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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today I’m here in New York and joined by Carl 
Johnson, CEO and founding partner of Anomaly, the award-winning 
advertising agency with 650 staff in seven global offices, and the fee income of 
$150 million. Known for their campaigns with Diageo, Converse and YouTube. 
Carl moved to the States 18 years ago after selling his first agency start-up in 
London to Omnicom TBWA. Prior to launching Anomaly, he spent four years 
with TBWA as the worldwide CEO of its New York office. Anomaly recently 
ranked on Fast Company’s list of most innovative companies, and was 
awarded the Agency of the Year 2017 by Advertising Age.  
 
Carl, thank you for joining me.  
No problem at all. Good to be here.  
 
Carl, Anomaly was Advertising Age’s 2017 agency of the year, but you reject 
being called a creative agency. How would you define your own company? 
Good question. The truth is, I try really hard to avoid defining it because one of our 
biggest problems is all of the categorisation. I don’t want to be known as an 
advertising agency, for a start. I want to be known as a creative agency. We 
deliberately called it anomaly in order to basically say we won’t be pigeonholed. We 
are a deviation from the norm. We are different. So when people try and ask us to 
limit ourselves with any definition, we refuse to. We just say, “Look, listen. We’re an 
anomaly. The question you should ask is are we any good and are we any use to 
you. We’ll show you our work and you decide that. Don’t try and pigeonhole us.” And 
I was advised, I remember at the beginning, people said, “You can’t do that, don’t be 
stupid. You need a little phrase.” You know, you need to be something clever like, 
you know, media agnostic, ideas centric, entrepreneurial, you know, a lot of guff. It’s 
all words. It’s bollocks, basically. So my view was, “No. Are we good? Are we 
useful?” And if the client says yes to both of those, we’re in business. 
 
Does it work? Do people want to pigeonhole you, and the kind of people that 
are put off by the fact they can’t, does that… do you want those people to be 
put off? 
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I do want those people to be put off, because I want to resist. I want to flag really 
early that we’re not going to fit a neat box because we want to be able to answer… I 
mean, part of the premise of our entire model is that we will answer marketing 
problems with whatever solution we think is right. If we say we’re a digital agency, 
they’ll expect digital answer. If they think we’re an events company they’ll think that. 
Whereas I’ll just say, “We’re an anomaly, we will answer the question the way we 
most believe will work for you, don’t worry about what we’re called.” And honestly 
now, we’ve got to a certain scale where it’s not a problem at all now. They usually 
come in a bit mysterious and confused and go, “I’ve heard you really good. Can you 
tell us what you do? Can you show us?” And as soon as you share case histories, 
talk about what you believe, that problem vanishes in a couple of minutes. It’s only 
other people that need boxes and we’ve had no issue. I was more worried at the 
beginning, but not at all now. It hasn’t been a problem.  
 
So what do you actually do, then?  
Solving clients’ business problems. They’ll walk in and they’ll say we need to launch 
this product, or we need to reposition this product, or we need to reach a new 
audience. And so we will be combining all of our multi-disciplined people, whether 
they’re strategists, analytics people, social media people, media strategists, all of 
those people combining in a team to recommend to a client basically you have to do 
more effective marketing. 
 
How did you start it? 
This is a long story1  
 
We’ve got all day. This is a seven-hour podcast.  
Haha. As you said at the very beginning, I started an advertising agency. In England. 
A million years ago. And it was very successful. It was a classic traditional 
advertising agency where you were obsessing with the craft of advertising, in 
England, which is a very craft-focused market. And that went very well, and I sold it. 
Luckily, if you sell an agency, that’s a good agency, you can make a good bit of 
money and you can then have choices in life. My choice was always I’m going to 
retire. I’m not doing this.  
 
It doesn’t look to me like you did.  
I actually screwed that bit up! So I had to do an earn out to TWBA, you have to sort 
of basically complete the, you know, your obligations. But I got promoted 
accidentally, by being successful, and then I was in, and then I came to New York. 
I’ve got four children, I lived downtown, and then there was 9/11. And 9/11 downtown 
with four little kids is… was not good. Was no good at all. And essentially I was 
worried about the emotional wellbeing of my children. My wife and I were just 
checking they were okay, and then one day one of them came home from school 
with his art work from art class and it was a plane on fire. And I thought, “I’m not 
doing this. He’s six years old. I don’t like this. We’re going.” So I basically resigned. 
Nobody at Omnicom believed my story. They couldn’t imagine anybody could walk 



	
	

	 3	

away from a gigantic job because of a child’s drawing. And I said, “No, the whole 
point of being an entrepreneur and selling it is that you’ve given yourself choices in 
life.” And all I really wanted were choices. So I exercised my choice and that was to 
go as far away as possible. So we picked up, whole family went to Sydney. 
Sunshine, beaches everywhere.  
 
Love it. We have clients there, and I love going there.  
It’s the best place, isn’t it? It’s the best place to not work. I only go to work. I just went 
there essentially to escape, and we took two years off and didn’t do any work at all.  
 
Australians are like us Brits, just not as miserable.  
Very friendly, tiny bit chippy, but great, great people. So I took two years off and 
basically I’d take the kids to school with the wife, we’d watch them play sport, we did 
all the things you miss if you work too hard. You go to every parent-teacher meeting, 
you go to every concert, you go to every play; all the things you sacrificed, any of us 
who work too hard. So I did two years of intense stuff like that, and in my mind I was 
going, “I might be finished.” I’d done my agency, that was the thing, it was good, it 
was successful, maybe I’ll just float around on the beach. T-shirts, a cup of coffee, 
short, what’s the problem? 
 
Or go back to Britain and sign on.  
So one of the people I used to work with, a guy called Jason DeLand, who’s 15 
years younger than me, did not do that first agency. He’s an American. He basically 
was in the same situation again, what am I going to do with my life, I need to start an 
agency. So he was really strong at new business, so he basically worked out that for 
his future to work, he needed to get me back. So I became the pitch. How can I get 
Carl back, because he’s old and people have heard of him. And Jason is young and 
nobody knew of him, but he had ideas, energy and smart as hell. How he basically 
harassed me with some extravagant vision of returning to New York and 
transforming the entire industry. Being a sucker, I fell for it. But I came back and I 
thought I like the idea of that. I’m not just going to do an ordinary another agency, but 
the idea of building a company that can change the industry appealed to my 
competitive spirit, is a big enough ambition. So basically that’s how I came back. I 
came back and it was easy because I had nothing to lose. Again, if you have 
choices, that’s really important and if you have nothing to lose, the worst that could 
happen is we failed. And then what would happen? I’d go back to Sydney. And how 
good is that? So if you can remove all fear, it’s amazing what you can do. So you 
end up doing the right thing, you become bolder, become more pure in your 
principles. So I’m there going, “Let’s just do this, then. Here we go.” You throw 
yourself fully into it. And that absence of fear, I think is a really central reason for our 
success. 
 
Our culture and our media seems to be more fearful than ever. Would you 
agree? 
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Yes, and I think it’s a horrendous context to operate within. It does, ironically, make 
those of you without fear, those of you with principles, even more powerful. Because 
everybody else is running around, looking behind themselves, scared to do what’s 
right, double guessing, inhibited, slowed down. If you are clear sighted, clear 
minded, you know what you believe, you have conviction, you can march forward 
much more powerfully than most people. And we have no politics in our company. 
We have no ego in our company. We just are on a mission that we believe in with 
zero fear. Because we all understand, no matter how important business is, it’s still 
not life. It’s not life, right? No one’s going to die. And if you know that and at the 
same time can bust your arse with absence of fear, then you can become very 
successful. And I still believe that the heart of our success, this type of approach, as 
opposed to ‘we’ve got slightly more clever people than other people’ or ‘we’ve got a 
slightly better process than other people’ – it’s nothing to do with that. It’s all about 
clarity, conviction and absence of fear. 
 
And how do you engender that culture within such a large organisation? I 
mean, I have 23 staff and we have teething troubles and growing pains and 
systems and sometimes it can be a bit like wading through treacle, even just 
23 people. 
It isn’t easy. I think the most important thing is that the values and principles you talk 
about, you mean. No bullshit, no making it up. People pretend all kinds of things. 
Everybody can tell whether you mean something. If you say we believe in this and 
then all of your actions deny that, you get found out really fast – so the first and most 
important thing is that you mean it. If you have a view on what is the appropriate way 
of behaving, if you think a client is not doing that, will you resign that account? Will 
you walk away from a few million? If you will, it means you believe it. If you won’t, 
and you start explaining and bullshitting and making up crap, then you then you’re a 
faker. So the number one task is… 
 
Or just greedy. I mean, I have incredibly strong principles but I will set them 
aside if someone opens up a chequebook! 
Okay, well, we won’t. We won’t, because it goes back to the very founding of the 
company, which is why are we doing this. We’re not doing this to be as rich as 
possible; we could be richer if we did different things. This is about setting ourselves 
a challenge to transform the industry and basically seeing how good we can be. It’s 
almost like if we were sportsman. Unfortunately, without using too much football, if 
you’re doing well in the Premier League can you do well in the Champions League? 
Can you do well in the World Cup? What stage can you play on and succeed? All 
our ambition is fuelled by seeing how good we can be as opposed to making a ton of 
money. If we do that, we’ll make enough money for anybody to be happy. Right? So 
there’s no issue there. Managing it when you get to 650 people is more difficult, and 
has become my priority, if you like. It means we have to spend much more time on 
internal communications. I have to get around a lot more between the offices. 
 
You have seven offices around the world, haven’t you?  
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Yes, seven offices. Which is why, the other day, I was sort of traumatised when on 
the plane, the captain came out of the cockpit, walked down, shook my hand and 
said, “Thank you for being on boars, Mr Johnson.” I thought, “That is a nightmare. 
That means my life has disintegrated.”  
 
I’ve never had that, but I am here in New York every other week, that is a lot. 
Actually this is quite odd, isn’t it, two Brits sitting in a New York studio.  
Yes. It’s mad. Yes. So you end up basically having to communicate more internally, 
get around and repeat the values, and prove the values again and again and again. 
And you just have to fight. There’s a sort of gravitational pull as the companies get… 
as most agencies in particular get bigger, they get worse. Everything dilutes, 
everything gets misty and foggy and vague, and as you said, quagmire, kind of. So I 
have to be super vigilant and focused on that. Forewarned is forearmed, and so I’m 
basically relentless on making sure that the internal communication is strong. It’s still 
hard, it’s still nowhere near perfect, we still think about it every day, but the greatest 
power we have is that we know what we believe and we mean it. And most people 
don’t mean anything. I mean, when I’m being at my most horrible I would say that 
most agencies don’t believe in anything other than survival.  
 
I agree.  
Just getting through the day, which is pretty crap. 
 
Most consultants have always said just end up working for the client that’s 
shouting the loudest that day.  
Exactly, exactly. 
 
And everyone is just in a perpetual state of reactive panic. 
Yes.  
 
And we’re guilty of that a lot of time.  
But yes, you just have to constantly have that thing of being able to stand back and 
see the balance of the urgent and the important, and things like that. But principles, 
values, conviction, resolution, ambition. Values. The things I talk about in terms of 
our success are those things, not the tools. 
 
The problem is, and I know that you mean that the use of those words, but 
they’re so bandied about I don’t read them anyway. They’ve almost become 
inauthentic in and of themselves.  
Yes, they haven’t though, because… 
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It’s like the word strategy. People say you need to be “strategic”. I always say, 
“Well, what does that even mean?” I refuse to be strategic.  
I mean, obviously, I know agencies. All I’ve ever done is work in agencies, big and 
small, from nothing to large, but when management stands up and talks about 
values, everybody knows it’s lies. In most agencies. They know it.  
 
Yes.  
And people are not stupid. And so, even though the words are somewhat bankrupt, 
when it’s true and they know it’s true, when you send an all-staff email explaining 
why you just walked away from $5m of fees because you do not agree with the way 
we’re being treated, then that’s like, well, okay. Because they know what that means. 
 
It’s what you do, not what you say.  
Exactly. But I still refuse to not use the right words. 
 
I remember when corporate mission statements were all the rage in the late 
‘90s, and I’m a very big fan of Stephen Covey’s book The 7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People and one of the things that he said in his criticisms is that a 
couple of senior managers will get together, decide what the company’s 
mission statement is and then just post it on every wall and every intranet and 
all over and on mouse pads. He said if the mission statement was truly 
supposed to mean something it should come from the bottom up, it shouldn’t 
just be imposed from the top down. People should get together at the grass 
roots and say what are we about, because then that becomes a genuinely 
meaningful mission statement that can unite everyone. 
I’m going to disagree with you.  
 
Go on.  
Well, I think it comes from… you have to go back to the very beginning. Why does 
the company exist? That might be true a in an organisation with thousands of people 
that’s directionless, and you need to feel it. When you were starting from nothing, 
and six people are getting together and going, “We need to do something,” the 
reason behind the founding of the company is where the mission is going to be set. 
And there is nobody else there other than the founders. So I think in that instance, 
and in our case has been the case, we were really clear what we were trying to do. 
We have not deviated from that. We repeat it relentlessly, and we tell people before 
they join that is our mission. I don’t want to abdicate responsibility for the direction of 
the company. We know why we started; we meant it then, we mean it now. As I said, 
it might be completely different if, say, I inherited a company with 10,000 people that 
was lost, I think I would start with researching the people, and I would be looking for 
it, and I’d be looking to find that North Star. But in terms of founding, I don’t think it 
works that way. 
 



	
	

	 7	

What’s the sense of ambition that you have when you get up every morning? I 
mean, clearly you’re driven, like me. But how do you kind of particularise that? 
I know we can’t define you in terms of a certain industry, but you obviously 
want to disrupt the industry itself. How are you doing that as just say merely 
being a beacon of good quality by running your own business properly, or are 
you trying to actively change the industry itself beyond running your own 
business? 
Oh, yes. We’re definitely trying.  
 
How?  
I mean, essentially, it’s… again, some of the things we do are not brain surgery, as 
they say, they are correcting the errors of other people. So it comes in a number of 
different ways, and we obviously, before we start, if you go and call yourself Anomaly 
and you say you’re going to be a deviation from the norm… 
 
It is a great name.  
It’s a great name. I did not name it. I wish I had. But I love it and embrace it. It is the 
idea behind the company. But if you call yourself that and you position yourself like 
that, you’ve got to know in which ways you are an anomaly. Otherwise again, it’s just 
waffle and vague stuff. So we worked out a few very clear things that we thought 
were wrong about the industry. The first thing was that it’s built in silos. Ad agency, 
design agency, innovation agency, event agency, PR agency, social agency, and all 
these different agencies or narrow silos. 
 
Yes, because in my research for this podcast I read that you’d gone on the 
record publicly and said that you were in the business of “creating 
businesses, not adverts”. Is that your philosophy? 
I think it’s a number of different things. The silos are about a way agencies have 
organised themselves; they’re nothing to do with how the media works and nothing 
to do with how consumers work. So being restricted and inhibited by silos is a 
problem, because again, if you ask an ad agency what the answer is they’re going to 
tell you it’s an ad because it’s in their interest to. And the old cliché of ‘to a man with 
a hammer, every problem’s a nail’. That’s the case. Ask the PR agency. And 
amazingly, the answer is PR. Ask anybody and they’ll tell you it’s what they do. We 
broke that by essentially having a disparate arrangement of talent with no vested 
interest in what the answer is, so we can answer with authenticity and with integrity. 
So the first difference is that. And you would be amazed that that immediately 
differentiates us from about 90% of the industry. All the holding companies are 
structured differently, and they’re not like that. And so when you are with a client and 
you’re debating the answer, if you’ve got six different companies proposing different 
types of solutions, whatever’s coming out of their mouth the subtext is, “I want the 
money.” “No, no, no. I want the money.”  “No, no, no. It’s my company, I want the 
money” And it’s just not honest. So the first thing was that. The second was, the 
industry still is dominated by people getting paid by selling time. So, timesheets. 
Everybody knows they are lies. Nobody fills them in accurately and they’ve got 
nothing to do with how good you are.  



	
	

	 8	

 
We don’t have them in my company.  
They’re a disaster zone. But the vast majority of the industry is paid like that. 
 
But if I get a client on Newsnight, and he’s buying 10 days a month from me, 
that call might only take 20 minutes, but as I say to the client, you’re buying 20 
years’ experience plus 20 minutes.  
Hundred per cent.  
 
Ultimately, people are buying outcomes, they’re not buying 10 days.  
Exactly. But most of the industry is trapped and cannot get out of that. So I 
completely agree what you just said. We want to be paid on the value of what we 
deliver, as opposed to the inputs. So that’s the second big difference. The third big 
difference was we wanted to create our own intellectual property, not simply service 
clients. We wanted to flex all of our entrepreneurial muscles. We wanted to use the 
very same talent that is looking after clients, and create stuff that we own. So we 
have been doing that since the day we began, almost all of it failed, like almost all of 
everybody’s new product launches fail. But we have had a number of successes. So 
you’ve got the very business model being challenged, the way we get paid 
challenged. I want to be paid more than anybody else because we’re better. So we 
want performance bonuses. We want payment by results. We want value-based 
compensation. And then we’re structured differently. So all three of those are the 
fundamental pillars. And then most recently in the US, we took a view on the industry 
again being structured wrongly, which is there is a division between general market 
agencies and Hispanic agencies, and you go, “What?”  
 
That’s odd.  
It’s how it is. It’s been for decades. So there are certain agencies that specialise in 
the Hispanic audience, and they’re the experts. But then you go, “But people aren’t 
like that. It’s not how America is.”  
 
People are people.  
People are people. In the same way that you have to know a mum, a dad, a 
sportsman, a chef, you have to know inside these people in order to be able to 
effectively communicate. And the same is true of the Hispanic audience, but the 
structure is wrong. So we basically said we’re going to turn our sights to destroying 
the last silo of segregating the industry. And so we basically have hired loads of 
skilled people, mingled them into ours, and we now regard an audience that is, you 
know, that America is blended and we have to know how to talk to all of those 
people. In the end you end up with some very high profile work so one other 
campaigns we did that got the most attention last year was for Johnnie Walker, and it 
was This Land is Your Land, spoken by a Spanish-speaking chap celebrating the 
rightful place the Hispanic audience has. Obviously a highly topical and contextually 
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relevant message. We launched that message on the night of the election. Highly 
strategically.  
 
I imagine a few eyebrows were raised.  
Yes. It got a lot of attention. But it was appealing to people’s higher instincts. So 
Johnnie Walker is all about progress. And so the line was, “Keep Walking, America.” 
Basically, “Do the right thing.” So structural compensation, the business model and 
an attack on the segregation, if you like. So we are permanently, relentlessly, looking 
to advance our model. And like I said, we’ve been going for 14 years, and most of 
what we’ve done is just not repeat the errors or the inbuilt legacy structures and 
approaches of the industry. And they can’t get out of their own way. They’re too big, 
too slow, too structured. We can beat these people by just doing the right thing.  
 
They’re just not agile enough, that’s the problem.  
Exactly.  
 
I think the traditional agency model is, I was going to say slowly dying, but it 
seems to be picking up the pace. 
Yes. Don’t know what I would do. If someone said to me, “Hey, Carl. Great job on 
Anomaly. Could you be the CEO of our network? It’s got 15,000 people. It’s a bit 
trapped in the past and could you change it?” And I honestly don’t know. I just 
couldn’t. I think it’s that thing again about sometimes a revolution is a lot easier than 
evolution. So the change management required to move 15,000 people to a 
contemporary offer, I think is just way too hard. I certainly don’t have a skill but I 
don’t know it’s doable.  
 
I don’t have the energy. 
And neither of us have the time. So six people in a room with no clients and no 
money is actually a better starting place than thousands of people. 
 
I have a few friends that work in big consulting companies and big agencies, 
and they always look enviously at me in my office in Covent Garden with 20-
odd people because they say, “Wow, even though you don’t realise it, 10 years 
from now you’ll look back and say now is the golden age with fond memories.” 
So I try to be respectful of that. So you mentioned Johnnie Walker there. What 
is a typical solution to a client? I know you’re about to come back and say 
there is no typical solution, but let’s say YouTube, I mentioned that in the intro. 
What do you do for YouTube? There’s so many things you could do. 
Yes, I mean, obviously clients walk in with briefs, and as I said, that depends what 
the question is. Because we are an anomaly we get asked all kinds of questions. 
Sometimes it could be, “We’ve lost sight of our brand. It’s been around 100 years but 
we’ve lost the heart of it. Can you help us define the brand strategically and help us 
articulate it in a way that we can spread that vision for the brand across our 
organisation? We don’t need you to make any ads or anything else.”  
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It’s more fundamental than that.  
It’s much more fundamental than that. In other cases we might be at the very front 
end of innovation where they say, “Hey, we’ve got a question about whether we can 
expand our run portfolio and we want to investigate new market space for a new 
audience. Can you help us verify whether there is new space, what that brand might 
be, what that product might be, and then help us name it and design it and bring it to 
market?” So that’s pure innovation. Equally, we might have a client who walks in who 
says, “We think we’ve got the advertising thing sorted but we have no clue how to do 
social media, and we know we have to, and we know the whole world has gone 
there. Could you help us understand how to reframe our whole approach to media 
and communications?” Equally, they could say, “We want you to do the whole lot. 
We need to relaunch, reposition. We want you from the very beginning. We want you 
to define the brand, articulate it in communications, and then create a multi-tier 
programme from advertising the in-store experience, social media and even our 
internal communications.” So it’s completely wide open. That’s one of the reasons 
why it is so incredibly interesting. It’s also one of the reasons why the name Anomaly 
helps, because sometimes people come to us when they don’t know where else to 
go. They’re not 100% sure what they are, but they’ve got a different type of question. 
So, for example, in the past we’ve had a question from a client, which obviously 
came from the board down to the marketing department. It was essentially, “Look, 
we have a thousand physical stores. Why? Why have we got them? How else could 
we use them?” 
 
That’s a huge retail estate. So many costs. 
Billions of dollars wrapped up in bricks and mortar. So that’s the kind of question 
where you could ask McKinsey, Bain, those types of people.  
 
You’re going back to the sledgehammer and it being a nail again.  
Exactly.  
 
Our solution would be: “You need to hire us to do more things.” You know, to 
do more consultancy. 
That’s exactly right. And maybe the answer is to ask someone like them and 
someone like us, because you might get a more conceptual answer. So we get 
asked questions again where it’s not necessarily obvious, or again we got a question 
where a client walked in and said, “We have this technology. This is what it’s able to 
do. We are currently using that technology to make these things. What else could we 
make using the same technology, but pointing it at a different audience that was 
more future positive?” So like I said, everything from innovation to making television 
programmes. And that’s why we have to have such varied talent and a fluid 
structure. And that’s why we’re guided by principles as opposed to a rigid ‘do this 
then do that, then do this, then do that’, because it depends what the question is. 
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Do you have an issue when a client comes to you with an exciting project and 
you physically won’t be involved in the delivery of it?  
Me personally?  
 
Yes, because in one sense I’m a business owner, but on the other hand I do 
like to get my hands dirty and sometimes I can’t. And I see my own staff doing 
things that I find quite exciting, and I’m looking at spreadsheets and paying 
National Insurance, thinking, “What?”  
No, I completely empathise with that point of view. The people who lead Anomaly, 
right, this is a this is a distinction I find useful for myself anyway. There’s leadership, 
management and being a practitioner. Anomaly is overflowing with strong 
leadership. There are multiple leaders, all the right type of people that people will 
rally behind - strong, honest, authentic, inspiring people. We are all really, in our 
hearts though, practitioners. You’re going to see me, unfortunately, on the floor on a 
Sunday, sticking bits of paper on a board, and we’re going to be looking it, we’re 
going to be scribbling on it, we’re going to be proofreading everything, because we 
like it, because of what you just said. It is interesting.  
 
Real stuff.  
It’s good. The problems we get often are nice, hard ones where you have to really 
stretch your mind. The bit where we’re weakest is what you would conventionally call 
management. So leaders, great, over the hill, here we go, and practitioners. And 
there’s a vagueness.  
 
And a middle bit on the implementation, the coordination thereof and therein.  
Exactly.  
 
Me too.  
There are very distinct, highly valuable skills there, but none of us naturally fall there.  
 
I can do it. And I’ll be honest with you, I just can’t be arsed. 
Oh, well… I think I probably could. Again, I don’t want to ask, but I’m probably also 
not the best at that. There are other people who would be much better at that. So 
we’ve had to go out of our way to counter-intuitively hire people who are really strong 
at what you call management. Project management, agency management. How do 
the seven offices connect? How are we going to integrate all the office stuff?  
 
Because it could mean the difference between a very well coordinated, well-
executed team on projects, or not.  
Exactly. So we’ve had to be very self-aware. But like you say, one of the things that 
keeps the work interesting. I want every day to be interesting. That’s my vision, my 
ambition for every day, the point you made earlier in the day. When I go to work, I 



	
	

	 12	

would like to be stimulated. I want to like the environment, our people, I want to like 
our clients, and I want to like the work. I want to be buzzing with, “Wow, that was 
really interesting!”  
 
Aren’t we all fishing in a pond though, that used to be a reservoir?  
(Snorts)  
 
Media budgets are shrinking across the world as a consequence of Brexit, 
Trump, global uncertainty, whatever. Do you feel that? Are you optimistic 
about the future in terms of the industry itself and the size of the pond? 
If you are harsh, you could say I was exceptionally selfish. One of the things that 
characterises this industry is it’s extraordinarily fragmented. There are thousands 
and thousands and thousands of agencies.  
 
People ask me, “Have you heard of this agency?” and I genuinely haven’t. It’s 
no disrespect to them. Maybe it’s my fault, but no.  
I know, there are thousands of them. Nobody has a significant market share. 
Therefore we are eight times bigger than we were in 2010, eight times more profit, 
eight times more than ever. This year we’ve grown 25%. All we have to do is be 
better than thousands of other people, which is not that hard. But even if the market 
shrank, which you could debate what you think the market is these days, and you 
could certainly debate what market we’re in.  
 
But your slice of the pie got bigger.  
Our revenue… as long as we are good, we have an opportunity for relentless 
growth. Honestly, almost at the rate at which we want. 
 
My dad once said to me when I was younger, and he meant it as well, he said, 
“Son, you can basically get ahead in any industry, in any career you choose, 
as long as you’re not shit, because most people have a terribly low standards 
in any industry. Just avoid mediocrity and you’ll probably rise to the top.” 
Yep. It’s 100% right. And so the thing to focus on is being good. Just focus on being 
good, being good for your clients. Being successful for them. Our obsession is our 
current clients. How do we grow our current clients by delivering? Fifty per cent of 
our growth was by getting more work from the same people. Fifty per cent was from 
new clients. So our focus is doing that. And before where you are, they’ve taken a 
brand off a bad agency and given it to you. 
 
I call it leaky bucket syndrome. I’ve worked with lots of other agencies where 
they’re pouring in sort of five or six new clients in at the top of the bucket, and 
there’s this big hole at the bottom where they’re losing a couple of clients 
every month. To me, if I ever lose a client out there’ll be a steward’s inquiry. I 
want to get to the bottom of precisely what we did wrong, large and small, so 
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that we don’t ever do it again. Because the way to grow a business is to keep 
your existing contracts and grow your relationship with them, and win new 
business. It seems obvious.  
I know! That’s the thing. That’s why I keep saying – we are just extraordinarily clear 
on what seems like common sense. Don’t lose the clients. Pick the right people first 
and then don’t lose them.  
 
If you are competing against someone for a business, who do you regard as 
your competitors?  
Oh, there are so many different answers to that question! We can show up… 
because of the breadth of what we offer, we can show up on many different lists. So 
we have pitched against Bain for a very significant consulting task. We pitched 
against world-class design agencies because it was a brand book, a brand strategy. 
We’ve pitched against network agencies – BBDO, Ogilvy, all of those people – 
because the job is a global management or brand. We’ve pitched against, if you like, 
‘hot shot’ agencies where you’d put people like us, 72andSunny, Wieden+Kennedy, 
Droga5 in, so we’ve pitched against pure play social media agencies. We’ve pitched 
against production companies that make television shows. So because of the 
breadth of our offer, we show up in lots and lots of different places. The only thing 
that we are very sure of is: a) Try and pitch as little as possible by getting most of 
your growth from existing clients, and b) When you do pitch, make sure that you 
really, really, really want it. So we decline 80% of what we get offered – you know, 
somebody calls us, contacts us, talks about what they want. We turn down 80% of it. 
Again, because we have criteria. The criteria, we worked them out early on. All 
business is not good business. It certainly isn’t good if you are looking to retain it 
forever and grow it. So our criteria are simple. Number one, do we respect and 
ideally like the people? And this is the order they come in. If you fall there, you don’t 
go any further. 
 
We’re the same. Because actually, even if you do work for unpleasant people, 
it ends up coming to bite you in the arse anyway. I’ve never understood why 
an agency will it will sort of nod in agreement with a client that has an idea that 
is terrible and won’t work. But I call it the failure event, where they know that 
four months from now the failure event will occur, but you’ll get four months’ 
retainer in the meantime.  
Yes. 
 
I would rather say no at the outset.  
Completely.  
 
Because actually you might get four months’ money, but you’ll fall out with 
them, you might have to give them some back, and it’s going to sour your 
reputation.  
Yes.  
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It’s just short term.  
It’s short term and weak. It’s not principled, it’s not enduring. So, yes. Do we respect 
and like the people? Do we believe in them, and their products and their vision for 
their business? Because you don’t always. There’s some stuff where you go, “I don’t 
want to do that.” I mean, there are obvious spaces we don’t play, like we’re never 
going to do politics, we’re never going to do guns. There’s stuff where we’re just 
going to go, “We don’t believe in it, we don’t want it, we do not want more of that in 
the world.” So as people, because we’re in control of our own destiny, we don’t want 
to do that.  
 
Alcohol was on your list as one that you would do. 
Oh, 100%.  
 
So you don’t mind a tipple. 
No.  
 
You just don’t want to shoot people.  
Absolutely. No, I think that’s a legally okay product. And we understand how it works 
in all of our lives and we have no problem with it. Again, I’m sure there’s no absolute 
lines of what’s right and what’s wrong, it becomes personal; because it’s our 
company we can set those standards. We also have to believe that we can solve the 
problem. There are some problems we can’t solve. They don’t need us, they need 
someone else. And its much better to be honest and tell the client that, and so we do 
that every now and again. We say, “No, we can’t help you. I know someone who 
might be able to, but it isn’t us.” And again, if you believe in karma and the long 
game, it always comes back. 
 
So when you competing against these people and you come up against them, 
like you mentioned this kind of start up social media agency that you came 
across, do you have a kind of going to kind of Victor Kiam, JR Ewing mode 
where you think, “Right, I’m going to buy these guys.” Do you have an 
acquisition strategy? How do you actually attract and retain good people? 
We have no acquisition strategy, because I don’t like… I mean, it’s so hard to get a 
company with beliefs and a culture and values, and if you buy something that isn’t 
you, then you’re already in a sort of ‘how are we going to change them’ mode.  
 
So if you were running Ewing Oil, you would never buy Weststar.  
Not unless I was keeping it separate, as in you were looking to build a group of 
companies. But were not going to buy, merge with, another company and make it a 
bigger Anomaly. So all of our offices have been start-ups with no clients and one 
person. And then we built from there, because we can shape the agency. It’s so 
particular to what we think and what we believe in, and then every single individual 
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that’s joined as bought into that premise and they understand what we’re trying to 
do. So I believe in… it may be slower, but it’s purer. Again, if you’re after the quality 
rather than quantity, it’s the right way to go. So we’re not walking around with big 
chequebooks. 
 
So ultimately, one of your key advantages then is that you’re not desperate to 
just take anything through the door, whereas most people actually are and will 
take anything. 
Exactly. Clients can tell. They can tell if you are desperate. They can tell if you’re 
telling the truth. They can, in a funny kind of way, they sort of… you know, we both 
need each other. You’re not begging. You’re not faking it. You’re not pretending to 
be something. You don’t have a different personality or tone of voice just to please 
the client. You have to be authentic. We’re not doing this for any other reason other 
than we believe. So we are strengthened by the fact that we can just be us. Whether 
we’re in a new business pitch or a current client, we’re just us. That’s all we’ve got. 
We haven’t got different speed, we haven’t got a different voice, there’s not a 
showier bit here and then a less showy bit here. This is who we are. This is what 
we’ve got. If you like it, we will always be this, which is, you know, honest, strong, 
enthusiastic, and fully committed. But we have to say no, therefore, to things we 
can’t get behind. And that makes us attractive, as in many aspects of life. If you are 
clear what you want, it’s quite compelling. And we get we get consultants and clients 
asking to pitch to us as to why we can go and listen and try and help them, and that’s 
almost bizarre. But if you produce a good enough company, that’s what happens. 
 
Justin Tindall, the M&C Saatchi CEO, he said recently that he was bored with 
diversity being prioritised over talent in the industry. Do you agree? 
No. I think he’s… I mean, I know what he was trying to do… it was just… 
 
Some of these things, I’m not quite sure I agree, and you shouldn’t have said it 
in any event because you just opened up a can of worms. 
Exactly. It was stupid. Bad language. What I think he’s trying to say is, talent is 
critical and we should never get to the point where somebody is elevated only 
because they tick a diversity box. We should always be striving for a robust, diverse 
workforce, and they should all be talented. And I think that is more complicated than 
his little soundbite, and his soundbite got him in trouble because it came out all 
wrong.  
 
Big time.  
And so then he ends up in some slightly embarrassing climb down. You just have to 
be careful and clear what you mean. 
 
My mum would say, you know, there’s not just newspaper adverts and 
television adverts, “There’s that there Internet these days.”  
Yes.  
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How much has Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, social media changed things? 
Because you speak to some people and they say, “Well, it’s changed 
everything, it’s absolutely changed everything at its most fundamental.” Other 
people say, “Well, it’s another channel; clearly it’s a piece in the jigsaw, but 
you’ve got to get everything right.” If you’ve got a huge brand that’s got to be 
telly adverts, SEO, online campaigns, and bus adverts. 
I’m sort of agreeing with both of them. 
 
Because I can’t interact with a bus advert like I can on Facebook.  
No, you can actually, you can. If you get the right piece of technology so he can do 
charitable donations over interactive posters at the bus stop saying, “If you believe in 
supporting this cause, just tap your card and you’ve contributed.” That’s way better 
than old school.  
 
That is good.  
And that exists and has… I was talking to someone the other day who did it up in 
Canada. 
 
So come on, let me do the Jeremy Paxman thing and give me the answer. What 
is the answer? Is social media the future? 
No! I think technology has transformed all of our lives, and is never going to go back.  
 
I wouldn’t want to.  
And it’s made things more complex, but has given you more powers of reaching 
people and engaging people. I did a talk with one of my partners for a large client – 
let’s call them Procter & Gamble – a few years ago, and it was just a think piece 
presentation they asked for a few years ago, and the presentation was… I stole 
being English and over-educated. I stole the opening of Charles Dickens’ book. “It 
was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” And I think that is how it is right 
now. I think it’s the worst of times because it seems so complicated, and it seems to 
be moving, and it seems so hard to get a grasp of. It’s the best of times because you 
can do so much with less money, faster, if how to ride that craziness. So I think 
fundamental principles of being clear on the role of your communications and 
defining the business challenge on identifying the behavioural change you’re 
seeking, in understanding people and how they think and feel, those fundamentals 
are more and more important, they’ve never gone away. The tools, the channels, 
what is a piece of media, and what is a product. What is an app? Is it a media or a 
product? I don’t know what it is. So basically, you need to become comfortable with 
all of the tools and the language, and you have to understand that that’s going to not 
stop changing. I still remember – this is where we laugh at ourselves a lot – I think it 
was 2005, we were all excited in 2005 because we were the first agency on Second 
Life. 
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Second Life!  
Exactly.  
 
That’s probably still going.  
I have no idea. So even things that it appears to be ‘it’s all about this’ and then that 
dies.  
 
Did you bookmark it on Netscape. MySpace.  
Exactly. Exactly. But you have to just know that that’s that change is going to keep 
going. You’ve got to get literate with it, but you mustn’t cave on all of the 
fundamentals. So it’s the ability to ride the worst of times and make sure that they 
become the best of times for you. And it’s not easy, but the panic is to rush and 
chase blindly. So I just see never ending change, and the need for clear principles 
and North Stars, and not to be like a headless chicken, not like 10-year-olds chasing 
after the football, running all over the pitch. It’s all over here. No, no it’s all over here. 
Keep going. What are we trying to do? Why are we doing it? What do those people 
understand? What do we need them to understand? How will we communicate it? It 
may not be an ad, it might be a product. It might be packaging, it might be pricing. 
There are many, many ways to market. You just need to be as comfortable as you 
can with all of them. 
 
Has Brexit made any difference to your business? 
Not yet. I think if you’re small, like we are, in London, we are 50 or 60 people in 
London. Again, we still have that thing where there’s enough business in enough 
agencies that are not doing a good enough job to fuel our growth for some time. We 
don’t have to worry too much about the size of the category, so we’re feeling no 
weakness at all. I think that if you step back a little bit further, the uncertainty that it 
creates is not helpful. On a personal level, on a corporate level, you don’t know 
where clients are going to move to, you don’t know whether they’re going to spend, 
you don’t know whether you’re going to run an account out of Amsterdam, Berlin or 
London. You don’t know what’s going on. But in terms of its impact on our little 
company, no problem. We’re still growing. We can still grow without any worry. If 
we’re good. For years and years. Because we just take it off everyone else.  
 
Penultimate question, then. Because we’re running out of metaphorical tape. 
What’s been the best day of your career so far, and what’s been the worst? 
Oh, my goodness me! One of the best days… we had a very big client, and the 
client, one particular client, was not treating our team very well. For a sustained 
period. Basically a bully. And he would intimidate people, harass people, he’d make 
people not want to come to work. He’d make some people resign, and he would 
reduce some people to tears. We spent 12 months trying really hard to explain to this 
guy that this was not good. This was really bad behaviour. It was totally 
unacceptable, and could can we help him, and… and we kept going. We then got to 
the point where we went, “You know what? This guy’s never going to change.” 
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You’re going to have to tell him to do one.  
But he was our biggest client. And so we went, “You know what?” So I sat around 
with my partners and I said, “We need to resign the account.” It’s a massive piece of 
business, but if we don’t we will lose the soul of the agency, which was the whole 
point of starting this company; to have a company with integrity that we were proud 
of, that we could stand out in front of all the staff.” So we basically took this guy’s 
boss out for dinner, me and one of my partners, and we said to him, “Look, I’m really 
sorry about this. I’m going to say something that I’ve never said in 25 years. It’s 
either him or us. One of us has to go.” We fully expect it be us that goes, because 
I’ve never heard this story come out the other way. Ever. I’ve heard people say 
they’re going to do that, but if they ever did, you’re the agency, you’re going to get 
ditched. So I explained to this client that if he got rid of this guy we would stay, and if 
he didn’t we would resign. With class, dignity and professionalism. But we couldn’t 
do it any more because he was destroying our company. He then told the global 
head, and the next day, which was a Saturday, the global head called me and said, 
“I apologise that you felt the need to say that. You are our most valuable partner and 
you will never see that guy again.” And I would say that was the best day because it 
was absolute proof of the power of principle. And so I was the proudest that we had 
the guts to walk away from what was then $15million in fees, and I’d done two P&Ls, 
and I knew what it would cost us, and I knew that we would be losing some people, 
and I knew though, that we could back ourselves to rebuild. I didn’t want to have to 
do that, but I felt that the power in our spine, if you like, for having done that has 
lasted years. So that was definitely the best day. It might have been the worst day 
because of the… in advance… actually, it never was that hard, in a way. It was 
never the worst. It was never that hard. We had no choice. The company’s going 
down or you sold your soul, and therefore there’s no choice.  
 
Last question, then. What’s next for you?  
I think there’s a sort of… there’s a low ground answer and then there’s a high ground 
answer. The low ground answer is making sure we don’t screw it up. We’ve spent all 
this time and all this effort building a fantastic platform. We have to make sure that 
we continue to move forward and get better. I’m terrified of getting worse as we get 
bigger. So we have to be really focused on the quality of the people, the training of 
the people, and delivering fabulous work. And if we do that, we will move forward. 
That’s the easy answer in the sense of just, “Okay, we’ve got that.” The more 
exciting and ambitious answer is, having built that platform, we can sort of do what 
we want. The flexing of the collective talent of our company in any direction is what’s 
really exciting. We could… I don’t know, we could open a shop, build our own 
brands, we can do whatever we want to do. Last year, one of the most innovative 
things we did was we launched a cannabis brand in California called Humble. We 
were on the board, we did the innovation, the branding. It’s been launched in 
California, it’s a runaway success. That market is hot with VC money.  
 
It’s a cash business, isn’t it? You can’t take credit because of federal banking 
laws.  
Yes, exactly.  
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So there are these huge trucks filled with millions of dollars in cash. Old 
school!  
Well, we haven’t got that yet! But it was recognised by Time magazine as one of the 
top 25 innovations of the year. So the ability to take the talent that was being used 
on the Diagios and Procters and Coca-Colas, and use the same talent for highly 
entrepreneurial, highly speculative ventures is also very exciting. So I think all that 
will happen as we look forward is we will just flex our muscles in more areas, 
wherever are our interests and passion takes us – without boundaries. So the 
exciting and scary bit is there is no boundary; as long as we long as we think we can 
do it, we’re up for it and we’ll have a go. And I get very excited at that.  
 
Carl, it’s been a blast. Thank you for your time.  
Thank you. 
 


