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We all have a favourite double act. Woody and Buzz, Sonny &
Cher, Ben and Jerry… In the marketing world, there’s a new trend
sweeping across sectors: the micro partnership. But what exactly
is a micro partnership?

Partnering with an individual or organisation in a
mutual benefit marketing collaboration. Investment
of £0k-£50k per year, per partnership.
Once upon a time, marketing partnerships required big bucks. The
phrase conjured images of big sponsorship deals spanning TV
advertising, billboards and headline-worthy events. Now the
rocketing trend is for smaller scale, mutual benefit tie-ups.
From brand collaborations to influencers, retailer relationships to
affiliate marketing – we’re all at it. But the individuals and
organisations we’re partnering with and how much we’re spending
is changing.
So why are we investing? What’s hot and what’s not? How do you
find the right partner and demonstrate return on investment?
We’ll reveal all in this report.
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WHY ARE WE INVESTING?
DOES BRAND EXPERIENCE TRUMP
SALES?

Our research, collected from marketing decision makers, shows
88% have increased their investment in micro partnerships over
the past 12 months. The growth of the new marketing must-have
shows no sign of slowing: 84% are planning to invest even more for
2018-19.
Micro partnerships can be broken down into many categories;
from influencer strategies to retailer activations, community
groups to educational initiatives. We’ll come on to which are
proving the most successful a little later. But why are businesses
investing in them in the first place?

88%

increased investment
in micro partnerships
in 2017-18

1. Increase brand awareness (61%)
2. Add value to brand (51%)
3. Increase sales (42%)
It’s certainly interesting that brand awareness and brand value
were rated as more important as success markers than a direct
sales increase. It resonates with the shift we’ve seen in brands
investing more in content and experience over material which sells
the product. In the age of consumer experiences, the most
successful companies are those which customers want to buy from
again and again.
If a brand can keep growing positive recall and establish itself as
trustworthy and ethical, sales are more likely to keep increasing.
This is far more valuable than a shorter-term sales spike, only to
watch competitors take the lead with a longer term play.
Moreover, the more successful micro partnerships are tie-ups
which have maximum relevance; they’re so subtle and seamless,
the customer wonders why it wasn’t there before.
We live in an age where audiences are increasingly cynical of being
sold to, so relevancy is key. If the mark is hit here, a wide choice of
available marketing opportunities mean a brand can engage with
customers and add to their experience more often, both on and
offline.
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WHAT'S HOT & WHAT'S NOT?

THE LINE BETWEEN CELEBRITY AND INFLUENCER IS
INCREASINGLY BLURRED

When we asked our marketers which general
tactics they’d increased investment in, organic
social media, communities and influencers came
out on top. This reflects the realisation that social
media is about more than daily posting, that
engagement is crucial. Social platforms
themselves are encouraging this though
functionality like IGTV and Facebook Live.
On micro partnerships specifically, it’s
interesting to see who’s up and who’s down. We
can see a rise in planned investment in
celebrities; 31% said they’d invested in celebrities
in the past 12 months, compared to the 42% who
are spending here for 2018-19.
However this can likely be put down to the
continuously changing face of influencers and
the definition of “celebrity”.
Traditional celebrity endorsement was previously
experiencing a downturn in favour of online
influencers. Now the latter are becoming
celebrities in their own right, while traditional

celebrities are cultivating an online presence in
YouTube channels and blogs. This blurring of lines
suggest that it’s not so much a change in
investment, but a change in categorisation.
The number of companies investing in affiliate
partnerships has doubled; 8% in 2017-18 vs. 16%
in 2018-19. This also is in part is down to shifts in
influencer marketing.
Many influencers now have their own affiliate
deals in place with certain retailers, so companies
looking to work with them have to integrate with
the existing partnerships, or offer them
something better.
The research also revealed a 6% decrease in those
looking to invest in micro partnerships with
retailers. The most common reasons cited were
lack of resources (22%), difficult negotiations
(21%) and the struggle to find a suitable partner
(19%).
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FINDING THE RIGHT PARTNER
WHAT SHOULD YOU LOOK OUT FOR?
Our study found that almost half (48%) of marketers are selling
in micro partnerships to their senior teams based solely on gut
feel. Many said they were trusted to "give it a go", while wanting
to "try something new", and seeing "everyone else doing it" were
other key factors.
As for choosing the type of partnership, 44% of our decision
makers base their decision on instinct. This shows a market still in
its infancy, with many willing to trial and test on a small scale
before investing more in what works best.

44%
base micro
partnership
decisions on
instinct

This may explain why 49% consider the struggle to find a suitable
partner a major barrier to investing in more micro partnerships.
While in-depth knowledge of your brand and market make your
instincts as strong as they can be, hard evidence from similar
partnerships or competitor activity can be the clincher. Following
others’ leads without judging their successes is a risky game, so
audience insights are invaluable.
Hard evidence also helps with the second and third highest cited
barriers; difficulty identifying the benefits (38%) and navigating
tough negotiations (34%).
With micro partnerships requiring quality insights, research and
resource, it’s perhaps not surprising that 55% are currently using
agencies to manage them. Whether in-house or agency, working
with experienced marketers is key.

05

WHAT MAKES A GOOD PARTNER?

FINDING AN AUTHENTIC CONNECTION

Across all partnership types, the main shift we’ve
seen over the past 12 months concerns
authenticity. Audiences are now more savvy
about brand reputation and more concerned with
a company’s social responsibility than ever
before. Major companies were tested in 2017,
and 2018 has brought a new outlook, as
addressed by Forbes. So any tie-up has to have
meaning, a reason behind it.
Finding a great partner is all about finding
someone with multiple touch points where the
audience will want to connect with your brand.
For example, in-store events where your product
or service can enhance the experience, or digital
channels where you can offer informative
content the audience needs. Keeping these
considerations front of mind when deciding on a
partner will streamline the research and simplify
negotiations.
Influencer marketing has been identified as
particularly problematic in this area, with a
surprisingly high 39% of our sample saying they
found it hard to see the benefits.

90%

of influencer campaigns
are now measured on
engagement over traffic,
clicks, reach or even sales.
This is likely to be a side effect of the more
traditional 'influencer seeding' approach: sending
product to a volume of influencers to secure
reviews which then, in theory, drives sales. While
influencer reviews are still important to
strengthen a brand’s online presence, the most
successful influencer partnerships now are based
on a longer relationship, with larger content
pieces the audience can connect and engage
with. It could be an exclusive influencer Q&A
session on a meaningful topic or behind-thescenes content from a launch event.
A recent study by Business Insider showed that
90% of influencer campaigns are now measured
on engagement over traffic, clicks,
reach or even sales.
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WHAT MAKES A GOOD
PARTNER
DELIVERING VALUABLE ROI

With this change in metrics comes a change in attitude to ROI,
relevant to all partnership types. We need to consider what is
actually a valuable result from a campaign. Driving immediate sales
is often an important goal, however aligning the brand with key
issues and themes that affect your audience improves brand
equity, leading to higher sales down the line (the ‘long tail’). The
increase in community tie-ups and continued popularity of brand
partnerships reflect this. This investment can help deliver market
leadership and remove competitors from the running, which in the
long term delivers a much higher ROI.
To measure effectiveness on a short-term basis, always look at
comments, opinions and clicks over monthly visitors or subscriber
bases. It is about how each potential customer engages with the
message rather than how many of them have the potential to see
it. We’d often advise having short and long-term partnership goals,
measuring engagement initially and then the impact on broader
measures such as brand perception and sales growth. Here you
should be able to make correlations that prove ROI to senior
management.
The aforementioned rise in affiliate partnerships is likely to be
linked to changes in the influencer sphere. In particular, the
growing trend for investing in one or two 'big hitters', rather than
programmes working with lots of smaller 'micro-influencers' on an
in-kind basis; giving a product in exchange for a review, with no
monetary payment. The 'big hitters' often have affiliate deals with
major retailers, such as Amazon, already in place. To navigate this,
companies either need to tie-in and direct influencer traffic to
product pages on Amazon, for example, or find an alternative
influencer who is willing to link straight to your site. Have this
conversation up front to avoid loss of traffic further down the line.
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DEMONSTRATING ROI

KEY MEASURES AND REALISTIC GOALS
Our research revealed that 41% of decision makers are now using
digital metrics (cost per engagement, cost per acquisition, and
cost per view/impression) to prove the success of their
partnerships. Advancements in digital marketing have made this
increasingly simple to measure. However, only 22% are confident
enough to give an ROI target.

78%

aren't confident to
give ROI targets

So how do you set a realistic target and get the best bang for your
buck?
The key to this is looking carefully at all communication channels
individually; both yours and your partner's. Look at industry
engagement rates to help – what is a good email open rate? What
was attendance like at a similar event?
Don’t be afraid to ask your potential partner for results from
anything similar they’ve done too. Taking the time to look at these
in detail at the beginning will help you visualise a set of achievable
targets that closely link with your goals.
The closer you can align these KPIs with the business objectives of
your partner, the better; if you are both striving for the same
thing, you’ll work together more seamlessly to achieve it.
Another top tip is to not overcomplicate the measurement matrix
– stick to 3-4 key metrics to make it straightforward to see where
the really important data sits.
Have honest conversations with your partner in the negotiation
stages, agreeing which data it is possible to access and when. Make
sure to question your data when needed; does the stat actually
make sense?
Putting all of the above in place at the start will make it easy to
analyse your ROI and show great results to senior management.
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CONCLUSION
The industry is tooling itself up to
successfully negotiate and evaluate micro
partnerships.
We’ve revealed a more sophisticated attitude to micro
partnerships than we might have seen before with flashier
sponsorships. There’s a focus on the need to find the perfect
partner and deliver something meaningful, looking at how people
have connected with a brand as opposed to seen it. We predict
that influencer, affiliate, community and brand deals will
continue to rise over the coming year, with increasingly savvy
metrics to show the impact.
There is also huge potential for retailer collaborations to soar, as
the spotlight on customer experience, both in-store and online,
means brands need to seriously consider their lasting impact.
What does your customer think when they leave the shop? Will
they return? Will they buy again?
We can see the industry tooling itself up to be able to
successfully negotiate and evaluate micro partnerships
effectively. It’s an exciting time for us all; let’s see where it takes
us next.
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FIND OUT MORE
If you'd like to know more about how micro
partnerships can make a difference to your
brand, we'd love to hear from you.
Allison+Partners is an award-winning global communications agency
with 30 offices and more than 450 employees worldwide.
Allison+Partners, an MDC Partners company, is driven by a
collaborative approach to innovation and creativity, organised around
six practices: Consumer Marketing, Corporate, Global China,
Healthcare, Public Affairs and Technology. All Told, which combines
research, content, creative, digital and measurement expertise into
one offering, works across these practices to deliver integrated
storytelling for clients.
Report information in collaboration with OnePoll. Data collected
from a survey of 200 UK marketing decision makers (June 2018).
+44 (0)203 971 4242
allisonpr.co.uk
londonoffice@allisonpr.co.uk
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