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I am a PR and marketing communications professional with more 
than 30 years’ experience working for blue-chip and challenger 
brands.

I have worked in-house and in-agency and I have handled PR 
and communications strategy for more than 100 organisations 
worldwide.

I have won many awards for my work and I have created world-
class teams.

I am a problem solver.

InTRoDuCtiON



Career highlights include:

• Announcing the death of the VCR for Dixons, driving sales of 
the redundant technology and causing a surge in sales of its 
replacement, the DVD player.  I repeated this success with the 
35mm camera, the cathode ray TV, the cassette tape and the 
floppy disc. 

• Creating the Growing Underground brand and securing global 
media coverage for London’s first underground farm. 

• Successful navigation of brands through Competition 
Commission and OFT enquiries. 

• Launching the Boring Conference to international acclaim: a 
veritable ‘Who’s That’ of specialist speakers.



I founded Houston Public Relations in 2007 and led the 
business until Autumn 2018, building it into an award-winning 
consultancy with an international reputation.  Houston 
handled consumer, corporate and capital markets programmes 
for a global client base.  In late 2018 I sold the business to 
private equity investors.  Following a 12-month transitional 
period I am back at the coalface.
 
Prior to Houston, I was Group Director of International Media 
Relations at Dixons Group PLC and prior to that I was Head 
of EMEA Communications at Broadview International LLC, 
a Global Technology Investment Bank.



I am a frequent commentator on PR and communications issues.  
I have appeared on BBC Radio 4 Today, Daily Politics, The Week in 
Westminster, BBC Radio 4’s Word of Mouth, Pienaar’s Politics, the 
BBC 6 O’Clock and 10 O’Clock News, ITN News, Sky News, CNN and 
many others, as well as in countless national and international 
newspapers and magazines.  I am a visiting lecturer on the MBA 
programme at the University of St Andrews.  I am a member of the 
PRCA.

I run the ‘How Not To’ Guide to PR’, the hugely-popular unofficial 
training manual for PR practitioners, and The Buzzsaw, an online 
app that automatically strips jargon out of press releases and 
speeches.

hamish@heardvsherd.com



My approach to strategy and measurement

My clients define measurements of programme success

Strategy can take many 
forms.  Fundamentally, PR is 
a negotiation between the 
objectives of my clients and 
the attention span of their 
audiences.

My role is to understand my 
client’s ambitions and use 
PR techniques of various 
kinds to build an irresistible 
narrative that motivates the 
audience to act.

The primary requirements in a 
successful PR practitioner are 
listening and understanding.  
Creativity is vital, but it is 
useless without those two 
things.





COnsumeR



COrPoRate/b2B



CAPital MARkeTS

Public figuRes
I also advise public figures, including CEOs, charity 
leaders, figures from the entertainment industry, 
figures with a significant professional brand and 
political figures.  Discretion in these cases is vital.  All 
engagements conform with a strict moral code.



The following is a selection of my work.  These 
illustrate tactics rather than strategy, but they give 
a sense of thought process and outcomes.  I’d be 
happy to share more detail and put you in touch with 
referees.



I launched London’s first 
subterranean farm, advising 
on brand, media strategy and 
crowdfunding.  I created the 
Growing Underground brand and 
brokered a partnership for the 
founders with celebrity chef Michel 
Roux Jr.  My work won a PR Week 
award for marketing campaign of 
the year, an industry Oscar.  Since 
launch I have generated more than 
120 TV reports and huge volumes 
of global media coverage and 
seen the business through several 
successful funding rounds.



I launched Sainsbury’s hugely 
popular ‘Feed Your Family For a 
Fiver’ promotion with celebrity 
chef Jamie Oliver.

Timed to coincide with the 
downturn in 2007/08, the 
initiative captured national 
headlines and the hearts and 
minds of shoppers.



I advised easyHotel on capital 
markets, corporate and consumer 
PR.  The latter was a particular 
highlight, with the ‘fake views’ 
campaign (rentable £1 fake 
window views to Velcro to hotel 
room walls) leading a strong field.

The campaigns, focusing on 
easyHotel’s low budget, high 
comfort attributes, were widely 
covered by national media, 
including The Sun, The Daily Mail, 
The Telegraph, and ITV News.



I launched a space funerals 
business for Ascension Flights, a 
division of the pioneering near-
earth space flights business, Sent 
Into Space.

My personal highlight was a page 
3 piece in The Sun newspaper, 
featuring my headline, 
‘Ashtronauts’.



To make use of one the UK’s 
most underused promotional 
opportunities, I put short story 
extracts on the back of 10 million 
Asda cereal boxes, in a campaign 
that I called Facebox Time.

Asda’s own brand boxes featured 
‘breakfast serials’ and outsold 
Kellogg’s for the first time in their 
trading history.  The campaign 
generated huge amounts of 
goodwill with parents anxious to 
wean their children away from 
electronic devices.



Working closely with the senior 
leadership team, I positioned 
Aptitude Software as an
Authority and problem solver 
across complex accountancy 
industry topics, including 
revenue recognition, global 
accounting change and the 
future role of the CFO.



For John Lewis I rewrote wartime 
classic Make Do and Mend for 
the 21st Century.  The booklet, 
which incorporated tweetable 
money-saving tips from some of 
John Lewis’s 28,000 employees, 
sold through four print runs, 
generated huge amounts of media 
coverage and built consumer 
trust during the first months of 
the global financial crisis.  The 
campaign set the DNA for John 
Lewis’s subsequent world-famous 
Christmas ad campaigns.



I proposed that ONE Water, which 
supports clean water projects 
worldwide, launch a new trial 
water bottle to coincide with 
World Water Day – 22nd March 
2017.

This bold and cost effective stunt 
would emulate the sort of water 
that millions are struggling to 
survive on.  Boosted by social 
media, the story reached an 
audience in the tens of millions.



I was approached by entrepreneur Nigel 
Clarke to launch his ‘call centre menu 
navigation website’.  I focused on the 
inventor and his unlikely passion for call 
centre menus.

This launch was an international hit, 
reported worldwide – from the lead story 
on Mail Online to appearances on CNN, BBC 
News, Watchdog, Newsnight and ITV.

Within 3 months of launch Nigel’s website 
had received more than 1.5 million 
page views, setting him up to generate 
advertising revenues to fund project 
development.



I examined the small print of 
Virgin Money’s life insurance 
policy and discovered a range 
of imaginary risks that are not 
specifically excluded.

This gave me a platform to 
promote a policy that appealed 
to the 18-30 age bracket, 
fulfilling the commercial 
objective set by our client.



To coincide with the 50th 
anniversary of Milton Keynes, 
I positioned it as the most 
famous New Town in the world 
by bringing real people with real 
stories to the fore.

Using a combination of PR 
tactics, I shone a light on the city 
as a fantastic place to live and 
work and a place of unexpected 
cultural, historical and natural 
significance.



Dreams engaged me to sell more 
mattresses.  I launched ‘snooze 
by’ dates to encourage replacing 
a mattress every 8 years.

I partnered with a leading health 
and hygiene consultant to 
discover the uncomfortable truth 
about old mattresses.



Virgin Money wanted to draw 
attention to their offering in the 
travel insurance market.

I looked at modern, often 
competitive, attitudes to family 
holidays – and the sorts of 
activities enjoyed today versus 
a decade ago.  I crafted a story 
around ‘Adventure Holiday 
Insurance’ and the sorts of 
things (from archaeological digs 
to black water rafting) that are 
now covered in the Virgin policy.



I promoted an air-cleaning 
poem, to draw attention to the 
University of Sheffield’s work on 
catalytic chemicals that draw 
pollution out of the atmosphere.

The poem was written by the 
University’s professor of poetry, 
Simon Armitage.



I launched ‘find similar’ software 
for start-up Cortexica, based in
the Imperial College Incubator.  
The software scans a fashion item 
and finds similar items online.
I described it as the Shazam of 
fashion.

The wave of publicity enabled 
Cortexica to progress important 
conversations with investors and 
potential clients.



Clintons retained me for several years 
to run a consumer and corporate PR 
programme.

Consumer PR was based around 
social trends and key dates in the 
annual celebration calendar.  An 
annual Christmas Card index, looking 
at depictions of Christmas scenes 
(evidence of global warming in snow 
cover, for instance) was a consistent 
hit.

A corporate engagement programme 
with national trade titles also formed 
part of the brief.



For Ladbroke’s I devised 
the BootMobile, a 
converted Robin 
Reliant, to help the 
nation celebrate 
England’s place in the 
World Cup.

The Bootmobile 
appeared in national 
media and was set to go 
on tour, and then the 
inevitable happened.



For the University of Sheffield, 
I publicised the view of an 
academic that in time humans 
will in all probability develop
beaks as a replacement for teeth.



For a pioneering audio sat-nav 
tour guide business I launched 
1066-and-all-that-Nav.



Debenhams engaged me to 
promote swimwear for mature 
women as part of their award-
winning work on positive self-
image.

The engagement was an 
enormous success.



For ASDA I executed a programme 
to support their in-store 
electricals business.  Messaging 
was based around price 
breakthroughs, affordable quality 
and consumer trends.  ASDA 
outperformed leading pure-play 
electrical retail brands for media 
coverage during my tenure.



I was engaged by Tech M&A firm 
Magister Advisors to promote 
their thought leadership.  The 
firm’s founder was a regular 
commentator on tech industry 
trends on television and in top 
tier business titles worldwide.



For the University of Sheffield, 
I created the world’s biggest 
bicycle in a field adjacent to the 
Tour de France’s Yorkshire leg.

The stunt drew attention to the 
pioneering work of Professor Sir 
Hans Krebs on the Krebs Cycle, 
a crucial aspect of athlete’s 
physiology.



I tore up the rule book for 
promoting boutique hotels by 
building a campaign around a 
block of wood.

The owner found the image of ET 
in a tree stump as he cut wood for 
the log fire.

I reverse-engineered local links 
to several sci-fi movies and 
bookings at the hotel surged.  
The log also featured in Ripley’s 
Believe It or Not.



My brand work for Gerber 
reached millions of consumers 
through national news and 
product placement in lifestyle 
titles.



I put security firm Ground Labs 
on the map with my work for 
them, quantifying the risks of 
poor security.

Global awareness of Ground 
Labs spiked as a result of my 
work.



I publicised Hi-Cone, a 
photodegradable plastic 
packaging product, securing 
national print, online and 
broadcast coverage for its role 
as one of the ‘hidden heroes’ of 
everyday life.



For the University of Sheffield, 
I announced the possible 
discovery of extra-terrestrial 
particles in the upper 
atmosphere, delivered in the 
tails of comets.



I made a significant contribution 
to sales of Pomegreat juice 
through a series of health-
related stories linked to the 
benefits of pomegranates on 
a range of conditions.  Stories 
were based around peer-reviewed 
medical research.  Some of the 
announcements led to sustained 
spikes in sales of several hundred 
percent.



I launched Savse, the UK’s first 
vegetable smoothie drink.

Huge volumes of coverage opened 
doors with retailers and led to 
listings with national chains.



To coincide with Screwfix’s 
sponsorship of the Masters 
Football tournament on Sky 
Sports, I ran an ‘unlikely 
lookalike’ competition for 
Screwfix trade customers.

The successful entrants formed 
two competing squads who played 
as a prelude to the programme.

The search achieved wallpaper 
coverage in tabloids for Screwfix.



I advised Swantex, Britain’s 
leading Christmas cracker, 
wrapping paper and tinsel 
manufacturer, on corporate and 
consumer PR.

An annual Cracker Joke report 
previewed the jokes most likely to 
make families groan.

I also launched ‘Tinseltown’ in the 
Welsh valleys – a Swantex factory 
supplying the country with tinsel.



I put British tech start-up 
Veritape on the map, highlighting 
the security risks at call centres.

Veritape, and its proprietary 
technology, sold to a UK security 
firm.



I drove much-needed footfall for 
Vision Express with a variety of 
consumer stories, including the 
brand’s decision to trial sales of 
monocles.

Mission accomplished.



For Dixons, Currys and PC 
World, I devised and executed 
a series of stories that were 
obituary notices for outgoing 
pieces of technology.
The stories were worldwide 
hits, driving sales of the 
outgoing products and sales of 
their replacements.
They positioned Dixons Group 
as a bellwether for consumer 
technology trends.



The make-or-break elements of a great story.   
If yours doesn’t have at least one of these, it won’t fly.

The Periodic Table of Story Elements
My litmus test for an effective announcement or stunt, based on my experience and close 

observation of many successful PR and marketing communications campaigns over three decades.

Sigh
Nostalgia 

101

Oof
Personal 

105

Bam!
Conflict 

106

Aw
Emotion 

102

Eh?
Surprise 

103

Phew
Reassurance 

107

NoWay
Weird 
108

Look
Setting 

109

Ah
Meaning 

104

Oi!
Call-to-arms 

104

Eek
Shock 

110

Grr
Anger 

111

Ha!
Humour 

112

Mwah
Desire 

113

Yss
Justice 

114

Oh
Clarification 

115

\O/
Character 

116

No!
Outrage 

117

Uah
Counter-intuition 

118

Tvm
Help 
119

Prrr
Flattery 

120

A-z
Change 

121

Ooh
Mystery 

122

Aha
Confirmation 

123

Psst
Gossip 

126

Oed
Neologism 

127

Wow
A deal 

128

Zoom
Action 
129

123
List 
130

Uhoh
Fear/uncertainty/ 

doubt 124

Eww
Discomfort 

125



HamiSh THoMPsOn has worked in 
PR and marketing for thirty years, 
both in-house and as founder and 
managing director of Houston 
Public Relations, a multi-award 

winning consultancy that he sold to private equity 
investors in Autumn 2018.  He has worked for more 
than 100 national and international brands on PR 
and communications strategy, including Dixons Group 
PLC, J Sainsbury PLC, Bosch, John Lewis, Gerber Juice, 
Johnson Matthey PLC, Growing Underground and a 
host of consumer and business to business brands.  He 
has been a member of the PR Week Powerbook for four 
years, is a frequent commentator on communications 
issues and is an occasional guest lecturer on the MBA 
programme at the University of St Andrews.  He is a 
member of the Chartered Institute of Public Relations.
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