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In a landscape defined by constant change, brands that innovate and adapt are in the 
box seat to capitalise on new technology, behaviour and ways of thinking.

But with tech constantly disrupting the market and revolutionary business models 
wreaking havoc across industries, where should brands start? And what does innovation 
really mean?

These are the questions that marketers want agencies to answer. Whether it’s expertise 
in new technology like AI and AR, or the execution of a disruptive marketing strategy, 
agencies have ample room to offer brands a host of compelling solutions that tackle the 
wider issue of innovation.

Consider this: 

85% of brand executives now recognise that innovation is very 

important, but 57% of companies don’t have a formal process to make 

it happen. Just 41% see their organisation as an innovation pioneer. 

It’s obvious brands understand the importance of innovation but are failing to 
implement a clear and coherent strategy that will make it work in practice. 

For agencies, now is a great opportunity to lead on innovation and usher in a new era of 
marketing effectiveness. As we’ll see, brands are keen on agency brainpower that 
combines intelligence and creativity to push the boundaries and disrupt the status quo. 

Here’s a closer look at how you can be that agency...

 



Our deep dive into the briefs allowed us to pinpoint key 
themes that transcend sector divisions. 

And it turns out that, when it comes to digital, innovation is 
the emergent area where brands are looking for leadership.

In fact, L’Oreal explicitly stated: 

COS confirmed it is “actively seeking innovation” and the 
BBC stressed that “we have an image of being old and out 
of touch, so we want to embrace innovation and make more 
innovative digital marketing.” Need we say more?

This gave us a sharp focus for our face-to-face interviews at 
the event. We were set to gather exclusive intel into how the 
world’s leading brands are approaching and tackling the 
issue of innovation. 

From the challenge of balancing effectiveness with 
efficiency, to exploring how innovation affects strategy and 
decision-making, this report showcases the very latest brand-
side thinking and offers a compelling look at what 
innovation really means and why it matters.

Excited?

Great, let’s jump in…

” 
“We’re looking for new and exciting 
innovation.

Ingenuity’s Digital Connect in autumn 2019 was our largest new business event to date. 
It saw us play host to over 200 brand and agency attendees, and covered Creative, Media 
and Technology.

There was no way we were going to pass up the opportunity to lift the lid on what 
matters most to brands when it comes to digital.

Our prep for Digital Connect saw us reviewing the brand’s briefs with the aim of 
unpacking the key challenges they were looking to address.

As part of the briefing process, we asked brands to indicate which products and services 
were most important to their business. Of these, we pulled out the top 10 most popular 
responses and ranked them based on the number of votes received. 

The results paint a compelling picture of where agencies should 
be leading clients:

1. Artificial Intelligence

2. Augmented Reality

3. Virtual Reality

4. Social Media

5. Data

6. Digital Video

7. Mobile Apps & Strategy

8. Personalisation

9. Customer Experience

10. Automation



Innovation is a broad term. It means different things to different people – dependent on 
the sector or job title. 

But whether you’re an agency or a brand, a start-up tech company or a heritage 
retailer; whatever your interpretation of innovation, it has a vital role in marketing and 
sales strategies.

Tellingly, we noticed two consistent trends when identifying what innovation means for 
brands.

Innovation as a technology

Several leading brands defined innovation by referring to a specific type of technology. 

Here’s what they had to say:

 
 

 

Thinking along the e-commerce scope, what services are likely 
to change, how do customers shop, what’s innovative, are they 
shopping through voice search, etc. What’s the next step that we 
can deliver on from a tech perspective – how are we meeting 
consumers’ needs through technology?

“

When we think about innovation, we’re starting to look at how 
Blockchain simplifies things for our clients. Internally, we need 
to identify the channels, regions and prospects to build an 
engagement strategy that will take us to our end goal.

“
”

”
“



I don’t think innovation is the latest tool or the 
thing no one’s seen. I think it’s using something 
in a very clever way that no one’s seen before. 
In that sense, every project can have elements 
of innovation in it – whether it’s using data or 
traditional emails in a… unique way. Innovation 
comes in many different forms – it’s being 
clever, creative and fun with whatever 
you have.

Innovation is key, but first you have to tick off 
the bases of core marketing channels and tools 
in-house. Innovation helps you understand 
what your customers want before they even 
know they want it. It’s not just in technology, 
but it’s also the ideas that come with it and 
how to execute them smarter and cheaper.

” 

“

” 

“

In this sense, innovation could be attributed to new tech like AR, VR or AI. In our 
quantitative research phase, these three technologies ranked top in terms of what 
brands are interested in. For agencies, this indicates a clear shift in brand needs. 

With innovative technology comes an even steeper learning curve, so it’s important that 
agencies get to grips with new technology fast. They must explain its use cases and 
benefits in a clear and simple way. If agencies can present how these technologies 
should be used to meet new customer behaviour and values, this will help present a 
clear use case for adoption and implementation. 

Innovation as a strategy

However, there was another avenue where brands view innovation 
as more of a strategy and behaviour than specific technologies. 

Consider this…



This shows that some brands view innovation through a different lens. For them, it’s 
less about the technology and more about the application of innovative strategies and 
thinking to business challenges. To achieve cut-through, try delivering content that 
adds value to the buyer’s life. Whether it’s an innovative revenue model or a new way of 
targeting customers, delivering outside-the-box solutions will prove increasingly 
important in an age of digital saturation. 

Taken as a whole, we can define innovation in two ways…

1.

2.

 
 

 

Innovation means implementing a specific type of technology 
(AI, AR, VR, etc.) to achieve a specific business outcome

Innovation is a strategy, mindset or methodology that is used 
in a way no one has ever seen before 

Let’s 
find 
out...



According to a recent Deloitte study, innovation is 
now a strategic priority across the globe. 

In fact, companies are prepared to invest further 
in the potential of new technologies, and 88% of 
organisations expect their innovation budget to 
increase over the next two years. 

The question is, where will this 
budget be spent? 

The good news is that our findings reflect 
Deloitte’s study, with the top three areas of spend 
predicted to be:

1.

3.

In these businesses, Deloitte discovered that the best way to drive innovation 
is to apply a disciplined, consistent method across the entire value chain. Of 
these various segments, the most common area of innovation is happening 
around the profit model (i.e. changing the way money is earned).

This makes sense, given the power of disruptive peer-to-peer business 
models like Uber and Airbnb. Clearly, companies are strikingly aware of the 
importance of innovation, particularly as it pertains to the profit model and 
revenue stream. 

Much has been made of technology’s influence on the future of the 
workforce, but most companies don’t believe innovative technology will 
destroy jobs. 

In fact, they say...

• their staff headcount will increase (41%) 

• or stay the same (29%),  

• while half (49%)  

• expect to invest in substantial training in new 
    technologies

• to upskill their workforce.

 

In this sense, technology and innovation can be seen more as an enabler of 
efficiency and effectiveness than a destroyer of human labour. 

2.

Artificial Intelligence (43%)

Augmented & Virtual Reality (38%)

Robotic Process Automation (36%)



How to balance efficiency with effectiveness

With innovation and automation comes an obvious desire to increase productivity and 
drive effective marketing strategies. 

This has always been a challenge, but with new technologies entering the market, it’s 
now possible for organisations to strengthen and balance the nuanced relationship 
between efficiency and effectiveness.

At Digital Connect, we asked brand marketers...

Here’s what our interviewees had to say…

I don’t think we measure effectiveness as well as we could. We can be 
quite slow as a business; the data piece is a massive challenge for us, 
there are bits of data coming our way but they’re all campaign specific 
or retailer specific. Being able to see overall this was the best because 
of X, Y, Z is a challenge.

Efficiency is very important, 
but you lose sight of the 
people. You can be as efficient 
as you want, but you actually 
have to point the stuff you’re 
doing at the right places and 
keep up with everything that’s 
changing. Efficiency is 
something you can look back 
at and make your mind up 
about afterwards, but 
actually being effective means 
you have to work harder and 
smarter.

“

”



Right now, we’re still subscriber 
volume-based for ROI. But we’re 
working towards softer ROI – how 
did this piece of content work? Is 
it what we want to serve people? 
Using data to look at what type 
of content works for what type of 
audience… can that then be used 
to guide our editorial teams?

Clearly, brands are looking at data and 
automation as a means of enhancing 
their digital marketing strategies. 
Whether that means superior 
targeting or measurement, these 
insights will prove crucial as 
businesses move towards an 
increasingly digital existence. 

Organisations are keen to unpack the 
vast quantities of data available and 
pulling out the insights that matter 
most. From our conversations, brands 
are focused on reducing unnecessary 
spend and effort, while maximising 
return and results. 

If agencies can deliver a clear and 
compelling argument to showcase their 
approach, Ingenuity believes this could 
help open doors and start conversations. 

” 

“
Risk and Reward

On a slightly different note, according to McKinsey, 80% of executives believe their 
current business models are at risk of being disrupted in the near future. What’s more, 
84% say that future success is very or extremely dependent upon innovation.

But with innovation comes a sense of caution: for heritage brands that have existed in 
the cultural psyche for many decades, is there such a thing as “too much, too quick”?

Their assessments of risk and reward when it comes to innova-
tion are food for thought:

From our discussions, risk-taking is seen as necessary in the pursuit of industry or 
product innovation.

There’s definitely a risk 
when it comes to innovation, 
especially since we’re used to print 
and traditional models. We’re now 
interested in how innovation can 
inform what we write about and how 
can we deliver that in a new way to
stand out and build longevity (as 
opposed to just a standard 
magazine).

For a company like the BBC that is 
traditionally seen as an older 
company, taking a risk is a good 
challenge – no one goes to work 
saying, “Oh, I want to be safe today”. 
The BBC often does things that are 
risky, but it might not be seen as that. 
BBC Creative are very risky – it’s hard 
internally to get this through because 
there’s fear of backlash, but at the 
same time we want to do things that 
are creative and fun. Risk is just part of 
the job.” 

“

” 

“



 

As we’ve seen, innovation is at or near the top of most organisations’ marketing 
agendas, which goes hand-in-hand with the fact that the next decade will bring 
about even greater disruption in the ways customers engage with brands.

For agencies, this opens up a wealth of opportunities to support and even lead brands 
through this transformational era. 

According to Equinix, knowledge and creativity prove defining factors in their search 
for an agency partner.

I believe the reason for using an agency is because you want that 
specialism and creativity. But also, you want to have that person who 
wants to work in different fields. You need to have an agency driven by 
that thirst for knowledge and creativity.

The BBC, meanwhile, wants an agency to provide inspiration rather than a clear-cut 
definition of ‘this is how it should be done’.

I would look at what agencies are doing, but I wouldn’t get an 
agency involved specifically to tell us what innovation looks like. It’s 
more about taking inspiration from what’s going on or what they’re 
working on.

From new and innovative tech to disruptive business models, it’s abundantly clear 
that today’s businesses are seeking new methods to drive innovation. 

We can find ample evidence of this across multiple industries. Diageo has recently 
invested £6.4m to open a new Innovation and Research Centre in Scotland as part of 
its investment in the sustainable growth of the distilling industry.

Meanwhile, RBS’s business incubator has put thousands of firms through its 
entrepreneurship accelerator programme in the hopes of combating the pressures 
of new digital start-ups like Starling, Monzo and N26. 

In the FMCG sector, Costcutter’s recent deal with Uber Eats will enable shoppers to 
buy household staples such as milk, butter and bread from hundreds of local shops, 
all within its easy-to-use mobile app.

This movement and activity points to a simple truth: innovation (or lack of it) will be 
a defining factor in the success or failure of businesses over the next decade.

Now is the time for agencies to offer a clear, simple and compelling solution that 
combines innovative technology with cutting-edge strategy. 

 

 
Are Are 

Are you 
up for the 
challenge?



www.ingenuitylondon.com


