
undoing one of the most stunning
account shifts in Madison Avenue’s
history: Wal-Mart’s October deci-
sion to award its $580 million ac-
count to DraftFCB, just months af-
ter parent company Interpublic
Group of Cos. decided to create the
unit and put Howard Draft—yes, he
of the Aston Martin—at its helm.

Julie Roehm joined Wal-Mart last
January with the mandate to get the
blood flowing in a historically mori-
bund marketing department whose
biggest accomplishment had been
signing off on the treacly smiley-face
icon that symbolized the long-held
price-rollback approach. But instead
of being catalyzed, Wal-Mart and its
culture rejected her like a bad kidney.

Last Thursday, Wal-Mart fired
DraftFCB and said it would begin
another review in which the agency
would not be allowed to participate.
Wal-Mart’s media-buying and 
-planning business will also go back
into review, though winner Carat
will be allowed to participate. 

Ms. Roehm, according to execu-
tives familiar with Wal-Mart, was
felled by her own hubris, but she was
also a victim of the extreme sensitivi-
ties of a Wal-Mart business culture
that forbids its buyers to take so much
as a cup of coffee from vendors and
generally frowns on behavior that
draws attention to its inner workings.
That the mediagenic Ms. Roehm
spent her 11 months at Bentonville in
about as high-profile a manner as a
senior marketer can didn’t help: Her
central project was running an ad re-
view that took her across the country
touring agencies and put her squarely
in the public eye. In retrospect, Julie
Roehm working at Wal-Mart looks
like a match made in hell.

“She just didn’t fit in with the cul-
ture there,” said one executive close
to the imbroglio. “She was not right
for that world.” Ms. Roehm, in an in-
terview, didn’t seem to disagree: “The
history books are littered with com-
panies who sought change and then
decided they didn’t want it. That’s
their prerogative. I still don’t know
specifically what happened there.”

The irony, of course, is that Ms.
Roehm was done in by the very rock-
star qualities that likely made her so
attractive to Wal-Mart in the first
place. After all, the 35-year-old’s ca-
reer was built on controversy. During
her watch at Chrysler, she became fa-
mous in the marketing world for tak-

ing chances on risky plays such as the
infamous “Lingerie Bowl.” She also
signed off on a Dodge Durango spot
that had two men chatting about size
while standing before urinals. And
she’s been an outspoken proponent of
initiatives to change the way ad time
is bought, including a plan to test an
online auction.

Wal-Mart’s leadership was espe-
cially miffed by a September dinner
at New York’s posh Nobu 57,
where, over lychee cocktails and
plate after plate of sushi, lobster and
Kobe beef, a number of search con-
sultants were wooed by executives
at DraftFCB. Also on hand was Ms.
Roehm, who, according to those in
attendance, was effusive about the
newly formed agency’s business
model—a tall, good-looking and
hyper-articulate weapon in Draft-
FCB’s charm attack on the small but
influential crop of consultants. 

Ms. Roehm denied she received
“any gift or gratuity” and said she
paid her own way at the Nobu event. 

“It was one of those hors-d’oeu-
vre-y things, so I’m not sure exactly
what I ate, but I just fully anticipated
that they knew to bill the food back
to Wal-Mart, which is what Draft
had done on other occasions and
what the other agencies did, too.”

Ms. Roehm also denied persis-
tent rumors last week that part of
the reason for her dismissal was that
she had, as some people put it, “an
improper relationship” with Mr.
Womack that would result in Ms.
Roehm’s getting divorced.

She denied that. “There is no im-
proper relationship. Absolutely not.
I’ve had this my whole career. …
I’m meant to have slept with about
half the men I’ve worked with, so I
clearly get around, but I can tell you
I’ve never experienced any of the
benefits of that.”

Said her husband, Mike Roehm:
“No, I’m not divorcing my wife.
Sean is a good family friend of ours.”

Wal-Mart isn’t offering any de-
tail about her departure. But execu-
tives close to the retailer say events
like the Nobu dinner, in addition to
her well-publicized attempt to go for
a ride in Howard Draft’s Aston Mar-
tin while the account review was on-
going, angered Wal-Mart’s senior
leadership at a crucial time. So did
some less-than-classy and widely
criticized Cannes ads that DraftFCB
created for Advertising Age’s Cre-
ativity featuring a pair of lions in a
mating position. All of this comes as
a company that long coasted on easy
growth has seen same-store-sales

declines and, at the same time, has
been trying to emerge from ethical
quagmires such as a fake-blog scan-
dal that recently dominated the me-
dia’s attention.

A DraftFCB expressed “disap-
pointment” at the decision last week
but declined to comment further.
Ms. Roehm declined to comment on
the decision. Wal-Mart declined to
comment on most aspects of the sto-
ry, except to attribute the DraftFCB
decision to “new information ob-
tained in the past two weeks” and to
stress that it was not accusing Ms.
Roehm of any criminal act.

The seven-month review fea-
tured a number of occurrences,
such as the Nobu dinner, that left
those who participated perplexed
and often frustrated, particularly
feeling that DraftFCB had extra
face time with Ms. Roehm and
tried to win the business by low-
balling its rivals, something Ms.
Roehm denied in interviews fol-
lowing the late-October decision.
Yet even the losing bidders for

Wal-Mart’s business, probably the
largest account to go in play this
year, stop short of crying graft. 

The ethics of new business are, to
put it mildly, hazy. As gauche a tactic
as DraftFCB’s Nobu dinner seems
now, a stickler could point out that a
cookout in honor of Wal-Mart held
in July by Ogilvy & Mather, anoth-
er finalist for the business, also
caused problems for a code as tight—
or, as one agency executive put it,
“draconian”—as Wal-Mart’s. 

“I might stop short of calling all
of what went on unethical,” said one
veteran new-business executive.
“But I would call it stupid.”

Ms. Roehm put it differently.
“There’s this strange thing we do

called a chemistry check, where we try
to work out whether we’re a cultural
fit for each other,” she said. “That
means formal meetings, but it also
means informal meetings and maybe
even going to social events together.
You’re not just negotiating FTEs.”
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As Wal-Mart reopens review, Windy City ad community lets out a groan

in the wake of Roehm-gate, Wal-
Mart has gone from being the Chica-
go ad community’s redemption to

being a low point in an already-grim
24 months.

DraftFCB’s victory in Wal-
Mart’s $580 million review was such
a big deal within the moribund
Chicago advertising community
that Mayor Richard M. Daley
crashed the agency’s victory party.

And why not? Local ad agencies
had seen a parade of major accounts
flee the Windy City during the pre-

vious year, and a lot of jobs went
with them.  So a win that let Draft-
FCB add more than 100 people to its
Chicago office—which pitched the
business and was slated to run it—
was a ray of hope.

Was.
In the wake of the ousting of

Wal-Mart’s VP-marketing commu-
nications Julie Roehm, who was said
to have acted unethically during the

retailer’s review, and the subsequent
decision by Wal-Mart to pull the
business, the agency’s Chicago-hir-
ing plans have been shelved. “It’s ac-
curate to say we won’t be going for-
ward with those hires,” a DraftFCB
spokesman said after the business
loss was announced Dec. 7.

Other accounts lost by Chicago
agencies to other markets in the past
12 months include the U.S. Army

($1 billion), Kraft Foods condiments
($35 million), Miller Lite ($180 mil-
lion), Dell Computer ($250 million),
Whirlpool ($44 million), Cadillac
($225 million), Hillshire Farm ($20
million) and Orbitz ($61 million).

“It was a really nice hit for the city
in a year where there weren’t
many,” said Brian Williams, presi-
dent-CEO of Element 79. “And just
like that, it’s gone.” 

Chicago’s agencies had
hoped $580M account
would spark a resurgence

By JEREMY MULLMAN
jmullman@crain.com

Roehm’s idea
for TV-buying
auction still
has support
Wal-Mart may drop out
of e-Media Exchange,
but others forge ahead

By CLAIRE ATKINSON
catkinson@crain.com

julie roehm’s career at Wal-Mart
might be over, but her idea of estab-
lishing an online media exchange is
still on. A group of advertisers in-
volved in e-Media Exchange, a new
system of buying media via an online
auction, met yesterday to further the
project. The group’s aim: rationalizing
the TV-buying business and provid-
ing greater transparency on pricing.  

Participants did not want to dis-
cuss details, but one executive said
the group will continue to forge
ahead with or without Wal-Mart’s
participation. It is unclear whether
Wal-Mart will remain part of the
project now that Ms. Roehm has de-
parted. Ms. Roehm, when she was a
marketing executive at Daimler-
Chrysler, famously raised the
prospect of transforming the up-
front into something more akin to
Nasdaq, proposing a plan to trade
spots in an open market. The idea
was criticized for being unworkable,
but Ms. Roehm pursued it on a
smaller scale and brought in eBay to
develop technology for the project.

The auction system is backed by
both the Association of National Ad-
vertisers and the American Associa-
tion of Advertising Agencies. Other
marketers involved in the launch in-
clude Toyota brand Lexus and Micr-
soft. Marketers have committed
around $50 million to an initial phase,
though it’s unclear whether any net-
works have committed airtime. 

“Julie started the dialogue and
brought it to the attention of every-
one,” one executive present at the
meeting said. “The idea is a good one,
and the way it is morphing into a way
of doing business is not a bad idea. The
industry is supporting it now.” 

NOBU 57: The swanky sushi eatery where DraftFCB courted search consultants

What exactly makes a gift a gift?
Is taking a ride in an Aston Martin or having dinner at Nobu the same as
receiving a gift? There are as many answers to that question as there are
new-business people.

An informal Ad Agesurvey of agency consultants found that
neither individual advertising agencies nor search consultants have
formal guidelines or best practices regulating gift giving or other
overtures.

The leading industry associations don’t have them either. “Every
client is different. It’s hard to have guidelines on accepting gifts or even
meals,” said Bill Duggan, exec VP, Association of National Advertisers.
It’s up to agencies set their own gift-giving guidelines, said a
spokesman for the American Association of Advertising Agencies.

Linda Fidelman, president, Advice & Advisors, said she always
arranges a social meeting as part of her reviews. “You don’t hire
someone without taking them out to lunch,” she said. A number of
consultants do say they may warn agencies not to talk directly with the
client because it would be grounds for dismissal for the review. Others
expect agencies to independently check into client regulations regarding
acceptance of gifts. —ALICE Z. CUNEO AND BROOKE CAPPS
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