "immoral and 

illegitimate" ‘.   
 

Here we start to question the real motivation by the global financiers, 

of which the most well known is the World Bank.   

 

Debt itself is now a global product and business with daily dealing 
done on buying and selling debt.  Clearly this is an area that 

potentially can be exploited by organizations with less than honorable 

intentions and as such has to be audited and brought into line.   
 

Their rules of engagement, their licensing and their methods have to 

be examined and quite possibly some of the fundamentals will change, 

especially where national debt is concerned.  If states are to fail it 



should be because of natural matters beyond their control and not 

interest payments on debt. 

 
 

As usual it is the worse off that suffer the most. 
 

Developing or Third World nations are the world’s responsibility and it 

is important that their current suffering is not exacerbated further by 

the problems created within the industrialized nations. The 
fundamentals of why the gap between rich and poor is determined, 

has to be changed and as a variation on the popular saying goes -  

‘The world is for life, not just for Christmas’.  Population is exploding 
and there are fundamental ways in which we all must work to ensure 

that the basics of food, water, shelter, medicine etc are managed 

responsibly and collectively. 
 

 
Not quite back to savings hidden in mattresses.  

 
The world’s banks are quickly discovering that unregulated practices 
have resulted in huge losses needing massive adjustments, and that’s 

even before their fundamentals can even be examined.   
 

The whole concept of credit, loans and interest rates will be studied 

and likely changed. The basic needs of all people are: to be housed 
employed, to have income.  These all need to be re-examined to 
ensure that no one entrusting their money and economic well-being 

with banks ends up losing it because of uncertain practices. 
 

 
The digital age is well and truly upon us and here to stay. 

 
The Internet is challenging the basic needs of our living environment 

and is already considered as the ‘4th utility’ after power, water and 

telephones.   

 

Microsoft, for so long the dominant interface, is now being challenged 
by Google and it is the fundamentals, or at least some of them, that 

are being changed in order to provide a democratisation and open 

source of what is clearly the planet’s main engine of communication 
and to some extent - commerce. 

 

 

 



Best practice and corporate governance are not optional. 

 

Honda has abandoned Formula 1 Motor Sport.   
 

Subaru and Suzuki quickly followed by quitting Motor Rally sport.   
 

All cited or claimed the global economic crisis as their reasons. But is 

that really the main cause?   

 
Consider that the environment is arguably a bigger and more 

important threat to our lives than economics.   

 
The fundamentals of how we live are changing and near the top of that 

agenda are carbon emissions and green house gases, and guess what 

has the biggest carbon footprint? Automobiles.   
 

It seems only a question of time before non-essential ‘motoring’ will be 
considered at best as unethical and politically incorrect and at worst, 

taxed accordingly.  Success in the auto industry in the future will not 
be about a car’s speed and size but about its practicality, its emissions 
and its recycleability.  

 
 

 “New cars, caviar, 4-star daydreams, think I’ll buy me a 

football team.” 
 
Capitalism. Unlimited wealth, shareowner value, supply and demand, 

added value.  These are the underpinning fundamentals of so many 
free market economies, and in America it is the essence of the 

American Dream (everyone’s right to earn and own as much as they 
can). When put next to the market model of say, Somalia, one cannot 

help but feel rather embarrassed.  The fundamentals have to change if 
only just to make capitalism not simply a term for excess and greed. 

 

 

“I read it in the news so it must be true.” 

 
News.  Now how could this possibly be affected with fundamental 

change?   

 
Well let’s first change its name from news to a more accurate term, 

‘content’, and add to that the terrifying reality facing all those involved 

in the news business which is – ‘the unbearable space between ad 

breaks’ (that have to be filled).  



Put another way, there is so much choice and easy access to news that 

sensationalism has to be evident in every story in order to attract 

readers and secure commercial sponsors.   
 

The reliability of information is now largely un-regulated when 
compared to the policies of the past that involved stringent fact 

checking, editorial policy and editorial meetings. So the fundamentals 

are changing here also. 

 
 

The benchmark upon which our industry was created. 

 
Disposable income.  Is there such a thing today and for the near 

future?  The fundamentals have already changed, let’s move on. 

 
 

Planet Earth undergoing a simple ‘adjustment’. 
 

Food.  Eat to live or live to eat? GM Crops exist for a reason but are 
fundamentally changing some aspects of how nature works.  Like it or 
not it is necessary for sustaining population growth.  

 
Food, its type and its distribution, is undergoing change, as are our 

dietary needs and eating habits. Free Trade and similar back-to-basics 

concepts are also addressing fundamental flaws in globalization and 
global corporate impact. 
 

 
The power of the Shopping List. 

 
FMCG. Even within the shopping cart of habitual, sometimes 

spontaneous, ‘must have’ products, there is change.   
 

Brand loyalty cannot be taken for granted.  

 

“We can no longer depend on consumers blind loyalty or habits when 

making choices. Today, consumers choose brands because they are 
approachable….. that empower them….that they trust….that they take 

pride in….that are familiar with….that are relevant to their needs….that 

they identify with….that they are curious about….that they feel warmly 
towards. In other words, emotions dominate and determine brand 

choices, brand loyalty, and eventually brand profitability” - 

GreyWorldwide.   

 



To make matters worse, consumers now believe other consumers 

more than they believe companies, and the Internet has provided the 

best forum in which this characteristic manifests itself.  
 

So. Fundamental changes in how consumers….consume and how we as 
communication practitioners………practice the art of communication. 

 

 

Let’s see how the other halves live. 
 

Travel and Tourism. The fundamentals have already changed with both 

the industry and the consumer emigrating from the high street to the 
super information highway.  The entire research, consideration and 

purchase process has changed.  

 
 

Human capital, as much as you want, whenever you want. 
 

Crowd sourcing. This phenomenon has changed almost everything, 
including product design and development.  From negotiating a price 
based on a volume from a small group of people using Ebay or by 

inviting a public scientific community to develop a chemical formula or 
inviting creative people to design the next Ferrari.  Anything is possible 

and everyone is available and easily contacted through forums and 

social networks.  So do we really need that huge R&D department or 
even that department store? Fundamental changes. 
 

 
It’s a global party and everyone is invited. 

 
Outsourcing. Hasn’t this changed the fundamentals of production?  The 

word used to be directly associated to telemarketing and sports shoes 
manufacturing but it has gone far beyond that.  Even Digital 

production and design companies are getting their programming done 

in Costa Rica where the skills and costs are more competitive. The 

change here is from simply low paid and unskilled to lower paid but 

highly skilled. 
 

 

Time for some changes in thinking. 
 

So where is all this leading?  As communication professionals whose 

primary task is to make people buy/consume/use/perceive etc we 

have to embrace the fundamental changes taking place across the 



board, as our work has to reflect the uniqueness and value of our 

client’s wounded brands and the way in which they interact with an 

even more sceptical customer and user.  
 

We are in the business of insights, and if things continue the way they 
are going we will have more than our hands full trying to get to grips 

with the new status quo. 

 

Since everything that we hold dear appears to be undergoing 
fundamental change we must accept that even the fundamentals of 

‘choice’ will change as a result, and this is where it will force us to 

make fundamental changes in the way we work and I mean 
throughout our endeavours and throughout our industry.   

 

Many of us are doing it but also many are doing it reactively and on a 
piecemeal basis.  Is there is a case here for the book to be re-written 

or do we just bolt on as they come along?  
 

Fundamentally we have to change too. 
 
Julian.howard@greybeirut.com is a regional planner, based in Beirut, 

Lebanon, for the Grey Middle East & North Africa network.  
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