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MARKET RESEARCH
SPOT ON

Ken Sonenclar, Oaklins' market research specialist, is 
pleased to share some high-level industry intelligence 
in this edition of Spot On.

"As you may notice in this issue, we are beginning to 
refer to market research as marketing data & insights 
(MD&I). The new name is meant to evoke the breadth 
of the industry, circa 2018, and indicate the expanded 
focus of mandates we are seeking to secure. 

In this vein, we extend the coverage of technologies 
we see reshaping the industry with a feature on 
blockchain. This technology has the potential to 
radically alter how research is conducted and the 
utility of that research, disrupting established vendors 
in its wake and creating opportunities for innovative 
players."

Few recent technical achievements have been as widely 
celebrated and as fiercely contested as blockchain. In 
less than 10 years since its creation, blockchain has 
generated gold-rush-type fortunes, attracting more black 
hats in the process than an Enron reunion. Governments 
around the world are scrutinizing blockchain, since it 
has the potential to undermine centuries of national 
sovereignty. A handful have embraced it, while others 
have banned it like a terrorist cell. Despite significant 
technical flaws, some of the world’s largest corporations 
are spending billions developing enterprise versions.
Meanwhile, the ethos that gave birth to blockchain — 
openness, decentralization and transparency, not unlike 
the mantra of the early Internet — is being discarded 
by some as untenable, unworkable and naive, causing 
deep rifts in the blockchain community.

This piece is not an overview of everything blockchain. 
Here we are concerned with the impact of blockchain 
technology on marketing data & insights. And while 
we will touch on blockchain-based currencies as an 
integral aspect of the technology, we’re not interested in 

the billionaires or the criminal investigations that have 
mushroomed around blockchain cryptocurrencies.

To set the table, we like the taut definition of blockchain 
from a very useful overview of the subject, The Truth 
Machine, by Michael J. Casey and Paul Vigna (St. Martin’s 
Press, 2018). The authors define blockchain as “a 
distributed append-only ledger of provably signed, 
sequentially linked, and cryptographically secured 
transactions that's replicated across a network of 
computer nodes, with ongoing updates determined by 
a software-driven consensus.” 

We believe evidence is already abundant that blockchain 
technology will significantly reshape the way market 
research is conducted, even as it disrupts companies 
across the broad universe of MD&I. This goes for 
the industry’s global standard bearers, its mid-sized 
challengers and thousands of bit players: no one will 
escape. We expect to return many times to the subject, 
so for now we introduce three high-level themes: identity 
verification, rewarding participation and the value chain.

BLOCKCHAIN’S LOOMING DISRUPTION OF MARKETING DATA & INSIGHTS
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Blockchain’s looming disruption of marketing data & insights

Identity verification

Blockchain is heralded for its ability to confirm an 
individual's identity — or to create what's known in the 
blockchain world as a self-sovereign identity (SSI). This 
means an identity that is unique to a single individual, stays 
with that person until they die and is completely private.
(One of SSI's dramatic effects is that financiers around 
the world are already forecasting exponential growth in 
lending activity, simply because billions of people across 
the developing world today are unbanked and otherwise 
ineligible, even for microlending � let alone a mortgage 
� because of the inability to incontrovertibly confirm 
their identity.) Building identity-verification systems is 
extremely complex, and blockchain offers only one piece 
of the puzzle — but a necessary piece. Within MD&I, 
participants with a confirmed self-sovereign identity (SSI) 
will be far more valuable to researchers � and ultimately 
researchers’ clients � since SSI ties individual consumers 
directly to individual behaviors, whether that means an 
online or brick-and-mortar purchase, viewing an ad or a 
TV program, or filling a prescription.

The highly secure nature of blockchain that underpins 
SSI can also let the industry obtain comprehensive data, 
even in the face of ever-stricter privacy laws, such as 

GDP — a European regulation for now but with global 
implications, due to the easy movement of data.

Rewarding participation

Rewarding participants in surveys and other vehicles 
that are the basic inputs of insight development � 
whether with a crisp dollar bill in an envelope or with 
bags of groceries or countless other incentives � has 
a long and generally honorable history. The coins or 
tokens that reward participation for using a blockchain 
fit quite naturally into the insights ecosystem. A well-
designed, blockchain-based MD&I system will use tokens 
(cryptocurrency) to spur engagement, create value 
for participants, reduce friction for participating and 
distribute benefits across the full range of participants.

A related element is the concept of smart contracts.
These are contracts that, while negotiated the old-
fashioned way (i.e., person to person or lawyer to lawyer), 
are embedded in a blockchain, so that when one event 
transpires (completing a survey), it automatically and 
irretrievably triggers a related event (payment) — like a 
Strangelovian doomsday machine.
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Blockchain’s looming disruption of marketing data & insights

The value chain

This leads to perhaps the most revolutionary impact 
of blockchain on MD&I: disrupting the industry’s value 
chain. Despite the occasional payment of incentives 
to research participants, most of us share our data 
without remuneration — even when we know we are 
participating: completing a survey being the most 
obvious instance. But today we all radiate a never-
ending stream of data: every program we watch, 
every store we visit virtually or down the block, every 
Facebook post we like, every masala we order, every 
white paper we download, every ache that brings us 
to the doctor. Marketers are willing to pay for that 
information. And in return for generating the raw 
materials that stoke the MD&I industry’s engines, most 
of us receive nothing in return, except perhaps anxiety 
when a massive data breach comes to light or we find 
ourselves targeted by Russian hackers.

Blockchain will allow individuals and businesses to take 
full control of the data they generate, dispensing it to 
whom they want, when they want, for agreed-upon 
prices. Start-ups are already developing personal data 
management and monetization platforms. So, instead 
of all value flowing solely to data-gathering firms, 
individuals equipped to participate in a blockchain can 
look to be paid for their contributions. 

No one is going to get rich from the data he or she 
sells. Some estimate the value of an individual’s data 
at a few hundred dollars annually — though perhaps 
more, given that you may also control Internet of Things 
(IoT) data coursing through your home or workplace.
Facilitating the sale of data is the goal of decentralized, 
blockchain-based data marketplaces. Buyers may be 
brands directly — if they have the analytical chops in-
house — eliminating the low-value-added players in the 
current industry and placing ever-greater emphasis on 
unique value add. One of these aspiring marketplace 
builders and operators, Measure, Inc., sees its 
marketplace as a venue that “allows buyers to interact 
directly with individuals in a way that protects the privacy 
of the individual, incentivizes accuracy, and provides 
transparency around data usage and payment. Vendor 
lock-in and rent-seeking middlemen are eliminated.”

The upshot of these by-products of blockchain will 
be greater privacy, higher-quality data and insights, 
equitable distribution of benefits, and elimination of 
firms that simply gather data and aspire only to sell it for 
analysis by others.

If all this sounds a bit futuristic, it is. Even blockchain’s 
most fervent advocates foresee a gradual rollout of 
blockchain technology across the spectrum of MD&I for 
at least two basic reasons. First, vendors and users all 
have significant investments, vested interests, and deep 
understanding of the way research is conducted, sold 
and analyzed now, even though the industry continues 
to evolve in interesting and even profound ways.Second, 
blockchain itself is not yet ready for prime time.

Blockchain’s major technical flaw is the tortoise-like speed 
at which the technology handles transactions. Major 
credit-card processors can capture tens of thousands of 
transactions in the time it takes a blockchain to record 
just a handful. Overcoming this striking limitation is the 
focus of engineers worldwide, who have proposed all 
manner of workarounds without any being universally 
accepted.

One fix � perhaps better described as an alternative 
system design � calls for blockchains that abandon 
the permissionless, open-to-all structure in favor of 
invitation-only systems. Such closed blockchains can 
accelerate system processing because they no longer 
need to support the level of cryptographic security and 
fully distributed architecture that slows transaction 
speed. But these permissioned systems also typically 
embrace a degree of centralized control that is 
antithetical to one of the main spurs to the creation of 
blockchain in the first place.

Still, these are the early days of a revolution that will 
affect government, business and individuals. And just as 
the maturation of other technologies � most recently, 
machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI) � has led 
to a rash of dealmaking in the past few years, we are 
sure to see the pace of blockchain-oriented transactions 
move into high gear in coming years.
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Market multiples and valuation trends

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

102.75  110.67  93% 20,787.8 30,490.8 8,263.0 1,737.0 21.0% 3.7x 17.6x

31.88  43.61  73% 11,356.5 19,740.5 6,656.0 1,697.0 25.5% 3.0x 11.6x

25.26  25.48  99% 22,875.2 26,161.5 4,662.0 1,432.0 30.7% 5.6x 18.3x

111.57  111.62  100% 18,438.0 21,066.4 2,223.8 1,011.2 45.5% 9.5x 20.8x

139.07  142.16  98% 12,688.8 15,474.6 3,649.9 417.7 11.4% 4.2x 37.0x

44.14  47.79  92% 33,100.9 30,380.6 2,559.9 464.3 18.1% 11.9x 65.4x

103.82  105.78  98% 8,465.8 7,600.1 923.4 (146.9) NM 8.2x NM

40.05  40.47  99% 3,087.4 3,174.5 917.4 95.1 10.4% 3.5x 33.4x

34.00  40.53  84% 1,417.1 1,982.7 2,137.9 250.3 11.7% 0.9x 7.9x

24.28  31.60  77% 962.4 1,257.9 363.7 78.8 21.7% 3.5x 16.0x

73.50  76.13  97% 1,382.3 1,594.5 1,235.6 113.1 9.2% 1.3x 14.1x

7.85  8.41  93% 926.1 983.0 164.5 24.6 15.0% 6.0x 39.9x

37.80  41.99  90% 930.2 894.8 118.3 38.0 32.1% 7.6x 23.6x

43.75  47.75  92% 786.8 650.5 338.2 29.9 8.8% 1.9x 21.8x
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Market multiples and valuation trends

Multiples of listed companies (continued)

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

10.41  13.54  77% 428.3 352.6 475.5 51.3 10.8% 0.7x 6.9x

6.56  6.70  98% 691.8 663.6 159.1 21.3 13.4% 4.2x 31.1x

4.23  4.63  91% 187.6 268.7 271.9 23.7 8.7% 1.0x 11.3x

10.91  12.16  90% 68.4 55.3 370.2 4.8 1.3% 0.1x 11.6x

Median: 3.6x 18.3x

Mean: 4.3x 22.8x
Source: Capital IQ
Market cap and total enterprise value (TEV) based on closing stock prices on 7 July 2018
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M&A activity

Selected Oaklins market research transactions

Case study

Kelton Global, a premier 
insights and strategy 
consulting agency, was 
acquired in April by LRW, 
a global market research 
and data analytics 
company and a portfolio 
company of Tailwind 
Capital.

Kelton grew from a two-
person office in 2003 to a 

global consultancy with a national footprint that is called 
upon to address critical customer, brand and product 
needs across the Fortune 1000. The company possesses 
widely recognized expertise in qualitative insights, 
quantitative research, cultural insights and design 
research, and uses its communications, innovation and 

branding teams to lay the foundation for new ideas that 
help global businesses chart new paths for growth.

LRW is a global, data-driven company that has been 
advising top global brands on issues of strategy, branding, 
communications, product development, innovation and 
customer experience since 1973. The firm is one of the 
largest, privately-held marketing research consultancies 
in the world, with more than 600 employees in nine 
offices worldwide. The acquisition of Kelton is the latest 
in a planned series of acquisitions in support of its long-
term vision of creating a collaboration of companies that 
leverage sophisticated data analytics and deep human 
understanding to deliver business impact for clients.

Our Oaklins member firm in Los Angeles served as the 
exclusive financial advisor to Kelton Global.
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MEET OAKLINS, THE WORLD’S MOST EXPERIENCED 
MID-MARKET M&A ADVISOR 

Oaklins offers a comprehensive range of services 
 ● M&A advisory (buy- and sell-side)
 ● Growth equity and equity capital markets advisory

 ● Debt advisory
 ● Corporate finance services

Oaklins industry specialists

Market research 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 market research 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. Please find our contact details below.

Ken Sonenclar, Managing Director
New York, United States

T: +1 212 651 2602

John Matthews, Managing Director
New York, United States

 T:  +1 212 651 2616

About Oaklins

professionals
 700

countries
 40

transactions
5,000+

offices
 60

sectors
 15
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This document is provided for information purposes only. Oaklins and its member firms make no guarantee, 
representation or warranty of any kind regarding the timeliness, accuracy or completeness of its content. 
This document is not intended to convey investment advice or solicit investments of any kind whatsoever. 
No investment decisions should be taken based on the contents and views expressed herein. Oaklins and its 
member firms shall not be responsible for any loss sustained by any person who relies on this publication.
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