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“Does it mean that all our clients 
are going to ask for it?” he asks. 
“No. But does it meant that we 
have to be ready for such a thing? 
Yes. Have we done it globally and 
locally and regionally? Yes we’ve 
done it, and we should continue to 
do it.”

Although agencies have to be 
prepared to offer a broad range of 
services, and holding groups to 
offer broader, that doesn’t mean 
clients will all be looking for a 
one-stop shop any time soon. 

“It is more about choices,” says 
Harfouche. “It is more about what 
the clients feel like doing, what 
they are ready to do, and what type 
of structures there are to manage 
all of this.” 

There is not a one-size-fits-all 
solution, he adds. “But we should 
be here ready for delivering what 
we have to deliver. In the way the 
client believes – or we believe – is 
in their interest.”

A client of an MCN media 
agency might, for example, need 
social media services. Or a brand 
being served by a creative shop 
might look for an events company 
within the group.

But one combination of services 
that Harfouche seldom sees 
pitched together is media and 
creative, which were historically 
grouped together until media 
agencies began to separate into 
separate buying shops in the 
mid-1990s.

He says: “Over time, everything 
has evolved differently, so the 
brand agencies have evolved as well 
to equip themselves much better, 
and the media agencies have 
evolved to equip themselves.”

MCN media shop UM has a 
creative director in the form of 
Rodrigo Mavu, and Harfouche says 
the group’s creative agencies are 
starting to hire channel planners.

MCN has new business targets, 
as it does every year, but it also 
hopes to drive growth from clients 
who need additional services 
throughout 2017.

“Because we are close to them we 
know what they need and we can 
come up with customised 
solutions,” says Harfouche. “I 
would say that should contribute at 
least a couple of percentage points 
to our growth.”

He is keen to emphasise that this 
does not mean taking advantage of 
clients. While it should “always be 
top of mind” that MCN can offer 
more services, “we should propose 
a solution that works for our client 
and not a solution that should work 
for our growth only”.

“We cannot go and cross-sell,” he 
says. Yes, more services will 
necessarily drive more revenue for 
the group. But, “the reason why we 

revenue will then increase. “If you 
look at advertising spending per 
capita in the Arab world, it’s 
ridiculously low,” says Harfouche. 
He gives several reasons for this. 
One is that much of the money 
spent on digital is absorbed by the 
big players – Facebook, Google, 
Instagram and other familiar 
platforms – leaving little for 
regional sites, and therefore little 
incentive for smaller publishers to 
develop their offerings.

And, offline, there are markets 
with a lot of potential but little 
activity. He reels off the examples 
of Iran, Yemen and Syria. Lebanon 
and Egypt, too, he feels are 
underperforming.

“There is a very high potential 
for growth in this region in the 
advertising industry because the 
advertising spend is very low,” says 
Harfouche. “As we get more 
sophisticated and more connected, 
consumers have become more 
difficult to convert. Clients and 
owners of brands realise they have 
to spend more money.”

MCN, which has a presence in 
14 regional markets, is also 

Although it is always easier to 
work when you have people around 
you, admits Harfouche, 
“technology lets us connect to each 
other as well. So the fact that you 
are not physically present next to 
your colleague or next to your 
client is not so much of a burden.”

The shift to working with remote 
colleagues may be gradual, but it is 
helping drive an evolution of work 
dynamics at MCN.

Project management is 
becoming more and more 
important within the group. “We 
are reviewing all our job 
descriptions and all the structures 
as part of our restructuring  
around how we are going to 
deliver our solutions,” says 
Harfouche, again emphasising that 
such shifts are gradual. “I don’t 
want it to look as though it is a 
drama and the world is collapsing 
and we are rebuilding it from 
scratch. All I’m saying is we are 
repurposing people and 
understanding how the delivery 
and supply chain is going to be. 
The workflow is going to work 
using technology, being more 

process-driven, being more 
organised and making sure that we 
define roles and we have project 
managers, whether they are in the 
client servicing department or 
they are separate.”

As the public changes the ways  
it consumes media, clients must 
rush to catch up. Some are better 
at this than others, but agencies 
and holding groups must be  
there to service new needs as they 
arise. This also means they are 
growing closer to their clients. 
Harfouche says: “We propose at 
some point in time to have part of 
our profits at stake and at risk, 
linked to KPIs.” 

MCN’s role is growing, he adds, 
saying, “We see ourselves today as 
providers of much bigger and 
larger scopes and getting involved 
in much more than just delivering 
a campaign.”

The industry’s demands are more 
dynamic than ever, and the 
communications business must be 
dynamic too in order to keep up.

“The difficulty is the economy is growing at a much 
slower pace than we had forecast for as an industry, 
as a business, as any industry in this region. We were 
growing at a certain pace, building our capabilities and 
investing in our people and our structures, and suddenly 
we saw a shift in the speed of growth of the economy.”

Slowed growth again means  
the industry must be dynamic. “I 
think the real implication for  
the industry and the business of 
our clients is to adjust and say, 
OK, now we have to make an 
assumption on the likelihood  
of growth (or of no growth) in the 
future and then, accordingly, 
decide how we are going to adjust 
our structure and our delivery 
system to match this and still  
make money.”

Back in 2008 the global crisis was 
tough, he admits. “But at one point 
in time it ended.” By comparison, 
we are now seeing “a transitional 
change to the fundamentals of the 
economy, which are going to be 
very different”.

“For us, in the long run that’s 
very good,” he says. “Because then 
you will have much more solid and 
less volatile economies that will 
allow the advertising industry to 
grow and benefit from that.”

Dynamic business in a stable 
economy should mean advertising 

spreading out its jobs, hiring for 
centralised roles away from its 
main Dubai hub.

“We have to be very careful about 
how we talk about this subject,” 
Harfouche cautions. “It cannot be, 
and will not be – for us at MCN at 
least – moving our structures from 
here to Lebanon. That’s not the 
case. But what we are going to do 
in Lebanon or Egypt is build a 
hybrid model.”

This means that the group is 
gradually moving some practices 
into low-cost markets, for tasks that 
can be achieved remotely. 
Harfouche gives the examples of 
digital production, social 
community management, graphic 
design and coding.

In Cairo and Beirut, talent can be 
available for a quarter of a Dubai 
salary, still highly trained and with 
Arab language capabilities. 
Through the wider Interpublic 
Group, MCN also has access to 
tech hubs including India, Pakistan 
and Bucharest.

are going to go and try and propose 
something different or something 
new that would probably 
contribute to our growth is that it 
makes sense to the client.”

The triple threat to the region’s 
GDP growth of low oil prices, 
ongoing war and the impending 
introduction of value-added tax in 
the GCC is not new, but is making 
economic growth hard to predict, 
says Harfouche. “I think the 
difficulty is not that there will not 
always be growth somewhere,” he 
says. “The difficulty today is the 
economy is growing at a much 
slower pace than we had forecast 
for as an industry, as a business, as 
any industry in this region. We 
were growing at a certain pace, 
building our capabilities and 
investing in our people and our 
structures, and suddenly we saw  
a shift in the speed of growth of 
the economy.”

Like many others, MCN had 
expected 2016 to be tough, but for 
the first half of the year things went 
“much better than expected”, he 
says. “But then in the third quarter 
we started feeling the hit.”
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