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COVERFEATURE

selling merchandise 
through the world’s 
biggest photo app

T
he mechanics of releasing music 
have changed so much over the last 
decade that the old model of two-set-

up-singles-album-third-single-tour now 
sounds positively antediluvian, replaced in a 
large part by a constant drip of single drops, 
remixes/acoustic versions and focus tracks. 

So why has the world of music 
merchandising remained so static in the 
digital age? Merchandise may be more 
important than ever in terms of bringing 
in revenue and there have been some 
interesting (read: wonderfully ridiculous) 
products released over the past decade, 
from The Flaming Lips Gummy Skulls to 
Slayer Christmas jumpers. But there has 
been little genuine innovation in how the 
music industry sells merchandise since the 
advent of the pop-up store, which seems 
baffling in this multibillion dollar business.

“Billboard estimate that over £2.2bn is 
spent on music-related merch every year, yet 
only £0.5bn is spent online, so there is a lot of 
room for improvement,” says Mark Meharry, 
CEO of music business e-commerce platform 
Music Glue. “In many cases, merchandise is 
simply seen as an ancillary revenue stream 
collected at concerts. However, when done 
well, it can prove to be a primary source of 
income for any artist.”
sandbox this issue presents the first 

of a two-part series looking into music 
merchandising in the modern age. The 
first part looks at the role Instagram can 
– and should – play in your merchandising 
operation. Part two, which follows in a 
fortnight, will examine other strategies to 
increase your merchandise revenue today.

 Instagram as a stealth seller 

Instagram’s incredible acceleration in 
growth over the last two years, which saw 

INSTAGRA-
MERCH

 Instagram is much more than just a place for pop stars to share carefully staged photos of their lunch  
 and offer sanitised views of life backstage or on the tour bus. It is now becoming one of the most effective  
 places to sell merchandise and a recent deal with Eventbrite means fans can buy tickets to shows inside  
 the app. We look at who has best turned Instagram to their advantage here, what techniques they have  
 used, what turns fans off and why the app is possibly the best place to run flash sales. 
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Instagram, for its part, has made serious 
moves into the world of shopping. In 
November 2016, the company launched 
product tags for business profiles which 
showcase up to five products and their 
prices. If the tag is selected, a new, detailed 
view of the product will open, including a 
“Show Now” link that takes the user directly 
to the product on the business’s website. 
After a successful trial, product tags are 
now available to anyone with a business 
profile and a Facebook shop (see box).

More recently, Instagram confirmed 
that it has been trialling native payments 
for some users, allowing them to make 
payments without leaving Instagram. 
Until very recently, these payments could 
only be used for booking appointments at 
businesses like restaurants and salons, 
with a very limited set of partners. But 
the idea of being able to make purchases 
without leaving Instagram could be a game 
changer for retail on the platform. 

Just announced this week is something 
that could dramatically change Instagram 
as a retail window. The photo app has 
partnered with Eventbrite to allow users 
buy tickets from within the Instagram 
app to certain live events – with the Life Is 
Beautiful festival in Las Vegas being one of 

here than Facebook because of its visual 
nature, high organic reach and engagement 
rates,” he concludes.

the first to avail of this functionality from 
its official account. 

Tickets can only be sold on Instagram 
profiles that are set up as business 
accounts and they will be able to add a 
Get Tickets button to purchase within 
the app instead of dropping in a URL that 
sends the user off to an external ticketing 
website. The argument from Instagram and 
Eventbrite is that, because it all happens 
inside the app, there is likely to be a higher 
conversion rate than if users were forced to 
jump through multiple hoops (and multiple 
mobile websites) to buy tickets. 

Given the music industry’s overall 
enthusiasm for Instagram, you might 
expect the platform to receive a universal 
warm welcome as a retail space. But 
this is not always the case, with some 
reservations around the site’s shopping 
tools and limitations on links. Instagram 
only provides one clickable link, consigned 
to a user’s bio, although users with a 
business profile can use the ‘swipe up’ 
feature in Instagram Stories to link to 
external sites.

For Kevin Douch, founder of indie 
record label  Big Scary Monsters , this 
lack of clickable links – which is intended 
by Instagram to ensure uninterrupted 
browsing – is a serious setback to the 
platform as a retail channel. “I think 
Instagram can be [an important channel 
for music merchandise sales], but it’s also 
a real pain in that they don’t allow you 
to link through to outside websites,” he 
explains. 

“Our account has recently been verified, 
meaning we can link out from our Stories; 
but when we post photos of nice products, 
we’re left in the worrying world of people’s 
attention spans being long enough to 

the platform hit 800m monthly active users 
in September 2017, is often attributed to 
the fact that its focus on image reflects the 
increasingly visual world in which we live, 
with Instagram scratching an optical  
itch that other social networks simply just 
can’t reach.

For an image-conscious business like 
the music industry, using or not using 
Instagram shouldn’t even be a debate. 
Three of the top five Instagram account 
belong to musicians (  Selena Gomez, 
Ariana Grande and Beyoncé  ), while 
Instagram can lay a claim to being the 
most important social media channel to 
reach a youthful audience, a situation 
that only looks likely to increase given 
Facebook’s recent struggles with privacy in 
the aftermath of the Cambridge Analytica 
scandal. Instagram can also drive business: 
one music marketer told music:)ally that, 
while Facebook may generate more clicks 
than Instagram, the clicks that Instagram 
does generate are more meaningful and 
drive a lot more converted sales. 

 “With Instagram, a very well- 
 engaged post, usually something  
 sexy, tends to have a post like  
 rate of 10% of the page’s total  
 following,”  says music:)ally head 
of training and development Wesley T. 
A’Harrah. “This is reflective of reaching 
[unique users impressed upon] about 
50% of the account’s total following. So if 
an account has 500k followers, a well-
engaged post will probably have 50k likes 
and have reached 250k unique people.”

This, A’Harrah adds, is “weirdly 
consistent across accounts with authentic 
following and has remained consistent 
across over a year of algorithm changes”. 

“It’s far more effective and important 



remember they wanted something when 
they finish scrolling and to go off and 
Google it.”

The deal with Eventbrite could be a 
harbinger of something bigger happening 
that means that all commercial activities, 
not just select one, can happen entirely 
within the app. Obviously Instagram will 
be keen to have a system that does not 
disrupt the dwell times of users and all 
business operators will be looking for 
something to really drive sales – so their 
interests are very much aligned here. 

Artists and labels can, of course, change 
the clickable link in their Instagram bio to 
reflect whatever new item they are selling. 
But Douch says this is impractical for a 
serious retail operation, which generates 
a steady flow of new products. “[Changing 
the link in the bio] works OK for bands 
launching a new album – i.e. something 
which happens every couple of years,” he 
says. “But for a company like ours, who 
put out 20 releases, as well as running 
promotions on back catalogue items, 
launching our own merch designs, and so 
on, it’s a bit of a non-starter as we’d be 
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changing it a couple of times a day.”
Tersha Willis, co-founder of  

 Terrible Merch , argues that Instagram’s 
shopping tools can be a nuisance for 
music fans. “Content has to be sincere 
and usually organic,” she says. “Bands see 
spikes in sales and traffic when they post 
their merch ‘out in the wild’ on Instagram, 
but I believe the new selling tools on there 
don’t really speak to the audiences we 
work with. ’Products tagged’ usually annoy 
fans there to support artists.”

Other merchandise operators see 
Instagram in a more positive light. Simon 
Scott, co-founder of  Push Entertainment, 
calls Instagram “the best visual channel 
out there”, while Matt Young, EVP, Warner 

Music Artist Services, says that Instagram 
is idea for promoting physical products. “It’s 
also good just to raise awareness, since 
the audiences we’re targeting are spending 
a lot of time on this platform,” he says. 
Indeed,  Warner Music Artist Services  is 
ramping up its own Instagram page,  
@warnermusicartistservices, with plans to 
expand its offerings in the future.

 Sell by all means –  
 but avoid the hard sell 

So how can artists and labels sell more 
through Instagram? One of the key battles 
here lies in establishing a happy balance 
that will allow you to promote your goods 
without coming across as too pushy. This 
is particularly important for artist profiles, 
given the personal attachment that 
many musicians have to their Instagram 
accounts.

“Instagram is definitely not a shopfront,” 
says Patrick Ross, director of digital 
strategy at music:)ally. “If you are an 
artist, it’s definitely not a channel that you 
want to bombard and cover with sales 
messages. But at the same time, if you 
integrate products that you have into the 
feed, that is a nice easy way to get people 
to want to buy by visually representing it to 
them – as opposed to having to try hard to 
sell it to them.”

Instagram head of music partnerships 
Lauren Wirtzer Seawood told music:)ally 
earlier this year that artists should be very 
careful to avoid posting overtly commercial 
posts on Instagram. “What works  
 best for many artists with those  
 links is not over-producing a bit  
 of content that kind of looks like  
 an ad,”  she said. “For artists who are 

sharing very authentic, in-the-moment 
content, whether it’s a selfie photo or video, 
with a small call-to-action, they’re seeing 
huge results.” 

A’Harrah explains that the language 
used on Instagram to promote your goods 
is hugely important. “I would say, ‘I’ve got 
new stuff out.’ I would take a photo of 
someone goofy wearing the merch and say, 
‘My T-shirts are out now, swipe up to nab 
them.’ I wouldn’t even use the word ‘buy’.”

Of course, what looks too overtly 
commercial for one artist may be fine 
for another, as Willis explains. “Fans 
really respond to the swipe ups in stories 
when, say, a band posts a video/photos 



of themselves or their friends in other 
bands wearing merch,” she explains. “I 
am certain though that this is completely 
relative to the audience. Perhaps  Taylor 
Swift  can sell merchandise with the new 
tools Instagram uses, but more ‘traditional’ 
organic and sincere posts still work better.”

As an example of this organic uplift 
Willis cites British rock band (and Terrible 
Merch client) The Rhythm Method, who 
saw traffic spike for Google searches for 
their merchandise after  Wolf Alice  were 
pictured wearing their band T-shirts on 
Instagram. This kind of social proof, so 
beloved of marketers, fits in well with 
Instagram’s veneer of authenticity and 
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personal contact. And while it can’t be 
manufactured, as such, it can be gently 
encouraged by giving out merchandise 
to friendly bands in the hope (or even 
understanding) that they will feature it 
on their Instagram profiles. It may also 
pay dividends for merchandise sellers to 
hook with Instagram influencers, either 
via organic or paid promotion, to promote 
their goods, benefiting from influencers’ 
huge Instagram fan bases and platform 
knowhow at relatively low prices.

“Who is modelling [your merch] is who 
your fans want to feel like,” A’Harrah says. 
“If there is this really cool DJ and you have 
another DJ wearing your merch and you 

say, ‘Thanks to blah blah blah for wearing 
this during their set tonight. You can have it 
here.’ Artists like hanging out with people.”

In many cases the best merchandise 
salesmen will be the artists themselves. 
This may sound desperate, but it actually 
taps into an existing – and often  
unfulfilled – desire among fans on 
Instagram to recreate their idols’ looks. 
There are Instagram accounts like 
 hausofrihanna  and beyonce.fashion 
dedicated to the minutiae of individual 
superstars’ clothing, while an excursion 
into the comments below many Instagram 
posts (but particularly those of the young 
and fashionable) will routinely uncover 
questions as to where a particular item of 

clothing can be bought. 
“It’s the whole vibe, you want to be like 

the artist,” says music:)ally digital marketing 
executive Chiara Michieletto.  “It’s a  
 lifestyle and, if you are trying to  
 sell a lifestyle, then Instagram is  
 the place to do so – just because  
 you are sharing so much of your  
 personal life.” 

Seawood cites Billie Eilish as an example 
of the way in which this self-promotion 
can work, with the US singer going as far 
as to include a link in a recent Instagram 
Story that allowed fans to buy the hat 
she was modelling. “It feels very low-key, 
there’s nothing over-the-top about it, she’s 
simply sharing a photo of herself and then 
quietly urging fans to buy the hat that she’s 
wearing,” Seawood told music:)ally. 

Seawood explained that the hat in 
question sold out quickly. “And we’re 
hearing anecdotally from a lot of labels 
that swipe-up things are generating more 
traffic than anything else, in many cases. 
The ability to use Stories and then to add 
the call-to-action via links in those stories 
has become incredibly important for offline 
value for artists.”

By appearing on an Instagram Story, 
which disappears after 24 hours, Eilish’s 
hat offer was strictly time limited, creating 
a spontaneity and scarcity that works well 
with merchandise sales. This is something 
that artists and merchandise sellers can 
tap into on Instagram. 

On a basic level, artists can use the 
platform to offer exclusive discount codes 
to their Instagram followers. Going further, 
there is a strong argument to be made 
for creating limited-edition merchandise 
that the artist sells exclusively through the 
platform. 



 Flash in the ‘gram:  
 harnessing instant sales 
A’Harrah is a keen supporter of this kind 
of “flash merch”, arguing that it brings 
merchandise sales up to date with 
the changing models by which music 
itself is released. “Make limited-edition 
merchandise, sell it fast, do it frequently. 
This gets tied to the larger idea of drip-feed 
marketing. When you’re dropping a single a 
month, this is the sales-driven accomplice 
to the digital recording,” he says. 

Michieletto cites the example of French 
electronic act  Justice , who sold a limited-
edition Levi’s jacket largely through 
Instagram in February 2018. “They sold 
out in about 20 minutes,” she says. “They 
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basically took a picture of themselves 
wearing them and posted it on Instagram 
and said, ‘At this time, on Friday, it will be 
on sale.’ And they also re-posted it from 
other artists and the label page as well [Ed 
Banger], which has a lot of followers.”

A’Harrah says that marketing agency 
WeAreTheNoise “work with all of the majors 
and several festivals to drive rapid sales 
of limited things”, citing the example of 
the company’s work with rave and festival 
community site  Ketflix &  Pills .  
 “Between 87 and 91% of their  
 total storefront traffic comes from  
 Instagram and their Instagram  
 account has a smaller  following  
 than their Facebook account,”  he 

says. “With both over 500k followers,  
they are getting some 600 organic store 
visitors every day and average £1 per 
visitor each day.” 

 Yung Lean’s Sadboys Gear 
merchandising line has also made 
a notable success of this kind of 
finite promotion, selling limited-
edition T-shirts, hooded tops 
and other merchandise (some 
modelled by Lean himself), which 
are trailed on the company’s official 
Instagram in the kind of breathless 
tone that suggests they won’t be 
hanging around for long. “Released 
exclusively through sadboysgear.
com on Wednesday May 2nd 
21.00CET/3pm EST/12pm PST,” runs 
a typical message on the account 
next to a picture of the T-shirt in 

question, the very precise timing cleverly 
ramping up the pressure to buy.

The question of whether this kind of 
flash sales can be extended to other social 

platforms is an intriguing one. On the 
one hand, it may seem like turning 
down money to restrict the sale of an 
item to one particular platform. On 
the other, it seems to rather weaken 
the exclusivity of an offer by running 
it across several different platforms, 
which are not quite as time-sensitive 
as Instagram and which have little of 
its youthful appeal. 

We will, in any case, be looking at 
other platforms and technological 
advances, including chatbots, 
data, personalisation, apps and 
UGC in our next sandbox piece on 
merchandise. :)

STEPS TO SELLING
Should you wish to sell through Instagram you will 
have to take a few relatively simple steps to get your 
account set up to do so. 

First, convert your Instagram account into a business 
profile, then add a shop profile to your Facebook using 
Shopify or BigCommerce, making sure this Facebook 
account is the same one that is connected to your 
Instagram account. Your Instagram business account 
will then be reviewed for access to shopping on 
Instagram. When it is approved, you will then have 
access to product tags.

There are also a number of third-party apps for 
selling though Instagram, including Shopify, Like2Buy, 
Soldsie and LIKEtoKNOW.it 
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TOOLS  
Vertigo leverages the personal, emotional 
context of music to the social power of 
video and photos in the stories format. 

Sitting in a sweet spot between the audio 
environment of STATIONHEAD’s group 
listening and broadcast experiences 
and the visuals of Snapchat’s curated 
Local Stories, Vertigo allows users to add 
photos, videos and live streams to music, 
which plays from individual users’ paid 
Spotify or Apple Music accounts. 

Users are also able to create 
“mixers,” in which groups of users 
can collaboratively choose music in a 
queue while sharing photos, videos and 
livestreams with each other. 

While using Vertigo, users can decide 
if they are sharing their music and 
activity with the world (public), friends, or 
nobody (“Ghost” mode), making Vertigo 
seamlessly adaptable for broadcasting to 
myriad fans, closer groups of friends or 
simply remaining in solitude. 

Though still in early stages, Vertigo’s 
functionality places it alongside the solid 
promise music:)ally witnessed of the 
explosive start of musical.ly and Snapchat, 
while also offering potential to increase 
industry revenues by surging the amount 
of time that social media users are 
streaming from paid subscriptions.
sandbox spoke to Greg Leekley – founder, 

chairman and CEO of Vertigo – about some 
of the existing and upcoming services that 
Vertigo is offering to the industry. 

How did you get into music and how did 
you come to found Vertigo?
The whole industry seemed ripe for 
disruption. Streaming, while just starting 
to take root, was clearly music’s future. 
When I first heard the term “streaming”, 
my mind would go to streaming quotes 
and stock trades. My financial experience 
[his background was in fintech] gave me 
the opportunity to watch an old financial 
services industry – made up of large and 
vertically isolated banks, brokerage firms 
and mutual funds that did not play well 
together – rapidly shift to a horizontally 
integrated world with both aggregation and 
interoperability at the consumer level. 

The big question for me was this: how 
could money be exchanged and shared 
across providers, and even national 
borders, in microseconds but not music? 
When I realised that there were no music 

equivalents of either universal payment 
gateways nor routing systems of stock 
trades between providers, it was game 
on! At that point we started patenting 
anything and everything we could think of 
around the idea of horizontally integrating 
a future world of vertical music streaming 
providers.

How often do you update Vertigo and 
what are your latest features?
After a few years in the garage and the 
app being password protected until just 
recently, we believe we now have a strong 
foundation that will allow us to begin 
commercialising at scale and rapidly 
responding and updating the app based 
on the feedback we get in the wild. 

We can now finally think in terms 
of two-week sprint cycles versus 
two years of R&D. Song Stories is our 

newest feature and we expect major 
enhancements to it over the weeks ahead 
that involve some gamification and HQ-
ish style rewards for those that make the 

VERTIGO

Above:  
Greg Leekley,  
CEO of Vertigo
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Song Story for the daily featured song. We 
also just added the ability to white label 
the entire app for any artist or any private 
group that could benefit from our unique 
ability to share life and music legally. 
These standalone apps can integrate into 
a verified profile within Vertigo for publicly 
consumable content in real time. 

What are Vertigo’s goals through the end 
of 2018? And its goals beyond 2020?
We have been quietly testing and 
launching private-labelled fanclub 
versions of our main Vertigo app. 
Our private-labelled fanclub and 
community apps can appear in real-time 
synchronisation as verified All Access 
profiles within the main Vertigo app 
when we are ready to integrate them. We 
successfully tested that interoperability 
for the first time just recently with James 

Maslow’s new official fanclub app which 
is enjoying early high ratings from his 
superfans.

Publishing various white label versions 
and fanclubs has also given us a relatively 
quiet way to test what people like as 
well as build audiences in stealth mode 
without giving users of our flagship 
Vertigo app whiplash in the process. Our 
first few standalone apps already have 
in aggregate between 10,000 to 15,000 
daily average users – and daily usage is 
everything, not downloads. After we have 
launched another 20 smaller community 
apps, we hope to be averaging over 
100,000 daily. After 100 similar-sized 
micro-communities, we could expect to 
have a critical mass of 1m daily users 
from fanclubs alone. That said, we do 
have more than a few A-list artists now 
waiting on us to soon give them the green 

light that we are ready for their level of 
scale.

Who is using Vertigo so far? And what 
have you learned from their experience 
to date? 
During an earlier launch of a live-only 
version of our app last year, we climbed 
to #7 in the music section of the [Apple] 
App Store; but we quickly saw some 
major challenges with the live-only model 
sustaining strong daily average usage, 
so we slapped an invite-only passcode 
on the app that we only just recently 
removed. 

The whole “Go-Live” paradigm really 
only worked well for influencers, but 
friends felt a bit awkward with it. Users 
wanted a more collaborative and a less 
performance-oriented social experience, 
especially when live. That’s now been 
resolved with our new Mixers with a 
shared music queue, along with a more 
passive “always-on” paradigm where 
the user is always in either World, Friend 
or Ghost mode. When in World mode, 
anyone can hitch a ride on your music and 
ask to play the next song; when in Friend 
mode, only friends can share together; but 
when in Ghost mode, no one 
can even tell that you are in 
the app unless you send them 
a private invite, which they do 
regularly.

What is Vertigo’s revenue 
model?
There are several [options] 
that we look forward to 
testing in time, but at this 
stage we are focussed on 

user engagement. As a social media app, 
advertising is, of course, one of the big 
ones; but for now, we are happy to focus 
on amplifying the value artists bring to 
their brand sponsors given the unique 
experiences found only within Vertigo. 
Brands can have verified profiles within 
Vertigo just as they have within other 
social media apps – and we are excited 
to see how they choose to organically 
participate.

What should we know about Vertigo’s 
user demographics?
GenZ, who still uses Snapchat more 
frequently than Instagram, loves our 
familiar swipes, but with music rather 
than a camera at the centre. We can 
already tell, however, that Millennials 
who have been moving from Facebook to 
Instagram over the past few years still 
don’t “get it” and have, for us, become the 
new late-adopters rather than early-
adopters for a music-centric app.

Our early confidence in our new Vertigo 
2.0 experience is due to the fact we have 
been getting very high ratings and strong 
engagement within our private labelled 
versions of the app.  :)

TOOLS VERTIGO
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 The latest projects from the digital marketing arena  CAMPAIGNS
Fan art is a curious 
subculture online. 
Type the name of any 
reasonably famous 
artist into Google 
Images, add in “fan 
art”, hit search and 
be prepared to be 
amazed, perplexed and 
frightened at the same time. It is not quite 
as chilling as some of the slash fiction out 
there, but much of it risks turning a bit King Of 
Comedy or (if you’re in the UK) Jed Maxwell and 
Alan Partridge. 

So it’s a brave move by James Bay and Republic 
Records in the US to start a fan art campaign 
around Electric Light, his second album, which is 
released at the end of this week (18th May). 

American fans have been asked to “create 
your very own James Bay inspired art”, submit 
it and maybe win the chance to be “featured at 
an exclusive art gallery event AND on James’ 
tour merchandise this Fall”. There’s a bespoke 
hashtag (#ElectricLightVisualized) to go with 
it and it is all hosted on the singer’s Tumblr 
account which is a timely reminder that artists 
who built up a following on certain – now 
peripheral, as far as mainstream marketing 
goes – platforms have chosen to retain their 
audiences there rather than trying to shunt 
them onto Facebook or Instagram.  

There is a tie in with Spotify and an exhibition 
in LA of the pick of the submitted pieces. Of 
course there will inevitably be light-hearted jibes 

about his hat (a millinery trademark he ditched 
after the first album) being the real power 
behind the throne, but he must be well used to 
that.   

The terms of the competition note that 
all entries are classed as “a work made for 
hire” for the sponsor, which is “the sole and 
exclusive owner, in perpetuity and throughout 
the universe, of all right, title and interest in 
and to the Work, including, without limitation, 
all copyrights in and to the Work” as well as 
the ability to exploit it “throughout the world 
without restriction on a gratis basis”. 

Fans, should their art appear on official 
merchandise, will almost certainly be thrilled; 
but it seems a risky strategy to potentially make 
money from someone else’s creative work 
without compensating them – especially given 
the industry’s beating 
of the drum since 
1999 about how fans 
need to only use 
music services that 
properly recompense 
creators. Is this the 
new ‘value gap’?

The campaign for Humanz, the fifth studio 
album by Gorillaz, has been running since 
the start of 2017, covering tie-ins with 
Formula 1, Sonos, Facebook, Red Bull and 
Jaguar Land Rover. As the campaign starts 
to reach its conclusion, there is still room for 
more initiatives – this time with a DSP. 

Russel Hobbs, the ‘drummer’ in the  
virtual group, is hosting the Gorillaz: 
Things I Like With Russell podcast which 
has been developed with Deezer. Running 
for seven episodes – which range in 
time from 12 minutes to 23 minutes, 
they feature Gorillaz collaborators like 
Posdnuos of De La Soul, Jehnny Beth from 
Savages, Little Simz and Pauline Black 
from The Selecter. There is also a “crossing 
of dimensions” as he will be spending the 
final episode speaking to Gabriel Wallace, 
who has been the live drummer for 
Gorillaz since 2010.  

Hobbs himself ‘said’, “Things 
I Like is a chance to hear the 
Humanz behind the voices, the 
shadows behind the thoughts on 
the record. I wanted to connect 
the dots, to shine a light into those 
shadows, but also to have dinner 
with my favorite people. Coz I love 
eating and people… in that order.”

The podcasts are available on 
Deezer and the official Gorillaz app 
but will also be accessible “across 
all podcast platforms”, although 
that does not stretch to Spotify’s 

own podcast library. 
The series has been recorded on the 

road in locations such as London, Paris, 
Vienna and LA. They are entertaining chats 
and they obviously have immediate access 
to lots of big names and put them at ease 
as they talk about their careers, their 
collaborations, their cultural interests and 
the music they love. 

As artists move away from giving DSPs 
exclusives on their new music, the DSPs are 
increasingly looking for extra and unique 
content as a point of differentiation. The 
first port of call for most artists is Spotify 
and then Apple Music (or Tidal if they have 
shares in it), meaning that the others can 
sometimes be at the end of the queue and 
get fobbed off with something thin and 
inconsequential. So it is good to see that 
a service like Deezer can get first dibs on 
something that has had a lot of thought and 
effort put into it rather than the offcuts. 

ELECTRIC LIGHT ORCHESTRATED:  
JAMES BAY ASKS FANS TO GET ARTISTIC

GORILLA-ZER: GORILLAZ MARKET DEEZER PODCAST
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 The latest projects from the digital marketing arena  CAMPAIGNS
Launched last August 
on iOS (and last 
December on Android), 
HQ Trivia is something 
of an app sensation. 
Users compete daily 
– splitting the prize 
money with others 
who also answer the 
most questions – to 
rattle through a series 
of multiple-choice 
questions (usually  
12-15) in a live 
broadcast format. 

While prizes of $300,000 
have been up for grabs 
in the past (and the company behind the game 
has talked of having a $1m prize soon), they 
usually offer more humble amounts of cash, 
meaning winners splitting the prize could get 
around $10-14 – or even as little as $0.28. 

Sensing a captive audience and a gaming 
phenomenon, NBC in the US is partnered with 
the app to promote The Voice this Monday (14th 
May), with a $50,000 prize on offer as well as one 
of the winners getting two flights to LA and two 
tickets to the season finale of the talent-search 
show next Monday (21st May). 

Regular HQ Trivia host Scott Rogowsky was 
joined by Kelly Clarkson and Blake Shelton, 
coaches on The Voice, and that night’s episode 
of the music show also came with hints and 
clues about some of the questions that 
would be in the quiz. 

It’s not the first 
time HQ Trivia has 
done a partnership 
or celebrity tie in – 
notably with Dwayne 
“The Rock” Johnson 
guest hosting a 
special game in April 
and a co-promotion 
in March to push the 
Ready Player One 
film. 

The Voice US is 
now in its fourteenth 
season, having 
started in April 2011 
and managing to 
squeeze in two 

separate competitions (running February-May 
and September-December) each year, so it 
is effectively on for half the year. The show’s 
viewership peak was 37.6m for the opening of 
season two, a number way out of kilter with the 
average viewership which sits around 13-15m. 

As with all music talent shows – where 
the format seems exhausted and viewers are 
steadily defecting from ‘traditional’ TV – holding 
onto an audience is becoming ever-more 
difficult. So linking with a buzzy app makes 
a lot of sense, although it feels like a cursory 
partnership rather than a deep one. Perhaps 
it is a testing of the water for the app to do 
something more with music and might grow 
into something bigger for the September-
December run. But for now it feels perfunctory 
rather than strategic. 

“Don’t cross the streams!” warned Egon 
Spengler in Ghostbusters. “It would be 
bad.” That might have been the strategy 
when chasing ghosts around Manhattan 
in the 1980s, but in a multi-platform and 
on-demand media world, such insularity no 
longer works. 

And so it is that Apple – digital content’s 
Frank Lloyd Wright of the walled garden – 
is now starting to open its garden gate. A 
little. Shawn Mendes is the first artist to 
walk between worlds in this regard as the 
live stream of a show he is doing for Apple 
Music will also be available live on YouTube. 
To be precise, it will be available on Beats 1’s 
YouTube channel. 

The show takes place this Thursday (17th 
May) in LA at the Ford Theatres and those 
wanting to attend can apply for tickets 
online. There will also be a live Q&A with 
Beats 1 host Zane Lowe, with the sign-up 
page saying that those who can’t make it 
can watch the whole thing on Apple Music. 

There is also a holding page on Beats 1’s 
official YouTube channel, offering the chance 
to watch it live there – although there is 
no indication if it will also be available 
on-demand for any length of time after 
the show. Encouragingly two days before 
the show, there were 891 “thumbs up” 
ratings for the holding page and zero 
“thumbs down” ratings. 

Beats 1 has 219,000 subscribers on its 
YouTube channel and has plenty of clips 
on there – including the full 36-minute 

interview with Billy Corgan that was on 
Beats 1 as well as a series of snippets from 
other studio interviews and sessions. 

Does this mark a change of strategy 
for Apple Music in how it markets itself 
and draws in users? It had its free three-
month trial for new users, but that was as 
far as its freemium strategy went – locking 
content like the Taylor Swift 1989 tour film 
behind the paywall. Maybe this is a testing 
of the water to see if it can drive potential 
subscribers to it via open and free platforms. 

Spotify’s Troy Carter recently revealed 
that they were able to persuade Shawn 
Mendes to make his latest album open 
to all users – not just Spotify subscribers 
– on release as the data showed that the 
majority of his fans were on the free tier. 
We can’t help suspecting that his team are 
increasingly awake to the power of ‘free’ 
platforms in terms of getting the biggest 
reach and this formed at least part of the 
discussion with Beats 1/Apple Music. 

TRIVIA PURSUIT: GAMESHOW APP FINDS ITS VOICE APPLE MUSIC + SHAWN MENDES = YOUTUBE?
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BEHIND THE CAMPAIGNWATERPARKS

Working hand-in-glove with management 
and three labels internationally 
DG: This is the follow up to the band’s 
debut album, Double Dare, which came 
out in 2016. It is a release that we as The 
Orchard have worldwide rights to, but 
there were actually three different labels 

involved on it. One of them is Easy Life 
Records, a UK rock label, Cooking Vinyl 
had it for Australia and the other one 
was Equal Vision Records which had it 
for the rest of the world.

JM:  The management team  
 involved is MDDN – so it’s Benji  
 Madden and his brother Joel  
 from Good Charlotte. They are  
 quite hands-on and great to  

 work with because they have  
 done it themselves. 

It was an interesting project because, 
as their home market is the US, Equal 
Vision took the lead with MDDN on all the 
planning. So, it has been more reactive 
[for us] on this project.

DG: Equal Vision run a lot of advertising 
and marketing themselves. Although 
we are creating assets which are shared 
among the labels and obviously benefit 
the team as a whole, we are mainly 
focused on the UK as a territory, driving 
the UK sales.

Starting the campaign and working 
around a slight delay
DG: The campaign kicked off with the track 
‘Blonde’ which came out on 20th October.

JM: The original intention for the US was 
to release this record a year to the day 
from Double Dare, which would have been 

Waterparks’ second album, Entertainment, arrived quite soon after their debut and things had to be swung into place quickly, 
keeping the momentum going. It was set up in October 2017 with the first single, but a Christmas-themed second single had 
to be swiftly superseded by a new track in January leading straight into the album at the end of the month. DAN GRIFFITHS 
(director of interactive marketing at The Orchard) and JAMES MOODIE (director of artist marketing at The Orchard) explain how 
they experimented with Amazon Marketing Services, how the British D2C strategy had to mirror that in America, where careful 
fan segmentation came into its own and just how hard it is to get purple ringer T-shirts in the UK. 



December 2017. For various reasons – 
mainly to do with lag times on production, 
because at that time of the year you are 
in the queue with all the other labels re-
pressing vinyl – we moved it to the end of 
January.

DG: When ‘Blonde’ came out, they actually 
announced the album at that time, but 
the pre-order wasn’t live. From the UK 
perspective, we were maybe playing a 
little bit of catch-up as the track had come 
out when we were being on boarded onto 
the project. Equal Vision are very good 
at marketing themselves so at this point 
they were dropping a series of making-
of videos that were uploaded natively to 
Facebook, tracking the band’s progress in 
the studio.

Experimenting with  
Amazon Marketing Services
DG: The 2nd November was when the 
pre-order launched, with ‘Blonde’ being an 
instant grat from the record. At that point, 
we started to become a lot more heavily 
involved. That is when we started booking 

a lot of the adverts that would kick the 
campaign off.

One of those was a tool that I know a 
lot of people don’t necessarily have access 
to because you need to be a distributor or 
someone who sells product on Amazon 
to get access to it – namely Amazon AMS 
[Amazon Marketing Services]. Basically, 
what it allows you to do is group products 
together at the top of search, all based on 
a series of key words.

 Amazon Marketing Services  works 
a bit like how AdWords does. If you 
imagine Amazon to be a search engine, 
you are bidding to potentially be listed at 
the top of that search. You don’t have to 
be running ads purely based around the 
band’s name, although that does help and 
those do get a lot of traction. You can, of 
course, bid against any artist, but it would 
make sense to bid against ones with a 
similar appeal or a similar audience. 

You also have to include three products 
in a headline search ad. They have two 
other options within AMS, but this is the 
one we tend to go for – headline search.

It works really well if you can also link 

in a seasonal event. For example, you 
can do an initial promotion based around 
Valentine’s Day and then that can move 
into Mother’s Day.

That opens it up to a lot more generic 
search words, which is where you can 
really serve it if there’s a lot of high traffic 
coming through at a particular time.

At the same time, we also ran 
Facebook and Instagram ads for the 
announcement post. Shortly after that, 
the band announced their UK tour.

Getting past a Christmas-themed second 
single to focus things in the new year
DG: After the pre-order and the tour 
announcement had happened, we  
went into the second single –  ‘Lucky  
 People’ . That track and the video are both 
Christmas themed which, for me, created a 
little bit of a worry because I knew that the 
album was coming in very close to January.    
 Coming back off the Christmas  
 break, we were releasing another  
 track and I knew that we needed  
 to get in people’s faces at that  
 point to show them that there  
 are other reasons for them to  
 buy this record. 

BEHIND THE CAMPAIGNWATERPARKS

‘Lucky People’ was launched with a 
video which Equal Vision had provided. It 
also came with the series of native video 
clips, so we ran those as ads that were 
directing people to the video. We wanted 
to have very low barriers of entry at the 
initial stages.

Having the UK D2C mirror that in the US – 
and experimenting with fan segmentation 
JM: We were getting pretty creative with 
the  D2C . We wanted to mirror the 
experience that the US fans were having 
as they are a very engaged fanbase – 
almost a pop fanbase where everything is 
truly global and they all talk to each other. 

My challenge was to find purple ringer 
T-shirts – which do not exist in this 
country. They’re just white T-shirts but 
the collar and the ends of the sleeves are 
purple. It’s very easy to get red ones or 
blue ones, but purple is very hard to get.

I went through every merchandise 
provider that I knew of to try and find 
these T-shirts. In the end we went with 
Firebrand Live because they could get 
them into the country. We had them 
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printed up to mirror the US. That was a 
real labour of love!

We needed to find a way to offer 
product that was personalised or that 
was signed. [As the band were out of 
the county], getting vinyl stock to them 
to be signed and sent back would have 
cost thousands of pounds in shipping. 
In the end we did  old-school postcards  
with the band’s image on the front, had 
them printed in the US, the band signed 
them in Houston, where they live, and got 
them back to us. So, there were signed 
items for the fans in the UK. We also did a 
UK-only blue vinyl edition of the album – 
whereas in the US it is purple.

DG: For the ads for the D2C, we used 
a  Facebook carousel ad  because it 
could showcase the variants for each 
product that we had. That also ran across 
Facebook and Twitter. What we did in 
the backend with regards to Facebook 
was to create a custom conversion for 
this advert. It was a bit of an experiment, 
really. Normally you would bid on a link 
click or you would bid on a landing page 
view. The landing page view is a new 
metric that Facebook has added that is 
basically a highly engaged link click.

That means that the person who clicks 

that link is also potentially going  
to explore other elements of the place 
that they go to.  With a custom  
 conversion, I am bidding against  
 an actual sale on a D2C store. So,  
 I created a pool of people who had  
 been to the store, a pool of people  
 who had basketed an item on the  
 store and a pool of people who  
 had gone through checkout on  
 the store.  That audience is a finite part 
of Waterparks’ fanbase so I was then able 
to target those people in a much more 
aggressive way than I normally would.

This ad ran for a long time but 
originally I set the window up a bit wider. 
So I had identified anyone who had 
gone to the Waterparks’ webstore and 
basketed an item but not completed 
the purchase; so I was bidding against 
those people, with the main goal being 
checkouts.

I maybe got one person to go through 
that process. Then I opened it up to 
anyone who had gone to the store but 
had not completed a purchase. Although 

I was bidding for a minimal amount as it 
was a bit of a test – I set myself a budget 
of $10 – for that $10 I was able to convert 
11 people to purchase. Because we are 
not bidding on them to go to Amazon to 
buy the CD or them going to iTunes to 
download the album – and we know that 
person is probably going to buy a bundle 
that is worth £30 or £40 – the value 
that person has is much higher than a 
standard purchaser.

It was also quite interesting as I was 
able to see the number of drop-offs 
versus the number of people who actually 
went to the store. I find that for, say, 600 
people who went to the store, 300 would 
basket something and then drop off. Even 
though they entered the store, half the 
number of people would potentially drop 
off from making a purchase.

It proved to be a good experiment and 
is something that I am going to look to 
perfect over the next few months.

Working with the label’s YouTube channel
DG: Related to the ‘Lucky People’ video 
launch, all the videos for this campaign 
were premiered on  Equal Vision’s  
 YouTube channel . That didn’t cause an 
issue, but it was a barrier to jump because 

BEHIND THE CAMPAIGNWATERPARKS

we wanted to retarget those people who 
had watched those videos with advertising. 

With the label’s permission, we got 
access to their channel and were able 
to create a list of people who watched 
specific videos on the channel. We just 
created a list for Waterparks viewers of 
those videos. If you were normally doing 
that with an artist channel, you would just 
scrape the whole lot. But in this case we 
had to be quite specific to their material 
rather than the whole roster.

Building a Facebook frame  
for fan engagement
DG: On 2nd December, we made a  
 Facebook frame . Waterparks’ audience 
is very young and I was very keen to find 
a way to get onto messaging platforms 
with them. One of the ways we did that 
was running things via Facebook through 
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the Messenger platform. I also created 
a frame where fans could click the ‘try it 
now’ button to add it to their Stories on 
Facebook or they could create their own 
profile picture using the image.

Around 600 people used the frames 
and it is free advertising, essentially. 
Via the manager, you can actually 
see – depending on people’s Facebook 
permissions – the people who have used 
it. But that didn’t cost us anything.

JM: It’s a loophole that may get closed 
eventually!

DG: You associate it with the band’s page 
and, once you have gone public with it, it 
is actually searchable in the library.

JM: It is perfect for their fanbase who 
mainly are young teenagers.

Fan incentives in release week 
JM: During release week we had other 
incentives. A lot of labels will produce 
test pressings to give them away, but we 
genuinely only had five UK test pressings 
which I had to approve on behalf of 
the artists. We will give away three of 
those and the other two will go to the 
band. When the band were in the UK 

we got them to customise them. Three 
competition winners are going to get a 
genuine one-of-a-kind record.

DG: We created an animated artwork 
trailer that was the VHS tape that 
features on the album cover but with the 
wheels moving on it. That was repurposed 
for  a pre-roll  on the week of release. 

When that trailer was pushed out, we 
had just hit Christmas. After Christmas, 

we needed to get back to 
promoting the record and 
making people aware of it as 
soon as possible as the album 
came out on 26th January.

The first thing we did was 
push out the animated VHS 
tape to help drive pre-orders 
after the Christmas break. That 
happened on 10th January and 
was followed up by the third 

track from the record –  ‘Not Warriors’ 

. The video for that track was actually 
slightly delayed. In order to promote the 
track online, Equal Vision created a static 
YouTube video for it. I also made a static 
image of the cover with a 30-second clip 
behind it and we used that to push it out 
to the band’s fans while we were waiting 
for the video to be ready.

On the week of release, we were 
pushing the test pressing as much as we 
could. We created a graphic that went out 
on Instagram and Facebook. In addition 
to that, we got the band to do a Q&A. 
They were in Sydney at the time, but the 
majority of their fans are in the US and 
the UK, so they had to do it early in the 
morning their time, even though they had 
a show the night before.

 They are real personalities. No  
 matter how many adds you run,  
 you can’t pretend to be the band.  

BEHIND THE CAMPAIGNWATERPARKS

So getting them to do this on the socials 
was really good. I only promoted it in 
terms of Facebook.

On week of release, I was very keen 
to get on messaging apps as much as 
possible. I ran ads on  Instagram Stories 

which was a key one for us to get involved 
with. I was also doing Facebook, standard 
Instagram newsfeed ads and YouTube 
ads, making use of the data we had 
captured from those who had watched 
the videos and those by similar artists. :)
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WANT TO FEATURE IN  
BEHIND THE CAMPAIGN? 
Marketing people: do you have a campaign you are working 
on that you would like to see featured in Behind The Campaign 
in a future edition of sandbox? If so, send a brief synopsis of 
it to Eamonn Forde for consideration and your work (and your 
words) could appear here.
Email: eamonn.forde@me.com
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