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Introduction
A major pandemic is closing markets and 

exacerbating economic, political and 

social tensions around the world. In the 

UK, the continuing uncertainty around 

Brexit is casting a long shadow over future 

growth and trade investments. Consumer 

confidence is on a rollercoaster everywhere, 

and brands are along for the ride and 

hanging on for dear life.

As if that weren’t enough, marketers had  

major shifts in consumer markets to  

contend with even before any of this 

happened. Today’s audiences are 

fragmented across thousands of channels, 

new privacy regulations are adding 

tremendous complexity to the ecosystem, 

and personal identifiers like third-party 

cookies and mobile ad IDs are quickly 

vanishing from the marketing ecosystem.

No wonder then that marketers are abuzz 

about becoming more agile. They need to 

adapt to survive, and they need to do so 

faster than the competition.

A study by Forbes and marketing 

automation software company Aprimo 

in 2018 found that modern marketers 

measure success by speed to market, 

on-time project completion, engagement 

with customers and quick response to their 

changing needs. AgileSherpas reports that 

42% of marketers have already adopted 

agile principles in their daily work, and that 

virtually everyone else is planning to go 

agile within a year. It is happening. We’re 

well past the hype—what Gartner would call 

the peak of inflated expectations—and onto 

the slope of enlightenment. 

This new report by The Drum and Neustar 

will look at what agile marketing is, how it 

can be applied, what skills an agile marketer 

needs to develop and why agile marketing 

is particularly crucial in times of crisis.

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-consumer-behavior-is-changing-amid-covid-19
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-consumer-behavior-is-changing-amid-covid-19
https://www.home.neustar/blog/sustainable-marketing-ecosystem-for-world-without-cookies
https://resources.aprimo.com/aprimo-research-flipbook/the-future-of-marketing-research-report-with-forbes
https://www.agilesherpas.com/state-of-agile-marketing-2020/
https://www.agilesherpas.com/state-of-agile-marketing-2020/
https://www.home.neustar/marketing-solutions


Agile Marketing Transformation: Why It’s Key To Your Success l  03 

The adoption of 
agile is inevitable. 
Companies have to 
find a way to react to 
changing customer 
needs that is easier, 
quicker, and more 
efficient than before. 
Agile is becoming 
the new normal”  
 
Sinem Soydar Günal,  
Global Senior Digital Marketing Manager,  
Vodafone Group.
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What is Agile Marketing?
Discussions of agile marketing are 

complicated by terminology. Strictly 

speaking, being agile means adopting  

ideas and methods from the agile  

marketing manifesto, first published in 

2012. This in turn was based on the agile 

manifesto first formalised in 2001 and 

widely used in software development 

today. But from the beginning, marketers 

have been picking and choosing from the 

principles in the manifesto to fit their  

needs and corporate culture.

Whether in its purest form or more ad-

hoc implementations, the main idea of the 

agile methodology is to improve on the 

traditional waterfall approach of product 

development—where a new system is 

defined, built and tested in consecutive 

steps before final delivery. That traditional 

waterfall process takes time and is largely 

insulated from market realities. By the time 

the product hits the street, customers 

have often moved on. By contrast, agile 

is iterative, involving regular testing and 

course correction. The work is broken down 

into small enough pieces (sprints) that the 

product gets quick market validation, and 

if it misses the mark, the process can be 

reiterated to try new ideas with minimal risk.

In marketing, the product can be a strategic 

branding initiative, an email campaign, an 

omnichannel product launch or a new blog. 

Agile makes it all faster, more efficient and 

more immediately relevant.

Agile methodologies are the answer for us.  
A recent example is the rapid creation of 
a refunds process for our motor insurance 
customers during Covid. We would have lost 
weeks if we had sought to build something 
perfect, and inevitably it wouldn’t have been so.”

Mark Evans, Marketing Director, Direct Line Group.

https://agilemarketingmanifesto.org/
https://agilemarketingmanifesto.org/
https://agilemanifesto.org/
https://agilemanifesto.org/
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Agile is a Culture
Agile is a work culture, and most 

technology companies (like Vodafone and 

Deutsche Telekom) have already embraced 

it in their IT and product development 

departments. Marketing departments 

looking to adopt agile practices at those 

companies are preaching to the choir.

Others without the benefit of a pre-existing 

agile culture at their company might 

experience some initial skepticism from 

the C-suite, but there are many ways to get 

there (Scrum, Kanban, Scrumban and many 

other variations), even if it means adopting 

it in steps, or experimenting with it on a 

small scale at first.  

 

 

 

A marketing organisation can implement 

agile marketing by: 

1  Restructuring the whole marketing 

function along agile lines.

2  Building cross-functional teams but 

leaving the organisational structure of 

the department unchanged.

3  Starting with one project as a proof-

of-concept and then expanding.

The choice depends on the company’s 

appetite for risk, and the level of seniority 

of those advocating for the change. For 

most businesses, transforming the entire 

organisation at once is too big and risky a 

project, and a ‘land and expand’ approach 

is more common.

Why not be agile about adopting agile, 

after all? 
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For all marketers on the agile path, whether they’re early 

adopters or first-timers dipping their toes in the water, 

here are some key cultural principles to keep in mind. 

Agile is:

Customer-focused  
The end-user is the ultimate arbiter of  
success and failure.

Data-driven  
The project team goes where data and  
marketing analytics lead, not where the  
highest-paid person in the room tells them.

Iterative  
It’s based on a repeating cycle of  
evaluation - test, analyse, act.

Collaborative  
It involves working in cross-functional teams, 
guided by KPIs set for the whole organisation.  

If you pick the right people out of the 
business, you don’t need to touch the 
matrix of the organisation. And if  
you do it that way, the business will  
change anyway.” 

Rob Lawrence, agile marketing consultant and former  
Global Head of Digital Marketing, Nivea.
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What does an Agile Marketing 
Department Look Like?

Agile is not a one-size-fits-all approach, but three elements underpin all successful 

implementations of the agile methodology in marketing:

Cross-functional teams
Agile is at its best when professionals with 

diverse functional backgrounds work together 

as a team. Social media and customer support 

specialists have their finger on the pulse of the 

marketplace, for instance, and when they’re 

on board, there’s a better chance that the 

team will catch early misalignments in creative 

positioning for a new campaign. 

KPI alignment 
Teams made up of people from different 

departments need a common goal to bring 

them together. Organisations can no longer 

assign department- or channel-specific KPIs. 

Instead, all KPIs must be based on outcomes 

that are common across the business— 

 

what John Doerr calls Objectives and Key 

Results (OKRs). Examples of agile marketing 

KPIs include sales outcomes or ROAS.

Shared data assets 

One effect of working in departmental silos 

is that data isn’t shared across departments. 

Often, it’s not even shared among channel-

based teams within the same department.  

But for cross-functional teams to work, everyone 

needs access to the same data and insights. 

Organisations that have made investments in 

identity-based solutions and have a full view of 

their customers’ interactions with their brand—a 

single view of the customer—can move much 

faster than those that need to waste time 

reconciling all the relevant data points.

The most successful marketing organisa-
tions break down silos and align the entire 
team around consistent metrics.” 

Michael Schoen, SVP/GM at Neustar

https://www.whatmatters.com/get-examples/
https://www.whatmatters.com/get-examples/
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Examples of Agile Marketing
Direct Line Group

Direct Line has been using agile 

methodologies for a few years in its digital 

services function, and has seen their benefits 

firsthand in terms of pace and productivity. 

They’re now implementing agile across their 

head office in Q4, 2020. 

They’re setting up autonomous, 

empowered, self-managing cross-functional 

teams (‘squads’ in agile terminology) to work 

two-week sprint cycles and meet quarterly 

OKR objectives. Each squad is responsible 

for the end-to-end delivery of a project, 

with no handovers to other functions. Every 

head office employee has a home chapter 

(for example, marketing) where they hone 

their skills, but what they work on gets 

determined by their squad. 

Empowering self-managing teams which can 
implement change on an end-to-end basis on 
a two-week cycle means that we can do more 
experiments and learn faster.” 

Mark Evans, Marketing Director, Direct Line Group.
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Philips

Blake Cahill, Global Head of Philips’ digital 

marketing and e-commerce department, 

defines agility as “the ability to think and act 

quickly and easily.” He adopted agile in 2019 

as an operational framework for change. 

Teams are now organised to address every 

step of the customer journey: from activation 

and exposure to customer experience, 

fulfilment to customer support, loyalty to 

advocacy. What Cahill calls the “bookends” 

are teams focused on growth and on the 

acceleration of digital.

Each team has a tribe leader, product owners 

and squads focused on making an impact in 

their specific domain. Cahill himself ensures 

priorities, even when team members report 

to other parts of the company.

We’re seeing great results. The biggest 
benefit is taking out barriers; making things 
transparent so we can surface the blockages 
sooner and remove them.” 

Blake Cahill, Global Head, Digital Marketing & E-Commerce, Philips.
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Vodafone 

Vodafone adopted agile methodologies as 

a foundation for a more customer-focused 

marketing strategy in late 2017. According 

to Sinem Soydar Günal, Global Senior 

Digital Marketing Manager at Vodafone, the 

intention was to reduce the time spent on 

marketing processes, all while delivering 

customer value and minimising employee 

frustration. To do this, Vodafone built a 

robust process for its agile marketing teams 

(which they refer to as ‘squads’).  

1. Ideation 
Squads begin by generating ideas, 

building hypotheses, and prioritising tasks. 

2. Market Sizing & Planning 
They then assess the benefit of the 

project (compared to the effort to 

execute), design test scenarios, and 

evaluate the business case. 

3. Execute Sprints 
The squads execute the project, which 

can vary from one to four weeks.  

4. Review 
Following each sprint, the squad delivers 

a retrospective evaluation of the project. 

This includes feedback sessions and 

alignment discussions with other teams.

The C-suite just sees the results; they don’t 
dictate how the squads achieve them. That 
gives the teams more autonomy, and each 
team ends up working like a little company, 
each responsible for its own product.”

Sinem Soydar Günal, Global Senior Digital Marketing Manager,  
Vodafone Group.
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First Steps in Agile Marketing
1. Get senior  

management backing  
It’s vital to have an internal ally in leadership, 

someone to support you in the early stages 

and before the benefits (or challenges) of  

agile become clear.

2. Find budget  

To plan accordingly, you should know how 

much you have to spend.

3. Choose a project 
Pick a test project with a clearly defined 

beginning, middle and end.

4. Find the data 
Project scoping should reveal what data 

you’ll need to move forward. Document  

how marketing investment decisions are 

being made today. Write the brief and  

include essential details like purpose,  

expected outcomes and the analytics tools 

required to execute effectively. 

5. Write the brief 
Include essential details like what the  

purpose is in undertaking this effort, a POV  

on its potential value and a few proof points  

to support your case 

6. Assemble the team 
To succeed, you need to gather the right 

resources. Ask yourself: What skills will  

the project require? Are those people in  

my department? What skills will I need  

from outside of marketing or from my 

agency partners?

7. Get training 
Agile will be a very different way of working for 

most of the team. Make the transition as easy 

as possible by being prepared.

8. Form a hypothesis 

Know what it is you are working toward, and 

make sure it ladders back to what’s outlined 

in your brief.

9. Test and learn 
Use marketing analytics to evaluate the results 

of each sprint. Learn from your mistakes, take 

lessons from the first project and apply them  

to the next.

10. Share everything 
When marketing is smarter, the whole 

organisation benefits. Be sure to share insights 

and learnings with stakeholders from across 

your business.
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Paving the Way to  
Wider Adoption

Direct Line Group wanted to move to  

cross-functional agile processes across the 

whole business in order to accelerate the 

pace of innovation at the company. CMO 

Mark Evans describes it as “a huge decision, 

since it essentially meant that we were 

deconstructing and reconstructing our digital 

team (and all the others) in order to federate 

the capability that we had developed across 

all change activity.”

Advisers told the company that it would take 

over 100 Executive Committee hours to 

complete the planning phase. That, Evans says, 

was probably an under-estimate: “We knew 

that we needed a level of change readiness 

that we hadn’t achieved before. This took a 

huge effort in terms of communication to win 

over hearts and minds, particularly since this all 

happened in the context of Covid.”

Part of that effort involved the company 

creating a new set of agile-inspired behaviours 

for its people to live by: “Test, Learn & Adapt”, 

“Be Curious” and “Build Trust.” 

The move is still in its earliest stages, but initial 

evidence is that it’s already delivering results.

We knew that we needed a level 
of change readiness that we hadn’t 
achieved before. This took a huge effort 
in terms of communication to win over 
hearts and minds, particularly since this 
all happened in the context of Covid. ”

Mark Evans, CMO, Direct Line Group.
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Bringing People With You
Any change to an organisation’s way 

of doing business creates fear among 

employees: fear that it won’t work, that they 

won’t be able to adapt, that they’ll lose 

their jobs. In addition, agile can seem very 

abstract. It’s important to alleviate these 

fears by making it real with small, successful 

projects that allow people to learn and 

become comfortable with it. 

Most businesses find that working in 

cross-functional teams helps motivate and 

develop employees. The new generation 

of marketers wants less hierarchy and 

more say in the work assigned to their 

team. Working alongside colleagues from 

other departments gives people a greater 

understanding of the rest of the business 

and helps break down silos further. 
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The Skills of Agile Marketers
1. Curiosity  

“Every day you need to learn a new thing, 

because customer behaviour is evolving. You 

can no longer keep the same proposition for 

a long time. You should be searching for the 

best version of the offer or the marketing plan 

as quickly as possible” – Sinem Soydar Günal, 

Global Senior Digital Marketing Manager, 

Vodafone Group.

2. Discipline 

“They have to follow their process and 

not get distracted” – Peter Markey, Chief 

Marketing Officer, TSB Bank.

3. Communications 

“They need to create a strategy that is easy 

to digest, with key messages that everyone 

can understand. They also need to make 

sure the leadership team is as supportive as 

possible, and that all the support functions 

have an understanding of what they’re doing” 

– Antony Roberts, National Digital Manager, 

Audi UK. 

4.  Politics 

“Working agile demands collaboration in 

a completely different way. It’s all about 

working with other departments and other 

areas of expertise across functions, rather 

than through the hierarchy” – Gerhard 

Louw, former Head of International Media 

Management, Deutsche Telekom.

5. Collaboration 

“The cadence of the agile methodology 

is that you have a stand-up every morning 

where you hear what your team is doing, if 

they need help, if they have any feedback for 

you” – Sinem Soydar Günal, Global Senior 

Digital Marketing Manager, Vodafone Group.

6. Trust and Leadership 

“Leaders create the space for empowered 

teams to thrive. Rather than getting involved in 

the detail, they act as un-blockers. This means 

they have to be principled about only making 

the decisions that only they can make” – Mark 

Evans, Marketing Director, Direct Line Group.

7. Data-first 

“They don’t just look at the surface data, they 

keep digging down, and then they prioritise 

the action that will make the biggest impact. 

Marketing has always been a mix of art and 

science, but the science is most needed 

today” – Blake Cahill, Global Head, Digital 

Marketing & E-Commerce, Philips.
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Agile Marketing 
in a Crisis

Savvy military officers know that “no plan 

survives contact with the enemy.”

Today’s marketers are in a similar position. 

No plan, however well thought-out, survives 

contact with market realities. But before the 

advent of digital media, there was no practical 

way for marketers to measure a campaign’s 

performance early enough to make any useful 

correction. Now, it’s possible to optimise 

campaigns in-flight, based on real-time 

feedback from consumer interactions.

Taking full advantage of these opportunities 

requires a marketing ecosystem that can 

capture and analyse performance on the  

go, and an organisational structure that  

can test new ideas quickly enough to  

make a difference. 

A recent survey by Sirkin Research for 

Newscred found that the biggest challenges 

faced by marketers in the early days of the 

Covid-19 pandemic were: managing shifting 

priorities and strategies (56%) and managing 

fluid plans (48%). Agile companies were able 

to redirect resources much faster than their 

competitors and minimise the economic 

impact of the pandemic on their bottom line. 

Many seized the opportunity to redefine  

their brand.

When the Facebook boycott gained 

steam earlier this year among advertisers 

in response to the social network’s slow 

response to hate speech, agile marketers 

were able to shift media investments at a 

moment’s notice to prevent a costly vacuum  

in their media outreach. 

In a crisis, agile organisations have the tools  

to react. Others are left struggling.

https://insights.newscred.com/impact-of-coronavirus-on-marketing-teams/
https://www.cnet.com/news/facebook-ad-boycott-how-big-businesses-hit-pause-on-hate
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Marketing in the  
Time of Coronavirus

As the UK started coming out of the first 

lockdown in early summer, Audi was faced 

with the challenge of alerting potential 

customers of when its dealerships would 

re-open around the country. According to 

Antony Roberts, National Digital Manager, 

Audi UK, the company realised it needed to 

deliver its Covid-related messaging instantly 

at both global and local levels. By drawing 

on the Agile infrastructure it had been 

developing for two years, it was able to make 

that happen.

At insurer Direct Line Group, the pandemic 

was the perfect testbed for its plan to deploy 

agile across its HQ. The marketing team 

delivered 116 web releases at the peak  

of the Covid pandemic and did more 

experimentation on its website in three 

months than it had in the previous  

three years.

Similarly, the marketing department of 

UK bank TSB took six weeks in the middle 

of the pandemic to relaunch its friends 

referral program using agile, a process that 

might have taken months using traditional 

methods. They also produced new TV 

ads remotely in as little as two weeks, and 

launched a new online chat feature.

In a crisis, you either fight it, or you 
understand the constraints it places on 
you and work within them. Those are the 
lessons we’ve kept from the pandemic.” 

Peter Markey, Chief Marketing Officer, TSB Bank.
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Conclusion
Agile marketing didn’t arrive with Covid-19, 

but for marketers looking for ways to respond 

more quickly to rapidly changing conditions, 

the pandemic has definitely accelerated  

its uptake. 

Agile is here to stay in marketing, just as 

it is in software development. Marketing 

departments see shorter release times,  

greater productivity and more effective 

prioritisation of work as a result of adopting 

agile. They also produce higher quality work, 

and are able to respond to feedback quickly 

and effectively. And the benefits grow as time 

goes by and organisations get more adept at 

applying agile principles to everything they do. 

Today, marketing is more complex than it’s  

ever been, and market conditions are shifting 

faster than ever before, but companies that 

adopt agile marketing principles can stay 

ahead of the curve.
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An interview with Neustar 
SVP/GM Marketing Solutions 
Michael Schoen

Q How agile are most 
marketers?

Michael Schoen: Most marketing 
organisations are definitely early on in 
the evolution process. When we speak to 
marketers about being agile, they talk about 
market-facing agility and internal agility. 
Market-facing means how prepared the 
organisation is to deal with disruptions in 
its markets, and whether it’s able to adapt 
its marketing programmes, techniques, and 
measurement to those disruptions.

Historically, most marketing organisations 
have been very siloed, but the ones that are 
more successful are more agile internally.  
The most successful marketing organisations 
break down silos and align the entire team 
around consistent metrics.” - Michael Schoen, 
SVP/GM at Neustar. Are they operating on 
a common set of metrics? Are the search 
experts fighting the display experts? Is 
CRM on its own? We’re still surprised by the 
extent to which folks within the marketing 
organisation don’t even know each other.

The ideal is to combine market-facing and 
internal agility so that 1 + 1 = 3. 
 
 
 

Q What barriers do  
people face?

Michael Schoen: The first one is misalignment 
on goals. If you’ve got different parts of your 
marketing organisation looking at different 
KPIs, you’re never going to get them to agree 
on how they can collaborate, because their job 
performance is evaluated differently.

With many of our clients, that’s the issue we 
address first. The reason we have a significant 
consulting organisation is because of the 
change management required to get an 
organisation to buy into a common set of KPIs. 
That’s key to success.

When you look at some of our longest-
standing clients, the entire marketing 
organisation is unified behind the use 
of the metrics we produce and the data 
management, media orchestration and 
marketing analytics tools we provide. It’s 
the way the organisation measures its 
effectiveness. Every person in marketing 
is using these tools, which provide a 
level of collaboration among the various 
departments that allows them to be  
much more agile. 
 
 

We’re still surprised by the extent to which 
folks within the marketing organisation 
don’t even know each other. 
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Q After alignment,  
what’s next?

Michael Schoen: The next challenge is the 
way martech and adtech have been deployed 
over time. Very often they’re in silos, and the 
systems weren’t designed to talk to each 
other. That creates a lot of friction, and it’s 
where we’re seeing the importance of a 
partnership between the marketing team and 
the technology team to build the right data 
fabric across the organisation.

One client found they had 32 different 
customer records for each customer across 
all their different platforms. That obviously 
creates an incredible challenge in terms of 
how they market to that customer and then 
service them over time.

So we’re working with clients to help them 
knit together the threads of their own data 
into a cohesive fabric. But in your ecosystem 
there might be second- or third-party data 
providers, media partners or walled gardens 
where you’re marketing to consumers 
directly. There might be retail channels 
where you don’t have a direct link with the 
consumer. All these players — online and 
offline — need to be part of the same data 
fabric so you can orchestrate your consumer 
experience and measure the effectiveness of 
your marketing activities.     

Q What’s the best  
approach?

Michael Schoen: You’re never going to 
achieve the marketing transformation 
we’ve just described if you don’t have 
top-down support. On the other hand, it’s 
probably not tenable for most marketing 
organisations to treat this as a start-from-
zero, top-down initiative. It would simply  
be viewed as too large and too risky.

In our consulting practice at Neustar, 
we often start with one business unit or 
department. That serves as a pilot or proof-
of-concept for the rest of the organisation.

When we first got involved with one of 
our top clients, we started by delivering 
just marketing mix modeling in the B2C 
marketing arm. That part of the business 
developed a lot of credibility with their 
ability to optimise their marketing. That led 
to senior level support for expanding into 
multi-touch attribution, then to taking on 
the B2B side of the business. They’re now 
expanding the data fabric across the whole 
organisation.

Q How hard is it to be  
agile if the broader   

 organisation isn’t?

Michael Schoen: These aren’t things where 
you can simply install a software and be 
successful. We really focus on helping our 
clients identify ways they can be successful 
within the organisational constraints they’re 
operating under.

We talk internally about how we can 
make our clients heroes within their own 
organisation. If you’re trying to be agile in a 
non-agile organisation and you’re not having 
any influence on the rest of the organisation, 
you’re going to fail. You need some flexibility 
in the joint, otherwise you can’t move. Even 
if you’re not going to transform the entire 
organisation, you need to establish that kind 
of flexibility. We identify the hero moments 
we can help deliver, and how we can help our 
clients demonstrate the results they need to 
be successful. 




