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W e usually introduce our Pioneers 
report by talking about how hard 
it is to make the list – and that’s 

because it’s true.
We pick our Pioneer agencies by assess-

ing their performance on our intelligence tool, 
Contagious Online.

 Only a sliver of the thousands of cam-
paigns that we review each year are creative 
or smart enough to make it onto Contagious 
Online. And those campaigns that do make it 
through the filter are then subjected to even 
more scrutiny as we decide which work merits 
more in-depth analysis.

The Pioneers are the agencies that per-
formed best against a range of metrics, 
including the number of campaigns featured, 
whether the work was selected for an Insight 

& Strategy interview or made an Editor’s Pick, 
and whether an agency produced outstanding 
ads for numerous clients or just one.

But this year it was even tougher for agen-
cies to make the cut because – as regular 
readers may have already noticed – there are 
only eight Pioneers instead of the usual 10.

This is not because there was a dearth of 
good work; there were more than enough 
contenders to fill the spots. But we decided 
to remain true to the task and celebrate only 
the agencies that distinguished themselves 
from the pack, and this year’s analysis revealed 
a clear contingent of eight outliers – so we 
stopped there.

Read on to learn more about the work pro-
duced by what we believe are the best and 
bravest agencies on the planet. 
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A s indoor pubs, bars and 
restaurants prepared to reopen  
in England after months of 

Covid-19-related lockdown, Guinness 
launched a campaign to increase footfall 
and capture the anticipation of the moment.

Created in partnership with AMV BBDO, 
London, the Welcome Back film featured 
black-and-white objects resembling the 
iconic Guinness pint, such as socks hanging 
on a washing line, stacks of newspapers, 
and a wheeled bag next to a some women 
socially distancing in a park.

The film concludes with friends inside 
a pub along with the strapline, Good Things 
Come to Those Who Wait – a famous slogan 
the brand abandoned in 2008.

Contagious spoke with Neil Shah, head 
of Guinness GB, along with AMV BBDO 
executive creative directors Nadja Lossgott 
and Nicholas Hulley. 
Interview first published 4 June 2021.

 Who are the key competitors 
of Guinness in the UK?
Neil Shah: Guinness doesn’t compete in 
the stout category because, essentially, 
we are the stout category. Guinness has 
an iconic status as the number one most 
distinctive beer, and the number five best-
selling beer in GB. Therefore, Guinness 
plays in beer occasions and we compete 
against premium lager. When people are 
looking for a refreshing smooth beer, that’s 
where we want to position Guinness in both 
the on- and off-trade all year round.

Welcome   
 Back 
AMV BBDO mined an old truism to encourage Brits 
to make Guinness their first post-lockdown pint in a pub

 What are the key challenges 
to Guinness right now? 
Shah: One of the big opportunities we’ve 
had this past year is through the increased 
demand we’ve witnessed in the off-trade. 
During lockdowns, people realised that they 
can enjoy the same Guinness Draught from 
the pub at their home. As a result, we’ve 
continued to drive transformation of that 
at-home occasion for Guinness Draught in 
a can and adapted to consumers’ needs. 
But also, now supporting and continuing to 
grow our on-trade business with pubs, bars 
and restaurants reopening post lockdown.
Nicholas Hulley: One of our perpetual 
creative and emotional challenges with 
Guinness is there is always the danger of 
putting it on a pedestal and making the brand 
inaccessible for people. We are constantly 
finding new ways of being fun, authentic and 
telling stories that connect. This prevents  
us losing ourselves to a world that becomes 
too austere.

 Did you receive a brief for 
this campaign?
Hulley: We certainly got a brief and it was 
one of those great simple briefs that was 
captured in just a few words. We knew the 
roadmap set out by the UK government and 
that specifically 17 May was signposted as 
the date that pubs could reopen indoors 
again. The brief wanted Guinness to make 
that moment special for people.

[That date] had become sort of a threshold 
moment where, if you can have a pint of 
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Guinness indoors with your friends, you 
were essentially able to do everything else. 
The cut-off point between what was, and 
what’s to come.
Shah: After the first lockdown in the UK, 
what we discovered from social listening and 
speaking to our customers is that Guinness 
was the most anticipated pint when 
lockdowns ended. The brief wasn’t about 
protecting market share, but more of an ode 
to pubs and tapping into the anticipation 
of people longing to return to the pub with 
their mates and a pint of Guinness and at 
the same time, how to help our partners in 
the on-trade open safely and sustainably to 
encourage footfall at that moment in time.

 What was the insight behind 
this campaign?
Nadja Lossgott: The creative team behind 
Welcome Back – Jack Watts and James 
Cambridge – built on the insight that when 
you miss something, you see it everywhere. 
Applying that idea to the memory structures 
of the Guinness pint just felt like a really 
humorous way of bringing the brief to life.
Shah: I remember the first presentation 
that AMV BBDO brought back to the 
Guinness team. It featured a slide that 
was filled with screengrabs from Facebook, 
Instagram and Twitter of people longing 
for a pint of Guinness in the on-trade. 
Organic posts from real people seeing 
the iconic one quarter white and three 
quarters black pint in random things – 
a guy with his hair dyed white or a snow-

capped bale of hay. This isn’t the brand 
talking to itself, this is Guinness responding 
to real people seeing the brand in culture.

 Guinness has a lot of distinctive 
assets, so why was the black-and-white 
pint chosen as the hero asset here?
Hulley: To give a slightly cheeky answer, 
I don’t think people see harps everywhere 
they go around the world. For the iconic 
Guinness pint, you could do the sketch 
test on a pad of paper and everybody 
would draw the one quarter white and three 
quarters black shape – it’s the brand’s most 
distinctive asset. But it’s not just the shape 
that people hold in their heads, it’s the 
emotion, wit, charm and storytelling of the 
Guinness brand over all these years.

 What was the creative process? How 
did you find the objects that mirrored 
the iconic Guinness pint?
Lossgott: Being in lockdown did make 
the production of the film more challenging. 
We had to factor in the ideas we could think 
of, could find and then could ultimately shoot 
during this time. But most importantly [we had 
to factor in] what would work at closing the 
mental gap for consumers to see a Guinness 
pint in the objects when shown the film.
Shah: Spotting these images became sort  
of a game and ignited our own excitement  
for being back in the pub. We would text 
each other on WhatsApp while walking 
around if we found something that could 
work for the film.

Hulley: We had a whole folder with just bin 
photos but we really only needed one bin in 
this film, so we had to choose the number 
one bin. My favourite assets were where the 
movement reveals the pint, like with the light 
flicking on above the door or where the focus 
gets pulled through the gate to create the pint.

 What tone was Guinness trying to 
strike with this commercial?
Lossgott: To mark this landmark occasion, 
we wanted to be both poignant and deliver 
it in a light-hearted way that only Guinness 
could do. We didn’t want people to react 
by saying it was funny, because that’s 
meaningless. But on the other side we don’t 
want to make people cry. We were trying to 
meet both of those in the middle.

 Why did Guinness decide to use the 
‘Good Things Come to Those Who Wait’ 
line for this campaign?
Lossgott: The decision to bring Good 
Things Come to Those Who Wait back for 

this moment was not taken lightly – because 
if we were going to do this, the work had 
to be good. Creatively that platform has 
such a history of incredible work and is such 
a strong part of the brand’s history that you 
feel a massive sense of responsibility when 
you decide to resurface it again. However, 
after what just felt like the world’s longest 
wait, it was actually the perfect time to bring 
it back again to the UK.

 How did Guinness map out success? 
Were there any specific KPIs?
Shah: Naturally, winning the first pint was 
critical to the Welcome Back activation, and 
the other harder KPIs that you would expect 
to see, such as social engagement, creative 
impact and TV reach. But there were also 
softer metrics such as building conversation 
around people’s anticipation to return to pubs 
and sharing that moment of having their first 
pint. Also, the other more intangible KPI was 
ensuring that our partners in the on-trade 
felt as though Guinness had supported them 

Guinness doesn’t compete in the stout 
category because, essentially, we are 

the stout category. We compete against 
premium lager, that’s where we want  

to position Guinness in both the  
on- and off-trade all year round

Neil Shah, Guinness GB
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and stepped up during this time to help their 
pubs reopen safely, sustainably and driving 
footfall back into the on-trade too.

 Tell us about the media plan.
Shah: This campaign was divided into 
three phases. The first being the run-up to 
outdoor hospitality reopening on 12 April, 
the second was the lead up to indoor 
hospitality reopening on 17 May and then 
the third was once that milestone had 
passed, the celebration of being able to 
be back in the pub with your mates.

It was a truly multi-channel campaign with 
our hero film launching on TV and as video 
on demand, supported further by contextual 
print that celebrated the anticipation of 
moment, proximity OOH that focused on 
driving people into local pubs safely, and 
on social we encouraged people to share 
their own #LooksLikeGuinness moments of 
pictures that look like Guinness pints.

Beneath all that we had partnerships with 
LADbible, which helped to drive conversation 
around the countdown and a responsible 
drinking message that was seeded in OOH 
centred around ensuring that, as people 
returned to the pub, they were making 
responsible drinking choices.

 Why did Guinness promote its  
efforts to clean 200,000 draught lines 
across the on-trade in the UK alongside 
this campaign?
Shah: At Guinness and more broadly 
at Diageo, we take quality very seriously. 

We have an army of what we call pint 
perfectionists who went out en masse and 
did an amazing job while pubs were closed 
to make sure the lines were clean and the 
conditions were exactly right. We’ve tried to 
ensure that when people get that first pint 
of Guinness it is exactly as they remember it 
and the freshest, most delicious Guinness 
possible. We also partnered with the 
Instagram account Shit London Guinness, 
which documents incorrectly poured pints 
of Guinness across the nation’s capital. 
This brand custodian spent the day with our 
quality team to document the hard work that 
goes into ensuring that the pints people were 
returning to were still perfect for Guinness 
fans and customers more broadly.

 Can you tell us more about the 
investment Guinness has made into  
the UK pub and hospitality industry 
over the past 14 months?
Shah: The on-trade and the hospitality 
sector is such a critical part of our business. 
Given how hard the industry has been 
affected during lockdown, we invested 
£30m ($42.5m) focused on the sustainable 
reopening of the on-trade. That’s what 
the Raising the Bar programme is all about: 
the long-term success and re-emergence 
of that crucial sector for us at Diageo.

To give some specifics, that’s gone 
to helping implement social distancing 
measures such as signs, barriers and 
partitions. It’s also gone to hand sanitiser 
stations and into staff training.

Contagious Pioneers 2022 / AMV BBDO
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 What have the results been like 
for this campaign?
Shah: We haven’t got results yet, but the 
initial response has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Following the conversation sparked 
already on social, we’ve had many people 
telling us that Welcome Back moved them 
to tears. We’ve had customers anecdotally 
tell us in the on-trade how taken aback they 
are about the level of support Guinness has 
provided them to reopen and drive footfall. 
My favourite though is that Professor Byron 
Sharp tweeted that the Welcome Back film 
was one of those rare moments where an ad 
is both efficient and effective. That was a big 
fanboy moment for me.
Hulley: It’s quite a good rule of thumb for 
success if your marketing penetrates culture. 
It’s nice when the industry references your 
work, it’s even nicer when the media in other 
countries are talking about it, but in the rare 
occasions when your work connects with 
people completely outside the advertising 
industry – that’s a good sign that it’s doing 
its intended job. Welcome Back has reached 
back to us by those people and that’s exactly 
what we want.

 AMV BBDO and Guinness have been 
working together for almost 25 years 
now, what is the secret to such a long-
lasting client agency relationship?
Shah: Guinness and AMV BBDO have 
one of the longest and most fruitful creative 
partnerships in advertising history. 
When I called up for the job for head of 

great work. Because the demands are so 
wonderfully high from the brand, all that 
rigour offers all the more reward.
Lossgott: The DNA of the brand has been 
built through that iconic advertising. When 
clients want to describe their popular brand 
they often describe it as the Guinness of 
cars, or the Guinness of coffee – because 
Guinness’ creative is held in such a high 
regard. So when you get your first ever 
Guinness brief, you kind of shit yourself 
a little bit – because it comes with the 
pressure of that legacy.

 What has been your single greatest 
learning from this campaign?
Hulley: The powerful reminder of the 
obligation and opportunity you have when 
you work on such an iconic brand. To 
honour what people have come to know 
and love about that heritage that has 
been built up over so many years. But the 
opportunity that once you’ve done that, 
once you have that, you are allowed to be 
playful and have fun with the irreverence 
– with a lower case ‘i’ – of all your assets. 
That’s been the big learning for me.
Lossgott: When you have a brand 
as iconic as Guinness, it’s wonderful as 
a creative that it can hand over the keys 
to the castle and allow other people 
to interpret the brand in their own way. 
The hashtag #LooksLikeGuinness has 
helped this campaign become special in 
culture, being able to see other people’s 
interpretations of the Guinness pint. 

Guinness GB, one of the things I was  
most anticipating was jumping straight into 
that partnership with the agency. Building  
on the work and success that has been 
formed by a strong, fluid and honest 
partnership between us. To have and 
maintain that great relationship, you have 
to value each other’s expertise and form 

a massive amount of respect for one another.
Hulley: The thing that makes me happiest 
is when a piece of Guinness work has gone 
out into the world and somebody somewhere 
says, ‘That’s what Guinness do. Great beer 
and great advertising’. That’s the foundation 
of what we do with Guinness, we wake up 
every day thinking about how we can do 

Contagious Pioneers 2022 / AMV BBDO



8Article taken from Contagious Online, a creative intelligence tool regularly updated with campaign case studies, strategy interviews and more.

Vagina Academy

B razil is a key market for women’s 
intimate health brand Canesten. 
But it is taboo there to openly 

discuss vaginal health, with one in four 
Brazilian women ashamed to even say the 
word ‘vagina’. To overcome this barrier to 
getting treatment, the Bayer-owned brand 
established a new global brand purpose: 
‘To help young people to set themselves 
free from shame and discomfort.’

On the basis that education is the key to 
eradicating shame and stigma, Canesten 
worked with agency AnalogFolk, London, 
to launch a digital ‘school’ on TikTok called 
Intensivão Da PPK (Vagina Academy) in 
February 2021. Through this online learning 
hub, Canesten offered 28 unconventional 
and engaging interactive lessons over 
a five-week course, delivered by well-known 
Brazilian influencers and experts on vaginas, 
psychology and body positivity. 

For example, body positive influencer 
Hana Khalil (@hanakhalil) gave a lesson 
on what clothes to wear to take care of the 
vagina, spoke about the importance of using 
a condom, and shared 20 facts about vaginas 

AnalogFolk gave vaginal health the TikTok treatment to create a Canesten campaign that spoke to young Brazillian women

while doing her makeup. Medical professional 
Claudia Milan (@sosperineo) taught users 
about the chemistry of the vagina while 
dressed as a vulva, and explored the colour 
spectrum of vaginal discharge through art.

Canesten also enlisted a group of ‘students’ 
– young Brazilian TikTok content creators – to 
normalise shame-free discussions about the 
vagina for other young Brazilian women and 
increase awareness of the campaign. The 
ongoing educational programme has now 
rolled out in Italy and Australia under the name 
Vagina Academy. According to the agency, 
the UK will launch a take on it in 2022, via 
several social media platforms, such as 
Snapchat, Instagram and YouTube, to allow 
young people easy access to engaging class 
content and live-streamed seminars.

Results / The Intensivão Da PPK TikTok 
channel received 44 million video views, 
was followed by 210,000 Brazilians, and 
a TikTok brand uplift study revealed a 5.2% 
increase in people exposed to activity who 
said Canesten is helping reduce intimate 
health taboos for women. 

Contagious Pioneers 2022 / AnalogFolk
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CONTAGIOUS INSIGHT /
Cultural barriers / In 2020, Brazil’s 
far-right president, Jair Bolsonaro, 
introduced abstinence-based sex 
education to help lower teenage pregnancy 
rates. As Luciene Tognetta, professor of 
educational psychology at the Paulista 
State University in São Paulo state told 
the Guardian, ‘This is like going back 40 
years.’ As various studies have shown, 
abstinence-only education is not linked to 
a reduction in teen pregnancies and in some 
cases has the opposite effect – without 
comprehensive sexual education on how 
to practise safe sex young people lack the 
knowledge and skills to keep themselves 
safe and healthy. All of this is a breeding 
ground for shame, stigma and harmful 
misinformation – all ultimately a barrier 
to seeking help and getting treatment. 

Doctor, doctor / By activating on 
TikTok, Canesten circumvented the 
government’s censorship of sex education 
and delivered vital factual information 
in a digestible format that its target 
audience are familiar with. Some 60% 
of Brazil’s TikTok users are women aged 
16-25, and the platform has become 
something of a trusted source when it comes 
to health information. That’s partly because 
the sheer number of users makes it an ideal 
platform to disseminate information to a 
large group of people, points out a study 
from the Society for Academic Emergency 
Medicine, while the bite-sized format (usually 

accompanied by music and dancing) 
appeals to the millions of young people 
who turn to #TikTokDocs to learn about 
their health, reports Dazed. 

Trusted source / While it’s largely 
a positive trend, social media comes 
with a risk of non-evidence-based theories, 
rumours and false information – and this is 
why Canesten’s choice of credible, qualified 
and entertaining experts is so crucial. 
The Intensivão Da PPK works because 
it speaks to its target audience in their 
own language, through a format they 
love and trust. Last year, The Black 
Country Living Museum, a small mining 
museum in England, embraced TikTok 
to reach new audiences, and did so 
by understanding and speaking the 
language of its audience, to bring its 
history up to date. And in 2016, feminine 
hygiene brand Libresse partnered with 
two young South African YouTubers, 
rather than medical experts, to create 
a series of short, fun and informative 
videos to educate people about female 
health in a way that felt accessible. 
Similarly, Canesten worked with respected 
TikTok influencers to deliver the educational 
content in their own unique ways. Rather 
than showing up as an advertiser on the 
platform, the brand gave its ambassadors 
creative freedom to communicate the 
content authentically and in a way that 
resonated with the target audience, and 
earned their trust and attention. 

Contagious Pioneers 2022 / AnalogFolk
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 Outlaw Runners

to showcase our store and our vision 
of running. We believe in a running that 
is urban, doesn’t obey old traditions 
and uses modern codes.’

Stephane Xiberras, president and 
executive creative director of BETC, 
said, ‘Normally in advertising, when you 
want to create a print campaign, you call 
a photographer. Here, for the first time, 
the photographer is a robot, and more 
accurately, a speed camera.’

The running brand also installed its own 
speed camera outside its store during the 
weekend of the 2021 Paris Half Marathon 

BETC Paris’ speed-limit stunt exploited a divisive new law to heap attention on a small retailer

I n August 2021 the speed limit in Paris 
was lowered to 30km/h in a bid to 
reduce accidents, noise and pollution. 

Those who exceed the limit can receive a 
fine and two points on their driving licence. 
The new limit was divisive, with 59% of 
residents in favour, while other groups,  
such as taxi drivers, opposed the idea.

Working with agency BETC Paris and 
Soldats Films, the boutique Parisian running 
store Distance launched a stunt on 31 
August 2021 inspired by the new speed 
limit. The brand recruited professional 
athletes including Lena Kandissounon 
(800m champion) and Quentin Malriq 
(1,500m champion), and challenged them 
to trigger a speed camera and get snapped 
going faster than 30km/h.

Distance used the speed camera 
pictures in a guerrilla campaign called 
Outlaw Runners, displaying the black-and-
white images on social media and in its 
store windows.

Guillaume Pontier, co-founder of 
Distance, said in a press release: ‘This 
new law got everyone talking in Paris. 
We thought it was the perfect opportunity 

breakers. In fact, no laws have been broken, 
and the stunt was a low-stakes bit of fun, 
for which no one was fined – but the idea is 
impactful all the same. Further, working with 
seasoned athletes earns Distance some 
credibility as a specialised running brand 
and may have inspired amateur runners 
at other levels to make their own attempt 
at beating the speed limit. The boutique 
store, launched in 2018 and based in Lyon 
and Paris, has a history of collaborating 
with elite runners and has published books 
documenting running adventures to inspire 
its community of runners.

Newsjacking / It’s no secret that the 
French love a protest, and although Mayor 
Anne Hidalgo’s 30km/h speed limit is 
already in place on 60% of the capital’s 
streets, the reduced speed limit caused 
a stir. Paris councillor Aurélien Véron called 
the law ‘a brutal announcement’ and said 
that going at 30km/h would be like ‘driving 
a hearse’, reported the Financial Times. 
By reacting quickly to the news, Distance 
rode the PR wave of the story and found 
a way to link it back to its ‘rule-breaking 
ethos’ around running. Crucially, the brand 
didn’t (and didn’t need to) take a stance 
on the law, but leveraged the conversation 
around it to draw attention to its brand and 
store. And as a bonus, Distance also neatly 
launched its own speed camera installation 
in time for the weekend of the Paris Half 
Marathon, further extending the momentum 
of the campaign. 

(Sunday 5 September), issuing a challenge 
to runners to push their boundaries and 
test their speed. According to the agency, 
the campaign generated more than 100 
individual pieces of coverage.

CONTAGIOUS INSIGHT /
Go off-book / This campaign’s use of 
an unorthodox media channel makes it 
stand out from other self-proclaimed 
guerrilla marketing. The overexposed, black-
and-white aesthetic of the speed camera 
images lends an edginess to the creative, 
presenting the brand as one for rule-

Contagious Pioneers 2022 / BETC Paris
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I n July 2021 Volkswagen promoted its 
new Golf GTI in Australia by turning a TV 
ad into an interactive mobile competition. 

Created by agencies Tribal in Sydney,  
DDB Sydney and game development studio 
Art of Play, the Golf Ad Break Championship 
was open to anyone who scanned the QR 
code featured in Volkswagen’s 30-second 
spot

On scanning the code with their 
smartphone, people were redirected to a site 
where they went up against other viewers 
of the ad in a race that lasted the length of 
the whole ad break (roughly three minutes).  
If they finished the race and beat the 
qualifying time, players were entered into  
a draw to win the GTI.

Volkswagen also designed a site where 
people could practice ahead of the race, 
learn about the car, as well as find out 
when the next ad would air.

The practice site could be accessed via 
QR codes on outdoor billboards in typically 
‘boring’ places such as bus stops and train 

 Golf Ad Break   
 Championship

DDB Sydney used a QR 
code to turn a TV spot into 
an invitation to a gaming 
tournament to promote 
Volkswagen’s new Golf

stations, or at vwgolfadbreak.com.au.
To find out more about standing out in a 

sea of sameness, Contagious caught up with 
DDB Sydney’s Fran Clayton, chief strategy 
officer, Tim Woolford, creative director, and 
Tommy Cehak, creative partner.
Interview first published 22 July 2021.

 Can you give an overview of the 
brand?
Fran Clayton: Many years ago, Volkswagen 
had a bit of a hiccup [it was caught modifying 
its diesel engines to cheat emissions tests 
in the US]. Since then, we’ve been on a path 
to regain consumer confidence in the brand. 
As such, the messages we were giving 
out in our advertising were all about value, 
quality and reliability. However, over the last 
12 months, we’ve really been trying to inject 
more excitement, desire and confidence into 
the brand to give it a bit more personality. 
Tim Woolford: There’s a lot of powerful 
emotion and nostalgia surrounding 
Volkswagen but it’s a bit of a catch-22 

because as much as that can help, it can 
also be a hindrance. While looking back 
on heritage can be effective, we also want 
to modernise the brand, make it feel more 
exciting and forward-thinking. That’s what 
a lot of our competitors are doing and they’re 
growing because of it.

 What’s Volkswagen’s position 
in the Australian market?
Clayton: Compared to other markets like 
Europe, Volkswagen has a much smaller 
share in Australia. The cars you’re likely to 
see in Australia are brands like Toyota, Kia 
and Hyundai. In part, this is because the 

Contagious Pioneers 2022 / DDB Group
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number one selling car here is what we 
call a ute, which is essentially a truck – 
a far cry from the small car associations 
that people typically have of Volkswagen. 
Combine this with the brand’s German 
and European background and you can 
see the challenges it faces.

 What other challenges are 
Volkswagen up against in Australia?
Tommy Cehak: Other than the perception 
issue, Volkswagen in Australia is a long 
way behind compared to its other markets 
globally. For example, until last year, we didn’t 
even have an SUV range here, which is one 
of the highest selling vehicles in Australia. 
Finally, we’re up to speed with that and can 
challenge our competitors, which has given 
us a jolt but we’re still several years away from 
seeing the likes of its electric vehicle range 
compared to other brands; it makes it hard to 
catch attention and stay in the limelight.

 Did you get a brief for the campaign?
Clayton: We don’t get briefs from 
Volkswagen, we arrive at a brief together. 
The main objective was to shift the way that 
people feel about the master brand while 
also introducing the new Golf in Australia. 
Cehak: The key thing was to increase our 
impact among a slightly younger audience 
(people under 35 years old). But because 
the Golf is something like an eighth 
generation model, everyone knows what it 
is and it’s not something people pay much 
attention to. We had to find a way to get 
people excited about the Golf again when 
all they care about are SUVs.

 What were the KPIs?
Clayton: A lot of what we were looking 
for was around brand sentiment and 
shifting the way people feel about the 
brand. The other thing we were hoping to 
do was drum up more leads and conversions 
through to the dealers by getting people 
to sign up for the draw.

 What was the initial idea?
Woolford: Volkswagen launched two 
cars in Australia this year: the Golf and the 
Tiguan. Given the popularity of the Tiguan, 
a lot of the budget was funnelled towards 
that model’s launch rather than the Golf. As 
a result, we were actually initially looking at 
using global assets and adapting them to 
meet the local market but we really wanted 
to do something different and exciting so we 
knew we had to come up with another idea.

Clayton: There are many other brands 
with more salience and prominence in the 
market than Volkswagen. The kind of cars 
that people see and remember day in and 
day out are much more likely to be those 
of our competitors. The only way we can 
solve this is to try and cut through the 
noise and be as memorable as possible.

 Tell me more about this 
perception issue.
Clayton: There are certainly fond memories 
associated with the brand but some more 
recent data that we’ve been looking at 
showed that Volkswagen was starting 
to come off as a bit mature and serious. 
Sometimes those are good qualities, 
but when you’re lacking dynamism and 
excitement it can also be a big negative. 
That’s what we need to remedy in order to 
challenge the brands with more market share 
like Toyota that are always going to be able 

to outspend us. As such, we have to 
try and turn up in a way that’s unusual 
for the category.
Woolford: Not only do we not have 
the production money compared to our 
competitors, we also pale in comparison 
when it comes to media. Toyota, Kia and 
Hyundai are always on television here in 
Australia, it’s constant. In fact, I’d hazard 
a guess that I could turn my TV on right now 
and one of their ads will be playing. For us, 
it’s about finding clever ways to feel bigger 
and act bigger than we really are.

 So, what audience is the brand 
trying to target?
Clayton: That varies depending on the 
model. But, as we’re shifting to becoming 
less conservative and traditional, we’re 
gearing towards people with more modern 
mindsets. That doesn’t mean they’re 
necessarily younger, just more progressive. 
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 Advertising in the automotive 
category tends to follow similar 
themes of scenic TV spots, flashy 
cars, etc. Why was now the right 
time to deviate from this?
Cehak: The automotive category is just 
a sea of sameness and we’re so aware of 
that. For us, there’s no way we can compete 
with the big TVCs that our competitors can 
afford so we have to deviate to stand out. 
Woolford: But it’s really hard to stand out 
and stop consumers from appropriating 
your message on to another brand. It’s 
actually detrimental to us to do the same 
thing because we’ll just end up getting 
more people to buy other cars. What 
we’re trying to do is something that is 
so iconic and distinctive that it’s entirely 
ownable to Volkswagen.

 What was the insight behind 
the final idea?
Woolford: The Golf has always been 
about escapism, it’s about getting out there 
on the road and leaving everything behind. 
So, we knew that we wanted to play on 

that. All we had to do from a creative 
direction point of view was make sure 
that the idea fitted the concept of helping 
people to escape.

 How did this idea come about?
       Woolford: We might be in the advertising 
industry, but we all need to have the self-
awareness to realise that TV ads can be 
boring; there’s nothing more everyday than 
an ad break. We asked ourselves if that 
was something that we could help people 
escape. The way that people avoid ad 
breaks is by going on the phone. Rather 
than looking at the second screen [the 
phone] as something stealing people’s 
attention, we decided to gamify it and 
enhance their experience of the ad break.

 Were you worried that there 
would be a disconnect between the 
game and ‘serious’ car buyers who 
might not want to see the features 
of the car through a game? 
Woolford: The game isn’t the be-all-end-all 
of the campaign and there are plenty 

of other opportunities for us to engage 
people with more traditional marketing. 
But we know that the audience of under 
35-year-olds were likely to be inclined to 
engage with something like this and find 
it exciting. The frivolity of the campaign 
was actually beneficial to us because it 
has helped us shape this new look and 
feel around the brand.
Cehak: That’s also why the person who did 
the fastest lap wasn’t just given the car. We 
didn’t want it to be solely hardcore gamers 
taking part, we wanted as many people as 
possible to participate. We thought it might 
be a barrier for entry for the people on the 
fence about playing if they didn’t think they 
had a chance. By opening it up with 
a qualifying window and picking someone 
from the pool of participants, we could 
appeal to a broader audience.

 Was that the only reason you decided 
to award the prize through a draw?
Clayton: There was actually another reason. 
By getting people to enter their information 
to be in with a chance to win the car, we can 
acquire that consumer data and re-target the 
people who have shown interest – it’s a way 
to drive conversion as well. 
Woolford: We have got so much lead 
generation from every person that engages 
with the campaign. I think we’re at around 
50,000 unique visitors to the game and that’s 
only halfway through the campaign. It’s really 
beneficial from a business point of view to 
learn about potential customers.

 What other things did you 
have to consider when creating 
the competition?
Clayton: A key thing we had to remember 
was that it’s a game for people who aren’t 
gamers. That’s why you don’t have to 
download an app; all you have to do is turn 
your phone on its side, anyone can play. And 
there are no hurdles to enter the competition 
– you don’t have to sign up or have practiced 
before – if you see the ad, you can take part 
and have fun with it. 
Woolford: Not having to download an app 
was massive for us. We would have had to 
go through the whole process of convincing 
people that the app is worth downloading, 
then they actually have to do it and no one 
wants another bloody app on their phone. 
It would have killed the campaign before it 
had even got out of the gates.

 What results have you seen so far?
Woolford: We’re just over halfway in terms 
of our race schedule, but we’re close to 
70,000 plays of the game – it’s amazing. 
And when you look at unique visits to the 
site, it’s around 50,000. Of all those people, 
there’s a whole set who are continuing to 
frequent the game and come back.

 What has been your single greatest 
learning from the campaign?
Clayton: One good idea leads to another. 
If you nail one campaign then it gives you 
permission to push boundaries that little 
bit further, it’s all about momentum. 

We might be in the advertising industry, 
but we all need to have the self-awareness 
to realise that TV ads can be boring; there’s 
nothing more everyday than an ad break
Tim Woolford, DDB Sydney
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 Playlist 
Timer
Publicis in Milan promoted 
Barilla with Spotify playlists 
that resulted in perfect pasta

T he secret to great pasta is in 
the timing – which is different 
depending on the type you’re 

cooking. To help people cook pasta to 
perfection, Italian-owned food company 
Barilla curated eight Spotify playlists (one 
for each pasta variety) that double as a 
kitchen timer to ensure the correct cooking 
duration is followed without fail.

The Playlist Timer campaign, created 
by Publicis Italy, Milan, aimed to highlight 
cooking as a form of art and entertainment. 
Barilla integrated the playlists to work with 
several home voice assistants – including 
Apple’s Siri, Amazon Alexa and Google 
Home – to make starting the timer even 
easier while prepping food.

The Playlist Timer is available globally 
on Spotify, while Barilla also added a QR 
code to its product packaging in some 

by 745%, and total number of streams of 
the playlists by 73%.

Furthermore, the most recent figures for 
the campaign supplied by Publicis Italy to 
Contagious show that the global PR reach 
of the Playlist Timer is in excess of 1.1 billion 
and still growing. Barilla also claims to have 
generated over 2 million organic social media 
interactions across Instagram, TikTok, 
Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and Reddit. 
At the time of writing, over 508,000 minutes 
of the playlist have been listened to and 
Barilla had added 148,000 followers to its 
Spotify profile (having been zero before the 
launch of this campaign).

European markets – upon scanning, 
the code opened the Spotify playlist 
for the related pasta shape (spaghetti, 
linguine, fusilli and penne rigate).

As well as hosting the playlists on Spotify, 
Barilla promoted the timer to Spotify 
Free customers on the platform. Using 
Spotify’s algorithm, the targeted audio 
ads changed depending on the genre of 
music being played. As a result, a user who 
likes indie music would be served an ad 
for the Moody Day Linguine playlist, which 
contains instructions on how to activate the 
timer using their home smart speaker. The 
campaign was also advertised on Instagram 

within the Stories section of the app.
Barilla partnered with various artists for the 

artwork on each playlist, including Van Orton 
and Nico189 for the Boom Bap Fusilli hip-
hop inspired playlist, and Italian cartoonist 
Alessandro Baronciani for the Moody Day 
Linguine indie playlist.

Results / According to the agency, the 
campaign achieved an organic reach 
of 2 million people after just three days. 
Also within the first week, the Playlist 
Timer exceeded several of Spotify Italia’s 
benchmark predictions, including Barilla 
profile followers by 1,022%, playlist followers 
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Group’s global director of digital and content 
marketing Alessio Gianni said: ‘Helping 
people in their daily life is one of the best 
ways for a brand to build an enduring 
relationship with its audience, in ways that go 
beyond what traditional advertising can do. 
This simple idea of a music-based cooking 
timer embodies our approach that starts from 
people, their needs and their passions.’ 

In addition, the most recent touchpoint 
of adding the QR code on pack, gave the 
consumer an extra reason to pick up the 
product in store and a reminder when 
opening the packet of the option to prepare 
their meal using the Playlist Timer. 

CONTAGIOUS INSIGHT /
Cut the tension / With the Playlist Timer, 
Barilla added value by alleviating tension 
points in the pasta cooking process. 
Although fun and rewarding, cooking 
can be stressful when specific timings 
are involved. As such, it’s a dicey area to 
disrupt, but by making playlists specific 
to preparing its product, Barilla ensured it 
was a welcome presence in the kitchen. 
Also, by removing the stress of checking 
the timer (and suffering its jarring beeps 
too), and accentuating the joy of cooking 
with a great soundtrack, Barilla affirmed its 
role in achieving perfect pasta. As Barilla 

Prioritise experience over innovation /  
‘Whenever a technology breakthrough or 
new media platform emerges, the advertising 
industry does have a compulsion to rush 
headlong towards it, presumably under the 
assumption that novelty attracts attention. 
However, such attention is unsubstantial – 
a cheap currency – if it is not underpinned 
by meaningful utility or an obvious bridge 
between the tech and the brand. Experience 
should always triumph over empty innovation.’ 
So sayeth The Contagious Commandments, 
by our co-founder Paul Kemp-Robertson and 
lead North American strategist Chris Barth. 

Music streaming app Spotify is one such 
platform that has been gaining more interest 
from brands and marketers as a sandbox for 
creativity. Understandably so, as according to 
data from the Business of Apps, at the end of 
2020 the 121 million Spotify users in Europe 
were listening on average for 99 minutes a day. 
Barilla avoids the novelty factor by elegantly 
using the existing features and functionality 
of the platform to create and promote its 
campaign, while at the same time playing a 
supporting role in the current consumer journey.

Another brand that has used the Spotify 
platform to launch a playlist is US fast food 
chain Wendy’s, which in 2018 released 
a bespoke album to the music streaming app. 
The five tracks across the We Beefin? album 
roasted its rival restaurants and boasted its 
own brand USP of fresh never frozen beef. 
In just the first week of its launch, the album 
accumulated 76 years’ worth of streams and 
758 million media impressions. 

Aligning with behaviour / If you are  
asking for consumers to actively engage with 
your brand, it’s crucial that your campaign 
aligns with existing consumer behaviour, and 
it’s here that the voice assistant integration 
element of Playlist Timer came into its own. 
Given the kitchen is the third most likely room 
in the house to contain a voice assistant 
– with 41.5% of the 1,000 US consumers 
surveyed for 2020 Voicebot.ai Smart Speaker 
Consumer Adoption Report having one there 
(narrowly behind the living room at 43.2%  
and the bedroom at 45.5%) – Barilla’s  
voice-activated timer fit with current smart 
speaker usage. 
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Superb Owl
R/GA New York’s blink-and-you-miss-it Super Bowl ad 
for Reddit shows why less is still sometimes more

D uring the 2021 Super Bowl, 
Reddit broadcast a five-second 
ad that looked like an ordinary 

car commercial until it was interrupted by 
a text-based still – styled after a typical 
post found on the Reddit platform. This spot 
appeared at staggered times throughout the 
evening, reaching nine markets including 
New York, Los Angeles, Atlanta, Chicago, 
Dallas, San Francisco, Philadelphia, Boston 
and Washington DC.

The copy of the ad, created by R/GA, New 
York, referenced the news story of the stock 
market trading community r/WallStreetBets, 
which made headlines for inflating the stock 
of US gaming retailer GameStop.

The aim of the campaign was to drive 
awareness of Reddit and promote the 
endless possibilities when people rally 
together around their passions.

To find out more about how and why 
Reddit decided to crash the Super Bowl, 
Contagious spoke with Roxy Young, chief 
marketing officer at Reddit, and Kaitlyn 
Frysztak, strategy director at R/GA.
Interview first published 14 April 2021.

 How would you describe Reddit 
and how has the platform adapted  
to the changing landscape of social 
media over recent years?
Roxy Young: Reddit is a network of interest-
based communities where people can dive 
into any topic that’s related to their interests, 
hobbies, or passions. Over the last few years 
we’ve made a lot of updates to the platform 

so we can modernise the experience 
and align with the way that people are 
engaging with content online, such as 
better integration with mobile phones, native 
images and live videostreams on the platform 
– which has enabled people to experience 
Reddit in a much richer way than just reading 
the text-based communities of before.

 What are Reddit’s main business  
and marketing objectives? 
Young: The mission of our marketing team is 
to make the Reddit brand more recognisable, 
relevant and reputable to our audience. 
The mission of the company is to create 
community and belonging for everyone in 
the world who is searching for that. We 
want Reddit to be that destination. But we 
still have a long way to go in achieving that 
as people who are really passionate about 
gardening or knitting don’t know there are 
millions of other people on Reddit who 
equally share the same passions as them. 
It’s so important to continue putting our 
brand out there so that everybody can find 
their community and their home online. 
Furthermore, our main goal for 2021 is 
to pivot perceptions of Reddit in several 
key US markets.

 Who is using Reddit?
Young: From a demographic perspective, 
58% of Reddit users are under the age of 
34 – categorised as emerging adults. Some 
of these people are in their late teens, starting 
to form opinions or ask questions about the 
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world around them and want to dive into 
conversations or answers around those areas.
Kaitlyn Frysztak: The other aspect about 
Reddit’s audience that I find particularly 
interesting is that they’re looking for more 
than what today’s scrolling newsfeed has 
to offer. They’re spending less time on the 
Facebooks and Instagrams of the world, 
or not even active on them at all anymore. 
This insight really helped us understand 
the motivations of our audience because 
they’re not just trying to cure their boredom, 
they’re looking for a place where they can 
participate in the things they care about.

 How long did Reddit have to 
prepare for the Superb Owl spot? 
Was there a creative brief?
Young: This campaign was not a part of our 
2021 marketing plan at all. But we started 
to see the velocity of conversations around 
a particular community happening on Reddit 
[Wall Street Bets]. I would flip on the news at 
night and people were talking about Reddit, 
and this was going on every night for several 
weeks towards the end of January and 
leading up to the Super Bowl [7 February]. 
We were inspired by the impact one of our 
communities could have on the real world 
and as a marketer, it’s my responsibility to 
figure out how to seize a moment like this. 
We started talking with R/GA and we both 
had the Super Bowl in the back of our 
minds, but we were only 10 business days 
out from that event and I wasn’t sure how 
we could pull this all together.

Frysztak: After Roxy let slip in a meeting 
that Reddit were thinking of doing something 
with the Super Bowl, we latched onto it and 
I put together a scrappy brief for our creative 
team and worked over that weekend to have 
some solid options on the table to show her 
and the other people at Reddit.
Young: We all sat down on Monday  
[1 February] to discuss how the brand could 
show up in this moment and R/GA brought 
us this very interesting twist on the Super 
Bowl that aligned with the budget and 
time constraints we had. The timing was 
just perfect, we felt like we had something 
really important to say and the Super Bowl 
is such a unique moment where millions of 
people are tuned into this one single event. 
I shared the plans with the executive team 
on 2 February that we’d be airing something 
for the Super Bowl – they trusted me and 

I trusted R/GA. We were all-in at 
that point with no contingency plans 
on the creative.

 Were the creative options 
for Superb Owl limited by budget 
or time constraints?
Young: As R/GA knows our budget 
constraints and how expensive a Super Bowl 
ad is, it was clear that we didn’t have the 
budget for a full 30-second spot at the 
Super Bowl. R/GA had to be really creative 
and one of the dimensions we played with 
was time. If you’re not using the full 30 
seconds you’re going to be spending less, 
but that also adds a new creative constraint 
onto the execution. We had to ask 
ourselves, what could we do with five 
seconds? And frankly you can’t do a lot. 
But thankfully we knew what we wanted to 

say, so the creative team at R/GA said, 
‘Why don’t we just put that on the screen?’

 How did you decide what elements of 
the Reddit platform and its communities 
to reference in the copy?
Frysztak: When we were drafting up 
the copy to use in the ad, our top of mind 
concern was ensuring that Reddit wasn’t 
siloed into a platform that was just about 
the financial sector. We wanted to show the 
breadth and depth of lots of communities 
on Reddit, but also champion this idea that 
when passionate communities rally behind 
something they can really enact change 
on the world. Which we conveyed in just 
11 sentences.

 Tell us about the media plan in place 
– how did you pick the regions to show 
the ad? How did you ensure that it 
would be shared beyond this?
Young: We didn’t just buy one single spot 
where it ran only once during the Super 
Bowl. The way R/GA was able to pull off 
the media buy, we bought ad placements in 
the nine key markets that we wanted to shift 
perceptions in and have them run at different 
times throughout the evening. We had a 
control room in place for Super Bowl Sunday 
and a document filled with contingency 
plans in case we had to react to anything 
that was happening. Fortunately we had 
momentum the whole night because we had 
this popcorn effect of five-second flashes 
across the US. The first spot landed in 
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Philadelphia on the East Coast just after the 
national anthem and then later on appeared 
in the West Coast, then moved to Central. 
The media execution was just genius and 
something we’d have never achieved with 
just one spot.

 Why choose the Super Bowl as the 
right platform to launch this message? 
And how did the brand ensure this lived 
beyond the five seconds it spent on TV?
Young: The Super Bowl is a pinnacle event 
for any marketer. Anything that is aired during 
that game is going to make its way back online 
and people will discuss and share opinions on 
it. Even if you’re not tuning into the actual live 
event, if the creative is impactful, it’ll make its 
way back onto these other online platforms. 
Every time we are planning a new campaign, 
myself and the R/GA team are thinking about 
when this comes back onto Reddit, how 
will people engage with it and will it spark 
conversation. In addition, due to Covid-19, 
people are not hanging out in loud distracting 

bars to watch the big game, people are at 
home in an intimate setting where they can 
pause a live broadcast with their DVR. 
We felt that this creative execution would 
be disruptive and worthy of pausing, 
and it turned out to be just that.

 Can you share any of the 
campaign’s results?
Young: Immediately after the first airing, 
we saw a spike in traffic of people searching 
for the ad and coming to our platform. From 
that point we knew we were in for an exciting 
evening. Superb Owl was the second-most 
searched for ad of the whole night and you 
could find people on Reddit and Twitter 
talking about it – the reach was far beyond 

the direct media buy and those people who 
saw it in the moment. On the Reddit platform 
people were organically posting pictures 
of their televisions and repeating back the 
proposition of the power of community, 
which wasn’t even explicitly said in the copy, 
but that is how they interpreted it. We also 
had over 8,000 comments around the ad 
just on our platform.

We also looked at earned impressions 
beyond just the paid-for spot, examining the 
sentiment surrounding conversations on the 
Superb Owl ad which has a 96% positive 
or neutral sentiment – this being on par with 
the likes of diapers. When has Reddit ever 
been viewed as positively as diapers before? 
Which was a clear signal that we were 

helping to pivot those perceptions. Across 
our KPIs, Superb Owl achieved all the goals 
we were looking to reach in 2021.

 When Contagious first covered 
this story in February, we mentioned 
how Reddit had spent its entire 2021 
marketing budget on this one spot. 
Does this mean that we won’t see any 
more work from Reddit this year?
Young: Back when the campaign launched 
that statement was true. But as a result of 
us going all-in on this idea and it paying off, 
our board and most senior executives agreed 
that there was clearly value in us bringing 
our consumer brand to life, so let’s do more! 
We’re now back at the table with R/GA and 
we’re planning on bringing more out soon. 
But not just in the US, for the first time ever 
in some of our key global markets.

 What has been your single greatest 
learning from this campaign?
Frysztak: For me it’s that big bets pay off. 
For Superb Owl we didn’t look back, we 
didn’t hesitate and just went for it.
Young: We shared in the copy of the ad 
that powerful things can happen when 
people come together around something 
they’re passionate about. We are an 
embodiment of that message, as we came 
together in just five days around this idea 
to deliver this campaign. But also, the 
importance of surrounding yourself with 
a strong diverse team – which we couldn’t 
have pulled this off without. 

When has 
Reddit ever 

been viewed 
as positively 

as diapers 
before?

Roxy Young, Reddit
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 Draw Ketchup
Speaking to Contagious about the 

campaign, Mike Dubrick, managing partner, 
executive creative director at Rethink, said: 
‘When a brand has the stature that Heinz 
has it’s quite easy to lose that brand love, 
so it’s about maintaining that presence and 
that relevancy.’ He added: ‘We want to be 
relevant for people now and today. There 
are more choices in the aisle than there 
have ever been, there are always new players 
in the market, but none of them are Heinz 
Ketchup. So for us it’s about finding ways 
to rely on that strength that other brands 
simply don’t have.’ 

Results / According to the agency, Draw 
Ketchup achieved 137.2 million in earned 
impressions. It saw social click-through-
rate and engagement rates above the 
benchmark: click-through was 6x higher  
than the average and organic social 
engagement was 10x higher. Regarding 
sales, Canada saw sales volume increase 
7.26% above the year prior, and 10.26% 
above the week before.

Rethink Canada put Heinz Tomato Ketchup’s distinctive assets 
to good use in a campaign that persuades through social proof

K raft Heinz-owned tomato sauce 
brand Heinz Tomato Ketchup 
launched a campaign to celebrate 

its iconic bottle in Canada.
Developed with Canadian agency Rethink, 

with media by Carat and public relations 
by the Colony Project, the Draw Ketchup 
campaign highlighted an experiment carried 
out by the brand in five continents. Heinz 
anonymously asked people to ‘draw ketchup’ 
and captured the results in a video that was 
circulated online.

According to the video, ‘most’ of the 
participants drew bottles resembling Heinz 
Tomato Ketchup from memory, including 
aspects of the design such as the ‘57’ on the 
neck of the bottle, the tomato on the vine, or 
simply writing ‘HEINZ’. Heinz also adapted 
a selection of these drawings into real labels 
for a limited run of bottles, billboards and 
digital out-of-home. Between 18-31 January 
2021, Canadians could design their own 
labels at www.drawketchup.ca, and 250 
winners (announced 5 February) received a 
custom bottle with their design printed on it. 
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guidance for their actions and 
imitate those actions. 

Defending market share / When 
awareness is this high, the brand’s main 
focus must be defensive advertising, and 
since most of the competition are probably 
no-name supermarket brands, campaigns 
like these are important for reinforcing 
Heinz’s premium credentials. Defending 
sales was especially important in Canada, 
with Kraft Heinz reporting a 2.2% year-
on-year sales dip to $406m in Q3 2020 
(compared with a 7.4% rise to $4.71bn in 

CONTAGIOUS INSIGHT /
Owning first place / Heinz Tomato 
Ketchup holds 80% of the market share 
in Europe and 60% in the US; 650 million 
bottles are sold in more than 140 countries 
each year. As the classic campaign went, 
‘It has to be Heinz’. Draw Ketchup is social 
proof of Heinz’s ownership of the category, 
with people’s strong associations with the 
brand implying that there’s only one choice 
when it comes to ketchup. Social proof is 
also one of psychologist and author Robert 
Cialdini’s six principles of persuasion: 
people look to other people to provide 

the US, and a 3.9% boost internationally to 
$1.33bn). As Paul Feldwick told Contagious 
(in an interview for his book, Why Does The 
Pedlar Sing?): ‘A lot of advertising is the 
equivalent of painting your shopfront – it 
may not increase your sales in itself, but if 
you don’t do it, sooner or later it will make 
a massive difference to your business.’

Altered assets / It’s an indication of how 
synonymous Heinz is with tomato ketchup, 
and how distinctive its ketchup bottles are, 
that the brand can mess with its assets and 
still be recognisable on the supermarket 

shelf. In fact, the hand drawn labels on 
the limited run of bottles for this campaign 
only make the bottles more unmissable. 
Optimally incongruent, the custom labels 
show Heinz’s confidence in its iconic 
product – even when the packaging is 
crudely sketched from memory, it’s still 
obvious what it is. Heinz is what Martin 
Lindstrom would call a ‘smashable brand’. 
‘If you removed the logo from your brand, 
would it still be recognisable?’ he asks. 
‘Would the copy stand up? Would the 
colours, graphics, and images standing 
alone each pass the text?’ 
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 The Road to  
 Completion
Uncommon’s erotic illustrations distinguished mortgage
broker Habito in a dense-but-dry field of competition

A head of Valentine’s Day in 
2021, UK mortgage lender 
Habito published an erotic 

novel that follows a couple (Tom and Sylvia) 
who are ready to buy their first home but 
are faced with the challenge of finding 
the right mortgage.

Created with Uncommon Creative 
Studios, London, in collaboration with Rocky 
Flintstone (the author featured in popular 
podcast series My Dad Wrote a Porno) 
the tongue-in-cheek racy novel – titled The 
Road to Completion – is packed with sexual 
euphemisms as the couple work their way 
through the mortgage process and lust over 
their new home.

The book is illustrated by German artist 
Sebastian Schwamm and is available to 
read online or to buy on Amazon, with all 
proceeds going to the Terrence Higgins 
Trust – a charity that offers services for 
HIV and sexual health.

Contagious spoke with Charlie Palmer, 
planner at Uncommon, as well as Tom 
Espezel and Nina Beyers, the creatives 
behind the campaign, to find out how 
Habito is driving awareness by defying 
the conventions of its category and 
why an explicit novel cements the 
brand’s positioning. 

 Tell me about Habito and your 
relationship with the mortgage brand.
Charlie Palmer: Habito isn’t a very 
old brand, it was founded in 2014, and 
Uncommon was even newer when it 

approached us – I think there were only 10 
of us working at the time. Habito came to 
us because it had done what a lot of fintechs 
do: they found a gap in the market, came 
up with a brilliant idea, hired some really 
smart people, built a great product and 
then assumed that people would come if 
they ran a couple of ads telling people how 
good it is. And, as we know, it’s always a bit 
more complicated than that, which Habito 
cottoned on to really fast, while many tech 
companies never do. They came to us in 
a bit of a hurry and the CMO told us that 
the team was worried they had made their 
brand boring – that’s where we came in.

 What challenges face the 
mortgage category?
Palmer: There’s a couple of things. Firstly, 
it’s a category that is full of negativity. A lot 
of brands don’t want to dip their toes into 
that negativity, they want to steer clear of 
it. And, secondly, it’s a category with very 
little differentiation. A lot of the time, people 
aren’t that bothered about which mortgage 
broker they use and it leans really heavily 
on personal recommendation.

 Since you began working with 
Habito, the brand’s campaigns have 
gone against the grain for the category. 
What was the thinking behind this?
Palmer: There’s a lot of overlap in the fintech 
space when it comes to how people talk 
about their products, the benefits, as well as 
the tone of their communications – it tends 
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to be calming and reassuring. For example, 
if you look at the ads for L&C, which I think 
has the largest market share, it’s all so 
soothing – there’s even a swan. We wanted 
to do the opposite of all of that. Rather than 
pretend that everything is lovely in the world 
of mortgages, we wanted to talk about how 
much everybody hates it, how awful it is, 
because surely people would relate to that. 
So we did and it turns out they do.
Tom Espezel: It’s also a category without 
much joy. There’s no emotion that goes into 
it other than pure frustration and anger. With 
Habito, we have really embraced how shit 
the mortgage process is rather than pretend 
that everything is lovely. But there’s still the 
overarching message that Habito is there 
to help you get through it.

 Why is this the best strategy?
Palmer: I think there’s a danger of making 

people feel inadequate if you don’t connect 
with them on the right emotional level. If you 
say that getting a mortgage is an easy, calm 
process then you are just going to make 
people think they are doing it wrong. What 
we hope Habito’s comms has done is show 
people that the mayhem is normal and that 
Habito can help them with it.

 Who is the brand’s target audience 
and how does it affect the brand’s 
approach to marketing?
Palmer: The target audience for this is 
really interesting because the number of 
people who are currently in the market for 
a mortgage at any one time is really small 
and the frequency of purchase is ridiculously 
low. If they are remortgaging, that’s a bit 
more often, but most people remortgage 
through their existing lender. The problem 
with that is that it makes it really, really 

With Habito, 
we have really 
embraced how 

shit the mortgage 
process is rather 

than pretend
that everything

is lovely
Tom Espezel, Uncommon

hard to build a brand because if you show 
someone some ads, they’re not going to 
remember them in 10 years when they finally 
come to get a mortgage. So, you have to 
do one of two things.

The first thing you do is minimise your risk 
and just target people who are already in the 
market for mortgages – that’s what a lot of 
people in the market are doing – and hit them 
with rational messages that say ‘if you’re 
in the market for a mortgage, we can help 
you in this way’. But, we thought that was 
a slightly unsatisfying way of approaching 
building a brand. So, we’ve done the 
opposite of that, which is to make everything 
so mad and attention-grabbing that even 
with the relatively small media budget and 
low frequency, people will remember Habito 
further down the line when they do get into 
the market. It’s a calculated gamble but it’s 
one that seems to be paying off pretty well.

 Who are Habito’s key 
competitors at the moment?
Palmer: It’s a very fragmented category. 
When we first started working with Habito, 
the biggest mortgage broker in the market 
was L&C, which had a 6% market share, 
so there really isn’t a hugely dominant player, 
which means a couple of things. Firstly, 
it means there isn’t a Pepsi versus Coke 
dynamic where we look at everything L&C 
is doing and try to do the opposite, or do 
something better. 

The other thing is that when there’s 
absolutely no established market leader, 
it means there’s an opportunity. Habito isn’t 
trying to stand out versus L&C or versus 
Trussle, it’s trying to stand out against the 
whole quagmire of the mortgage category. 

 Were there any concerns from 
the client about taking the marketing 
in such a radically different direction 
to the norm in the category?
Palmer: There’s always a nervousness 
about moving away from product messaging. 
Habito knows that its service is unique and 
new for the category and there was always 
going to be a fear around if they don’t tell 
people how they are different, people won’t 
get it, won’t use it and will just lump it in with 
the rest of the mortgage category. But we 
had to pick a lane and we’ve chosen to try 
and get everyone to know the name Habito 
and associate the brand with mortgages 
rather than explain very correctly and 
mundanely what it is that Habito does.
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 You previously worked on the new 
design and identity for the brand 
positioning as a ‘badass version of 
heaven’. How does this connect with  
the explicit, sexualised marketing 
efforts we’ve been seeing? 
Espezel: For the first couple of years, 
we really focused on defining that ‘hellish’ 
style and I think now that we’ve established 
that we can be a bit more flexible. More 
recently, we’ve been doing work that 
focuses on certain insights. For example, 
Mortgage Kama Sutra is based on the 
insight that one in 10 couples stop 

having sex when they are going through 
a mortgage process – that’s where the 
sex book came in.
Palmer: There’s a balance in everything 
that we do with hell and Habito because we 
have to make it very clear that Habito is not 
the hellish bit, it’s the solution to it. We can 
make the work attention-grabbing and quite 
irreverent, but the closer we get to the actual 
product, the more soothing world of the 
brand takes over. That’s what we’ve tried to 
do with The Road to Completion: merge the 
euphoric world of Habito with the irreverence 
of hell. It’s a tough balancing act.

 Turning towards The Road to 
Completion, what was the brief? 
Were there any business objectives?
Palmer: We definitely didn’t get a brief that 
said ‘can you write an erotic novel for us’. 
It was really to create a Kama Sutra 2.0.
Nina Beyers: Habito gives us a lot of 
freedom with its briefs. They just want us 
to find different ways that Habito can play 
a part in various events throughout the 
year. In 2020, we launched Kama Sutra 
around Valentine’s Day and that was really 
successful. The challenge this year was to 
use the same insight about the depleting sex 
lives of couples during the mortgage process 
but do something completely different. We 
still wanted the same kind of sexual tension 
presented beautifully, but we didn’t want to 
do the same thing again.
Palmer: When it comes to business 
objectives, Habito is really clear about the 
fact the focus isn’t on one campaign, it’s 
about adding to the pile of proof that Habito 
is doing something different. Maybe someone 
half remembers Kama Sutra, or a sliver of one 
of our ads and they might vaguely remember 
this and then when they Google ‘mortgage 
brokers’ and Habito pops up it draws their eye. 
If we can change Habito’s likelihood of winning 
business from a one in 100 chance to a two in 
100 chance then we’ve doubled sales.

 Creating an erotic novel is 
a bold idea for a brand in the 
financial services category. Did 
Habito go for it straight away?

Espezel: I think the success of the Kama 
Sutra campaign definitely helped us a lot 
because the brand saw that it wasn’t pushing 
the boundary too far and it got a lot of 
positive feedback. That gave us a bit more 
of a right to come to them with an idea like 
The Road to Completion and say that it’s 
something that would generate fame for the 
brand, but I think this is definitely the furthest 
we could push them. There were some ideas 
that got a flat out ‘no’.

 What’s an example of an idea 
that pushed the boundary too far?
Espezel: One that didn’t go down too well 
was the idea to create sex toys with different 
speeds that relate to the different parts 
of the mortgage process. I think that was 
definitely a bit too much because – even 
though they have a fun tone of voice – Habito 
does essentially work with banks and can’t 
completely throw the rule book out the 
window. But a lot of brands – whether they 
are in financial services or not – wouldn’t 
be brave enough to do that either.
Palmer: It’s a very collaborative process. 
We don’t go into meetings and tell them 
that there’s one answer, we’ve got a lot of 
different ideas and some of it goes too far, 
some of it’s right and some of it’s wrong. 
Abba Newbery [CMO], Romney Taylor [VP 
of marketing] and Dan Hegarty [founder and 
CEO] have fantastic judgement and a great 
instinct for this stuff. They know that we’ll 
get to the right decision, it’s not a battle for 
us to get work out.
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 How did the idea to make an 
erotic novel come about?
Beyers: We were talking about what 
could help you ‘get in the mood’ and Tom 
mentioned that he had an old Ann Summers 
book that was all about role-playing. So 
you could be a mechanic in a garage or 
whatever and then we just thought that 
it would be really interesting if you could 
write a whole sex story.
Espezel: It was the classic book that you 
buy when you’re aged 16 and I was going 
through my drawers because I was moving 
house. And we started thinking about how 
funny it would be to set each scenario 
around the idea of a new home – the plumber 
coming around to fix something, etc.

When we presented the idea to the brand, 
we used Rocky Flintstone as an example of 
what the tone would be like and pulled some 
quotes from My Dad Wrote a Porno to show 
how you could over-explain stuff, make it 
sexy without it being crass and it went down 
really well. Eventually, the idea evolved from 
individual scenes to actually making a whole 
book about the mortgage process, but with 
the same tone of voice.

 How did you work with Rocky 
to get the tone right?
Espezel: One of the main challenges was 
that things are much less shocking when 
you hear them and people are laughing at 
them versus looking at it in writing. If you 
read the transcript of the podcast, it’s not 
as funny. We found out quite early on that 

when some stuff was written down, it just felt 
really brutal and a bit too much; in the first 
few client meetings, a lot of the feedback 
was that it was going too far – we weren’t 
allowed to use sexual language and there 
couldn’t be any swearing either; it all rested 
on euphemism. 

 How important were the 
illustrations to the novel?
Espezel: The imagery was vital to the 
success of the campaign; it’s deceptively 
important and sets the tone to the piece. 
Without it, the book doesn’t have the same 
energy and you just end up being hammered 
with sexual metaphors. It would have been 
so easy for the book to be uncomfortable, 
but the illustrations show people that it’s 
meant to be joyful, humorous and a bit of fun.

 There has been research about 
exactly what type of explicit content 
people are happy to see in advertising. 
Did you do any yourself to guide 
The Road to Completion?
Palmer: Asking people what they’re 
comfortable with won’t lead us to the right 
work. If you look back to the Reebok belly ad 
from the 90s and ask people whether they 
would be comfortable with screaming heavy 
metal while a man gets chased around a 
shopping centre by a grotesque, hairy, giant 
belly they would probably say ‘no thanks’. 
Yet, it’s iconic. That said, we have taken 
a really strong line on where exactly the tone 
of voice and illustration style needs to be.

 Tell me a bit more about the media 
strategy. I know print ads appeared 
in publications such as the Guardian, 
Grazia and Evening Standard 
Magazine, along with out-of-home – 
why did you choose this route?
Palmer: A big part of it was legitimising the 
idea. But there’s also a load of evidence that 
it’s particularly important for online brands 
to advertise offline. There’s still something 
inside us that doesn’t quite process online 
businesses and the same unconscious bias 
has always plagued us when it comes to 
financial services. It’s why banks have big 
marble halls and all that sort of stuff – it 

convinces you that they are big and stable. 
But you can’t provide that subconscious proof 
that the thing you’re selling is legitimate when 
you exist online. So, the more you can exist 
in the real world, the more you can reassure 
people that you aren’t some random guy in 
his mum’s basement in Epping who sent one 
targeted ad with his budget of two pounds 
and is about to fleece them of all their savings.

 Have you seen any results so far?
Beyers: We’re ranked number two in 
the erotic novel chart on the Kindle.
Palmer: And we overtook Fifty Shades 
of Grey for a bit which was good. 
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