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We have completed our whirlwind 
annual sojourn to Silicon Valley, 
richer for the experience. So why 
did eighty of us en masse hit the 
heartland of internet technology? 
Here are the key learnings we 
think everyone needs to know  
and implement.

WRAP UP: SILICON VALLEY SUMMIT 2015

“The Mad Men days are over;  
decisions need to be based on  
data, not hunches and guesswork.”

Google

For more information please contact:

Deirdre McGlashan 
Global Chief Digital Officer, MediaCom 
Deirdre.McGlashan@mediacom.com
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1. FAIL SMALL
Trying something new inherently 
comes with risk. Yet as 
marketers, it’s imperative  
that we are innovating with the 
latest technologies shaping 
media consumption to keep 
pace with consumers.

How then can we balance the 
risk reward equation effectively? 

We learned in Silicon Valley 
that the traditional methods 
of corporate change can 
be costly and take time to 
implement. However, the ‘agile’ 
way of implementing change 
allows it to happen constantly 
and encourages risk-taking, 
breeding success. If you seek 
to continuously evolve and 
innovate on a smaller scale, 
the fall-out, should it not work, 
is vastly reduced. Google have 
turned this into a mantra for 
success: “Spend a little, make 
a little, learn a lot, fail cheap!”

Facebook’s values of “Done is 
better than perfect” and “Move 
fast and break things” allow 
the Facebook team to release 
changes to the site rapidly 
and learn quickly what works 
and what doesn’t. Risk and 
being prepared to fail are key 
to success in the fast moving 
technology world. 

PCH, the custom manufacturer 
helping the inventors of the 
future, also adopt the ‘fail 
small’ mantra by using their 
Lime Lab to rapidly prototype 
and develop hardware ideas. 
Having this expertise onsite 
allows rapid testing and instant 
feedback to enhance designs, 
allowing any shortcomings to be 
adjusted and fixed immediately. 
They even offer space set 

aside for clients where they 
can “move in” and work with 
the onsite teams during critical 
times in the design and/or 
manufacturing process. 

Pete Beeney from Spotify 
discussed how the unique 
Swedish culture encourages 
risk-taking, which has in turn 
led to several successful 
startups from Sweden, such as 
Spotify. Meanwhile AOL’s Digital 
Prophet, Australia-born David 
Shing professed “say yes to the 
mess” in his typically colloquial 
approach to innovation. 

The key to all of these 
approaches goes beyond your 
basic “test and learn” model 
and refines it to “test fast, 
learn quickly and take action 
tomorrow”. We saw how each 
organisation is taking steps 
to innovate on a smaller scale 
in order to create the future 
on a big scale. MediaCom is 
ready to take this step change 
to business with you, and as 
Stephen Allan, MediaCom 
Worldwide Chairman & CEO, 
opened, “Let’s work together  
to take risk.”

Spend a little, make 
a little, learn a lot, 
fail cheap!

“Autonomy is key; less 
management means 
more innovation.”

Spotify
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2. NURTURE CULTURE
How much does culture 
affect success? Coming from 
companies famed as fun places 
to work, it’s not surprising they 
rate it as a lot. We spent time 
learning and thinking about the 
cultures of the companies we 
saw on the trip, and how the 
way they are organised affects 
the products they build. Looking 
beyond the jazzy exterior, we 
found more science and data 
backing up these decisions. 
Each organisation took the 
time to discuss their particular 
culture with us and explain how 
the way they live contributes  
to their achievements. 

Facebook employees are 
inducted into the culture with 
the now famous little red book, 
reminding employees of their 
mission, their history and their 
values. Facebook also displays 
these core reminders in posters 
around their buildings. The 
question of “What would you 
do if you weren’t afraid?” is 
a great starting point for how 
they see their unique culture 
influencing how their employees 
approach work. Innovate 
against the backdrop of “Move 
fast and break things”, while 
always being reminded to “be 
humble”, are both mantras 
for the company. We were told 
Sheryl Sandberg always reminds 
employees that “feedback is a 
gift”, leading to the culture of 
openness and willingness to 
challenge which has contributed 
to their success. It’s most real 
with the line “It’s no one else’s 
problem at Facebook” where 
delivery success is closely 
monitored. 

Google similarly ascribe to a 
culture model and attribute their 
success to it. They state “Hiring 
is the most important thing 

we do” and that you should 
always “hire someone better 
than you”. People Operations 
at Google use science and 
data to make decisions which 
fit well with their engineering 
base. All KPIs and satisfaction 
scores for departments are 
made internally available for all 
employees to see, and manager 
KPIs are also made public to 
ensure transparency. Google 
now place a strong emphasis 
on the value of management, 
after experimenting with 
removing all managers, which 
resulted in confusion and a 
drop in morale. Another area 
Google has experimented with 
is democratisation of meetings. 
They use their own Google 
Moderator software to table 
and vote for the most popular 
subjects and questions the 
meeting holder should address. 
This allows for the top issues 
to be discussed and covered off 
for all employees.

The most profound cultural 
learning we left Google thinking 
about was a statement by Omid 
Kordestani, Chief Business 
Officer: “Make your small 
decisions with your head, and 
your big decisions with your 
heart”, a lesson in following 
your passion, something which 
is championed hard at Google.

The key takeaway is that it’s 
not the slides or the free food 
that defines the culture of a 
company; it is how the values 
permeate the organisation. 
How is your corporate culture 
allowing you to be successful 
in your marketing ambitions? 
How can you foster the models 
of these partners in driving the 
same business success within 
your own working teams?

What would you do  
if you weren’t afraid? 

Consumers are willing 
to share their personal 
data, but only if they 
get something useful 
in return. The price of 
personal data is great 
service. 

CNET
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3. ENVISION THE FUTURE
Future predictions were many 
and varied from our speakers. 
David Shing at AOL talked about 
the “wearable web” regarding 
the rise of wearables, and 
reminded us that the key to 
user take-up is usefulness. 
Shingy stated that “70% of 
consumers will only try a mobile 
experience once”; brands must 
ensure products are useful and 
enhance the user’s life in some 
way or otherwise they will be 
discarded. 

Brian Cooley from CNET echoed 
this point when he highlighted 
that the consumer is “us”, and 
the gadgets and technology that 
succeed are the ones that help 
us do something better than 
we already do, not something 
that tries to radically change 
us. Great technology, Brian 
reminded us, needs to be three 
things: transparent, in that 
when you use it, it gets out of 
the way; intuitive, in that it’s 
obvious to the user why they 
should use it; intimate, meaning 
it’s something you feel close to; 
and constant, where you can 
use it wherever and whenever 
you want to. 

Shingy talked about how people, 
especially young people, are 
moving towards an era of 
hyper-personalisation where 
they express themselves by 
personalising everything around 
them, including their connected 
devices. Anything that facilitates 
self-expression is having a good 
moment - “niche is now mass”. 

Allen Blue from LinkedIn 
was excited by the future of 
technology, especially Artificial 
Intelligence. Allen predicted 
that AI could bring wide scale 
medical diagnostics to everyone 
with a smart phone. This 
would revolutionise medical 
care, bringing wide benefits 
to end users, and even more 
importantly, to developing 
countries and remote areas 
where access to medical care 
is limited. Allen also predicted 
that in the future, we’re likely 
to see more entrepreneurism 
and less people employed in 
the traditional sense of doing 
9 to 5 for just one employer. 
New forms of work are emerging 
that are changing conventional 
workplaces and entire 
industries. Allen predicted that 
it was “highly likely that every 
manufacturing job will be gone 
in the next ten years”, a huge 
shift which will affect 11.5%  
of the population. 

With so many varied trends 
impacting consumers it’s 
increasingly important they are 
the focal point of your planning 
strategies. Instead of silo 
considerations by technology 
or device, we know that the 
brands which offer a frictionless 
consumer experience between 
technological devices will win. 

Great technology 
needs to be 
transparent, 
intuitive, intimate 
and constant.

Big data is the solution to 
the problem of big data.

Yahoo
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4. THINK IN SYSTEMS
As we move forward into an 
ever more connected world, the 
systems we need to understand 
now go beyond PC, tablet and 
mobile. As sensors, processors 
and networks drop in price, 
consumers will increasingly 
rely on autonomous networked 
devices. It’s predicted that the 
“connected human” will be 
engaging with 10 connected 
devices each day by 2020  
and there will be 30 billion  
of these connected devices  
across the globe. 

As Kerri Jacobs from Google 
explained, “we no longer go 
online - we live online”. In 
order to successfully market 
to consumers we now need 
to consider the connected 
system instead of thinking in 
silos. Kirk Perry from Google 
reflected on how “hindsight can 
be brutal” and said we need to 
remember to “organise around 
the consumer, not the screen”. 
When looking at our marketing 
plans he advised to be an 
“ideas planner” not a TV,  
print or digital planner. 

Jeff Bonaforte from Yahoo 
described his frustrations  
with the unconnected systems 
he currently interacts with, 
saying, “the ultimate offence 
is a system that doesn’t listen. 
Machine learning systems  
seem creepy to us now but  
they will help to personalise  
the consumer experience”.

There should be no dead ends 
within your consumer journey. 
Every touch point with the 
consumer should lead them to 
a deeper relationship with your 
brand or to a purchase. Toby 
Jenner, Worldwide COO, shared 
the statistic that “94 of the top 
100 companies don’t have a 
mobile enabled website”. When 
2.9bn people are accessing 
the internet via mobile, this 
is a huge lost opportunity for 
marketers. When looking at 
marketing opportunities we 
need to remember that the 
“whole should be greater than 
the sum of the parts”. 

We can no longer continue to 
act in silos and must challenge 
legacies in our businesses that 
prevent systems thinking. We 
should benchmark connectivity 
instead of traditional ‘silo 
effectiveness’ in order to 
achieve the consumer-centric 
communications that have 
maximum impact. 

We no longer  
go online -  
we live online.

If Facebook had been 
founded five years later, 
it would have started  
as a mobile company.

Facebook
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5. USE USEFUL DATA
There is no point to data unless 
it has useful application. We are 
increasing the number of data 
sources, yet not materialising 
the power of these collected 
data sets back into consumer 
actions at scale or in an 
intelligent way.

Brian Cooley said, “Consumers 
are willing to share their 
personal data, but only if they 
get something useful in return. 
The price of personal data is 
great service.” This is the key 
to data - if you can use it to 
improve a consumer’s life in 
some way, it will significantly 
enhance engagement. 

But what data are they sharing? 
The internet of things means 
data sources are deeper than 
the broken world of cookies. 
The rise of wearables has 
the potential to generate 
unintentional inputs that will 
give a far more accurate picture 
of user habits. However, in order 
to provide valuable information 
for marketers, it should only  
be given with permission and 
used intelligently to balance  
the “creepy quotient”. 

Twitter’s Tailored Audiences 
is helping them utilise data 
in order to make marketing 
relevant for users rather than 
using lower impact blanket ads. 
This product enables marketers 
to remarket their business to 
consumers who have already 
expressed an interest when they 

log into Twitter. It further allows 
definition of existing groups 
and prospective customers 
based on users’ web browsing 
behaviour, email addresses, 
Twitter ID and other CRM data.

Jeff Bonaforte from Yahoo 
opened up a world of 
possibilities with data when he 
talked about the “black box” 
system they are implementing. 
The system will be able to 
“predict a user’s behaviour 
based on non-direct evidence”. 
It will also allow, as he puts it, 
the “democratisation of data”, 
commenting that “big data is 
the solution to the problem of 
big data”. This means honing 
in on smaller buckets to get 
better outcomes, thus enabling 
marketers to provide better 
levels of services and products 
to users. 

With all the possibilities these 
data streams are opening up, 
we need to keep the pace 
of software and technology 
possibilities side by side with 
the consumers’ expectations 
and requirements to apply  
the data successfully. Making 
big data useful data is the  
next frontier. 

The price of  
personal data is 
great service.

The value of Big Data 
comes from being able 
to see things that were 
previously hidden. 

LinkedIn

The MediaCom Silicon Valley Summit 
was a great success and some very 
interesting insights and learnings  
were taken away by all attendees.  
Start planning to attend next year’s 
event so you don’t miss out! 
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