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MSQ is home to nine joined-up agencies, helping businesses 
build emotionally intelligent brands to attract, convert, 

retain and grow valuable customers. We’re one of the fastest-
growing marketing groups in the UK, offering clients a 
unique blend of creative, tech, media, PR, CRM, brand 

design, research and insight. 

Clients can work with MSQ’s agencies on an individual 
basis, or with a joined-up team specifically designed around 
their needs. Clients that choose to work with MSQ include 

Unilever, Vodafone, Peugeot, Coca-Cola and Elanco.

Contact us
Peter Reid,

Chief Executive
peter.reid@msqpartners.com

we  are 
MSQ

When we released the last issue of 
Joined-up Thinking, Covid-19 was at 
its (first?) peak. Business plans around 
the world had been ripped up and new 
ones were hastily being written – with 
‘survival’ often the first real objective. 

Now, even six months on from the start 
of lockdown, we still don’t have the 
certainty we crave. We’re still not sure 
whether our respective industries have hit 
rock bottom, whether any ‘new normal’ 
measures we’ve put in place will really 
be temporary, and whether customer 
behaviours have really changed forever.

But we do know that, when the 
opportunity to grow does present 
itself, we have to be ready to seize the 
moment. To squeeze every last drop 
out of every chance that we get. 

To do that, you need the right plans 
in place. You need the best insights 
at your disposal, the most intuitive 
customer experiences and most 
seamless implementation strategies. 

That’s why this issue is dedicated 
to identifying and understanding 
fast, efficient and effective drivers 
of growth. Our experts have looked 
at the ‘must-haves’ for any business 
hoping to bounce back from a period 
that no-one will ever forget.

So whether you’re in B2B or B2C, 
whether you're anxiously looking to the 
‘Golden Quarter’ to stem the flow or 
you have the confidence to kick on and 
grow further market share, we hope 
there will be relevant insight and 
actionable advice here for you.

Peter Reid, 
Chief Executive, MSQ
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So those are the challenges. And in this issue 
we will dive deeper into these complexities. 
Our branding experts will look at ways to 
identify and develop your narrative, and our 
customer acquisition specialists will ponder 
the complicated art of relationship building. 

What I’ve found from the conversations I’ve 
had with our teams and with our clients from 
the past few months is that, although there are 
elements of those challenges that seem scary, 
there’s a lot that seems exciting, too. Because 
if you have strong foundations in place, then 
there’s an opportunity to grow, and grow fast. 

And if you’re still searching for those 
foundations, then there are ways to fix it. You 
need to be bold, you need to be focused, and 
you need to have the right structures in place 
and specialists by your side. But it’s fixable.

Let this be a rallying call. You’ve survived 
this far through – yes – unprecedented 
times. Now’s the time to look forward. 
With a healthy dose of agility, powered 
by insight, it’s time to identify those green 
shoots and turn them into tall trees.  

JOINED-UP THINKING : AGILITY AND INSIGHT

If there is ever a time for marketers to think 
about growth, it’s now. As we emerge from 
the dark days of lockdown towards our new 
normal, for however long that lasts, this 
could well be marketing’s big moment – the 
moment when marketers fully take ownership 
of the growth agenda in their organisation.

Critically though, there is no time to waste. 
We’ve heard plenty of talk about businesses 
‘pivoting’ and we clearly see evidence of 
customers shifting ever faster and more 
irreversibly towards DTC commerce. 
The question is how we, as marketers, 
capitalise on this in a meaningful way 
before marketing budgets come under even 
more pressure - or are at risk altogether.

Which brings into question how agile your 
brand is. Agility is fundamental if you 
want to take advantage of fast, efficient and 
effective opportunities to drive growth.

No matter if you're a B2B or B2C business, 
there are two things you need to get moving.

Firstly, you need absolute clarity on your 
brand’s narrative, the story that communicates 
who it is, what it means to the consumer and 
why the consumer should care. This narrative, 
which is the organising principle for the 
brand’s marketing for all of its customer 
segments in all the channels in this always-on 
world, has to be right. If it isn’t crystal clear, 

the brand will get found out – it will forge 
the wrong partnerships, make the wrong 
pricing decisions, make mistakes with its 
packaging, and lack authenticity in its comms. 

Secondly, you need insights – the most 
powerful, unique, accurate, brilliant 
insights you can possibly find.

It’s no secret that marketing will resonate 
more powerfully if it is developed from a truer 
and deeper understanding of people. How 
can a brand move fast to take advantage 
of growth opportunities, or be confidently 
spontaneous, if it doesn’t really know its 
audience and the role it plays in their lives? 

But that’s not easy. Technology has changed 
the game entirely. Aside from the multitude 
of channels, formats and regulations modern 
marketers have to understand, we also now 
have to grapple with reduced attention spans, 
the expectations of instant gratification and 
the ability to compare our products with 
a multitude of others with a single click. 

With so much change & complexity to 
navigate, and the pressure to move fast 
and deliver results, brands need to rapidly 
strengthen their position, shore up their 
narrative and adapt their comms plans to 
meet the changing needs and mindsets of 
their customers, as well as the financial 
results expected by their stakeholders. 

There’s no such thing as 
agility without insight.
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Kate Howe is an Executive 
Director of MSQ



Knowledge 
begets  
Growth 
As the pendulum of concern starts swinging slowly away from 
the health issues surrounding Covid-19 and focuses more on the 
economy, priorities in the world of commerce are starting to shift. 

As is said elsewhere in this magazine, most 
clients are now trying to figure out how to move 
from a mode of surviving towards thriving. 

If the C-19 pandemic has shown us anything, 
it’s that sea-changes in consumer attitudes 
and behaviours have been evident and 
felt on an almost daily basis and are being 
played out in public through the media.  

Many of the now well documented trends, 
that were already in train pre-pandemic, 
have now accelerated in the upheaval. 

Freemavens exists to help brands really 
deeply understand shoppers & users 
alike so those brands can give consumers 
more of what they need or want.  

Real competitive advantage can be found 
through the knowledge & insights about 
those who shape the future of your business. 
This, in part, explains why the winners 
(in terms of share growth) in so many 
categories are not the biggest players, but 
the smaller and more nimble companies. 
They obsess with understanding who they 
are selling to and test and learn relentlessly.



The methods used to gain greater understanding 
around the consumers have remained 
largely unchanged for over 50 years. Basic 
qualitative and quantitative research remain 
the backbone of spend for the vast majority 
of clients. Only a few businesses are dipping 
a toe in the water and exploring better, more 
effective, methods to make those all-important 
choices for those brands and consumers.  

With the arrival of unprecedented 
human connectivity, in the form of the 
internet, Freemavens knew this new, and 
largely untapped, mine of data would 
help brands get under the skin of those 
consumers & reveal actionable insights 
to guide the actions of those brands.  

Social & Search data alone total more 
than 3 trillion data points for us to mine 
and analyse. The Social data component, 
comprised of what people are saying about 
things they love and hate and everything in 

between, is a very good read of the consumer 
/ brand / category relationship. It is almost 
entirely devoid of the cognitive bias which 
is so riddled throughout conventional 
qualitative and quantitative research.  

The Search data component is comprised 
of every question asked by users of multiple 
search engines. This data is often much more 
revealing than Social data for they are largely 
‘private’ thoughts and not public ones. They 
reveal what people really think & feel, what 
they are really concerned about and what they 
really wish for. For example, it’s this data set 
that can help us understand which stains on 
clothes are of most concern to people when 
considering the detergent / cleansing category 
for their removal. It’s this data set that gives 
us the strongest clues to potential demand 
for multiple product areas and for the brands 
within them. From demand for property or 
property renovation and the finances needed 
to deliver them, to cars both new and second 
hand, to lavatory paper (as we saw most clearly 
in March 2020 in the UK). This data gives 

us clues to future human behaviour ahead 
of footfall measurement on the high street 
and sales data which lags sometime after.  

Freemavens created the CovIndex at the 
beginning of the UK lockdown period to 
understand levels of consumer confidence. 
Knowing that consumer confidence is a 
precursor to real world (and online) footfall 
and then to sales, we needed to understand the 
drivers for increased and decreased confidence. 
We knew that part of the confidence levels 
would be driven by consumers refocusing on 
positive thoughts and actions (often reflecting 
pre-C19 behaviours), but every bit as important 
was the absence of negative influences brought 
about by being forced to live a new way.  

Our methodology is rooted in analysing just 
Search & Social data. We created circa. 400 
Search & Social terms that are markers of 
positive and negative sentiment and then 
normalise this data every week to get a true 
read on consumer confidence that can be 
compared with the pre-C19 ‘normal’ world. 

As a result of the CovIndex concept being in the 
public domain, the UK Govt’s HM Treasury 
asked us to provide them with consumer insights 
to inform the potential impact of various 
Government initiatives from ‘Eat out to Help 
Out’ to Face Mask wearing rules. In addition, to 
use our methodology to predict likely demand 
for consumer durables. Given the UK is now 
formally in a recession, the Government’s 
need to react swiftly to help predict & create 
demand for products and services is critical. 

The speed with which the world is changing 
now, and bound to get faster still, the imperative 
for businesses to understand these changes 
and act upon them has never been more 
crucial. Accepting that most businesses and 
brands are laggards, and not leaders of cultural 
and consumer behavioural change, having 
a finger on the pulse of what is changing, 
why, and then what to do next, is vital for 
any business to survive and then, with the 
confidence to make better choices, thrive.  

Chris Palengat is Founding Partner 
of Freemavens, MSQ’s Research and 
Insights business  
Check out the CovIndex here.

JOINED-UP THINKING : KNOWLEDGE BEGETS GROWTH JOINED-UP THINKING : KNOWLEDGE BEGETS GROWTH



10 11

JOINED THINKING : VOL 1JOINED-UP THINKING : BRAND MULTIPLES

Brand Multiples:  
the missing ingredient in 
driving marketing growth

Do you know your brand multiple? If you 
don’t, then all the plans you have in store 
– from the quick wins to the longer-term
visionary pieces - may be much harder to
carry out. It was the same before Covid-19 but
it’s even more pertinent now. You might be
missing a vital opportunity to understand and
improve the effectiveness of your marketing.

Most marketers intuitively appreciate 
the value of brands and branding, 
but struggle to find tangible 
numbers to support their belief.

The default approach is to revert to measuring 
marketing campaign metrics (rightly so) but 
without a clear and overt understanding or way 
of measuring the role their brand had to play. 

And in a time where brand positions are 
more precarious than ever, future marketing 
results will be achieved by addressing core 
brand components (positioning, product/
service, people/culture, identity, consistency) 
as much as the marketing activity itself 
(messaging, media, data, targeting, creative 
content etc.). So, how can we address this?

Some brand finance firms offer brand 
valuation services but they can be expensive, 

time consuming and unwieldy. The words 
‘fast’, ‘effective’ and ‘brand valuation’ are not 
normally seen in the same sentence. So, we 
need a real-world approach that clarifies the 
context of brand (in relation to marketing) 
and places a measurable value on brand (to 
inform investment decisions), all in a practical 
manner that does not break the bank.

Clarifying your context 
We all use campaign response metrics to 
measure marketing activities. We use awareness 
and perception tracking to measure, well, 
awareness and perceptions. And we make 
correlations (you know, the ‘well branded 
companies outperformed the standard FTSE 
Index by x% over y years’ style statements) to 
back up our arguments for the importance of 
brand. Each of these are valid, but still do not 
nail the real context of brand’s role in marketing 
– which is as an asset and a multiplier.

The asset 
A strong brand will drive higher preference/

choice, premium pricing and/or loyalty, 
all other things being equal. But the word 
‘brand’ has become ubiquitous - attached 
to everything from logos to celebrities - and 
hence can easily lose its real meaning. It 
can be nebulous, intangible and hard to pin 
down. So I find it easier to use an analogy, 
such as owning a house and renting it out. 

In this instance, your house is the asset. The 
better the asset (size, decoration, location, 
kerb appeal etc) then the more you can attract 
tenants (preference/choice), charge a higher 
rental (price premium) and/or get renewals 
and recommendations (loyalty). When you 
come to market the house to attract tenants, 
you have the cost of marketing and then the 
resulting income from your rental customer 
(sales). The marketing cost and sales income 
are Profit & Loss components. The asset and 
the investment you make in that asset is a 
Balance Sheet component. Investing in your 
house - the asset - should multiply the ROI 
on your marketing. Put simply, if you do the 
house up, you’ll get more rent income.

B Y  S I M O N  WA R D

Strong brand asset =

=

Choice
Premium
Loyalty

Choice
Premium
Loyalty

Weak brand asset

Brand as Balance Sheet item (asset) Marketing as P&L item (revenue/cost)

Brand multiplier 
effect on 
Marketing ROI

Brand multiplier 
effect on 
Marketing ROI
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The multiples 
Let’s move from the house analogy to 
something even closer to home – business and 
finance. Speaking the language of finance is 
increasingly critical for any marketers at the 
top of their game. In a world of accountability 
and limited resources, it is no longer enough 
to make the emotional argument alone for 
brand value (correct as it is) and investment. 

Finance Directors understand the principle of 
multiples. In any corporate finance or M&A 
context, a company valuation is rarely based 
on balance sheet value alone, but instead on 
a combination of current/ historic earnings 
and then a multiple applied. The multiple 
is effectively the estimate of the value of 
future earnings. It is the value of its future 
potential – the number applied to show how 
far the asset can impact future earnings. 

When applying this same principle to brand, 
a strong brand asset will mean a higher 
multiplier on marketing. In plain English, 
a stronger brand asset will lead to a higher 
marketing ROI (just like the house) and 
the multiple is the number that measures 
that. We spend all our time on only one half 
the equation – the earnings (generated by 
marketing). We should be spending more 
time on the other half of the equation – the 
multiple. You need both to reach a value. 

A fast and effective approach 
to finding your multiple 
How do you put this all into practice? How do 
you find your multiple and measure the value 
and impact of your brand, without investing 
in an industrial-scale brand valuation project? 
We believe in the same principles and drivers 
of brand value as most brand finance and 

other global consultancies. However, we also 
believe that the process has become over-
engineered. Instead of the spurious accuracy 
of researching 10 or 15 different variables and 
completing questionable forward discounted 
cash flows, we believe that three core 
characteristics of a strong brand can give you 
a good indicator – competitive proposition/
positioning, identity and consistency. 

By definition, positioning is a relative rather 
than an absolute factor, so it is positioning vis-
a-vis competitors that counts, not in isolation. 

An audit of clarity and distinctiveness 
of your proposition versus an agreed 
competitor set will create the first index. 

Identity is necessarily more subjective, but 
an objective, professional design critique 
can measure quality (of crafting) and 
distinctiveness to create the second index. 

The third index results from an analysis of 
consistency, across touch points and over time, 
as brand coherence is often underestimated as 
an impactful driver of trust and brand value. 

Together these three indices, all relative 
to competitors, combine to create your 
single brand multiple number. 

Simon Ward is Chief Executive 
of MSQ’s branding agency  
Lloyd Northover

Translating a brand multiple 
into a tangible value 
Once you know your brand multiple, you need 
two more numbers – your marketing spend 
(investment) and your assumed incremental 
contribution from marketing (return on the 
investment). This latter number can be easy 
or hard depending on the complexity and 
category of a business, but even if assumptions 
are set or a proxy figure is chosen, you can 
still apply changes in your multiple to gain 
a real £ value impact. This will allow you 
to clearly, quickly and measurably assess 
investment decisions in your core brand.

What are the implications of finding your 
brand multiple? It clearly means that before 
embarking on any significant marketing 
campaign investment (or digital transformation 
programme) you should first pause and 
consider your brand. A fast and effective 
audit will highlight whether remedial work to 
improve your brand (often at a fraction of the 
campaign investment that follows) will unlock an 
opportunity, so when you go on to activate your 
marketing, it is all amplifying and multiplying 
a better core asset. It’s an invaluable step to 
ensure you put your best foot forward to get 
better results from your marketing investment.

Proposition  
(& positioning)

Clarity

Distinctiveness

Consistency

Across touch points 

over time

Identity

Quality 

Distinctive
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Within the past century, we’ve faced the threat 
of pandemics (Spanish Flu, SARS, Ebola) 
and economic reversals (the Great Depression 
and the Great Recession). Still, we’ve never 
experienced anything like the nearly complete 
shutdown of normal life that’s occurred this 
year. Put the three together, and you can see 
why people might be worried about the future, 
why we all need calm, consistent leadership.

Thank you, Dr. Fauci.

With so much still uncertain, this is a time 
when companies and non-profit organizations 
can step forward and provide some of 
the grown-up reassurance we crave. It’s 
especially true for service and durable goods 
brands (and a staple of the business-to-
business world), where the purchase has 
always been considered. Simple messages that 
might have seemed a little dull six months ago 
will have unusual resonance now: we know 

what we’re doing, we’re here for you, this is 
what we can do to make life better for you.

Let’s start with the obvious: financial service 
brands didn’t get us into this mess, the virus 
did. They’re here to help get us back to normal 
in many ways: wealth managers providing 
sound advice; mutual fund companies helping 
rebuild portfolios; banks offering a safe place 
to park money, a chance to refinance at lower 
rates, and loans to businesses; insurance 
companies sheltering us from risk.

Auto manufacturers survived the Great 
Recession and came out stronger, and their 
cars and trucks are safer, more reliable, and 
pollute less. They should let people know that.
If your company and products have stood 
the test of time, trumpet that. If you’ve used 
adversity to get better, tell those stories now.

Professional associations can really shine in 

B Y  B E AU  F R A S E R

Be a rock people can lean on
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this climate if they focus their services on 
helping members get through these difficult 
times. Do the research for them on how to 
navigate federal and state loan programmes. 
Give them a forum to share ideas with each 
other. Provide case studies of members who 
came out of the last recession stronger. For 
those who have time on their hands, connect 
them with organisations that need volunteers 
and pro bono work.

In some cases, you don’t have to be solid to 
be a rock for us to lean on. You know who’s 
been around for generations and helped 
us get through war, disease, and recession? 
Traditional liquor brands. If you’re having 

virtual cocktails with your friends this 
weekend, maybe Jim Beam might be more 
appropriate for Manhattans than WhistlePig 
Small Batch Rye Whiskey (and considerably 
less expensive, too).

The pandemic has forced you to ask  
yourself and your colleagues a number of 
tough questions these past few months. You’ll 
have explored who you are and how you 
operate. From those questions, have you found 
your rock?

Beau Fraser is President of  
The Gate New York, MSQ’s  
full-service advertising agency.
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As a planner (so quite far along the geek 
spectrum), I spend slightly too much time 
wandering around Reddit. 

The other day I stumbled on r/EDC, a 
subreddit where redditors share photos of the 
essentials they carry on a daily basis – their 
‘EveryDay Carry’. I was in the mood for 
excitement, so I went in. And I discovered that, 
alongside their keys, phone and wallet, many 
people’s ‘everyday carry’ includes a 9mm  
semi-automatic with laser sights and a 
concealed holster. 

Judging by the comments, packing heat when 
you pack your bag stirs strong emotions – like 
admiration, envy and awe. This came as a 
surprise to me. 

Because the emotions I felt were very different: 
a combination of anxiety, sadness, fear and 
confusion (why carry a spare magazine?  
What’s going to happen on the way to the gas 
station that means you need more than two 
dozen bullets?). 

Luckily I’m not here to debate the merits of the 
Second Amendment. But r/EDC does teach us 
some interesting things about emotion. 

Firstly: content doesn’t need to be overtly 
emotional to evoke emotion. (These were just 
photos of everyday things on a table, shot on  a 
smartphone.) 

Secondly: the emotion you evoke is context-
dependent. To many redditors, a Glock is a 
symbol of their inalienable rights. To me  it’s… 
not. 

Thirdly: emotion is complicated. 

Fundamental doesn’t mean simple 
Emotions are complicated. The rational 
human, so beloved by economists (and this is 
the time to remind B2B brands that first and 
foremost your customers are humans too), 
doesn’t exist. Even more fundamentally, as 
detailed by neurologist Antonio Damasio, if we 
didn’t have emotions we’d struggle making 
even the simplest decision. 

B Y  J A M E S  C H A M P 
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Exploring 
your 
emotions
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Since my job consists of encouraging people to 
make decisions (buy this, go here, sign up for that), 
I need them to have emotions. As does everyone 
else in advertising and marketing. But the 
question for us is: do we understand emotion?

To anyone involved in commercial 
communications, emotion is both inescapable 
and vague. Inescapable because it’s what we 
do, even when we’ve been briefed to create 
‘rational’ communications (which, to be clear, 
aren’t). Vague; because we seldom specify 
which emotion we want. Very often ‘emotion’ 
is treated as a generic seasoning, like salt,  
or MSG. 

“Let’s put some more emotion in there, 
give it a bit of oomph!” 

But this is the opposite of how emotion works. 
As we saw with r/EDC, the emotions you 

evoke aren’t necessarily the ones you think 
you’re putting in there. Emotion comes from 
inside your audience.

And it’s hard to target just one emotion, 
anyway. A few years ago a team from UC 
Berkeley showed hundreds of Americans  
over 2,000 emotionally charged video 
clips. The researchers mapped the results 
and identified 27 different emotions, which 
shaded gradually into each other. Just one 
video clip, a view from the bridge of a ship, 
evoked aesthetic appreciation, awe, interest, 
admiration, calmness, amusement, satisfaction 
and nostalgia. 

(The video map is available online. And if you 
manage to track down the uncensored version, 
please be aware the map’s top right-hand 
corner is very much NSFW.) 

Your audience relationship? 
It’s complicated 
We need to develop a more nuanced (even 
rational) view of emotion. 

We have more access to more sophisticated 
communication tools than ever before. We have 
our pick of formats perfect for manipulating 
emotions: written; experiential, audio and 
visual content. The technology used by 
Spielberg or Hemingway is ours to command. 
But we can still lose our audience at the drop of 
a hat, through a complex interplay of culture, 
previous experience, immediate stimulus, task 
and interest in the product. Or even if they’re 
just in the wrong mood at that moment. 

Some things will always be outside our control. 
But we should focus on what we can control. By 
not trying to cram indiscriminate “emotion” 

JOINED-UP THINKING : EXPLORING YOUR EMOTIONS

https://s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/emogifs/map.html#
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into our work, but assessing which emotions we 
want our work to evoke, and for whom. 

To elicit emotion, we need two things: a 
catalyst and a context. 
The catalyst can be almost anything: UC 
Berkeley’s video map included clips of 
basketball, jellyfish, skateboards, rabbits, 
airliners, scorpions and Winnie-the-Pooh.

But the context governs how the catalyst 
is understood. Very often it’s cultural,  
or environmental. 

Or, given access to a well-understood audience 
over time, with skilful maintenance you can 
create your own context. Your own world  
to inhabit. 

One of my strongest brand relationships is 
with Riverford, the organic foodbox people. 
No brand is perfect. I’ve fumed at a terrible 
(one-off) customer call. Around this time of 
year I get really fed up with artichokes. And I 
find it hard to recall how I felt when that first 

box appeared on my doorstep many years ago. 

But over the years they’ve carefully created 
their own context. They’ve quietly helped me 
get to know them, on and offline. They’ve 
explained what they believe, why they do what 
they do, and (most importantly) what they 
disagree with. They’ve created an emotional 
connection: a relationship.

And this is how relationships are created, and 
emotions harnessed. By building familiarity, 
developing routines and habits together, and 
encouraging a shared worldview.

An emotional connection comes from learning 
about your audience over time – but also by 
giving them the opportunity to learn. Make sure 
your brand has something worth finding out. 

James Champ is Chief Strategy 
Officer of Stack, MSQ’s Customer 
Acquisition specialists
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But how can you plan ahead when a 
global pandemic has turned everything 
upside down? How are consumers going 
to behave? Will they be in buying mode? 
Or will the impact of lockdown dampen 
demand as we’ve seen earlier in the year? 

Will there be a second wave and what 
will this mean? Yes, much of this still 
depends on the course of the virus, and 
I’m not going to attempt to predict that! 

But amongst the uncertainty, there are things 
we can still rely on: Christmas is still Christmas; 

people will still want to buy; and there will be 
pent up demand and a hunger for deals - all of 
which will open opportunities for your brand. 

With lockdown accelerating online behaviours 
there is one thing that is certain; digital is 
going to be an enormous part of the mix for all 
advertisers. You need to make sure you have the 
right mix of channels with a solid foundation in 
search, affiliates and user experience (UX) to 
capture demand, alongside upper funnel activity 
such as display and social to help create it. 
But it’s not just about having the channels in 
place: success will also be about building the 

B Y  A L E X  B L A I K L E Y 

It’s time to prepare for 
the golden quarter

agility to adapt to conditions as they unfold 
– a must in this uncertain environment.

So whether it’s scenario planning, solidifying 
your technology and tracking foundations, 
assessing your SEO trajectory, or reviewing 
your website to ensure your UX is up to 
scratch, now is the time to start getting ready. 

Which is why at twentysix, MSQ’s full-
service digital agency, we’ve just released a 
Digital Media Insights report into the Golden 
Quarter. It focuses on 6 key principles to create 
competitive advantage, along with tips 

from our digital channel specialists to help 
you prepare for the most significant quarter 
of trading we’ll experience for some time. 

Whether you’re gearing up for a make-or-
break period or hoping to use Christmas 
as a springboard to further growth, 
consider the core principles on the next 
page. And download our full report below 
for much more insight and analysis. 

If there’s one period that businesses will be eyeing 
to get back to growth after a particularly turbulent 
nine months, it’s the so-called ‘Golden Quarter’. 
The peak retail period of October to December isn’t 
far away and it’s a vital sales opportunity for many 
retailers to get back on track.

Download Report



Alex Blaikley is  
Media Campaign Director 
at twentysix

1. Understand the new reality for your customers
Adapt to their new needs. What does this period mean to them? If you're 
in B2B, how has your customers' targets shifted? If you're B2C, how can 
you respond to new consumer behaviours in the most effective way?

2. Place your bets
Seasonal sales events can be a margin blackhole for unprepared brands. 
Know exactly what you want to achieve, identify opportunities to realise those 
goals, and plan activity and measurement accordingly. Are your objectives 
about top line revenue or bottom line profit? Short term sales or long term 
customer acquisition? What KPIs will help you measure success?

3. Maximise your mix
Build your foundation with PPC, SEO and affiliates, with a strong focus on mobile 
and underpinned by UX and CRO. Then, if budgets allow, go further by layering 
on upper funnel comms activity like display, social, content and PR as appropriate. 

4. Adopt agility
Deal with the coronavirus uncertainty by building agility into your 
operations and culture. Adopt a ‘test and refine’ mindset, accept some 
things won’t work and don’t be afraid to change things if they don’t. 

5. Achieve cut-through with the right tone
Aim for distinctiveness with your creative, but plan for multiple eventualities. 
It will be vital your agility applies not only to media, but to your creative 
team too. Make sure they are prepared to react quickly and optimise 
ads on the fly, or be prepared with dynamic ad solutions now.

6. Don’t be a one hit wonder
Deals and offers are great for stimulating short-term demand, but 
they can encourage people to buy just once and never to return. 
Maximise the potential of new customers with a recommunication 
plan for new customer cohorts using eCRM, display and social.
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Value stream mapping: 
A brand’s agile secret weapon 

Operating in the most unpredictable of times, organisations need to be able to pivot 
quickly and adapt to changeable market conditions to stay ahead of the competition. 
Being flexible and agile in the delivery of products may speed up time to market, but it 
can also carry a damaging consequence; losing sight of the original value proposition. 
Embracing Value Stream Mapping (VSM) brings value to the forefront of every 
decision a team makes, thus minimising wasted time and maximising profitability.  

What is Value Stream Mapping? 
Value Stream Mapping (VSM) is the practice of 
capturing the steps involved in selling products 
(online and offline), from generating awareness 
to receiving revenue through sales. This lean 
agile development method highlights waste 
as well as the dependencies on organisational 
structure and IT systems to ensure investments 
provide the highest possible returns. Simply 
put, value streams are customer journeys with 
people, systems and commercial data overlaid. 

To maximise ROI, the entire team - from senior 
leadership right down to the project teams - 
needs to have a shared understanding of value.   

A shared understanding of value is 
your greatest weapon for controlling 
the cost of delivering any product. 

Well defined value streams keep the entire team 
focussed on the ROI throughout the delivery 
lifecycle so that they constantly question the 
value of every feature they are delivering.  

B Y  I A N  G R E E N T R E E

Fast, efficient and effective growth requires fast, efficient and effective decisions 
to be made. MMT Digital’s Ian Greentree looks at how Value Stream 
Mapping might be a secret weapon in delivering agile and flexible solutions.
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Here are four recommendations to 
help organisations work towards 
value focused delivery: 

#1 – Visualise 
Lean agile development is a completely new 
approach for a lot of organisations. Before self 
organising teams are invested in and let loose 
on a product portfolio, there needs to be a way 
to visualise value outcomes at the business 
strategy level, followed by a method to ensure 
the entire team is aligned to those outcomes. 

#2 - Map value streams before 
building business cases  
Does everyone understand how the company 
makes money? Are customer journeys 
measured so you can track conversion progress 
each step of the way? Do you know what 
impact sales conversations have on systems 
and organisational departments? Having 
the answers to these questions upfront will 
dictate where and how to invest. A decent 
business case should carry a strong hypothesis 
for how ROI will be defined, which sets the 
direction for campaign development. But 
this isn’t enough. Defining a clear value 
stream will set a foundation to enable all 
team members make clever decisions. 

#3 - Celebrate and reward measurable 
value, not milestones  
It’s not enough to just clap and cheer during 
the demonstrations of new campaign assets 
delivered by the team (although this should 
still be done). It’s important to recognise 
the success of releasing value through data 

led measurement. Does the revenue uplift 
or operational savings indicate return on 
investment? Is this on target? Don’t aim 
for ‘big bang’, as improvements can only 
be tracked by receiving feedback. The 
sooner that feedback is received, the sooner 
a direction can be changed if a piece of 
work is underperforming. Stakeholders also 
need regular reassurance that things are 
heading in the right direction. Releasing 
value from customer journeys frequently 
provides real data to demonstrate this. 

#4 - Ensure alignment on value across 
the entire team  
Misaligned value creates deeper problems: 
• Additional, unexpected work
• Issues with prioritisation
• Building unnecessary features
• Mismanagement of change
• A gap between delivery and expectation

All of these cost money and waste time 
and in agile, we don’t like waste. Make 
sure value streams are accessible to all 
team members and everybody understands 
them and where they fit within them. 

So in essence, to move towards value 
focused delivery, map value streams and use 
commercial data to measure returns. Create 
a shared understanding of value across the 
entire team and entrust teams to deliver. As you 
accelerate your strategy around new growth 
drivers, this approach could be crucial. 

Ian Greentree is a Technical Consultant 
at MMT Digital, MSQ’s Web & 
Digital Development agency
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Fast and effective growth: 
why experience matters

I won’t be considered a genius for 
predicting that your marketing 
plan for the second half of 2020 – 
and the first of 2021 – is looking 
a little different to what you 
expected it to be 6 months ago.

And it’s probably not a stretch to predict that 
a lot of these new plans will take you into 
unchartered territory. Whether the aim is to 
scrap for survival, re-stabilise the ship or take 
advantage of unexpected growth opportunities 
presented by Covid-19, you’re likely to need 
to act faster and smarter than ever before.  

Which is why it’s important to have the 
right partners by your side to execute such 
strategies. Confidence in knowing they can 
make things happen is more critical than ever. 

This, however, exacerbates a problem 
in the marketing industry that I’ve been 
concerned about since a time when Corona 
was only known as a Mexican beer.  

Think about your agency partners and daily 
contacts within them. If you’re working with 
a big agency network, chances are there’ll be 
a few, at a multitude of layers. Who’s your 
problem solver, your activator, your confidant?  

B Y  C H A R L E S  C O U RT I E R
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My guess is that it’s no longer the team who 
presented to you in the pitch. It’s probably 
an Account Director. If you’re lucky, a 
Business Director. What about those who so 
impressed you during the initial meetings? 
Does the CEO, the CSO, ECD really 
understand your new, seismic challenges?  

The client conundrum 
The reality is that today, most agencies are so 
big, with so many layers of seniority and so 
many clients spread across the business, that 
few people with any influence are actually client 
facing, and certainly not on a day-to-day basis.  

Yet as you enter a period where your business 
and your challenges become ever more 
complex, you need senior leaders working 
with you more closely than ever before. Those 
people who are deftly able to understand 
your challenges, draw together the specialist 

thinking from the experts around the agency 
and – crucially – have the experience and 
influence to provide clear, grown-up solutions. 
To proactively help drive a business forward, 
not just react when the shit hits the fan and 
they realise that the buck stops with them.  

I’ve certainly been guilty of being the ‘out-
of-the-client-loop’ CEO in the past. But I’ve 
also seen first-hand of when things go right.  

I remember being lucky enough to be directly 
involved in launching Netflix. And when your 
client tells you that they want to launch in 
Japan in a fortnight’s time, you need someone 
in the room who can make sure the network’s 
Japanese agency drops everything and focuses 
on exactly what you need them to do.  

That can be where a lot of client frustrations 
come into play, when they need their marketing 
and communications to change (like, I don’t 



know, after an unprecedented pandemic), 
but their agency isn’t changing fast enough. 
Then, even if you have a brilliant Account 
Director who understands what needs to 
change, they also need enough power to 
make it happen internally – and fast.  

The industry perspective  
Let me assure you that those frustrations 

aren’t just being felt by clients, it’s being felt 
by talent within the marketing industry too. 
The very best senior leaders in our business 
want to be solving your problems and 
tackling these fascinating new opportunities. 
They want to be rolling up their sleeves 
and helping brands thrive, not getting 
caught up in internal wranglings and PLC 
demands and being too stretched to focus 
on day-to-day client requirements.  

(It’s a sad fact that, in a large organisation, 
a big client is an Account Director’s ticket to 
safety. Unless the client is screaming, then 
they’re not going to tell anyone that there’s 
an issue, because their job is dependent on 
appearing indispensable to a single piece of 
business. A Business Director may need to 
get involved from time-to-time, but they want 
the news to go no further either, because their 
role in the agency depends on overseeing a 
strong and stable client roster. And as a CEO, 
you’re only ever left with a salvage job). 

What made those brilliant people 
brilliant in the first place – making a 
difference to a brand’s business – isn’t 
coming into play anymore. Which is why 
you’re seeing top talent leave the cushy 
network roles for smaller groups, or even 
starting up new agencies of their own. 

Crunch time  
So as you enter new territories, the client-
agency relationship must do too. Of course 
we can no longer follow the conventions 
established pre-Covid, but it goes beyond that. 
Because even pre-Covid, the understanding of 
what ‘client-centric’ means was antiquated.  

As a client, you need the right people on your 
account, with the right influence, helping you 
make the right decisions and have confidence 
that those decisions can be driven forward. 
Certainly, if you’re a small or medium-sized 
client, why should you be paying a premium 
for a lower quality service, simply because 
your agency needs someone to offset what 
they’re charging that ‘big flagship account’?  

And for your agency, it means being 
proactive in implementing cultures 
and structures that help people 
avoid getting bogged down in egos, 
processes and messy politics.  

That’s what being truly client-centric really 
means. It’s something that’s very easy to say, 
but much harder to do. Yet as is the case 
with so much in our industry right now, 
Covid is forcing change in such a way that 
ignoring the problem is no longer an option.

Charles Courtier is  
Chairman of MSQ 

JOINED-UP THINKING: EXPERIENCE MATTERS
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Enhancing the mobile 
shopping experience  
(and improving conversion)

Episerver’s recent Retail Benchmark Report 
predicts that website traffic from mobile 
devices (as opposed to desktop) will now 
exceed 60% during peak shopping events. 
But despite this growing increase in mobile 
traffic, mobile conversion rates for retailers 
are still trailing behind desktop. So, why 
do so many retailers experience this gap 
between their mobile traffic and sales?

Let’s examine some trends in consumer 
behaviour and identify proven practices to 
give your customers a better mobile shopping 
experience and improve your conversion rates. 

Data shows that mobile shoppers are lost at 
checkout. Users often find filling in forms more 
difficult on mobile, so use best-practice form 
design to remove effort and help your users:

a. Offer guest checkout rather than forcing 
users to create an account to be able 
to checkout. Allow them to create an 
account after they have checked out and 
prepopulate account registration fields 
with data from the checkout process.

b. Minimise the number of form fields 
at checkout. Fields such as ‘Where did 
you hear about us?’ can throw users off. 
As soon as you make users think, they 
can lose confidence and abandon. 

c. Use the most effective types of form 
field. Drop down menus can cause 
problems for mobile users, so try tap 
tiles or radio buttons where relevant. 

d. Reduce effort by offering payment methods 
such as Apple Pay. These platforms use 
your fingerprint or a pin to pay instead 
of asking for your billing details. 

  

Comscore reported that mobile usage accounts 
for 67% of time online; but only 20% of spend. 
This is what they call the ‘m-commerce gap’ 
which research attributes to security concerns 
and usability issues associated with mobile. 

It’s important to design for reassurance and 
transparency to help motivate shoppers 
to proceed. At every step, ask yourself the 

B Y  L I Z  WO R S L E Y

01. 02.
MAKE YOUR CHECKOUT AS 
SEAMLESS AS POSSIBLE REASSURE YOUR MOBILE 

CUSTOMERS

JOINED-UP THINKING : THE MOBILE SHOPPING EXPERIENCE
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questions your customers might have e.g.   
what will they charge me for delivery?

Research shows 76% of consumers would be 
dissuaded from a planned purchase if delivery 
costs are too expensive. If this information 
is hidden until the checkout flow, when 
mobile users are already more frustrated, the 
impact is compounded. Consider displaying 
delivery information on product pages.

We often observe people on mobile who 
scroll through the homepage to get a sense of 
what’s on offer and what they should do next. 
On desktop, the header menu and visuals 
give users immediate signals about the type 
of website, but on mobile, where the menu 
is hidden, it is more effort for users to reach 
that understanding. This is a contributing 
factor to why retail data shows mobile 
bounce rates higher than desktop in 2019.

If your homepage does not effectively 
convey what type of products you offer, 
customers can mistakenly assume it’s not 

relevant to them. Display your main product 
categories on your homepage in an easy-to-
scan form. On mobile screens, a clear value 
proposition, simple product category cards 
and text links attract the focus of attention. 

Evolution has conditioned how we make 
decisions. Our brains use cognitive biases 
to make fast decisions we feel are correct 
and safe. Cognitive biases are unconscious 
short cuts we’ve developed through our 
experience with the world. We all have 
hundreds of biases, and as designers we use 
these to affect motivation and behaviour. 

One of these biases you can easily apply is 
the mere-exposure effect: when things feel 
familiar, they are more appealing. Make sure 
your search and communications strategy is 
aligned with your website content strategy 
and testing programme. Use consistent 
messaging and language throughout the 
entire customer journey to help customers 
progress with less pause for thought.

03.

04.

BE RELEVANT

BE RECOGNISABLE
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Personalisation amplifies the effect of 
recognition. We’re more likely to respond 
to messaging and products that feel 
tailored to us. To do this you need to 
understand your customers and where 
they are in their journey so that you 
can deliver timely, relevant content. We 
help our clients identify how, where, 
and when to implement personalisation 
using Customer Journey Mapping.

Customer Journey Mapping is a tool for 
systematically capturing insights about  
every interaction a customer has with 
you over time. This framework is ideal 
for connecting up all of your customer 
research and data insights to help 
inform your personalisation strategy. 

The big picture shows customers willing to 
spend more time on their mobile but a lot less 
of their money. It points to the checkout flow, 
navigation, and safety concerns, where better 
design can impact the mobile conversion rate.

It’s important, however, to understand 
your customers as well as these wider 
trends. Systematic customer feedback, 
research and testing, and measuring 
what matters will tell you where and 
how you need to improve the journey for 
your customers and make more sales.

Download the full guide from 
twentysix here. 

Liz Worsley is Principle 
Experience Designer at twentysix, 
MSQ’s full-service digital agency

05.
BE PERSONAL
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Over the past few months, we’ve tackled 
everything from responding to 5G conspiracy 
theories to taking one of the UK’s most iconic 
retailers into new territories online. If you’d 
like to discuss how our joined-up thinking 
can help enhance your short and long-term 
growth ambitions, we’d love to chat. 

Openreach
While the UK was in lockdown, our PR & 
Content agency, Smarts, needed to make the 
public aware of the crucial role Openreach 
engineers were playing to keep the nation 
connected – especially after they became the 
target of 5G conspiracy theorists. Smarts 
created a campaign that highlighted the 
engineers’ key worker status, creating a bank 
of emotive assets and a strategic media plan 
that reached as wide an audience as possible.  

Buzz Bingo
Bingo halls are part of the fabric of 
Britain. But the threat posed by Covid-19 
is stark. We needed to help Buzz migrate 
its customers to its online offer when the 
pandemic hit, using our media expertise 
to secure a quickfire sponsorship deal with 
ITV to gain mass reach for a low cost. And 

now, as the halls reopen, we’re using smart, 
locally targeted advertising to encourage 
players back with new brand comms.  

Fortnum & Mason
Our digital agency twentysix helped 
Fortnum & Mason pivot to a D2C-first 
strategy to come through Covid-19 in 
growth, putting the brand and its quality 
associations at the core of all 
communications. This meant squeezing 
every last drop out of its budget to enhance 
PPC activity and boost digital performance 
to effectively fulfill additional online volume.  

Diageo
With the world’s bars, clubs, pubs and 
restaurants closed, Smarts helped Diageo 
bring their global bartender training 
programme, Diageo Bar Academy, online. 
We used social media channels to offer 
support, motivation and inspiration, with 
content ranging from tutorials and live 
webinars to pub quizzes and ‘bar skills’ 
challenges. DBA more than doubled its 
reach amongst bar staff, and Facebook 
picked out the campaign as a best in class 
example of brand activity during Covid-19. 

Growing businesses 
through lockdown
During Covid-19, MSQ’s agencies have been helping businesses of all 
sizes identify opportunities for growth and keep their reputation, market 
share and business development plans intact. 

JOINED-UP THINKING : WORK WE’RE PROUD OF
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www.joinedupthinking.xyz

Peter.Reid@msqpartners.com
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