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Many marketing providers are now adding

analytics to the range of services they offer

clients. But with bureaux, brokers, boutique

specialists, online providers and data owners offering

services that range from basic profiling to bespoke

analytical packages, it’s hard for client marketers to

choose between them. What makes for an effective

analytics house?

Diverse roots
“We’re seeing more demand for analytics and a wider

range of people offering these kinds of services,” says

Nigel Magson, managing director of Talking

Numbers. “We see clients getting dissatisfied with

agencies that can’t provide it.”

If the USA is any guide to how the UK will evolve,

this trend is set to continue. Forrester’s recent Wave

report on American Database Marketing Service

Providers pinpointed “analytically driven providers as

leading the market” and cited Epsilon as market

leader with its other strengths “reinforced with deep

analytical expertise”.

But beyond the bald title, how do you define the

tasks involved in analytics? It might be a basic profile

run against your customer base to help select prospect

data, or a suite of complex predictive models used to

generate one or more segmentations. And running

stats software is only one component required for suc-

cess: good clean base data has to be the starting point

while consultancy skills and strong DM experience

will help bridge the gap between theory and applica-

tion – and prevent that report simply being left on the

shelf to gather dust.

Roy Barker, managing director at Wegener DM

Results, emphasises the need for a business focus. “If

you only have a statistician, they can be more interest-

ed in technique than implementing the output,” says

Barker. “You need front line staff able to speak the

client’s language, someone with business and commu-

nications knowledge who can brief the statistician. It’s

a long way from a bureau background to a more con-

sultative model.”

The variety of skills and services that can be needed

to support successful analytics and its application also

begs the question of what background it might be

best to embed analytics in. Companies like Jaywing

and Talking Numbers offer two variants on the evolu-

tion of an analytics provider. As the UK’s largest inde-

pendent direct marketing consultancy, Jaywing has

recently moved into data sales while Talking
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Numbers, which originally specialising in model

building and consultancy, has expanded to provide

many other services like hosting, web analytics and

design, and bespoke software.

Then there are Data Lateral, which originally came

from a printing background, and LBM, which has

built up a comprehensive b2b data and analytics

offering on the back of its successful telemarketing

operation. Purely on the data side, more and more

companies like Prospect Swetenhams and Mardev are

ramping up the sophistication of the profiling and

response analysis services on offer to list buyers. Then

there are numerous creative agencies and bureaux that

are now offering services like predictive model 

building.

“A lot of people are simply bolting on analytics,” says

Barker. “They get in an analyst and build models, and it

doesn’t work in a lot of cases. There are a host of ques-

tions that aren’t answered by building a model. You

have to embed analytics in the rest of what you do.”

Wegener is best known as a data owner, with

Results running for some years as an independent

agency within the group. The company recently

divested its mailing and fulfilment divisions to focus

purely on data-related services.

Barker comes from an agency background and pin-

points the mix of skills found there as more relevant

to the application of analysis. “It’s the difference

between a food supplier and a good restaurant,” he

continues. “You can acquire skills in data management

relatively easily. It’s better to build back into data

management from analysis rather than the other way

round.”

Scott Logie, managing director of Occam, begs to

differ. “Occam started out as a pure data-processing

service bureau,” he states. “At a creative agency, there

will be none of the data preparation facilities, unlike a

bureau where the data will be clean and ready to go.

When I worked at an agency I spent a lot of time sort-

ing out the data, and that’s a key differentiator.”

Whatever their direct marketing experience,

Magson feels that many agencies don’t manage to

properly develop their data skills alongside their more

traditional services. “An agency feels obliged to pro-

vide services because a client might want a quick

model but they don’t have the tools, processes and

experience to audit or cleanse the data,” he says. “They

throw someone at it for a couple of days.”

One of the traditional charges levelled against cre-

ative agencies is that they will promise the earth to get

the business in, then struggle to deliver. The same

could apply with analytics.

“Agencies are the worst for overselling,” says

Magson, who gives the example of a charity that fired

a large UK agency because it didn’t understand any of

the data-related work.

“I’ve seen quite a few cases where analysis has been

done shoddily in agencies, with models that don’t dis-

criminate,” he reveals. “They think they’ve got a good

analytics system but it’s not, it’s an add-on, and they

have sold stuff that doesn’t work. How can you devel-

op the propositions and creative unless you under-

stand the data?”

Market research firms have also been moving more

towards the data side, revamping their services under

the Customer Insight label to match the changes that

are taking place in many larger UK consumer organi-

sations. But here too, there may be some conflict

between their data offerings and established services.

“Some market research agencies are building sup-

posedly highly differentiated segmentations – that

aren’t,” says Magson. “They get the data to fit some

preconceived idea of the marketplace. This might be

helpful if it fits practical requirements but it’s hardly

data-led.”

Truly independent?
One fault line in analytics provision is the split

between independent analysis providers and larger

firms that may be under internal management pres-

sure to sell in their own data, hosting and so on. It’s a

tempting extension for larger firms, but the question

is whether the starting point for a solution is the

client’s own data and ambitions, or whether the sup-

plier is aiming to tick as many of its own boxes as

possible. Sometimes it can be a case of “the answer is

‘proprietary segmentation X’, now what’s the ques-

tion?”.

Just as an independent broker should be able to

scour the marketplace for relevant lists from multiple

data owners, so an independent analytics specialist

should be trusted to supply data and other services

based on their merits rather than because they are

supplied by other parts of the same company.

Engaging a “gamekeeper” or trusted lead supplier that

can provide independent verification of performance

can provide peace of mind.

“It can compromise independence where the

agency is also providing creative along with analysis

that proves or disproves the success of the campaign,”

says Logie. “The same goes for lists. We’ve put our list

broking arm in the data analysis section, which has

been quite a meeting of minds.”

A supplier with a long track record in analytics pro-

vision and an experienced team of analysts and con-

sultants should also be able to go in-house to help

I’ve seen quite
a few cases
where analysis
has been done
shoddily in
agencies
Nigel Magson, managing
director, Talking Numbers.

A lot of people are
simply bolting on
analytics
Roy Barker, managing director,
Wegener DM Results.
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build or enhance the company insight team. For

example, Talking Numbers now spends a lot of time

training up in-house analysts.

“It depends on what level of support they want,”

says Magson. “What level of internal skills do they

have? We’re often a sounding board for internal ana-

lysts, they value our knowledge of their data and we

can give them ideas.”

The mix of services and supplier background is of

course only part of the story. For example, having a

long-established relationship with a certain provider

will be influential in how willing a company is to buy

further services from them.

“There needs to be a core of clients who want to

buy analytics from you,” says Logie. “You’re going to

get agencies with good analytical arms and bad ones.

For Occam, it wasn’t a conscious plan, a lot of clients

had asked for analytics services so the company

employed an analyst back in 1999.”

The analytics side of the business took on new

importance as the company’s Alterian partnership

flourished. Logie joined specifically to set up a

Strategic Analysis department. “We now lead on ana-

lytics more than anything,” he says. “Creative agen-

cies get to speak to marketing directors and bureaux

don’t. Offering analytics gets you much further up

the chain that saying ‘you will have clean rich data’.”

There is also the matter of how much effort a

company is prepared to put in itself to embed a rig-

orous data-based approach to its marketing and cus-

tomer management – and how good it is at all the

other elements of marketing. Richard Lees, chairman

of The Database Group, suggests that this is by far

the most important factor.

“There are many factors that influence success that

are nothing to do with targeting and data,” he says.

“If a client insists on doing creative for the campaign

and it’s awful, then it’s not going to work even if the

targeting is excellent. If you consider Clarity Blue,

Acxiom, The Database Group and GB Group, all

their basic functions and services are similar. They

all provide some kind of data planning and analysis

capability.”

This is certainly the case and also applies to a

number of other large providers such as Experian

and Data Locator. But if these services seem so simi-

lar, how can you differentiate between the effective-

ness of these competing providers? Again, it’s about

how they make the theory work in practice.

“Three or four years ago, they were selling frame-

works: models, databases, segmentation and so on,

and it was up to you to make the best use of them,”

explains Lees. “So you could buy the tools and data

but putting them in place is not that easy. Now it’s

the suppliers who understand which metrics can be

practically influenced who are most attractive.”

Lees gives the example of a large bank that, despite

long experience and trying  “every tool, every model”,

was still seeing tiny response rates to its acquisition

mailings. “What you need there is a supplier that can

offer an alternative agenda,” he says. “There are those

that will also share responsibility for the outcome

and base their fee on the level of success.”

Risk and reward
Lees sees a closer relationship between client and

provider as the next step, with the supplier taking on

more of the risk but also gaining more control over

other aspects of a campaign or project.

“How can you implement payment-by-results if

you can’t influence other factors?” he argues. “Big

suppliers have an advantage here because of the

breadth of their services. You have to go beyond data

or even marketing into pricing, research and product

development.”

It’s a confusing market these days. Marketing soft-

ware vendors are moving into email delivery, while

large services firms simply acquire the functions they

want or buy out inconvenient competitors. It’s hard

not to see much of this as driven by cross-sell ambi-

tions rather than client needs.

In analytics, if all that’s required is a week of ana-

lyst’s time to help out when the in-house team are

rushed off their feet, then it’s the cost and perform-

ance of the analyst alone that matters. The extreme

version of this is to hire an independent statistician;

there are increasing numbers of these one- and two-

man bands cropping up. But for a more substantial

project, much more will be needed.

“To start up, all a supplier needs is an analyst and

a bit of kit,” concludes Logie. “But that doesn’t make

it successful. Companies that build up slowly over

time, gaining consulting experience and good rela-

tionships with a portfolio of clients will be able to

‘tell the story’ about how analytics can be used 

successfully.”

At a bureau, the
data will be clean
and ready to go
Scott Logie, managing director,
Occam.

You need a supplier
that can offer an
alternative agenda
Richard Lees, chairman, The
Database Group.




