
“In the final quarter of last year, especially as we drew 
close to the holidays, a pall seemed to be creeping 

over the deal market. A sense that things had been too 
good for too long hung in the air, along with its logical 

follow-on—that the end was nigh:  
a downturn was overdue and M&A activity would 

shrink along with the economy. Well, that fear has 
proven unfounded so far in 2019. Global economies 
continue to expand and M&A hums along. Publicis 

Groupe’s US$4.4bn purchase of Alliance Data’s Epsilon 
unit is the latest blockbuster MD&I headline.  

No price is too high in order to remain relevant— 
good economy or bad.”

KEN SONENCLAR
MANAGING DIRECTOR

OAKLINS NEW YORK, USA

JOHN MATTHEWS:  It appears very 
much like Unilever is stealing a significant 
march on competitors like Procter & 
Gamble (P&G), which begs the question: 
What are Unilever’s competitors doing, 
if anything, in response to Unilever’s 
moves? It also appears that Unilever is 
homing in more on the direct-to-consumer 
(DTC) model, or at least settling into a 
similar competitive space, since good 
DTC brands are customer-data rich and 
own the customer experience.  
This, of course, enables them to 
personalize the customer experience, 
and personalize marketing 
communications and engagement. 

ELAINE RIDDELL:  In other words, 
what we call an always-on marketing 
system.

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)

A report we first saw online in early April 
observed that Unilever, thought by many to be 
the world’s premier marketer, is considering 
not replacing its chief marketing officer, Keith 
Weed, following his scheduled retirement. 
This news generated a dialog between two 
members of Oaklins’ global marketing data 
& analytics team from Oaklins in New York: 
managing director John Matthews and senior 
advisor Elaine Riddell.

An insight into the future digital 
transformation of marketing
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https://www.thedrum.com/news/2019/04/02/unilever-considers-retiring-cmo-role-following-keith-weeds-departure?utm_campaign=Newsletter_Daily_EuropeWeekend&utm_source=pardot&utm_medium=email
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JOHN: It is the DTC brands that have 
led the way in personalization. The DTC 
movement is fundamentally changing 
the retail and consumer packaged 
goods (CPG) landscape, and there is no 
going back. This, in turn, fundamentally 
changes the relationship between 
CPG brands that transform to DTC, 
as Unilever appears to be doing, and 
their marketing services and marketing 
data suppliers. It is also interesting 
to note from this article that it seems 
like Unilever has implemented its own 
S4 Capital-like agency in-house, with 
programmatic and content product 
capabilities and, of course, data—the 
same path Sir Martin Sorrell’s S4 Capital 
is pursuing.

ELAINE: Interestingly, Unilever’s Keith 
Weed and Martin Sorrell appear to have 
a close business relationship.

JOHN: This is starting to feel like 
brands will increasingly bring core 
marketing operations in-house and, in 
doing so, will digitize those marketing 
operations—which will include 
programmatic media buying. 

ELAINE: The view is that there will 
be a combination of in-house and 
agency—S4’s Mighty Hive is enabling any 
combination/scenario.

JOHN: Digital-transformation 
consultancies focused specifically on 
marketing operations are going to see 
great business opportunities while this is 
taking place. 

ELAINE: Agreed.

JOHN: There are probably 10 years 
or more of growth for these consulting 

firms, firstly with the leader and then with 
the laggard brands, to help them bring 
operations in-house and then preside 
over the digital transformation of these 
core marketing operations. As a sidebar, 
I believe that Mighty Hive and Prohaska 
Consulting are more niche marketing 
operations-focused digital-transformation 
consultancies than they are programmatic 
media buying agencies. 

ELAINE: They enable digital media 
buying.

JOHN: This is a not-seeing-the-forest-
for-the-trees thing. The tree is media 
buying because both firms do some of 
this for their brand customers, either 
supplying media-buying staff who can 
go in-house with a brand or providing 
this as an outsourced service using 
third-party programmatic media-buying 

Source: InsightTech Advisors
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platforms. But more fundamentally, these 
consultancies are helping their brand 
customers implement their own digitally 
transformed marketing operations, 
starting with programmatic media 
buying.

ELAINE: Yes, but I don’t believe this 
is the case for all brands. Certainly, 
some continue to outsource this tactical 
function to their agency.

JOHN: True, but media buying is 
the tree, whereas marketing digital 
transformation is the forest. 

ELAINE: Broadly, there are three 
major market segments: people-level 
data; experience design; and marketing 
activation/always-on marketing system. 
The diagram (on the prior page) focuses 
primarily on marketing activation/ 
always-on marketing system. 

JOHN: While there will likely be an 
increasing demand for data that brands 
will buy from suppliers to integrate with 
their own first-party datasets, there may 
be a reduction in demand for traditional 
marketing services—such as executing 
marketing communications campaigns 
or consumer insights discovery. These 
capabilities are moving in-house as a 
result of new marketing software that 
allows brands to automate and digitize. 

ELAINE: This would be the always-on 
marketing system focused on activation.

JOHN: Aside from going to third 
parties to supply raw data, brands will 
look to third-party marketing agencies 
to help either with very specialized 
or niche requirements, or to take on 
some campaign execution and insights 
work when their internal operations are 
stretched thin. Overall, it does indicate 
at least a significant interim shift towards 
marketing services agencies becoming 
more like marketing-operations digital-
transformation consultancies. 

ELAINE: This is the case for Accenture 
Interactive, WPP, IPG, Omnicom and 
Deloitte Digital. 

JOHN: I’d say this leaves three options 
for market research agencies:

1. Become a marketing data provider 
similar to Acxiom, though perhaps in 
new markets like over-the top (OTT) / 
connected TV, where a lot of new 
players are emerging. 

2. Become a consumer insights 
operations digital-transformation 
consultancy, helping brands set up 
and implement their own consumer 
insights operations on a digital 
backbone and with high levels of 
automation that increase as artificial 
intelligence (AI) software capabilities 
further encroach on the capabilities 
and skills of human market researchers 
and market analysts.  

3. Become a niche insights provider, able 
to carry out those insight projects and 
services that are not core for a brand so 
are not brought in-house. Of course, the 
in-house/outside balance will vary with 
the size of the brand—where it is on 
its growth trajectory—and the market 
it is in. Smaller brands may not be able 
to afford or handle bringing projects 
in-house as much as a Unilever or 
P&G, so their core in-house marketing 
operations will be more limited and 
they will look to marketing operations 
outsourcing and managed-services 
providers to help them more with their 
digital marketing needs.  

Digital marketing should now mean all 
marketing, whether via digital channels 
or other channels, as it will increasingly 
refer to digitally transformed marketing 
operations.

ELAINE: Once again, the always-on 
marketing system. 

JOHN: We can create a new buzzword 
here: marops or marketingops? I’m only 
being half serious with the last point.  

ELAINE: I like “MarOps.” We should 
consider renaming our segment 
“customer experience design and 
activation.” Marketing has become too 
narrow a definition.

JOHN: I guess, finally, the article does 
beg the question of what happens at 
Unilever after Keith Weed leaves. Will this 
direction continue—perhaps with even 
more pace or at least at the same pace—
or will the marketing regime that replaces 
Keith Weed pull back a little or a lot from 
this direction? We live in interesting times.

We should remember, cutting through 
the trees or blizzard of buzzwords 
and acronyms, that fundamentally 
what software (or tech, as we now 
often call it) does is automate stuff. 
It automates business operations, it 
automates simple and increasingly 
complex tasks previously carried out 
by human operators or experts. It 
can automate expert performance by 
mimicking expertise; it can provide 
automated solutions to problems that are 
beyond human scale, such as complex, 
high-volume data management. AI is 
growing in its capabilities to mimic human 
expertise and so increasingly encroaches 
on the jobs performed by experts such 
as marketing analysts. There is also the 
faster, cheaper, good-enough movement, 
which means if it is faster and cheaper 
(economies of scale) then it doesn’t 
have to be better than the expert being 
replaced. For now, it has to be good 
enough and better will come later.  

ELAINE: As we have incorporated into 
our chart (next page), this is the top of 
Wave 3 (total customer understanding/ 
experience design) and Wave 4 
(alwayson marketing system). Both are 
enabled by AI and automation. Periscope 
by McKinsey is an example of Wave 3/ 
design leveraging automation and AI; 
Accenture Interactive and Zeta Global 
would be examples of Wave 4/alwayson 
marketing machine.

Interview



4OAKLINS – Spot On · Marketing data & insights · May 2019

Self-serve and 
automation

1

Model-driven 
decision-making

2

Integrated workflow        
CX design platforms

3

Intelligent
CX activation systems

4

Automation
of basics

Advanced 
analytics, 
decision 
frames  

AI / ML
advanced 

automation

Basic 
delivery

LIMITED COMPLEX

Strategic market research

Syndicated
consumer behavior

Omni-
Data integration & analytics

Strategy & mgmt. consulting 

Integrated marketing 
decision workflow platform 

Self-service & automated MR

Data market places & exchanges

AI-driven marketing system

Personalization & 
activation systems

First-party panel firms

Customer experience journey 
& total market basket

Integration solution providers 

DATA & DATA MANAGEMENT COMPLEXITY

TE
C

H
 &

 A
N

A
LY

TI
C

S 
EN

A
B

LE
M

EN
T

Decision-making systems

Person-level data

channel/Omni-source

Four Waves of InnovationTM—with a NewCo mindset

Source: InsightTech Advisors



5OAKLINS – Spot On · Marketing data & insights · May 2019

MULTIPLES OF LISTED COMPANIES

Company
Share 
price 
(US$)

52-week 
high

% of 52-
week high

Market 
cap 

(US$m)

TEV 
(US$m)

LTM 
revenue 
(US$m)

LTM  
EBITDA 
(US$m)

LTM 
EBITDA 
margin

TEV/ 
LTM 

revenue

TEV/LTM 
EBITDA

137.02  146.10  94% 26,938.1 37,261.1 10,412.0 1,795.0 17.2% 3.6x 20.8x

25.57  34.37  74% 9,064.4 17,123.4 6,515.0 1,469.0 22.5% 2.6x 11.7x

28.63  28.88  99% 25,797.7 29,207.7 4,819.0 1,469.0 30.5% 6.1x 19.9x

139.47  139.52  100% 22,805.0 25,385.5 2,395.1 1,046.3 43.7% 10.6x 24.3x

159.48  161.24  99% 14,345.0 16,470.3 3,869.9 609.3 15.7% 4.3x 27.0x

39.77  47.79  83% 30,450.9 27,477.2 3,164.4 807.7 25.5% 8.7x 34.0x

119.85  136.92  88% 10,328.4 9,306.0 1,155.4 (54.0) NM 8.1x NM

25.32  36.75  69% 1,103.0 1,767.7 2,003.1 222.5 11.1% 0.9x 7.9x

11.57  26.58  44% 462.4 741.9 394.7 83.4 21.1% 1.9x 8.9x

76.42  82.25  93% 1,441.4 1,630.1 1,338.0 120.7 9.0% 1.2x 13.5x

7.82  8.63  91% 923.1 1,006.0 200.8 30.1 15.0% 5.0x 33.4x

39.86  42.85  93% 991.1 1,016.2 119.7 40.8 34.1% 8.5x 24.9x

Market multiples  
and valuation trends



6OAKLINS – Spot On · Marketing data & insights · May 2019

Company
Share 
price 
(US$)

52-week 
high

% of 52-
week high

Market 
cap 

(US$m)

TEV 
(US$m)

LTM 
revenue 
(US$m)

LTM  
EBITDA 
(US$m)

LTM 
EBITDA 
margin

TEV/ 
LTM 

revenue

TEV/LTM 
EBITDA

49.97  51.17  98% 920.4 780.1 357.6 31.1 8.7% 2.2x 25.1x

8.48  11.48  74% 349.0 301.0 477.8 47.9 10.0% 0.6x 6.3x

5.77  6.60  87% 607.6 575.4 166.6 29.3 17.6% 3.5x 19.6x

3.69  5.45  68% 169.0 247.8 275.8 21.9 7.9% 0.9x 11.3x

3.76  12.16  31% 23.6 26.6 284.6 (13.8) NM 0.1x NM

Median 3.5x 19.9x

Mean 4.0x 19.2xData source: Capital IQ

Market cap and total enterprise value (TEV) based on closing stock prices on 11 May 2019

Data source: Capital IQ

Graph is calculated using market value weighted indices

Market mult iples and valuation trends

Dates S&P 500
Market 
Research 
Companies

Q1/2015 0,00 0,00
Q1/2015 -1,83 -1,67
Q1/2015 -2,70 -1,43
Q1/2015 -1,57 -1,90
Q1/2015 0,19 0,49
Q1/2015 -0,65 0,89
Q1/2015 -1,45 0,29
Q1/2015 -1,71 0,68
Q1/2015 -2,28 0,16
Q1/2015 -3,18 -1,84
Q1/2015 -1,88 -0,66
Q1/2015 -1,73 0,34
Q1/2015 -1,27 0,53
Q1/2015 0,24 2,37
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OAKLINS MARKETING DATA & INSIGHTS 
SPECIALISTS

Oaklins is the world’s most experienced mid-market  

M&A advisor, with 800 professionals globally and dedicated 

industry teams in 40 countries worldwide. We have closed  

over 1,500 transactions in the past five years.

About Oakl ins

OAKLINS OFFERS A 
COMPREHENSIVE RANGE  
OF SERVICES  

 ͽ M&A advisory (buy- and sell-side)

 ͽ Growth equity and equity capital 
markets advisory

 ͽ Debt advisory

 ͽ Corporate finance services 

Marketing data & insights is one 
of our focus areas. Combining 
comprehensive sector knowledge 
with global execution has led 
Oaklins to become the most 
experienced M&A advisor in the 
marketing data & insights sector, 
with a large contact network of 
the most relevant market players 
worldwide. This results in the best 
possible merger, acquisition and 
divestment opportunities for market 
research companies.

If mergers, acquisitions or divestitures 
of businesses or business units 
are part of your strategy, we 
would welcome the opportunity to 
exchange ideas with you.

AUTHOR
 KEN SONENCLAR

Managing Director

New York, USA

T: +1 212 651 2602

Deep local roots,  
global commitment
Oaklins brings you opportunities from across the world and  

we meet you with our expertise wherever you are
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