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Abstract-

This article uses a study of the politics of marketing and advertising to
consider the role that British World collaboration played in consumer
politics in the UK and the Dominions between the 1920s and 1950s. We
will assess how politicians and businesspeople in the Dominions
responded to the Empire Marketing Board’s efforts to encourage the habit
of ‘Buying British’ in the inter-war years, as well as exploring the
activities of the leading American marketing agency, J. Walter Thompson.
The article concludes with a discussion of how the politics of patriotic
trade was recast in the 1950s. While this was a cause which had taken on
different forms in Australia, Canada and South Africa during the 1930s, in
each country its advocates shared a wider concern with imperial
development. And yet, changes in the advertising and marketing
industries, and the growth of market research, cut across efforts to promote
the consumer habit of buying imperially. By the early 1960s patriotic trade
campaigns in the ‘old’ Dominions were nationally focused and shorn of

their earlier ‘Britannic’ identity.

British World; Britishness; Marketing; Advertising; Consumerism

Selling the British World

In 1902 T.B. Browne, the largest advertising agency in the UK, published Over-sea
Britain as part of a series of advice guides for exporters, focusing chiefly on the
opportunities provided by the settler colonies. The books sought to demonstrate that
selling in these markets was little different from doing business at home. For example,

Over-sea Britain claimed that Australia was occupied by ‘the most active, intelligent



and energetic people, imbued with English tastes and standards of comfort, and far more
generally able to indulge their inclinations than the great mass of their fellow
countrymen at home’.! Another guide in the series presented South Africa as a
promising market following the cessation of the Second South African War: ‘its buying
centre is London....it turns instinctively to British firms for the gratification of its
export markets’. In cities such as Cape Town and Johannesburg ‘the European trade is
very much of the same class as that of an English provincial town’.2 The prominent
journalist W.T. Stead was employed by T.B. Browne to further spread the message that
home and empire advertising were essentially the same. According to Stead, the
colonies’ wide network of newspapers meant ‘the would-be [British] advertiser can
reach the inhabitants of the remotest Colonies in the same way in which he would
appeal to his own townsmen’.?

Of course, these boosterist claims obscured the significant challenges which British
exporters faced in these markets. By this time, the United States had established itself as
Canada’s leading source of imports, American exporters had also made significant
inroads into South Africa in the decade before the Second South African War and US
industrialists played a leading role in the development of Transvaal mining boom.* In
the immediate term, Australia provided few signs for optimism for British exporters as a
result of its prolonged recession, it did not recover its 1891 GDP level until 1904.°> More
generally, it may seem surprising that T.B. Browne paid such attention to Dominion
markets, given that they accounted for only 12 percent of British imports and 16 percent
of British exports between 1895 and 1899.°

Nonetheless, T.B. Browne’s advice guides were emblematic of the growing links
between Britain and its settler colonies in the late nineteenth century. Gary Magee and

Andrew Thompson’s Empire and Globalisation (2010) explores how a variety of



‘British World’ networks were established during this period which fostered such
cultural and economic connections.” The circulation of information about markets
encouraged people to see the settler colonies as attractive places to invest in and migrate
to, given they were perceived to share cultural norms and values with the UK.
Culturally based ideas of ‘trust’ and knowledge underpinned these trade decisions. With
the growth of cable telegraphy and Reuters’ role as an ‘imperial press service’,
newspapers of record such as The Times devoted increasing space to events in the settler
colonies during the late nineteenth century, giving British investors a clearer
understanding of the economic potential of these markets.®

This was also a period in which ideas of ‘Greater Britonism’ flourished, as reflected
in T.B. Browne’s references to the settler colonies as ‘overseas Britains’.? J.R. Seeley, a
Cambridge professor, played a key role in shaping this concept. His The Expansion of
England (1885) became a bestseller, eventually achieving English-language sales of
500,000 copies.'® According to Seeley, the only way in which Britain could maintain its
world-status against its rivals was by enhancing political, cultural and economic ties
with its settlement colonies.

Although a substantial literature has explored how British World collaboration
flourished in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there are few comparable
studies which explore its decline in commercial culture thereafter. Felicity Barnes’
recent exploration of a 1934 trade dispute between Lancashire grocers and Australian
cotton producers is a useful reminder that understandings of Britishness in trade were
fluid and contested by different civic groups seeking to promote their own interests.!
The following article uses a study of the politics of the marketing and advertising
industries to sketch out the role that various forms of British World collaboration played

in consumer politics in the UK and the ‘old” Dominions between the 1920s and 1950s.*2



As well as exploring how politicians and businesspeople in the Dominions responded to
the London-based Empire Marketing Board’s efforts to encourage the habit of ‘Buying
British’ in the 1920s and 1930s, we will consider the activities of the leading American
marketing agency, J. Walter Thompson. The article concludes with a discussion of how
the politics of patriotic trade was recast in the 1950s. While this was a cause which had
taken on different forms in Australia, Canada, and South Africa during the 1930s, in
each country advocates of patriotic consumption shared a wider concern with imperial
development. However, by the early 1960s patriotic trade campaigns in the old
Dominions were fundamentally nationally focused, and shorn of their earlier ‘Britannic’
identity.*3

While several historians have explored changing practices in the marketing and
advertising industries across this period their focus is chiefly on national practices rather
than exploring wider questions of transnational Britishness.** An important exception is
Erika Rappaport’s recent history of the politics of tea production and consumption,
which is instructive for thinking about the contested role of imperial identities within
consumer networks. As Rappaport shows, tea was often sold as a ‘British’ and imperial
product for much of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, from
the mid-1930s onwards scepticism grew about the value of using imperial themes in tea
advertising. Tea producers sought to rebrand further during the era of decolonization,
developing ‘national’ branding. Tea’s imperial history became an impediment, making
it a less fashionable beverage for young consumers during the 1950s and 1960s.*
‘Britishness’ was a quality which could be packaged in various guises, being desired by
consumers at some times and rejected at others.

Although there have been efforts to explore how state bodies encouraged consumers

to exercise a preference for particular consumer goods, such studies focus



overwhelmingly on the Empire Marketing Board (EMB), a British government-
sponsored organisation active between 1926 and 1933, which encouraged consumers in
the UK to purchase imperial goods.*® Felicity Barnes has explored how Dominion
produce marketing boards built on consumer appeals developed by the EMB,
developing their own campaigns to sell food to British shoppers.’ By contrast, little
attention has been given to questions of how the EMB’s campaigns were received in the
Dominions and how organisations in Australia, Canada and South Africa established
their own patriotic trade campaigns to appeal to domestic consumers.8

At the start of the twentieth century T.B. Browne had presented consumers in the
Dominions as little different from those in Britain. The emergence of new methods of
exploring consumer motivation challenged such comfortable assumptions. Nonetheless,
British World networks persisted in the fields of marketing and advertising throughout
the 1920s and 1930s. At this time, ideas of how best to promote imperial development
through consumption variedly widely, as did understandings of what it meant to ‘Buy
British’. Although the London-based EMB’s efforts to promote the cause of empire
shopping had little success in the Dominions, the various national trade campaigns
which emerged in Australia, Canada and South Africa during the 1930s still embraced a
‘Britannic’ rhetoric. Buying national and imperial goods was presented to consumers as
a way to foster the position of their countries as strong partners in the wider
Commonwealth.

Yet changes in the advertising and marketing industries and the growth of market
research, as well as broader shifts in the global economy, led to new ways of thinking
about the British World as an economic entity, cutting across efforts to promote the
consumer habit of buying imperially. From 1945 onwards the market research industry

expanded significantly. The growth of practices such as segmented marketing and



motivational research discouraged businesses from making undifferentiated appeals to
national markets. Earlier ideas that consumers in different countries across the British
World had broadly similar interests and tastes were challenged. Instead companies
sought to direct campaigns to particular socio-economic groups connected across
territorial boundaries, challenging the role of British World connections in commercial
culture and increasing the appeal of contiguous markets such as the European Economic

Community.

Buying British?: Empire marketing and national identities in the Commonwealth

The 1920s and 1930s were the heyday of efforts to encourage consumers to ‘Buy
British’. This is a cause most commonly associated with the Empire Marketing Board
(EMB), whose activities formed part of the wider operations of the Imperial Economic
Committee (IEC). The IEC sought to promote a ‘non-tariff preference’ for imperial
products by aiding food production through scientific research and promoting the sale
of empire goods. The organisation’s purpose was made clear in a 1927 memorandum
produced for the Department of Overseas Trade: ‘The young nations of the British race
are obviously disposed by tradition and task to demand the kind of goods produced by
British industry....The development of the Empire nations is a matter of men and
money, of the transfer of population and capital from the ‘Old Country’ to the younger
Britains’.*® This alluded to the notion that imperial development was largely a matter of
‘men, money and markets’, a term popularized by Mackenzie King and Stanley Bruce at
the 1923 Imperial Conference. Advocates of such thinking claimed that flows of

emigrants and investment from Britain to the Dominions would lead to the expansion of



the latter nations’ economies, in turn providing expanded markets for UK manufactures
and cementing these countries’ futures as prosperous ‘British’ nations.?

The EMB’s largest campaign in autumn 1931 featured the distribution of more than
one million posters across the UK. Over 400 organisations participated in this ‘Buy
British’ trade push, ranging from business groups like the Federation of British
Industries to civic organisations such as the British Legion and Women’s Institutes. The
cause of imperial trade was advertised by a series of ‘empire shops’ in various cities,
trade posters, and empire shopping weeks.?

The politics of ‘buying British’ in the UK has been explored at length elsewhere, and
a detailed discussion of the various state-backed campaigns of the 1920s and 1930s is
beyond the scope of this article.?? The key point to note is that the campaigns had
limited success and faded in influence after the British government’s introduction of
imperial preference in 1932. Understandings of what it meant to ‘Buy British’ varied
and the slogan was taken up by a variety of commercial advertisers for their own ends.
Ironically, some of the companies which were at the forefront of promoting their
‘British’ credentials at this time relied heavily on foreign labour and raw materials such
as the petrol companies Shell and BP.%3

Ideas about ethical consumption also complicated questions about what goods it was
appropriate to buy. In 1931 the Co-operative Wholesale Society (CWS) launched its
own ‘Britain re-born’ campaign to encourage consumers to ‘Buy British’.24 During the
inter-war years the CWS increased links with suppliers in the Dominions. However, its
broader supply networks hampered the British government’s efforts to encourage UK
consumers to substitute empire for foreign foods. In particular, the CWS had long-

standing links with Danish bacon co-operatives, who continued to dominate the British

market.?® Denmark’s bacon industry was largely controlled by co-operatives, whereas



British production was dominated by small, privately-owned farms. By buying Danish
bacon British consumers were supporting the ethical principles of co-operation,
moreover they were aiding a ‘friendly’ nation. Denmark relied heavily on trade with the
UK and feared that these links would be hampered by the introduction of tariffs. In
1932 a British exhibition was staged in Copenhagen by Danish importers keen to
establish a preferential trade agreement with the UK.

The introduction of imperial preference meant that support for the ‘Buy British’
cause waned. One Empire Marketing Board correspondent noted that by March 1932
‘the consuming public were under the impression that with the imposition of tariffs,
there was no further need to ask for British goods’.?” After the Ottawa economic
conference established a system of intra-imperial tariff preferences later that year, the
British government’s attention shifted to pursuing trade agreements with non-Empire
countries, which in turn constrained the value of imperial preference. The UK focused
on securing lower tariff rates for agricultural imports via reciprocal trade treaties with
Denmark and Argentina in 1933.2 The Roca-Runciman pact allowed Argentina to keep
almost all of its pre-Ottawa agreement share of the UK market for beef and Denmark
was given a fixed share of the British market for bacon in return for a promise to buy
British coal. Trade treaties were subsequently concluded with the other Scandinavian
countries.?®

In March 1933 Sir Edward Crowe, the Comptroller of the Department of Overseas
Trade and an executive member of the EMB, told an audience of British and American
businessmen that ‘probably the ‘Buy British’ campaign has “now gone far enough’”’, as
it hampered trade relations with non-imperial countries.>® The Manchester Guardian

concurred, claiming that ‘Buy British’:
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Has been pushed to lengths of absurdity that have become a danger to world
trade. It has been a stimulating cause of anti-British movements in other
countries and has made nonsense of the reciprocal trade agreements that the
Government is now trying to negotiate. How can we seriously ask the Danes or
the Americans to “Buy British” when we are doing our best to persuade British

consumers not to buy their goods in return.3!

The Empire Marketing Board struggled on for another six months before being
disbanded.

Understandings of what constituted ‘Buying British’, and the role that such
considerations should play in shaping consumer preferences, varied significantly within
the UK. Therefore it should come as no surprise that languages of patriotic trade also
differed in Australia, Canada, and South Africa. While Empire Marketing Board
campaigns received a lukewarm reception (at best) in each of these countries, Dominion
industrialists and politicians were still keen to assert a Britannic identity in the 1930s,
albeit one that was shaped by national interests and anxieties, particularly concerning
race and economic development.

Empire shopping weeks were introduced into Australia, Canada and South Africa
in the 1920s. Given that their development has been the subject of recent detailed study,
this article confines itself to a brief discussion of their effects.3? Even before the 1932
Ottawa economic conference, such weeks struggled to compete with alternative
campaigns backed by manufacturing groups and government departments which argued
that consumers should focus on assisting national industry to alleviate domestic
unemployment.3® The Ottawa agreements had little success in tightening the existing

links of inter-imperial trade given the Dominion governments’ concerns with using
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tariffs to protect their own industries from British, as well as foreign, competition.®*
British industrialists, and their overseas representatives, regularly protested at the
application of tariffs by Dominion governments which, they claimed, hampered British
exporters and did not allow for reasonable competition with local manufacturers.®

A key problem empire shopping weeks faced was that they were seen as being over-
reliant on posters supplied by the London-based Empire Marketing Board, which were
deemed inappropriate for non-UK audiences. In 1928, for example, the Australian
Association of British Manufacturers noted that several shopkeepers were reluctant to
display these posters out of concern that they were contrary to the spirit of the ‘Buy
Australia Made’ cause which had been promoted by the Made-in-Australia Council,
with support from the Australian Chamber of Manufactures, since 1924.%

Nonetheless, these rival national products campaigns did not reject the cause of

buying imperially outright. Rather, they promoted a hybrid Britannic culture, supporting
both the purchase of national and empire goods, which outlived the Empire Marketing
Board. In 1934 the Victorian Chamber of Manufactures (VCM) launched an All-
Australian Exhibition to commemorate the one-hundredth anniversary of the founding
of Melbourne and promote the ‘Buy Australia Made’ cause. The industrial exhibition
proved a popular attraction, with 150,000 visits recorded in the first three weeks.>” A
souvenir catalogue which accompanied the exhibition focuses on the rapid
transformation of Melbourne into an industrial metropolis of skyscrapers, which now
boasted a population of one million. In welcoming readers to the exhibition F.W.
Kitchen, the president of the VCM, praised ‘the racial traditions and inherent industrial
skill which have made British pioneers consistently successful as colonisers and nation-
builders’.®® The exhibition catalogue’s racialised imagery starkly contrasts the

modernity of British pioneers with the supposed primitivism of indigenous peoples.
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Exhibition organisers presented the expansion of secondary industry as vital to the
nation’s advancement: ‘It is apparent that increasing Australia’s population must be one
of her major problems....made more difficult by the determination of the people that the
inhabitants shall be white in race, predominantly British in extraction’. In this view of
Australian history, industry was at the forefront of the nation’s economic expansion,
with the workforce in manufacturing more than doubling between 1901 and 1929.%°
While they may have been hesitant to endorse the empire shopping movement,
Australian industrialists invoked a Britannic identity, albeit one inflected by concerns
with upholding a modern ‘White Australia’, which could be best achieved by

establishing a more diversified economy.*°

[Figure 1, about here]

By the late 1930s Australian patriotic buying campaigns clearly combined national
and imperial patriotisms. In 1939 the Australian Association of British Manufacturers
and Made-in-Australia Council joined together in Melbourne for the first time to
champion Australian and empire goods.*! In Western Australia an ‘Empire and Local
Products Week’, which publicised imperial trade alongside the state’s efforts to develop
its industrial base, had emerged out of the earlier activities of the Empire Shopping
Week Council by the mid-1930s.#> West Australian produced posters instructed women
to ‘shop under the Union Jack’ and featured the royal coat-of-arms alongside the slogan:
‘Buy British always’. Organisers regularly employed kinship rhetoric referring to
Britain as a ‘parent’ keen to develop her family overseas.** When consumers were

encouraged to buy British goods, the issue of self-interest was often invoked, and they
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were reminded that their state relied on the UK market, which supplied them with a
highly favourable trade balance.*

South Africa had a similar experience. A series of ‘Buy Empire Goods- South
African First’ fairs were held in 1932-33 in major cities across the country, inspired by
the EMB’s efforts to promote empire shopping. However, they attracted widespread
criticism due to their apparent neglect of South African manufactures and struggled to
gain favourable newspaper coverage or local financial backing.*® Nonetheless, later
efforts to develop a hybrid patriotic buying culture, encouraging the purchase of both
national and imperial goods had greater success. In 1936-37 a South African and British
Empire Exhibition was held in Johannesburg, to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary
of the city’s founding. The organisers of this vast exhibition, spread over 100 acres,
sought to attract 2 million visitors to their ‘African Wembley’, invoking the famous
London empire exhibition of 1924-25. Yet although Britain, Canada, Australia, and
several African colonies produced exhibits for the Johannesburg fair, the exhibition
chiefly focused on projecting a modern image of South Africa centred on unity between
Afrikaners and English-speaking whites.

The organisers of the Johannesburg empire exhibition were able to persuade the
Federated Chamber of Industries to back the 1936 show. In addition, they gained the co-
operation of both the coalition government parties.*® This achievement owed much to
the organisers’ insistence that the exhibition would provide a unique marketplace to sell
South African manufactures to overseas audiences. Moreover, the Afrikaner history of
the country featured prominently in the exhibition and black participation was restricted
through draconian visitor controls. With its focus on national (white) unity, the
exhibition broadly reflected the concerns of Hertzog’s coalition government.*” Even

though South Africa was presented as a key part of the imperial trade network, the



14

exhibition was shaped by national concerns with projecting white authority and unity,
connected with industrial modernity.

Finally, British-government assisted efforts to promote the cause of empire shopping
in Canada proved to be brief and unsuccessful. After Canada’s initial empire shopping
week was held in 1928 with the support of the Empire Marketing Board, businesses
were largely indifferent or hostile to efforts to revive the cause the following year and
the campaign struggled for publicity. A British Board of Trade report produced in 1929
noted that British Trade Commissioners were reluctant to actively assist empire
shopping weeks as there was a common feeling that ‘the Canadian manufacturers were
supplying the money while United Kingdom manufacturers were obtaining the benefit’.
The Canadian Manufacturers Association (CMA) favoured replacing empire shopping
campaigns with a ‘Canada Products Week’.*

And yet, while a ‘Made-in-Canada’ movement subsequently flourished throughout
the 1930s with the support of the CMA and the Department for Trade and Commerce,
both were keen to promote a Britannic identity. The former insisted that promoting
trade with the UK was in Canada’s self-interest due to its highly favourable trade
surplus.*® As sponsor of both the Made-in-Canada campaign and ‘Canada Calling’, an
export drive targeted at British consumers, the Department of Trade and Commerce
offered differing views of the Canadian economy to audiences in Canada and the UK.
Whereas Canadian shoppers were encouraged to buy domestically-produced goods to
aid home industry, British shoppers were presented with images of Canada as a land of
bountiful agricultural production. Nonetheless, Canada also highlighted its role as an
industrial producer to British audience, a message that had been conspicuously lacking
in Empire Marketing Board publicity. In particular, Buick cars featured prominently in

the ‘Canada Calling’ campaign. One advert used the slogan ‘Remember your
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forefathers founded the empire. Support the empire’ and informed British consumers
that Buicks were built in Ontario.® The irony here was that Buick was part of the
American General Motors company, and by building cars north of the border it
benefitted from tariff preferences in both Canadian and imperial markets. Much like BP
and Shell, Buick’s questionable status as an ‘imperial’ company, led it to play up its role
in furthering empire trade in its marketing campaigns, tapping into the assumed

patriotism of the British consumer.

[Fig. 2, around here]

It should come as no surprise that politicians and industrialists in Australia and South
Africa were keen to present a ‘Britannic’ identity during the 1930s given that they
remained heavily dependent on British capital to fund development and service existing
debts. They, along with Canada, benefitted from the development on the Sterling Area
and the UK’s increasing focus on importing from empire producers after it adopted
imperial preference.* Moreover, the preferential concessions gained from Britain were
a valuable bargaining tool in their trade negotiations with other countries. Canada and
Britain signed trade agreements with the USA in 1938, albeit with limited trade
concessions. Australia also entered into talks with the United States and would likely
have signed a similar trade agreement had war not intervened.>? In 1937 the Empire-
Commonwealth accounted for 61 percent of Australia’s export trade, and the majority
of Canada (53 percent) and South Africa’s exports (51 percent).>

Nonetheless, in the immediate years before the Second World War scepticism grew
about the value of using patriotic trade campaigns to encourage consumer enthusiasm

for national and imperial products, after all imperial goods already enjoyed a preference
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via tariffs. As Rappaport has shown, tea producers placed less emphasis on imperial
themes in their advertising at this time. An International Tea Market Expansion Board
was established in 1935 to promote the beverage via uplifting slogans such as ‘Tea
revives you’ which had a universal appeal.>

Changing practices in the marketing and advertising industries cast further doubt on
the value of patriotic trade campaigns. In opening the 1937 Empire Advertising
Convention in London Lord Bledisloe, the former Governor-General of New Zealand,
noted that many British companies did not give enough thought to market investigation,
thereby allowing American car-makers and European fashion houses to corner several
imperial markets. Bledisloe concluded: ‘far more effective than an advertisement ‘buy
British goods’ is a careful investigation in loco of the precise character of local
demand’.>®

During the 1930s the growth of market research and investigation led advertising
firms to increasingly stress the differing characteristics of imperial markets and the need
for companies to adapt to them if they were to succeed.*® The New York-based J.
Walter Thompson organisation (JWT) played a key role in developing market
investigation methods, establishing specialist market research organisations during this
period. Both the British Market Research Bureau (founded 1933) and Ashby Research
Services (Australia, 1936) emerged from the JWT organisation. Nonetheless, the
development of JWT between the 1920s and 1940s also indicates the ongoing

importance of British World networks within the marketing industry.

Irresistible empire?: J. Walter Thompson and the British World of commerce
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In July 1928 the J. Walter Thompson News Bulletin devoted its attention to the
prospects for expanding US trade with foreign markets. In a long article entitled
‘Markets are the people who buy products- not the places in which they are sold’,
Clement Watson, the director of JWT’s Berlin office, reflected on how modern
technologies and products were apparently spurring populations across the world to
adopt American modes of life: ‘The newspaper, the cinema, and motor transportation
are rapidly “making the whole world kin”....Particularly are the eyes of all creeds and
races turning toward America as the wonder nation of the earth’.>” At this time, IWT
was undergoing a rapid international expansion. As a result of winning a marketing
contract for General Motors in 1927 it was required to open an office in every country
where the car-manufacturer operated.

On the face of it, the growth of American companies like JWT from the 1920s
onwards appeared to offer a significant challenge to existing British World networks in
the fields of marketing and advertising. At the time Watson was writing marketing in
Canada was already dominated by US firms. As George French noted in 1926: ‘Many
of the advertising agencies of the States have Canadian offices, and probably half of the
advertising being published is handled directly from agencies in the United
States....Canadian advertising is largely a matter of United States origination’.>® By
contrast, for much of the early twentieth century British advertising firms had few
substantial rivals in Australasia and southern Africa. Australia’s first full service
advertising agency, Thomas Millers, did not open until 1902.%° In New Zealand the
three main agencies, llotts, J. Inglis Wright and Haines, were all small concerns and it
was not until the expansion of llotts in the 1920s that any of them developed a

significant international presence.®
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Little detailed attention has been paid to how British World networks were reshaped
alongside the growth of American commercial power after 1918. This contrasts with the
many studies which explore the economic and cultural influence of US firms in mid-
twentieth century Europe.®* The following section uses a case study of JWT to explore
how American advertising firms engaged with different markets in the UK and the
Dominions. Whereas Clement Watson had presented JWT as a force to promote
American culture, the firm in fact drew on existing cultures of Britannic loyalism and
co-operation to develop an effective presence in the British World from the late 1920s
onwards.

By 1929 J. Walter Thompson had established itself as one of the three largest
advertising agencies in Britain in terms of turnover, and by 1950 it received more
billings than any of its competitors in the UK. JWT’s London office was its most
significant operation outside the United States, playing a key role in the company’s
expansion into Europe and the Empire-Commonwealth. Most General Motors (GM)
advertising was handled in London, then translated by European offices. London also
acted as a training centre for American and European staff working on this account.5?

JWT sought to present itself as a pioneer in the practice of marketing through its
‘Agency in Action’ series of adverts, highlighting the global spread of its operations and
mastery of communications technology such as radio and cinema. However, the adverts
also focused on the particular expertise that was offered at their London headquarters at
Bush House in terms of market research, copywriting, and advert production. The JWT
London office was also often responsible for sourcing testimonials used for adverts in
overseas markets, such as the Ponds soap campaign in Australia.®® JWT’s expansion
within the Dominions was closely connected to the General Motors contract. The

agency initially planned to direct GM operations in Europe from the London office, and
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control the company’s expansion in Australia and South Africa from the New York
headquarters.5 However, plans for expansion in Australia were hampered by limited

forward planning.

[Figure 3, about here].

In 1928 James Webb Young, head of JWT’s foreign department noted that ‘we know
nothing about conditions in Australia and it would appear that some preliminary survey
of conditions there should be made before we make a commitment’.%® When JWT
eventually set up an Australian operation in 1930 it was only the second American
marketing agency to do s0.%® Company history records suggest American staff in the
early years had little understanding of the requirements of the Australian car market and
were too reliant on approaches developed by the New York office.” Plans for
expansion in Australasia were hampered by the Australian branch of GM, General
Motors-Holden, signing an extension of an existing advertising contract with a local
agency. JWT subsequently closed its offices in Melbourne and Wellington in 1932, and
Sydney was regularly threatened with closure around this time.

JWT Australia sought to develop a local identity much as the company appears to
have done in other nations.®® One Newspaper News advert from 1931 announced that 98
per cent of the Australian offices’ staff was ‘British born’.%® Although JWT helped
introduce market research methods into Australasia, it was Bill McNair, a New
Zealander who had been employed at the Wellington office, and his assistant Sylvia
Ashby who were the key innovators in establishing modern market investigation
practices in the region. Ashby set up the first specialist market research and polling

company in Australia and McNair produced the first major survey of radio advertising
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in the country. Both sought to challenge American methods of market investigation
such as reliance on telephone surveys, and McNair produced a major study of radio
advertising which focused on the unique public-commercial system in Australia.”

If J. Walter Thompson’s expansion into Australasia was tentative and reliant on local
expertise, this was even more the case in southern Africa. From 1943 onwards JWT
South Africa essentially became an autonomous franchise operation led by J. Hamilton
Russell, and entirely owned by a South African group which paid an annual license fee
to use the JWT name.” In discussing the company’s operations with company
headquarters in New York, Russell noted that the London office was their main point of
liaison and they also had contacts with Australia and Argentina. Although they were an
autonomous operation, the South African company saw themselves as aiding the wider
(London-centred) international work of JWT, with Russell noting ‘we have made
financial sacrifices in order to takeover accounts which London wish us to and
surrender more profitable accounts which we hold locally’."

JWT’s international success was based on its adaptability to varied national cultures,
rather than imposing an American model on local offices it sought to go local. IWT
London of necessity became an essentially Anglo-American company and was the main
point of contact for many offices in the Dominions rather than New York. In giving this
role to its London office, JWT built on a tradition of American firms engaging in ‘inter-
imperialism’, taking advantage of existing networks of communication and culture to
develop their business in Empire-Commonwealth markets.”

The 1930s were arguably the high-point of Britannic loyalism in commercial culture,
so it is unsurprising that JWT built on existing British World links. This was a time in
which publications such as Advertisers Weekly and the Times Imperial and Foreign

Trade Supplement divided adverts and news on trade matters into empire and foreign
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sections. The latter publication was at the forefront of efforts to promote an imperial
mindset in advertising.”* The Supplement featured an annual British Empire Products
Number, which peaked in size at 128 pages in 1926. Such was JWT London’s
commitment to promoting inter-imperial co-operation that it participated in the 1937
Empire Advertising Convention where delegates were encouraged to adopt the trade

slogan: ‘British first, Empire countries second, and foreign countries third’.”

Marketing at the end of the British World, ¢.1945-60

In 1950 Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa accounted for 27 percent
of Britain’s exports and supplied a fifth of its imports. During the same year the UK was
responsible for 60 percent of New Zealand’s imports, 50 percent of Australia’s, and 41
percent of South African imports.”® However, these trade links declined significantly
thereafter. The creation of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1947
and subsequent inflation gradually undermined imperial preference as signatories were
committed to establishing no new discriminatory preferences.

Moreover, it was under conditions of scarcity and tight economic controls that the
Dominions and the UK drew closer together economically. The Sterling Area, of which
all of the Dominions, with the exception of Canada, were members was much more
tightly controlled after 1939 that it had been beforehand. Following the end of the war
bulk purchasing agreements and import quotas remained in place. However, the Sterling
Area declined in influence with the erosion of import controls in the 1950s, in the
second half of the decade British exports to these markets grew sluggishly.”” Efforts to
boost Commonwealth trade such as the ‘trade diversion’ plan promoted by Canadian

Prime Minister, John Diefenbaker, in 1957-58 had little success.’® The late 1950s and
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early 1960s is often seen as a key period in the decline of British World collaboration,
as the UK and the old Dominions increasingly focused on alternative regional trade
relations.”

However, while we are well served with economic and political histories of the
decline of British World collaboration, they have paid little attention to the marketing
and advertising industries. This is an important omission as interest in the development
of British World collaboration in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries did not
reflect the relatively modest share of the Dominions in UK trade. Rather it relied
heavily on hopes invested in the economic future of these countries and a sense that
they were culturally British nations which would supply a ready market for UK goods.
Conversely, after 1945 changes in marketing practices, and more particularly the growth
of multinational and segmented marketing, and surveys of consumer motivation, meant
that it became increasingly difficult to imagine the British World as a cohesive,
meaningful, and valuable economic network of the future. This, in part, helps explain
why Britannic loyalism faded away from the rhetoric of patriotic trade campaigns in
Australia, Canada, and South Africa in the 1950s.

During the inter-war years William Crawford was at heart of the Empire Marketing
Board’s efforts to encourage consumers to ‘Buy British’. However, the Crawford
agency’s success was founded on a wider international outlook. By the mid-1950s
Crawfords had become one of the world’s largest advertising agencies, with business in
thirty countries handled from its UK headquarters and associate offices active in an
additional forty-three nations.®® Crawford favoured sharp and simple slogans and
branding which could be repeated worldwide. This was the case with the development
of a global logo for the Dutch airline, KLM in 1950. Head copywriter Godfrey Saxon

Mills explained the importance of such practices in 1953: ‘The world is growing
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smaller. People tend to travel more. Magazines, film and radio tends to spread ideas and
tastes. A product, therefore, which is destined for world sale should have a single world
‘handwriting’ to its presentation; not a different and unrelated presentation in different
markets, but a world front’.8! KLM was not alone in seeking to develop a marketing
strategy in the 1950s and early 1960s, which would give it a common brand identity
across the world. This was an era where the world economy was increasingly becoming
focused on trade in manufactured goods between industrialised countries rather than the
north-south exchanges which had been key to the age of high imperialism.

In his 1968 survey, The new Europeans, Anthony Sampson referred to the significant
expansion of the international company in Europe after 1950. The development of trade
blocs such as the European Economic Community (EEC) and European Free Trade
Association (EFTA) had encouraged the growth of ‘geocentric’ companies such as IBM
and Shell ‘which can ignore frontiers, find managers in any country, and move them
round the world, and whose headquarters could be anywhere’.8? While, as Sampson
recognised, US companies were the main driver behind the growth of this trend, UK-
based multinationals also played an important role in the growth of such practices. By
the 1950s, for example, Shell, which had been keen to highlight the ‘Britishness’ of its
product during the inter-war years, was using industrial films to project a ‘stateless’
identity. As Sir Arthur Elton put it in 1956, Shell films ‘are not directed more towards
the people, say, of Great Britain, than towards the people of the Lebanon or Brazil’. By
this time Shell film units were operating in Australia, Egypt and Venezuela, as well as
the UK .8

The decline of tariff barriers in Europe acted as a spur to the development of
marketing strategies which paid less attention to national barriers, encouraging

multinational companies to focus their attention on new market opportunities available
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there. For example, Unilever, an Anglo-Dutch conglomerate, which did more than half
of its business in western Europe, embraced a regional marketing strategy. As the
company chairman George Cole noted in 1963, with the growing convergence of
European consumer habits and increasing exchange across national borders there was an
imperative to develop common brand names, designs, and advertising strategies and
make more use of intra-European advertising media.®* Nonetheless, while several large,
well-resourced firms were keen to adopt such approaches, it is important to avoid
exaggerating the influence of multinational marketing strategies at this time. As late as
1971 Robert Buzzell noted that there was significant opposition to standardising aspects
of advertising plans across countries within many companies: ‘the prevailing view is
that marketing strategy is a local problem. The best strategy for a company will differ
from country to country’.8

Segmented marketing has a long history. For example, Scottish whisky firms had
developed particular brands with differing characteristics aimed at the settler colonies
and the United States in the nineteenth century.® However, the practice of targeting
products at particular social groups appears to have become more common in the 1950s
and early 1960s, accompanied by a significant expansion in the market research
industry.8” When the Market Research Society was founded in London in 1947 it had
only 23 members, however, by 1956 there were over 250 members and associates with
13 market research companies operating in the UK.28 At this time, companies
increasingly focused on advertising to particular market segments such as teenagers and
affluent young professionals, using new media with a transnational reach such as TV,
rather than offering broad appeals across national markets. These trends were aided by
the development of co-ordinated market research operations across western Europe,

which connected British exporters with the markets of the nascent European Economic
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Community. Crawfords, for example, set up Contimart, a specialist market research
agency focused on studying consumers across the Common Market.&

At the same time, interest in consumer motivation flourished aided, in part, by the
expansion of self-service shopping. In the UK surveys of shoppers were conducted by
Alfred Bird (1957, 1960); the British Market Research Bureau, the market research
wing of JWT (1950, 1963); Mass Observation (1962); Robert Millar, commissioned by
the Consumers’ Association (1960); and Ralph Towsey (1962).%° Ernest Dichter’s work
on the psychology behind consumer motivation was controversial during the 1950s, but
influenced the marketing approaches of JWT in the UK and offered new ways of
segmenting markets, not simply along lines of class, age and gender, but in terms of the
personality of the consumer.®*

Appeals to the consumer’s patriotism were now commonly seen as having limited
utility, rather the varied interests of different segments of the market needed to be
studied and marketing plans drawn up to target appeals to various sub-groups.®? For
example, the South African Federated Chamber of Industries which had supported a
1955-56 ‘Buy South African’ campaign showed little enthusiasm when subsequent
attempts were made to revive the cause. As South African Industry and Trade noted,
organisers had been ‘highly critical of the indifference of industry to the selling
opportunities offered by the campaign’. Advertising agencies, they claimed, had
‘sabotaged’ the potential value of ‘Buy South African’ advertising by advising their
clients against including campaign slogans in their individual advertisements. However,
the Chamber of Industries had little time for such complaints: ‘the real trouble lay in the
fact that every advertising campaign must be part of a marketing plan, and that ‘Buy
South African’ was never a marketing plan’. Preliminary market studies were essential

to any professional advertising campaign and it was doubtful whether relaunching Buy
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South African was realistic or desirable: ‘the individual manufacturer can make and
substantiate claims only for his own product’.%3

Patriotic trade campaigns were revived more successfully in Australia and Canada.
And yet, whereas such campaigns had been used to promote a wider sense of Britannic
loyalism before the Second World War, activists promoting patriotic trade in the 1950s
were almost solely concerned with aiding the position of national industry and
alleviating balance-of-payments problems. The gradual dismantling of import controls
gave impetus to the development of national buying campaigns, which can be viewed as
part of a wider effort to reduce their dependence on trade with the UK. After all, these
countries had little choice but to import large quantities of British goods during the
heyday of the Sterling Area, import controls, and bulk purchasing in the 1940s and early
1950s.

The Victorian Chamber of Manufactures held the first Australian Industries Fair in
Melbourne in 1955 and played a prominent role in the launching of a Buy Australian
campaign in 1961, shortly before the British government announced its attention to
apply for EEC membership. The campaign received support from TV stations and civic
organisations such as the Housewives’ Association.** Post-war Buy Australian rhetoric
occasionally made reference to the need to develop the industrial strength of their
‘British’ nation. For example, readers of the Shop Assistant of Australia were informed
in 1953 that the nation’s ‘greatest contribution to the British Commonwealth and her
Allies is to develop strength’.% Yet, if the extensive records kept by the Made-in-
Australia Council are typical, references to the UK trade link had all but disappeared
from the rhetoric of such campaigns by the late 1950s, which now focused instead on

presenting Australia as an affluent, modern consumer society.® Manufacturers were
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encouraged to use the Buy Australian Made logo to help consumers identify national
products and counter the growing inflow of foreign consumer goods.®’

A similar ‘Made in Canada’ campaign was launched by the Canadian Manufacturers
Association in 1958. Unsurprisingly, given the marginal role which trade with Britain
played in the Canadian economy by this time, UK trade links were barely discussed.%®
Instead, the creation of the European Economic Community and Britain’s membership
of the European Free Trade Area were presented as major obstacles to trade to which
Canada should respond by strengthening its industrial base and seeking out new export
markets.® From the late 1950s onwards Australian and Canadian businesspeople and
politicians began to make substantial efforts to promote economic co-operation with
East Asia, this resulted, in part, from Britain’s closening bonds with western Europe

following the creation of the European Free Trade Area in 1957.1%

Conclusion

At the beginning of the twentieth century it was relatively easy for people in Britain
and the settler colonies to see themselves as united by common tastes and cultures.
According to leading advertisers like T.B. Browne these were not really ‘foreign’
markets, given they shared many characteristics with the UK. If anything, these existing
bonds of sentiment were reinforced by the crisis conditions of the inter-war years, when
‘Buy British’ rhetoric was at the height of its influence. When J. Walter Thompson
developed an international organisation at this time it built on existing local cultures and
British World links rather than imposing an ‘Americanised” model of marketing. While
the inter-war years were a period when national buying campaigns grew in influence,

advocates of such campaigns also promoted a wider sense of Britannic loyalism,
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although their efforts to promote the purchase and national and imperial goods were
shaped by wider anxieties about national development.

After the Second World War patriotic buying was recast as an insular activity,
focused on national economic development, rather than the wider concerns with
promoting imperial trade. At the same time, developments within the fields of
advertising and market research cast doubt on the value of using patriotism to appeal to
consumers. Patriotic trade campaigns in the post-war period were usually resorted to in
times of uncertainty and crisis, there were few efforts to make them a regular feature of
everyday consumer life of the kind which had been common in the 1930s. Businesses
were now encouraged to scientifically investigate the needs and interests of particular
groups of consumers and target advertising campaigns to appeal to these different
sectional interest groups. In such a world, British World trade networks established by

earlier generations seemed increasingly outmoded.
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Figure 1- Catalogue of the Centenary All-Australian Exhibition (1934), front and back
cover

Figure 2- Trade campaigns promoted by the Department of Trade and Commerce
targeting Canadian and British consumers respectively. (Left) ‘Made in Canada
campaign, Industrial Canada pamphlet (detail)’, Department of Trade and Commerce
papers (hereafter DTC), RG20, file 17417, Libraries and Archives Canada (hereafter
LAC), Ottawa; (Right) ‘Canada Calling Liverpool’ display, n.d. [1937], DTC, RG20,
vol. 204, LAC.
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