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Ali stai r Sm ith 
d i r ec to r o f m e d ia r e l ati o n s , Barcl ays.

Successful communication of M&A ac tivit y is rooted in having a clear 
strategic stor y. You must know where the business is going, where it 
has been and how management wants to communicate the strategy. 
Understanding ver y clearly where the proposed deal f its into that 
strategy and having the evidence and data to suppor t it is the foundation 
for the communications process.

B e c lear  ab o u t w hic h s enio r  e xe c u t i ve s  ar e ac t ual ly  key de c is ion 
maker s,  an d w ho t he ‘go to p er s on’  i s  to  ge t  r apid de c is ions w hic h 
al low yo u to ac t  an d r e sp ond quic k ly  to event s .  I t  i s  v i t a l  t hat 
communic at ions ar e not  imp e de d by b ur eauc r ac y.

The rhythm of communications is driven by the importance of the deal and 
the news cycle, and managing those rhythms can impose an incredibly 
short-term view. It is vital that a separate stream of planning work goes on 
that tries to look at the whole war instead of just the day’s battle.

It is incredibly important to know what investors, regulators, key media 
commentators and political stakeholders think at the outset. People make 
assumptions about what these are, and these can be f lawed. It may be some 
way down the line before you realise that the starting point was wrong and 
you need to recalibrate. 

Building relationships with the media over time, including the time 
that senior management spend engaging with journalists and talking to 
them in normal times, is vital groundwork if only for prac tical reasons, 
because you have a huge amount of back stor y to get across if you only 
talk to them at the stage when you ac tually need them. 

SEC rules mean that all internal communications must be f iled with 
them, and there are Bloomberg journalists in New York reading 
ever y thing. When draf ting internal communications, we had to be 
conscious that there was an even greater than usual likelihood of them 
turning up on the newswires and in the papers.

Ale x Co le 
G lo bal h e ad o f co r po r ate affai r s , Ca d bu ry.

A bid bat tle is a long process. There is a desire to bring out all your guns 
early when you really need to hold back your ammunition.

Your chance of independence once a bid is announced is very slender. If 
you move people’s minds to think there is a chance, then you have done a 
good job as communicators.  

You need to consider the relat ionship bet ween the media, and the 
analyst s and shareholder communities. You need to ensure that the 
relat ionship bet ween investor relat ions and communications is a 
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good one, and that they under stand the value of each other ’s audiences. 
It  is  the age old di lemma of how do you get IR people to think that 
communications mat ter dur ing the cour se of a bid and that i t  isn’t all 
going to be decided by investor s. 

There are more emotions at play than people think. You can’t ignore them.  
You need to use them to your advantage. We used the passion of people inside 
company as an external communications message. It also served to focus the 
organisation, and it has a value. Instead of being paralysed by the prospect of 
takeover, everybody was delivering to show ‘Purple Power’. 

It  is  ver y easy to allow the ‘what i f s ’  of takeover s to lead you to not be 
c lear about your messaging. I  always said that in defending Cadbur y, we 
had to ac t l ike the aggressor. We were ver y c lear and knew exac tly what 
we would say for ever y single scenario. We had ver sions draf ted and 
agreed with our board in advance, even an agreement on the t ime we 
would leave bet ween something happening and us responding. 

Staying c lose to the output is i t s own challenge. A s well  as planning and 
br ief ing, you need to f ind the t ime to follow the coverage – and str ike 
while the iron is hot to pick up new issues and leads. We had somebody 
reading the online stor ies as they came out, spot t ing leads and correc t ing 
error s because ver y of ten f ir s t edit ions had got something sl ightly wrong. 

It  is  per fec tly possible to correc t or redirec t 
the angle of an online piece, which then has i t s 
own impac t on the stor ies being writ ten later 
in the day.

We measured how we were doing on our 
message penetration on a weekly basis.  This 
ensured we stayed focused on dr iving the 
key sound bites and our posit ion with the 
core correspondent s and publications. It  was 
independent evaluation that cut through the 
mountain of c l ippings and got to the hear t of 
how we – and the other side – were doing.

Ch r i sti na M i ll s 
g lo bal h e ad o f m e d ia r e l ati o n s  
R i o Ti nto.

A bid galvanises an organisation. We are a 
changed organisation since our biggest r ival BHP 
Billiton launched a hostile bid. We had a year 
in which we had to defend ourselves. We used 
to only talk at results time, but suddenly we 
were f ighting for our lives and it transformed 
what we did. We were able to take journalists 
out to Australia, show them enormous machines 
digging enormous holes and where the value was 
in our assets. We won the value bat tle for our 
iron ore business in Australia because we ac ted 
really quickly. You can get f irst mover advantage 
if there is something you want to defend or 
promote. Push it out ver y quickly, and get the 
other team on the back foot.

It is ver y impor tant if you are on the acquiring 
side of a cross border transac tion that you learn, 
in a humble manner, f rom the company you are 
acquiring about what it needs in its local market 
and how it behaves.
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shareholders. Keep an eye on shareholders at all times . Talk to them every 
single day. Corporate brokers play a role in that. 

Ever y company who is defending themselves needs to remind their 
stakeholders that a lot of takeovers destroy value. I don’t think that you can 
say that of ten enough. 

Jam e s Mu rgatroyd 
Ma nag i n g par tn e r , Fi n s bu ry.

[For British companies] you have to be careful not to use the Union Jack 
defence. Cadbur y had emotional ties, and people from the family came out 
and said patriotic things. Tr y to harness that. So long as there are people 
who make that case on your behalf, then that is okay. But if you make that 
case yourself, you run the risk of crossing the line from the shareholders’ 
viewpont. There is a dif ference bet ween what shareholders want from a bid 
and what the press are looking for, and it comes down to price. 

When good times are here, you still need to communicate. A lot of people 
think that when times are good then they don’t need to talk to the media. 
Fred Goodwin was a classic example. And the same is true during the whole 
bid process. You need to talk to correspondents pret t y much daily, still have 
something for the Sundays (because if you don’t then the other guys will), 
and keep in touch with the commentators. But that does not mean simply 
asking What are you writing today?  but having an interesting angle to help 
take stor y for ward.  
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If you are in-house, you cannot do this on your 
own, however much experience you have got. 
You need to manage agencies as an ex tension of 
yourself and that includes occasionally having a 
lie in or Sunday of f because, other wise, ever ybody 
gets deal fatigue.

Communications in a bid battle become much more 
important when analysts are compromised. You need 
to be clear about your top three messages, especially 
as you are going to have to react to the issues of 
the day and the arrows coming from the other side. 
Focus on the bigger prize and longer term. It is not 
just what is in the press today. It is what we need to 
do tomorrow, Sunday and next week. 

It is simple stuf f but a lot of defence is about the 
value of business and how you demonstrate that 
and what you do about it. It is ver y impor tant 
that you don’t let yourself get pushed around by 
ever y thing going on day to day. 

Ian K i n g 
d e put y bus i n e ss e d ito r , Th e T i m e s.

A good communications team will be pulling 
in favours f rom down the years that they have 
accumulated. Cadbur y made great at tempts to 
get to know ever yone and to give us access to the 
executives over the years. And they have a ver y 
charismatic chairman in Roger Carr, who played 
an absolute blinder throughout the bid. 

On day one of the Cadbur y bid, I rang Ian 
Hay thornthwaite, one of the few chief executives 
of a FTSE 100 company who has successfully 
seen of f a hostile bid, and he said It is all about 
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