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Alternatives business and market update

Talent in demand

We have experienced significant demand for specialist 
talent across display, social and search digital, comms (both 
internal, corporate, consumer & B2B), video, content, demand 
generation, performance marketing, marketing automation 
and paid digital media, as well as insights specialists, 
strategic planners, brand experts, innovation, proposition 
specialists and product managers, CX specialists, UX and 
data and behavioural science experts.

There has also been a requirement for EMEA and global 
strategic and commercial marketing talent from mid to 
director level in the drinks and foods sectors, due in part to 
the growth in the spirits markets with lots of new distillers and 
new brands, as well as established firms setting up their EMEA 
or Global teams out of Ireland.

Key talent areas sought after by the Tech sector are not 
surprisingly French, German, Spanish and other language and 
market specific marketing specialists, as well as marketing 
automation and paid search specialists.

Marketing and HR consultancy

With an increased understanding in the market of the 
potential impact of strong marketing, we have seen 
demand from CEOs/MDs and CMOs for input into the role 
of the marketing function, marketing structures, brand and 
marketing strategy, marketing effectiveness and ways of 
working post significant restructuring.

We have also experienced a significant rise in demand for 
HR consultancy services to advise on employer branding, 
talent attraction, talent pipelines and recruitment strategies, 
candidate screening and acting as marketing experts on 
interview panels for leadership positions.

Permanent recruitment

The market continued to remain very dynamic with most 
sectors recruiting actively, except for those most concerned 
about the impact of Brexit or their own market challenges 
(such as food, manufacturing, Agri, FS and the Motor industry), 
who were more cautious.

In addition to more established corporates and 
multinationals, there has been significant growth in the 
number of small to mid-sized, scaling companies recruiting, 
with these often offering career opportunities with broader 
responsibility and a real opportunity to make a difference.

We’ve also seen demand from scaling tech companies, where 
the only barrier to growth is not being able to hire the talent 
fast enough.

Senior Roles- Search and Selection

The market for senior roles has been less busy than that at 
mid-level, as one might expect, however there have been 
a number of director level roles with an emphasis on brand, 
marketing, commercial, innovation, creative, digital and data 
leadership, from Board level to functional management.

Some of the international searches Alternatives Elect has 
been working on recently include a Commercial Director for 
a new Distillery, Executive Creative Director and MD for a new 
creative agency, Business Development Director, Commercial 
Marketing Director-B2B, Chief Marketing Officer, Innovation 
Director and Strategy Director, so varied opportunities do exist.

Clients are increasingly seeking real diversity as well as 
gender balance. We are passionate about diversity on every 
dimension and do our utmost ensure that our talent shortlists 
are curated to reflect it in all its forms.

Flexible Working

Companies and people continue to embrace flexible talent 
and remote & flexible working.

The gig economy as it is often termed is now a mainstream 
way of operating. Hence it’s been a busy year for our 
Flexible Panel of interim managers, contractors and senior 
consultants, who are working on projects such as building 
out CX strategies and frameworks in organisations, new 
brand development in forecourts, new brand and product 
development in telcos, advising on the future corporate 
and internal communications strategy and best fit structure, 
developing differentiated brand and marketing strategies in 
financial services.

We have seen demand for interim managers working across 
sectors at mid to very senior level on a project basis or 
covering maternity leave.

Significantly, we have seen a marked rise in demand in 
2019 for marketing and digital executives with 2-5 years’ 
experience on a short term or project basis. Recruiting on a 
short term basis for this level can be extremely challenging 
due to the number of permanent roles open to this level and 
the wide choice of opportunities and companies need to be 
really realistic about what they have to offer and run very 
efficient recruitment processes. 
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2019 was a busy year in the market for talent, even with Brexit looming in the background. Here Bernie Keogh, 
MD of Alternatives, looks at the talent and skill sets in demand, from an Alternatives perspective.



Winner Marketer of the Year 2019™

Emma Kiernan from Dublin Zoo has just been nominated 
Marketer of the Year™ 2019. Transforming a brand from one 
that’s simply liked to one that’s truly loved is no mean feat. 
Since 2011 our winner has elevated the role of marketing within 
her organisation and, as result, has created a whole new 
world of opportunity.

She has devised and implemented a marketing strategy 
that has transformed visitor numbers to Dublin Zoo to 
experience the world class centre of learning about wildlife 
and conservation and immersed visitors in an unforgettable 
experience. As well as generating record-breaking visitor 
numbers she has also secured new commercial partnerships 
focused on sustainability with the values ‘Education, 
Conservation and Family’ at the core of every business 
decision.

She’s also the driving force behind Wild Lights, one of Dublin’s 
most keenly anticipated events of the Winter season (for 
kids and adults alike). As a result Dublin Zoo is now Ireland’s 
number 1 family attraction and a not for profit organisation 
welcoming over 1.2 million visitors annually.

Here’s her story.

The Challenge

Emma Kiernan recognised the massive potential of the 
brand. However, Dublin Zoo’s status as one of the nation’s 
most beloved attractions had yet to be established when 
she joined as marketing manager in 2011. There was a lack of 
understanding around the Zoo and its mission, questions were 
being raised about the role of zoos in general. Brand equity 
was low, and marketing’s key function within the organisation 
was to drive footfall through price led promotions. She 
subsequently devised a marketing strategy that would 
position Dublin Zoo as one of the most trusted brands in 
Ireland.

Her first challenge was to clearly define the Dublin Zoo’s 
brand values and target audience. After a period of research, 
it defined its core values as ‘Education, Conservation and 
Family’. These values are the cornerstone of Dublin Zoo’s 
overall business and marketing strategy and inform every 
marketing decision, activation and communication. Irish 
mums, 24-44, with children under the age of 12 (and which 
made up 67% of the footfall), were the bulls-eye target. Time 
poor, they craved quality ‘traditional’ activities with their 
children. Dublin Zoo provided a safe environment which 
was outdoors, educational and tech free. Price although 
important, wasn’t the key issue for them, belief and trust 
were. Not over commercialising the zoo was key and any 
partnerships needed to reflect the core brand values.

A premium value was assigned to the brand. As a charity, 
the marketing budget was minimal. All advertising spend 
was cancelled and the decision was made to focus on PR 
and building media relations, to build trust and awareness. 

The Zoo TV series was a cornerstone of this strategy, the 
promotional strategy was re-focused, and all discounting 
promotions were ceased during peak season. Editorial control 
of ‘The Zoo’ TV series, now in its eighth year, sits with Dublin 
Zoo. Emma and Director, Leo Oosterweghel take viewers on a 
journey of learning, building trust and authority.

The Strategy

To achieve the desired brand loyalty, increase visitor numbers 
and drive revenue, Emma developed and implemented 
numerous communications frameworks and strategies for 
Dublin Zoo.

As a not-for-profit organisation, the Zoo is dependent on 
gate receipts and commercial revenue – the majority of 
which is generated by sponsorship - for the continuous 
development and improvement the Zoo. In 2017, it announced 
a five-year sponsorship with SSE Airtricity as the official 
Sustainability Partner to the Zoo. Emma Kiernan created a 
partnership with enabled SSE Airtricity to deliver massively 
successful “Sustainability Weekends” for visitors. Amongst 

Emma Kiernan, The Creator of “Wild Lights” and 
driver of record-breaking numbers at Dublin Zoo, 

wins Marketer Of The Year™ 2019
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other on-going initiatives, they have invested in an ECO 
Explorer trail and app with ten educational stations around 
the Zoo encouraging over a million visitors to live more 
sustainably. Four water stations around the zoo that have 
refilled over a million water bottles in 12 months, encouraging 
visitors not to buy plastic. 

The Arrival Of “Wild Lights”

Revenue earned through ticket sales is vital to funding 
essential infrastructural developments such as new habitats 
or educational facilities. Driving footfall to generate revenue is 
therefore a primary focus for all marketing and PR campaigns.

Over five years, the Zoo’s annual footfall figure had risen year-
on-year. From March – August, the Zoo can be almost at full 
capacity, with daily footfall rates recorded of up to 12,000. 
During this period, it is not possible to increase footfall further 
without significantly changing infrastructure. Emma Kiernan 
needed to think outside the box and create something new 
that utilised the Zoo’s existing facilities, took place during off-
peak season and reflected its core values. The answer was 
developing a new event designed to attract visitors over the 
Winter period and, for the first time in history, opening the Zoo 
gates at night-time.

Actions And Tactics

 ‘Wild Lights’ opened in November 2017. Traditional pathways 
at the Zoo were replaced with a bespoke lantern trail 
designed specifically for the activity and inspired by wildlife. 
The event was designed by the marketing team and a brand-
new “Wild Lights” brand and look was created. “Wild Lights” 
was the first event of its kind in Ireland and the first time the 
Zoo had ever hosted a large-scale night-time event. Emma 
Kiernan is responsible for design, installation, daily operations, 
marketing and sales.

The scale of the build was beyond anything Dublin Zoo had 

ever undertaken with 30 Chinese artists taking four-month 
to create the lanterns and two months to finish and install 
the exhibition. A phased integrated marketing plan targeting 
woman with children was created across PR, print, TV, 
outdoor, radio unpinned by an always on digital campaign.

The Results

The results in year one exceeded all expectations;

• Dublin Zoo’s organic Facebook campaign delivered a 
reach of 4.7m with almost 900k organic video views

• PR delivered 108 pieces of editorial over a four-month 
period including RTE’s Six and Nine o’clock news, the front 
page of the Irish Times and the front page of The Irish 
Independent. Total opportunities to see and hear 15,567,
165                                              

• Campaign reached 72% across Dublin Zoo’s key 
demographic of housekeepers with kids  

The inaugural year of “Wild Lights” sold out at 190,000 tickets. 
The second year was even more successful, selling out at 
223,000 tickets. Emma Kiernan has designed a completely 
new theme for 2019 ‘Stories, Myths and Legends’ which is 
currently almost completely sold out. All of this was achieved 
with a tight marketing budget and a very dedicated, creative 
marketing team.

Marketer Of The Year 2019 Finalists

One of four finalists, Emma Kiernan beat tough competition 
from PJ Brigdale, An Post; Rossa Butler, Littlewoods Ireland 
and Una Fitzgibbon, Bord Bia.
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Customer sentiment in the last 
year was strong but less robust 
than previous years and although 
the future trading outlook was still 
positive overall, it shows signs of 
declining. This is due to a large 
degree by Brexit, which is seen 
as a major threat and level of 
preparedness for Brexit is not as 
high as needed.

It remains a competitive market for 
talent, putting upward pressure on 
salaries. 2 in 3 got a salary increase 
last year.

It’s the era of the flex generation. 
There’s a drive to embrace flexibility 
both as a means to compete in the 
market using flexible talent and as 
means to engage employees by 
offering flexible working options. 

It’s a well remunerated industry. 
Salaries ranges from support level 
at an average of €34,000 base 
salary (+13% vs LY) to Directors at an 
average of €132,000 (+8% vs LY).

Benefits are much as LY and male 
respondents continue to get more 
benefits across the board than 
female counterparts.

Marketing is working with tight 
resources, with the majority working 
in teams of under 10 people and 
with budgets of under €1m. 

61% of respondents said marketing 
was perceived as a strategic, 
revenue generating partner, down 
a bit from 64% last year. 19% feel it’s 
still seen as a support function.  

Note on Survey: Published October 2019. 1,015 respondents from the marketing, digital, data 
and customer community across 25+ sectors and amongst small, medium & large businesses

Would you like to benchmark how you rate vs the market or vs your sector?  
Are you interested in a bespoke presentation? 

Please contact our team at hello@alternatives.ie 

However the gender pay 
differential is significant and the 
gap in salaries has increased in 
the last year, particularly at head 
of and manager level, despite 
companies stated commitment to 
pay equality. The gap increases 
the more senior the career level, 
including on a like for like role basis.

Issues with engagement continue, 
although the situation has 
somewhat improved vs last year.

With the era of digital there is now 
an over focus on short term tactical 
spend to the detriment of long term 
brand building. 

Top 10 Survey Findings

salary, market insights & sentiment survey 2019

Brexit, declining sentiment, salary increases, gender pay and benefit gaps. This year’s survey had it all.
Now in its sixth year and with over 1,000 respondents from the marketing, digital and customer community, our 
survey took an in-depth look at market sentiment, preparedness for Brexit salaries and benefits, engagement and 
the strategic role and focus of the marketing function. Here are the Top 10 findings:

1

4

7

2

5

8

10

3

6

9

6



The multidisciplinary nature of the modern marketing discipline, 
plus its continual redefinition due to digitization, can make it 
challenging for CEOs and CFOs to truly understand the power 
of marketing and its potential to engage customers, create 
demand, drive growth and increase shareholder value. Hence 
the remit of the Chief Marketing Officer and the marketing 
department can vary widely within different organisations and 
sectors. 

Our recent survey demonstrates that in some sectors such 
as Drinks (81%), FMCG (57%), Retail (51%) and Telecoms 
(47%) marketing has significant board representation and 
is perceived to be a strategic and commercial function 
with enterprise wide responsibility for designing strategies 
to deliver profitable business growth through customer 
insight, brand strategy, innovation, product and proposition 
design, communications, go to market and omni-channel 
management, pricing, sales enablement, CX and customer 
lifecycle management. 

The organisations where marketing is represented at board 
level perceive marketing as both a science and a creative 
discipline and seek to balance the tension between both 
to build profitable strategies that deliver the commercial 
objectives both short and long term. They invest in brand 
and effectiveness models which empower their marketers to 
assess the ROI on their activities and campaigns in different 
distribution and media channels, which in turn empowers 
marketing to have more robust conversations with finance and 
to collaborate more effectively. When marketing and finance 
have the tools to identify what works and what doesn’t, money 
can be channelled in the right areas and marketing spend 
becomes an investment rather than a cost.   

Compare that to the role of marketing within sectors where 
marketing has lower board representation such as Utilities 
(19%), Tech (29%), Professional Services (30%), FS (improving 
but still low at 32%) and Agri (33%). In these sectors marketing 
can be pigeonholed as a support function with responsibility 
for sales and marketing communications, promotions, events, 
digital, content creation, advertising and social media. These 
organisations are often least likely to be satisfied with the value 
add of their CMO and wider marketing department, however 
they are also the least likely to empower their marketing teams 
with strategic responsibility and the remit to drive a more 
commercial agenda and to invest in the systems and tools 
which give them the means of scientifically analysing the ROI of 
their activity. 

Organisations need to ask themselves if they are limiting 
the potential of marketing in their organisation. The ways 
consumers and customers make decisions and purchase 
is vastly more complex now as a result of digitization and 
arguably the marketing function is becoming more, not less 
important to businesses as new platforms and ways to engage 
or build relationships with consumers emerge and customers 
expect more from brands. C-suite CMOs/ Marketing Directors 
are best placed to align strategic and commercial goals of the 
business with those of its customers as they can represent the 
voice of the customer at the board table.

The variation in how marketing is perceived, and the role 
marketing is allowed play in different organisations and 
industry sectors has significant implications for the careers 
of marketers. As a result, marketers need to carefully select 
their career path to align with their long-term career ambition. 
If a marketer wishes to own both a strategic and commercial 
agenda and ultimately aspires to general management, then it 
is vital to choose an organisation and sector in which marketing 
plays a growth driving role and is a c-suite function. If on the 
other hand, a marketer aspires to become a leading specialist 
in a particular field of marketing, for example strategic 
planning, innovation, product management, e-commerce, 
UX, digital, CX or advertising then they need to look to the 
sectors in which those functions are of critical importance, 
invested in and valued. In any case the onus is on marketers to 
take responsibility for ensuring that they align their talent and 
potential to the organisations and sectors which are best going 
to support their development.

If you would like to explore how you can optimise the role and 
performance of marketing in your organisation or understand 
the implications for your own career path of the different roles 
of marketing across industry sectors, please contact Bernie 
Keogh at bkeogh@alternatives.ie 

The evolving role of marketing. Shaping it for success.  
by Bernie Keogh 
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Global reports show that 75% of the global workforce consider 
flexible working to be the new norm, Remote working, part-
time working, job-sharing, working unconventional hours 
or on contracts, all are part of the significant cultural shift 
from the traditional, full-time nine to five.  62% of employers 
have a flexible workplace policy and over 50% of the global 
workforce work more flexibly in practice. 

Professionals at all life stages, in particular millennials, now 
see their careers very differently. They value life experiences 
more than being tied down to one organisation. They want 
to have more control and work on the things they really care 
about. They value results output rather than hours input. The 
world of technology of course has facilitated this.  

Flexibility- in working conditions and in how we access talent- 
is at the core of the future workplace. 

The Irish market continues to trend this way. 216,000 people 
work on a flexible basis and these numbers will continue 
to rise. Our survey shows that Ireland reflects global 
developments and 75% of respondents have the opportunity 
to work flexibly in some capacity. 55% can work remotely and 
47% have flexible hours and more flexibility is offered the more 
senior the respondent in their career. Telco drinks, financial 
services, tech, healthcare and professional services are the 
sectors most likely to offer flexible options. 

And it’s a big driver of engagement for employees. Flexible 
working–in particular flexible hours- is one of the top 4 factors 
of engagement for employees at all career levels and is a top 
priority for candidates when looking for a new role. 

Flexible talent for success

From a client perspective 70% of respondents across a 
wide range of industries, are accessing flexible talent, such 
as contractors and interim managers.  Those sectors who 
use flexible talent a lot include utilities, retail, government, 
media, agencies, tech and financial Services. The most in 
demand skills within the marketing and digital function are 
predominantly across strategy and planning, brand, digital 
and transformation, innovation, CX and data analytics. 

Our survey also reveals that 33% of respondents have 
contracted or freelanced before.

Accessing flexible talent enables clients compete with agility 
and cost effectively, tap quickly into a wider and diverse 
talent pool for specialist skills and fresh thinking. From the 
contractor’s perspective it can offer the flexibility, to work on 
diverse projects they love, and to live life on their terms.

Are you ready to get flexible?

If you would like to access flexible resources to drive your 
success, please contact Joan Fahey, the Head of Alternatives 
Flexible Panel at jfahey@alternatives.ie

Flexible working – the new norm  
by Joan Fahey 
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