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News Will Skippy spread the smiles?

Nov. 23
Urban Outfitters, whose holdings include the namesake 
retail brand and Anthropologie, reports earnings. The Urban 
Outfitters brand just struck a deal with Disney for an apparel 
collection marking the 80th anniversary of “Fantasia.”

Nov. 24
Hormel Foods posts fiscal fourth-quarter results, which 
should provide a good update on pandemic staples including 
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Skippy peanut butter and the supply of Jennie-O turkeys 
leading up to Thanksgiving.

Nov. 25
The Conference Board releases its U.S. Consumer Confidence 
Index, providing a read on the mindset of shoppers heading 
into a key stretch of the holiday season.

The college basketball season begins—and like all 
sports in 2020, it won’t look the same as usual, 
with few fans in attendance and teams dealing 
with sporadic COVID outbreaks. March Madness 
is still on, but the NCAA is planning to stage the 
entire tourney in Indianapolis. 

Nov. 26
It’s Thanksgiving! The holiday will look a lot 
different this year as people limit travel and seeing 
others on a day that’s often about overstuffed 
celebration, from the size of the turkey to the size of 
the gathering. Restaurants and retailers are offering more to-
go options, including meals for smaller groups. Zoom is helping 
out those who can’t be together by lifting the 40-minute time 
limit on its free video chats all day through 6 a.m. ET Friday, 
ensuring there’s enough time to teach less tech-savvy family 
members how to see the whole crowd in gallery view and still 
have time to dine together.

Another big shift this year due to COVID-19: The Macy’s 
Thanksgiving Day Parade is still happening, but doesn’t 
include marching through the streets of Manhattan.

THE WEEK AHEAD: NOV. 23-27

Black Friday 
will also look 
different this 
year, as many 
stores opt for 
earlier sales 
and online 
promotions.

News Thanksgiving to go
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Nov. 27
The day after Thanksgiving, traditionally 
known as Black Friday, will also look 
different this year as many stores opt for 
earlier sales and online promotions to spread 
out the season and avoid in-store crowds 
during the pandemic. Many retail experts 
expect the change to have lasting appeal as 
Black Friday becomes a shopping holiday of 
the past. 

THE WEEK AHEAD: NOV. 23-27News Holiday of the past
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News High-profile win

A quick look at hot topics in the marketing, media and  
agency industries. For more on these and other trending stories, 
visit AdAge.com 

Winner
Johannes Leonardo plucked Oscar Mayer from Dentsu 
McGarryBowen, giving the shop a high-profile brand from 
Kraft Heinz that is known for fun marketing, especially for 
its bacon. The win marks another victory for independent 
agencies, which are on quite a roll this year. 

In this Oscar 
Mayer com-
mercial,  a girl 
prefers her  
hot dog with 
peanut butter. 
Photo  
courtesy of 
Oscar Mayer 
via YouTube

Complied by E.J. Schultz

Trending
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Loser
While some retail brands like Kohl’s have shown signs of 
recovery, Macy’s is still struggling. The department store 
chain reported a 21% decline in same-store sales for the third 
quarter. Though digital sales were up 27% in the period, 
net sales fell 23% to $4 billion. Meanwhile, COVID has put a 
damper on one of the retailer’s most-high profile marketing 
events of the year, the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, which 
has been significantly scaled back.

Popular
Who knew “Singin’ in the Rain” 
would play so well in 2020? 
This post on Burberry’s ad that 
puts a modern spin on the tune 
was among the most read Ad 
Age stories for the second week 
in a row. Also drawing a lot of 
eyeballs was a post on brands 
co-opting Twitter’s “this claim 
has been disputed” warning 
flag. What is not disputed is that 
brands will jump in nearly anything on social media if it gets 
them some cheap views.

Back at the ranch 
The next big thing in booze could be “ranch water”—so says 
beer trade pub Beer Business Daily, which describes it as the 
“next big seltzer trend.” The drinks, which are essentially 
tequila/agave-themed seltzers, are rooted in a popular cocktail 
in Texas that combines Topo Chico, tequila and lime, according 

TRENDINGNews Passing on parade

The Burberry 
story was 
most popular 
two weeks in 
a row. 
Courtesy 
Burberry
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to the publication, which reports that 
Anheuser-Busch InBev is seizing on 
the trend with Ranch Water Hard 
Seltzer from its Houston-based Karbach 
Brewing Co. brand.  

Save a seat for Snoop
Maybe grandma can’t come for 
Thanksgiving this COVID-plagued 
year—but Snoop Dog can, at least 
virtually. 19 Crimes wine brand is out 
with new augmented reality labels 
featuring the rapper, following up on 
the earlier launch of the Snoop Cali 
Red wine variety. Drinkers who scan 
bottles with their smartphone can 
activate the “Ask the Doggfather” 
experience for which a hologram 
version of Snoop pops to life offering 
his wisdom. Snoop also appears in 
Sodastream’s holiday campaign, 
which comes not long after he began 
popping up in Corona ads.

The Tampa Raptors?
The COVID resurgence is starting to take a renewed toll on 
the sports world. The Denver Broncos, one of several teams 
allowing a limited number of fans at games, announced that it 
won’t let anyone in starting a week from Sunday. Meanwhile, 
the Canadian government won’t allow the Toronto Raptors to 
play in the country when the National Basketball Association 

TRENDINGNews ‘Ask the Doggfather’

21 Mar 2016
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@Twitter

Nov 20, 2020

Stay-at-home stock 
gains this year:

Zoom: +549%
Peloton: +292%
Etsy: +223%
Docusign: +205%
Wayfair: +183%
Shopify: +152%
Teladoc: +138%
Roku: +97%
FedEx: +85%
PayPal: +79%
Amazon: +69%
Netflix: +50%
Grubhub: +47%
UPS: +41%
Domino’s Pizza: +32%
Activision Blizzard: +31% 21 Mar 2016
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restarts next month, and the team 
will now reportedly temporarily 
relocate to Tampa, Florida. Also, 
Sportico is out with a story revealing 
the financial toll on college’s Pac-12 
Conference for every football game it 
cancels due to the pandemic, which 
the publication tallies at about $5 
million per game.

On the Move
Audi promoted Chief Communications 
Officer Tara Rush into the chief 
marketing officer role. Devika 
Bulchandani, North American 
president for McCann Worldgroup, is 
leaving for Ogilvy, where she will be 
CEO for North America.

Number of the week
397%: Increase in online purchases of cranberry sauce 
in October compared with October of 2019, according to 
tracking firm 1010data. 

TRENDINGNews On the move

“Fear messaging 
isn’t going to work, 
because people 
will have already 
sacrificed so much, 
and the death toll is 
just going to get more 
and more horrific.” 

—Phil Graham, founding partner and CEO 
of consultancy Verdes and formerly of the 
anti-smoking Truth campaign, sharing 
advice on marketing a COVID vaccine.

Quote of the week

397 
Percent
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5 Questions 

Esports have been one of the beneficiaries of pandemic 
lockdowns as viewers flock to gaming, especially with most 
live entertainment shut down. Activision Blizzard has 
seen impressive momentum around its leagues, including 
the inaugural season of the Call of Duty league. As it looks 
ahead to a second season, Brandon Snow, senior VP, chief 
revenue officer, esports, discusses how brands can connect 

ACTIVISION BLIZZARD 
ESPORTS CFO TELLS BRANDS 
HOW THEY CAN CONNECT 
WITH GAMING FANS 
By Jeanine Poggi 

Brandon 
Snow, senior 
VP, chief rev-
enue officer, 
esports.  
Photo  
courtesy of 
Activision



with engaged esports fans and how legalized betting could 
represent a big opportunity for the space. This interview has 
been edited and condensed from Ad Age Remotely. 

What are some of the lessons you learned 
amid the pandemic that you can carry into 
2021? 
That pivot was instrumental in us 
understanding there’s a way you can bring 
live esports to life that might not always be 
driven by local events. We continue to have 
local games, or home games, all online. As 
we look forward into 2021 … we will find the 
right balance between an online environment 
and land environment. We still want to have 
those events, and as soon as we are in a place 
with COVID where we can do it in a safe 
environment we will go back to having some 
of those, but I think the balance and the mix 
will shift. 

Any examples of new brand opportunities that arose  
in the pandemic? 
There’s two areas that are unique that came out of this 
time. The first is in-game, how do you bring brands into the 
ecosystem? A lot of what we will be doing this current season, 
we tested at the back end of last season, where we are able to 
bring our partners into the action. 

What we did in COVID this past July with the Call of Duty 
league was, we brought it into the game. So now when the 

ACTIVISION BLIZZARD ESPORTS CFO TELLS BRANDS HOW CAN THEY CONNECT WITH GAMING FANS

“We are super 
excited about 
what the 
gambling or 
betting category 
might bring.”
Brandon Snow, 
Activision Blizzard
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action is happening you have brands into the maps and 
that idea of finding an organic way of getting brands more 
ingrained into the actual action that’s happening in the game 
as an overlay came out of the fact that we needed to find new 
ways to get our brands engaged. I think we will be carrying 
that for sure into the future. 

We are super excited about what the gambling or betting 
category might bring. It is an engagement tool for us early 
on, but the opportunities that it brings in the coming years 
are tremendous. When you are watching the match, we had a 
predictive overlay happening at the same time where you can 
guess what might happen in the coming action and there were 
odds against that. We fully anticipate taking that forward as 
well, and the implications of that in the betting and gaming 
world are quite extensive. 

Do you foresee a future partnership with FanDuel or other 
daily fantasy platforms? 
Yes. It is an incredibly engaging and opportunistic time for 
esports in the space of betting and gaming and fantasy. We’re 
heavily focused in this area. We are having conversations 
across the board in this category, and I am optimistic we will 
have a partnership somewhere in this space moving forward 
because it makes sense for our product and for them. It’s high 
on our list to find a partner. 

As live sports return, how do you plan on maintaining 
momentum? 
If you really take a look at what ratings have been for 
traditional sports, it’s been a really difficult year for many 

ACTIVISION BLIZZARD ESPORTS CFO TELLS BRANDS HOW CAN THEY CONNECT WITH GAMING FANS5 Questions 



of them. I anticipate they will all rebound next year. But for 
sure ratings across the board for almost every major sport 
have taken a hit and esports haven’t, ourselves included. It’s 
actually gone the other way. If you look at the really elusive 
18-to-34 age group, we are talking about us being up in the 20% 
to 25% range for our regular season and somewhere around 
100% growth on our finals compared with previous years. It’s 
opened up an opportunity for that group. The gaming business 
does very well with 18-34, and that’s the same group that many 
of these traditional sports are trying to go after and bring 
into the mix. Some do it really well, like the NBA, and others 
are challenged with it. Because we own this audience, we feel 
really good about what the future brings when you compare us 
to traditional sports. 

How should brands that are looking to dip their toes in esports 
think about advertising in the space? 
You want to make sure you are meaningful to the target we 
bring to the table. You want to make sure you are real. I think 
you see esports fans are embracing brands in this space like 
you see in traditional sports because it legitimizes it and 
makes esports real for them and makes it on par with every 
other sport you can watch on TV.  

ACTIVISION BLIZZARD ESPORTS CFO TELLS BRANDS HOW CAN THEY CONNECT WITH GAMING FANS5 Questions 
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News

KC Crain has been named CEO 
of Crain Communications Inc., 
the Detroit-based, family-
owned media company that is 
the parent of Crain’s Detroit 
Business, Automotive News,  
Ad Age and nearly 20 other 
trade and business titles  
in North America, Europe  
and Asia.

He had been president and 
chief operating officer. His 
father, Keith E. Crain, remains chairman of the board.

The action was ratified at the company’s annual board 
meeting on Nov. 18.

“We’re proud of the 104-year legacy of our company and of the 
continued leadership from within our family,” the elder Crain 
said. “KC has done a terrific job of steering our company in 
recent years, including strategic acquisitions. This year in 
particular has been challenging for many media companies, 
and KC and his entire team have led us to a successful year.”

A companywide effort to increase paid subscribers began 

KC CRAIN NAMED CEO OF AD AGE 
PARENT CRAIN COMMUNICATIONS 
By Ad Age Staff

KC Crain 
Crain  
Communications 
Inc.
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even before the pandemic. The result is an increase in new 
paid subscribers of 50 percent for 2020.

“Leading the company my grandfather started 104 years ago 
is a true honor,” KC Crain said. “Our audiences have never 
been stronger, and the growth prospect of this business is 
really exciting. Our platforms continue to evolve in amazing 
ways to serve our readers.”

KC Crain started in the family company as a reporter for 
Automotive News and worked through a series of roles, 
including group publisher, executive VP and director of 
corporate operations. The company’s brands have been 
serving niche audiences for decades in print and now digital 
formats. As president, KC Crain oversaw the acquisition in 
2019 of GenomeWeb, an all-digital news source based in New 
York serving a global community of scientists, technology 
professionals and investors focused on advanced tools in 
molecular biology research and molecular diagnostics.

Active in a number of civic and business activities, KC is 
board chair for the Detroit Children’s Fund. He also sits on 
the boards of the Young Presidents Organization and the 
College for Creative Studies.

KC Crain earned a B.A. in Communications from Denison 
University. He and his wife, Ashley, live in Bloomfield Hills, 
Michigan, with their four daughters. 

KC CRAIN NAMED CEO OF CRAIN COMMUNICATIONS INC.News
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Campaign Ad Scorecard 

Bearing down on voters like an autumn storm that just 
wouldn’t let up, a stunning, overwhelming, gargantuan sum of 
political ad money was poured out during this election cycle: 
$8.5 billion in total. In the fall presidential contest alone, 
nearly $1.8 billion was spent.

As the clouds part and we lift our heads, a few things, broadly 
speaking, become clear. One, President-elect Joe Biden had a 
significant advantage in the ad-buying game—spending more 
money overall ($661 million on his own and more than $1 
billion inclusive of Democratic groups) compared to President 

POLITICAL AD SPENDING THIS 
YEAR REACHED A WHOPPING 
$8.5 BILLION
By Steve Passwaiter
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Phoenix, 
the biggest 
market for 
spending, 
demonstrates 
Arizona’s 
emergence as 
a battleground 
state.

Donald Trump’s $500 million spend (more than $760 million, 
inclusive of Republican groups).

Remarkably, California—a state not in play for the presidential 
election—was the biggest recipient of ad dollars overall. 
Ballot propositions and competitive House races 
fueled a nearly $475 million gold rush of ad 
spending (including $373 million spent on ballot 
measures). 

Looking at the eight most important markets 
in the eight states (Arizona, Florida, Georgia, 
Nevada, North Carolina, Michigan, Pennsylvania 
and Wisconsin) crucial to the presidential race, 
Biden’s ad-spend advantage was overwhelming.

In seven of those eight markets (Charlotte, 
Detroit, Green Bay, Las Vegas, Philadelphia, 
Phoenix and Tampa-St. Petersburg), Biden out-
advertised Trump in every daypart, in most 
cases by margin of more than 2-1, and often by a margin of 
more than 3-1.

Only in Atlanta was there parity in most dayparts—and 
strategically, Georgia was a nice-to-have for Biden and a must-
have for Trump.

Phoenix, the biggest market for spending, demonstrates 
Arizona’s emergence as a battleground state. Miami, which 
got the most money of any Florida market, says a lot about the 
growing competition for Hispanic voters.

But ad tonnage was not the only way the two sides differed in 
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Who’s booked by sponsor
Who’s behind $250 million that’s coming (so far). Dollars in millions.

Country/state Electoral votes
Democratic  
spending per EV

Republican 
spending  
per EV

Overall spending 
per EV

United States 538 $28,022 $25,489 $53,511 

Michigan 16  312,730  242,049  554,780 

Wisconsin 10  391,544  113,967  505,511 

Pennsylvania 20  359,840  139,059  498,900 

North Carolina 15  358,842  81,787  440,629 

Arizona 11  340,069  72,015  412,084 

Florida 29  309,531  86,319  395,850 

Iowa 6  283,744  15,745  299,489 

Nevada 6  214,299  28,990  243,289 

Georgia 16  146,352  73,310  219,663 

Minnesota 10  106,719  53,005  159,792 

Media dollars per electoral vote
In the last week of the presidential election.  

Total Democrats Total Republicans Joe Biden
Donald 
Trump Total

Local broadcast 48.5% 50.4% 40.7% 39.0% 49.3%

Digital 20.0 30.6 25.6 38.8 24.5

Local cable 15.1 7.6 14.5 3.6 11.9

National cable 5.6 5.7 6.4 10.1 5.6

National broadcast 3.5 2.4 5.4 4.3 3.0

Radio 3.1 1.1 3.6 1.3 2.2

Broadcast Hispanic 3.6 1.6 3.3 2.6 2.8

Satellite 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.6

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Presidential election ad budgets by medium
As percent of total spending.

Source: Media spending from Kantar/CMAG from April 1, 2020, through Election Day.

Source: Media spending from Kantar/CMAG for the week of Oct. 27, 2020, through Election Day.   
  



this contest. Strategically speaking, the two candidates and 
their party and group allies deployed a different mix of paid-
media strategies.

Trump and the Republicans spent a greater proportion  
of their budget on national cable and digital ads (because 
Biden had more to spend, the 
amount spent on digital by 
both sides was roughly equal in 
the end), and tended to eschew 
local cable.

Overall, there was a lot 
more spending on national 
advertising this year, likely  
in part because local spots 
were so expensive in the battleground states.

Buying national spots also gets a campaign out of “political 
blocks” where the message may get lost or muddled because 
the ad is packed in tightly with other candidates’ spots.

Campaigns especially love sports buys—because people watch 
live, and ratings are fairly high—and national buys there mean 
you’re hitting someone with a political ad when they aren’t 
expecting it. A palate cleanser, if you will, in between the 
Doritos and Bud Light.

National buys even crept into a Senate race. For example, 
college football fans across the country may have been 
surprised to see ads for the Michigan Senate race while 
watching the University of Michigan-Michigan State football 
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game. This is striking. It meant that buyers for the campaign 
couldn’t get the spots they wanted in Detroit, Grand Rapids 
and Lansing—or that it was just plain cheaper to make a 
national buy and live with the waste in the other 265 media 
markets.

Although digital has been in play in presidential campaigns 
for years, this is the first time it accounted for a meaningful 
share of both campaigns’ media budgets. Trump 
spent nearly 39% of his budget on digital; Biden, 
25%. (Though again, the sums roughly matched 
due to overall higher Biden spending.)

But did any of these moves truly have a material 
impact on election outcomes? Just because we can 
measure political ad spend with a high degree 
 of accuracy doesn’t mean we can attribute the 
Biden win to advertising alone. We should be  
wary of results-oriented punditry that makes  
this causal mistake.

In Senate races, Democratic challengers spent 
heavily in such states as Maine and South Carolina 
but came up short. Looking only at the presidential contest,  
it is safe to say that all that extra money spent by the 
Democrats did not lead to commensurate overperformance  
in the final tally.

Consider the case of Mike Bloomberg in particular, who by 
himself spent more than half a billion dollars this cycle, both 
on his own attempt to gain the Democratic nomination and on 
behalf of Joe Biden in Florida and Texas in the fall. To contort 

Biden 
focused his 
spending 
in five 
electorally 
important 
states over 
the last week 
of the race.
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and paraphrase Winston Churchill: Never has so much been 
spent by so few for so little. 

Although Democratic groups (including Bloomberg’s PAC) 
spent a lot of money in Florida and also played in Texas to no 
avail, Biden focused his spending in five electorally important 
states (Arizona, Michigan, North Carolina, Pennsylvania and 
Wisconsin) over the last week of the race. Biden won four of 
them (all but North Carolina). At CMAG, to normalize and 
create a comparable metric for presidential ad buys, we like to 
look at dollars spent per Electoral College vote.  

Because political advertising is different from other 
advertising—selling an extra bottle of Coke is a different 
proposition from nabbing the half percentage point of crucial 
votes in a swing state—even if there was waste in some areas, 
in others it’s likely that the ad spend helped. The presidential 
race was decided by a percentage point or less in Wisconsin, 
Pennsylvania and Arizona. 

Campaign Ad Scorecard 
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When Domino’s Pizza this month broke up with MDC 
Partners’ CPB in favor of a new creative agency, independent 
WorkInProgress, Chief Marketing Officer Art D’Elia was asked 
why the company was splitting with its holding company-
owned agency after 13 years. “I really feel that the independent 
agency model gives us more flexibility and less distractions,” 
he said.

That public advocacy for an independent over a holding 
company from a major marketer gave legs to the age-old story 
that their model is better. But lately it’s become a bit more than 
a story, as “nimble” independents seem to be picking off more 
business from the holding company giants.

Ferrero USA last year picked Terri & Sandy as its U.S. creative 
agency of record for hazelnut cocoa spread Nutella, duties 
that had been held by Omnicom’s Merkley & Partners. Seventh 
Generation shifted its account from MDC’s 72andSunny to 
independent agency Opinionated. Papa John’s delivered its 
creative account to Camp + King in August while the agency 
was still independent (Havas has since acquired a majority 
stake). And while some clients aren’t taking the full leap, 
there’s a drip-drip effect as they add indies to a roster that 
includes major holding companies. Kraft Heinz—though it is 
currently reviewing the many shops on its roster, including 
Dentsu Mcgarrybowen—has been funneling more work to 
creative vet Greg Hahn’s new agency, Mischief @ No Fixed 
Address and recently awarded Oscar Mayer, Kraft Singles and 
mac & cheese to Johannes Leonardo. In October, Molson Coors 
tapped Activista—a so-called socially minded creative shop in 

https://adage.com/article/agency-news/terri-sandy-wins-nutella-us-creative-business/2177666
https://adage.com/article/agency-news/seventh-generation-will-move-opinionated-72andsunny/2174486
https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/papa-johns-switches-agencies-again-hires-camp-king/2191841
https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/consumer-obsessed-kraft-heinz-puts-bigger-bets-marketing-path-growth/2296026
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Los Angeles run by Paco Conde and Beto Fernandez—to handle 
the launch campaign of its Coors Seltzer brand, rather than 
agency partners Omnicom’s DDB or Publicis Groupe-owned Leo 
Burnett.

Is it a blip?
Small shops are having their “moment” in the pandemic as 
clients demand exactly what they boast they can provide: 
flexibility, speed, stronger partnerships and affordability. 
Whether the recent momentum is sustainable or merely a blip 
in time remains to be seen.

Indie shops, of course, argue that the trend will hold. They 
claim they are faster because they aren’t stalled by red 
tape and bureaucracy that bog down holding companies. 
They say that when you hire a smaller agency, all clients get 
direct access to senior leadership. And while some people 
say “nimble” is actually a euphemism for cheaper, indies say 
the reason they are relatively cheaper than larger holding 

“When we 
pitch, we 
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co-founder. 
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company agencies is because they are more efficient with less 
overhead, therefore costing clients less in time and money. 

Sandy Greenberg, who logged years at Interpublic Group of 
Cos.’ FCB before co-founding Terri & Sandy, says it’s simple. 
“When we pitch, we work as a team,” says 
Greenberg. “The team at the top is working 
closely with strategy. We’ll agree on a strategy in 
a week, let’s say. What happens at a big agency, in 
a week, strategy is only starting to go up the line. 
You have the strategy group [that agrees on a plan 
and then takes it to] the chief creative officer of 
the New York office who has a problem with the 
strategy, so you go back and do it again, then the 
president, who was traveling, comes back and 
says ‘I wouldn’t do it this way, I’d do it that way.’ 
Now it’s three weeks and we’ve had a strategy, 
we’re already doing the work and they haven’t 
even gotten the strategy down.”

That’s not to say clients don’t have their own 
bureaucracy to deal with. “Sometimes a big client 
has a lot of people on their end they need to go 
through,” Greenberg says. “But it’s easier when you don’t have 
an agency that also has that. When you have bureaucracy on 
both sides, it’s hard to get things done.”

With an indie, there are also fewer silos to impede speed. 
Bryan Yasko, president of Johannes Leonardo, which bought 
the majority of itself back from WPP last year, says the “main 
difference” he sees between indie and holding company shops 

“This idea of 
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isn’t just a 
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“is that in an independent 
agency, ‘creativity’ 
isn’t relegated to one 
department.” He says at 
his agency “ideas come 
from everywhere.”

“This idea of ‘creativity’ 
isn’t just a line item 
on a contract or one 
department’s job,” Yasko 
says. “A lot of legacy 
agencies were and still 
are built that way.” After 
struggling in the beginning of the pandemic, laying off a 
portion of staff in April, JL has since won 11 new brands and 
assignments, including for the launch of Molson Coors’ Vizzy 
hard seltzer. Yasko claims it declined 20 projects and pitches 
this year.

Jason De Turris, VP of brand and marketing at JL client Apeel, 
says what he gets from the independent agency is “a focused 
alignment on our brand opportunity” and “consistency from 
a team that is ingrained in our business with the ability to 
make decisions with both precision and speed.” As part of “a 
rising tide of smaller start-up brands causing major shifts 
in their respective categories,” Apeel, which markets an 
edible-coating product that can double the shelf life of fresh 
produce, found that “this momentum demands an equal and 
impactful transformation of how we have traditionally run our 

Papa John’s 
delivered 
its creative 
account to 
Camp + King 
while the 
agency was 
independent.  
Courtesy 
Papa John’s



Feature INDIES RISING

businesses and who we choose to partner with,” says 
De Turris.

Tough times for holding companies
Facing budget cuts and revenue declines, holding companies 
including Publicis Groupe, WPP, Omnicom Group 
and Dentsu have been forced to undergo layoffs, 
furloughs and salary cuts since the start of the 
pandemic. For the recent third quarter, WPP 
reported a revenue slip of 9.8%, Omnicom Group 
posted an 11.5% decline in sales, MDC Partners 
suffered a 17.3% decrease in revenue and IPG saw 
its sales fall 5.2%, while Dentsu reported a 10.7% 
decline in revenue for the first nine months of 
2020.

“There’s never been more pressure on holding 
company creative agencies than there is now,” 
R3 Principal and Co-Founder Greg Paull says. 
“From in-housing, to the growth of independent 
agencies, to more and more low-cost production 
options, the challenge for holding companies, as 
always, is going to be driving greater creativity.” 

The logic behind holding companies—and their big pitch to 
clients—is that they can provide one-stop shopping, from PR 
and data management to events, media buying and more. But 
the flip side is that a holding company is most successful when 
all its agencies are winning. So holding company agencies are 
incentivized to encourage clients to utilize other specialties 
of the holding company. This, says one independent agency 
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executive, can lead to a creative shop that believes, say, a PR 
approach is the best solution for a client, being pressured to 
get other holding company agencies involved—for example, 
the shopper marketing agency—even though it is incongruous 
with the initial idea. Independents, the exec says, have no such 
encumbrances.

Kristen Cavallo, CEO of Interpublic Group of Cos.’ The Martin 
Agency, for one, disputes this. She says never once did she feel 
she couldn’t make the proper decisions or investments for 
her agency or clients because of IPG. “I don’t feel constrained 
in any way,” she says. Cavallo also counters the notion that 
holding company shops can’t be nimble, saying The Martin  
Agency “created campaigns in a week for big brands” including 
clients Doordash, Old Navy and Bufalo Wild Wings during the 
pandemic. “Ask anyone here who they work for, and the answer 
is Martin. Not IPG,” she says.

GroupM North America CEO Kirk McDonald argued in a recent 
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interview with Ad Age that his WPP-owned agency network 
has been able to work quickly and nimbly for clients in the 
pandemic. He said, “These events showed us this year, more 
than anything else, that we can be nimble; we 
can move things around.” McDonald noted that 
GroupM was able to shift messaging overnight for 
clients responding to COVID as well as the recent 
racial injustice protests.

Indie agencies also say that they can turn work 
around faster because the founders are weighing 
in from the beginning on each account. “When 
you hire Terri & Sandy, you get Terri and Sandy,” 
says Greenberg, whose agency is poised to grow 
30% this year. “That really matters. In these 
troubled waters, clients want people they know 
and trust. Big agencies [will say clients are 
getting top leadership], but we came from big 
agencies and it’s just simply not true.”

Donna Noa, VP of marketing at Terri & Sandy 
client BJ’s Wholesale Club, says having “the opportunity 
to work directly with their most senior leaders” is a perk of 
working with the independent agency. “They are approachable 
and make themselves available so that we can adapt our 
strategy and take advantage of opportunistic moments to 
execute campaigns that are timely and resonate with our 
current and prospective members,” Noa adds.

Leveling the field
In some ways, the pandemic has leveled the playing field for 

“I really feel 
that the 
independent 
agency 
model gives 
us more 
flexibility 
and less 
distractions.”
Art D’Elia,  
Domino’s Pizza 



Feature INDIES RISING

independent and holding 
company agencies. Greg 
March, CEO of Noble 
People, which calls 
itself a creative media 
agency, says what small 
independents have 
historically done well 
is launch new brands, 
“companies that are 
smaller and growing.”

“Let’s compare Charmin toilet paper to Uber,” March says. 
“Charmin already knows how to sell toilet paper so when 
they are hiring an agency, they don’t need much innovation. 
They need things done efficiently at a low cost. But if you’re a 
new emerging business, you need that innovation—the kind 
of thinking that comes from senior leadership. A 25-year-old 
doesn’t have enough experience to launch a new product. All of 
my clients are getting fewer people with more experience.”

March argues that in this COVID environment, every company, 
whether it is a legacy brand or in its infancy, is “emerging” 
right now, as many brands look for skills like e-commerce 
help as consumers stay home. “When you’re in a disruptive 
situation, you want to sit around a table with people with 
experience.” 

Julia Shapiro, senior director of marketing at Noble People 
client WeTransfer, says “the best part of working with an 
independent shop like Noble is that they feel like true partners. 
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They get their hands dirty, digging into our unique business 
challenges versus just responding to briefs.” Shapiro notes 
how the shop, free from holding-company bureaucracy, is 
constantly able to evolve their strategy to “build teams that 
are as flexible and nimble as we need to be.”

Brian Dolan, CEO of WorkReduce—which works across indie 
agencies, all five holding companies as well as marketers’ in-
house operations to help them staff up and execute certain 
internal and external projects—says his non-holding company 
agency clientele “exploded in Q2 and Q3” in terms of new 
business growth. “These guys raced to the forefront,” Dolan 
says. “I wasn’t sure what to attribute this to.”

Yet he says that whatever wind is at the  independents’ backs, 
many large marketers “will never leave the holding companies 
because they need the scale and sophistication.”

“Pick any Fortune 500 company,” Dolan says. “It’s very difficult 
to service all your needs to an indie.”  
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Marketers are challenged with appearing joyful, but 
not tone-deaf, in ads for the holidays and beyond
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In Macy’s holiday spot this year, a young girl, perplexed at 
what to give her father for Christmas, spends a day walking in 
his shoes. After visits with the butcher, dry cleaner and wreath 
seller—none of whom are wearing masks—she settles on a pair 
of comfortable socks as a gift.

Seeing the spot, viewers would have no idea that it is 2020, a 
year when the novel coronavirus pandemic has killed a quarter 
of a million Americans, consumers wear facial protective gear 
and practice social distancing—and that Macy’s has had to 
cancel or drastically shrink its own signature holiday events 
including the Thanksgiving Day Parade and Santaland at 
Herald Square.

In contrast, marketers including PayPal, Kohl’s Etsy and 
Amazon—the last of which features a ballerina performing her 
long-awaited debut on a rooftop—have used the virus as a key 
plot element in holiday campaigns, many of which highlight 
the joy families can still experience this year despite being 
apart. With the pandemic continuing its deadly assault across 
the nation, and a second wave prompting new lockdowns 
and school closures, marketers are challenged with creating 
memorable work for the holidays and beyond in safe and 
authentic ways for the current situation. 

Some brands, including Macy’s and Target, have chosen to 
produce commercials that tap into the same social spirit of 
Christmas planning and holiday parties as in previous years, 
while others, though adopting a positive tone, nevertheless 
acknowledge the hardships consumers continue to face. 
The challenge is so real that some partygoers were cut from 
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Target’s original 
crowded ad following 
backlash.

As of mid-November, 
nearly a third of 
holiday ads have 
included COVID-19 
themes, according to 
ad tracking firm Ace 
Metrix, which found 
that just under 10% of 
holiday ads included 
face masks.

“On the one hand, everyone wants to get back to normal—
no one wants to be reminded of the pandemic, so why not 
show the normal scenes?” says Tom Meyvis, a professor of 
marketing at New York University’s Leonard N. Stern School of 
Business. “But the reality is, of course, everybody knows that 
things have changed. It’s not a normal holiday season, so it 
seems a bit tone-deaf if you don’t acknowledge that.”

Danger of backlash
Indeed, some marketers that have presented a COVID-free 
campaign are meeting resistance from weary consumers. 
In the original version of Target’s holiday ad, which was 
released in late October, groups of people are shown gathering 
for various events including New Year’s Eve. While a Target 
spokeswoman said that all people shown were actually from 
the same household, thus adhering to distancing guidelines, 
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Feature BRANDS BALANCE HOLIDAY CHEER AND COVID FEAR

that is not at all apparent to viewers. On Twitter, user Sam 
Hagle wrote “@Target hey, your TV ad with all those people 
having a living room Christmas holiday party is super 
uncomfortable. COVID-19 is real and your ad is encouraging 
people to be unsafe. Coronavirus cases are spreading. Wear 
masks, practice social distancing. #Minnvslowa.”

A Target spokeswoman said in a 
statement, “We understand that our 
guests are looking for ways to celebrate 
the joy of the season this year more than 
ever before, which is why our campaign 
is focused on highlighting those festive 
moments.”

Yet, weeks after first airing the spot, 
Target has already edited the final party 
scene. The original version showed 11 people gathered for 
a party; the latest version shows only five. In response to a 
question from Ad Age about the changes, the spokeswoman 
noted that Target created multiple variations of its spots. “We 
recently made the decision to begin running ads that feature 
smaller groups based on the evolving COVID-19 situation.” 

It is possible to lean too far into tragedy, though. In 2008, 
Dell ran a series of ads that acknowledged too heavily that 
customers were suffering through the (then) worst economic 
slump since the Great Depression. They didn’t go over well.

“We learned the hard way over a decade ago that brands 
need to be incredibly careful around reinforcing negative 

“It all comes down 
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Dell Technologies



Feature BRANDS BALANCE HOLIDAY CHEER AND COVID FEAR

sentiment,” says Liz Matthews, senior VP of brand, creative 
and experiential marketing at Dell Technologies. “We learned 
our lesson and it led to a more informed strategy on what not 
to do in today’s world. We had data that showed phrases like 
‘in these troubled times’ leads people to feeling panic versus 
comfort.”

Instead, Matthews says, the goal for messaging should be 
“realistic optimism”—striking a tone that doesn’t give into 
fear while still demonstrating empathy. “It all comes down to 
remembering the human side of your brand,” she adds. “Tap 
into that to make sure you are delivering a message that aims 
to connect, not instill uncertainty.”

Etsy’s 
campaign 
addresses 
the pandem-
ic in a differ-
ent way in 
each spot.  
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Withdrawal from mask-free ads
But most consumers are responding positively to the 
incorporation of COVID-19 in advertising, according to experts. 
Of the group of holiday ads that featured masks, a majority of 
viewers felt “positivity” toward their inclusion or reported “no 
change” in purchase intent, Ace Metrix reported. Despite mass 
mask adoption by consumers, some marketers are still not 
getting the message, says Pranav Yadav, founder 
and CEO of Neuro-Insight U.S., which measures 
consumer response to advertising.

“We see advertisers completely ignore masks or 
social distancing in their communication when 
the situation demands it—and they couldn’t be 
more wrong,” Yadav says. “As we look at the 
brain activity, we see a withdrawal response 
when you see mask-less people in a public 
setting.”

Etsy’s holiday campaign, its first from 
72andSunny, addresses the pandemic in a 
different way in each spot. In one, the coronavirus is central 
to the narrative about an older couple longing to be with their 
grandchildren. Ryan Scott, chief marketing officer of the online 
craft marketplace, says the spot’s theme mirrors his own 
personal experience being away from his parents in Florida.

“It’s a struggle—the emotional labor going into that situation 
right now is real,” Scott says. “We thought it made a lot of 
sense to show a spot where it reflected the reality of the times.”

Most 
consumers 
respond 
positively to 
COVID-19 in 
advertising, 
say experts.
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In another Etsy spot, 
masks are shown 
in the background, 
but are not core to 
the story about an 
Asian girl looking 
for products with 
her name on them. 
Scott says the 
COVID incorporation 
was primarily a 
responsibility and less 
an intentional part 
of the strategy. A third spot shows a family gathering at home 
with a focus on welcoming a new member—COVID does not 
feature in the story.

Though Carter’s, the babywear brand, has incorporated 
the coronavirus into its holiday work, the brand also added 
a futuristic note of hope. In a 75-second spot, new parents 
are shown after the birth of their babies in a hospital. Many 
individuals are wearing masks, and it is clearly 2020.

“Hello 2020, we all know you well by now. It seems you’re on a 
mission to break our spirits,” a voiceover says before turning 
to optimism by featuring photos of many babies born this year. 
“2020 has given us 3,110,758 reasons to believe we will make 
tomorrow better than today.”

Jeff Jenkins, executive VP of global marketing at Carter’s, says 
the reaction to the spot has been “overwhelmingly positive,” as 

A Target ad 
was edited 
to depict a 
smaller num-
ber of family 
members 
celebrating.  
Courtesy 
Target
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many have joined the conversation by adding their own babies’ 
names and birthdays to Carter’s social feeds. He says the 
pandemic has helped the brand improve its communications 
with customers.

“It’s allowed us to revisit how we speak to our families and 
embrace a more emotionally driven tone,” Jenkins says, noting 
that next year, the brand will “continue to invest in marketing 
that creates emotional connections with our families.”

Planning for the future
Even beyond the end-of-year holidays, brands will continue 
to find it difficult to navigate the ups and downs of infection 
rates and vaccine successes or failures. “We’ve moved from 
an all-consuming focus on survival to a more nuanced 
situation where many of us are actually trying to thrive in 
uncertain circumstances,” says Neil Barrie, global CEO at 
TwentyFirstCenturyBrand, which created a “Marketing 

PayPal uses 
the virus as 
a key plot 
element in 
its holiday 
campaign.  
Courtesy 
Paypal
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Through Crisis” handbook at the beginning of the pandemic.

Like it or not, Barrie says from now on storytelling will need 
to acknowledge that “the pandemic is part of the texture 
of life” and position the brand’s role within that context. 
Customers are going through hard times, so they’ll need more 
from brands, so charitable initiatives and contributions can 
work well. For example, as part of a campaign from 21CB and 
Gut, the meditation app Headspace offered free meditation to 
anyone in the U.S. who was unemployed.

Dell’s latest spot, meanwhile, is an energetic ode to 
perseverance, and that might be the emotion most relatable to 
audiences over the long haul. With months more quarantine in 
sight, sadness is too dour, hope too naïve. But determination 
and tenacity are the things that just might get us all through.

“Our customers are determined to come out of this on the 
other side,” Matthews says, “and we are determined to stop at 
nothing to help them get there.” 
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News Retirement plan?

When WPP announced this month it was merging Grey and 
AKQA, its press release said that “The AKQA Group will launch 
with the AKQA and Grey brands, which will be integrated over 
time into a single company.” The combined 6,000-employee 
agency would be dubbed AKQA Group, leading to media 
reports, including in Ad Age, that the Grey brand would be 
killed off in favor of the digital agency’s moniker. Campaign, 
which broke the story, initially wrote that the formation of 
AKQA Group “means the end of the Grey brand” which would 
eventually “be dropped.” 

“Grey has evolved many times over its 103 years and this is 

AKQA-GREY MERGER NAMING 
SPARKS EMPLOYEE UPROAR 
AND ‘UPSETS’ P&G
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the next step in its evolution,” Grey Worldwide CEO Michael 
Houston told Ad Age on the day of the announcement, Nov. 11.  
“As someone who works in the business of brands, while names 
are obviously important, brands are much more than their 
names as well.”

Enter Procter & Gamble. 

According to three people close to the 
business, though the client was briefed ahead 
of time on the merger itself, its executives 
were distressed to read in trade papers that 
the Grey name would be abandoned in favor of 
AKQA. This prompted P&G Chief Brand Officer 
Marc Pritchard to call WPP CEO Mark Read, 
demanding to know why he wasn’t informed 
that the Grey brand would be retired. And 
P&G is a client WPP can’t afford to anger: 
According to Ad Age Datacenter estimates, P&G spent  
$4.3 billion on measured media in the U.S. in 2019. 

Grey has worked with the consumer goods giant for seven 
decades. In the past few years, Grey has been behind some of 
its most defining work, tackling toxic masculinity in “The Best 
a Man Can Be” for Gillette and recently working with Grey-
backed Cartwright to urge the silent majority to be anti-racist 
in “The Choice” for P&G.

Though Pritchard declined to comment on the call to Read, he 
did confirm through a P&G spokesperson that he “was upset” 
by news reports saying the Grey name would be “going away. 
He was told that this is not the case and that Grey ‘will remain 

AKQA-GREY MERGER NAMING SPARKS EMPLOYEE UPROAR AND ‘UPSETS’ P&G

“Major clients 
were of course 
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intact’ and the Grey name 
is not going away,” the 
spokesperson said. 

WPP, in fact, maintains that 
the AKQA Group integration 
is going to take time “based 
on client and market needs.” 
The timetable, the company 
says, “will vary by market 
and client,” and the Grey 
name will remain “for some 
time—for as long as it makes 
sense to do so in each case.”

So was this a case of WPP 
walking back a decision to 
accommodate an unhappy 
client, or a was it a vague 
communication that confused the press, clients and many of 
Grey’s rank-and-file employees?

That’s, well, a gray area.

One executive with knowledge of the situation insists there 
was a plan to ditch Grey entirely that was “changed to separate 
brands because of P&G displeasure.” Another said that WPP 
leaders added “Group” to the AKQA name for the merged 
agency as a concession to include a part of the Grey name, as in 
Grey Global Group.

A WPP spokesman responded in a statement: “Major clients 

AKQA-GREY MERGER NAMING SPARKS EMPLOYEE UPROAR AND ‘UPSETS’ P&GNews Retirement plan?
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were of course consulted on the plans in advance. As always, 
we listened to those clients, who helped to shape our approach 
as we bring together the capabilities of two great agencies.”

Whatever the case, P&G seems to be appeased. “P&G is 
looking forward to continuing to work with Grey and their 
talented people, who we deeply value,” Pritchard added in his 
statement. “We’re expecting enhanced capabilities brought to 
Grey, and for the merger to be largely seamless to our brands 
and company.”

Employee ‘chaos’
Internally, there was “chaos,” as one exec describes it, over 
the disposition of the Grey name, according to five executives 
interviewed by Ad Age, who say it wasn’t the merger that 
surprised employees and clients, but the positioning of AKQA 
as the dominant shop.

Those seeking clarity were thwarted at a virtual “global town 
hall” with AKQA Founder Ajaz Ahmed and Grey Worldwide 
CEO Michael Houston, according to a Grey exec who attended. 
The exec says that employees expecting a town hall were 
surprised to instead encounter a prerecorded broadcast 
between Ahmed and Houston as well as John Patroulis 
and Justine Armour, Grey’s worldwide and New York chief 
creative officers, respectively. No one was given a chance 
to ask questions of agency leaders, which galled many Grey 
employees, this person says, who were “blindsided.”

 “They made a mess of this and clients got upset,” said another 
person familiar with the matter. “Grey people are furious and 
resisted completely.”
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WPP declined to comment.

Board pressure?
According to two execs close to the matter, WPP’s directors 
have been twisting Read’s arm to begin further consolidation 
moves before the end of the year—pushing him to merge Grey 
and AKQA and, most recently, fold Geometry into VMLY&R. 
One exec says the board criticized Read for not 
doing enough in the two years since the 2018 
mergers of VML and Y&R and Wunderman 
and J. Walter Thompson.

The company’s board of directors is run 
by Chairman Robert Quarta and this year 
appointed new directors WPP Chief Financial 
Officer John Rogers, former Apple Retail 
Senior VP Angela Ahrendts, UCB Executive VP 
and Chief Financial Officer Sandrine Dufour 
and Crossword Cybersecurity Founder-CEO 
Tom Ilube.

Business Insider reported in October that the WPP board hired 
global management consulting firm McKinsey & Co. to help 
return the holding company to growth, and that it would be 
rolling out a plan to do so in the coming weeks. It’s likely the 
mergers are part of that plan.

For the third quarter, WPP reported a 9.8% decline in revenue to 
$3.8 billion, or a 5.5% decrease in like-for-like sales. By region, 
the U.S. saw a 5.5% decline in revenue less pass-through costs in 
the third quarter, while the U.K. fell 6.5%, Germany decreased 
1.8%, Greater China slipped 16.7% and India declined 16.3%.

AKQA-GREY MERGER NAMING SPARKS EMPLOYEE UPROAR AND ‘UPSETS’ P&GNews Retirement plan?

“This is just the 
continuation 
of a trend ... 
with marketers 
really looking 
for streamlined 
solutions.”
Jay Pattisall, Forrester

https://www.businessinsider.com/wpp-created-its-first-5-year-plan-2020-10
https://www.businessinsider.com/wpp-created-its-first-5-year-plan-2020-10


When asked to comment 
whether the board is 
pressuring Read to act 
swiftly, WPP said only 
that “bringing together 
AKQA and Grey is in 
line with our strategy 
outlined in 2018—and 
driven by the executive 
team—to create fewer, 
stronger agency brands 
that offer outstanding 
creativity allied with 
technology expertise. 
It follows other successful mergers including Wunderman 
Thompson, VMLY&R and BCW which are among WPP’s 
strongest-performing companies.”

Some people are betting on the mergers, and Read’s overall 
strategy to strengthen both its creative and digital agencies 
by integrating them together. “Given Mark Read’s background 
with Wunderman and the well-reported challenges of 
the holding companies, these moves, although appearing 
desperate to some, may be an effort to survive the competition 
of the more nimble indies,” says one former WPP exec.

As Ad Age earlier reported, independent agencies—boasting 
a more flexible and affordable model that can get work out 
the door faster—are becoming more of a threat to holding 
companies as they increasingly take their business.

AKQA-GREY MERGER NAMING SPARKS EMPLOYEE UPROAR AND ‘UPSETS’ P&GNews Retirement plan?
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“I wasn’t surprised to see Grey and AKQA combined together,” 
says Forrester Principal Analyst Jay Pattisall, who adds 
that the merger of Geometry and VMLYR will bring critical 
commerce capabilities clients want to a digital player.

“This is just the continuation of a trend that started a few 
years ago with marketers really looking for streamlined 
solutions,” Pattisall says. “We see that campaigns perform 
much higher when [all disciplines] are integrated and 
leveraging each other.” On AKQA and Grey, “the only thing that 
surprised me was how long it took,” he says.

Speed bumps
The merger had, in fact, been suspected by most people in the 
ad world since the formation of VMLY&R and Wunderman 
Thompson. Many people thought the debut of GreyKQA or 
AKQGrey would be next. In some countries like Denmark, Grey 
and AKQA have already been sharing office space.

Though Read argued in an earlier interview with Ad Age 
that he didn’t want to create “a linguistic tongue twister” by 
combining the agency names, two people close to the matter 
say it was AKQA’s Ahmed, who was appointed CEO of the 
combined company, who refused to work under the name Grey.

“The original thinking was that Grey, being the bigger name, 
would absorb AKQA but Ajaz said ‘no way,’” says one exec. Since 
the WPP board was giving Read “an extremely hard time” to 
move ahead with the merger, says the exec, the Grey team led by 
Houston, now global president of AKQA, ended up caving. 

WPP declined to comment on that report.
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Still, while the decision may be the right one, it could cost Grey 
talent, like the staffers P&G made clear it so “deeply values.” 

“These mergers, which are actually takeovers, make people 
extremely anxious and unhappy,” says one former WPP 
executive who worked across several of the holding company’s 
agencies including Grey New York. A Grey employee adds, “I 
don’t know any high-level creatives who aren’t considering 
going independent right now.”  

Contributing: Jack Neff
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