
Pairing for profit

KitKat received mentions in print and digital 
media reporting on the latest in technology, while 
Google saw its name emblazoned on promotional 
materials in supermarkets. The hashtag 
#AndroidKitKat, launched on 3 September 2013, 
generated over two billion impressions in a month.

Of course, Google and Nestlé’s pairing isn’t  
the first example of brands coming to mutually 
beneficial arrangements. But it is exemplary of 
companies currently pairing in thoroughly 
unexpected and creative new ways. 

There are a rapidly increasing number of 
brands forming alliances that may in theory seem 
jarring, but which in practice prove compelling – 
and highly successful. 

As unique alliances continue to gain traction, 
three key tendencies for successful partnership  
are emerging – value equivalency, complementary 
lifestyles and expertise exchange.

Value equivalency
In July 2013, Swiss financial newspaper Neue 
Zürcher Zeitung (NZZ) joined with SSP, the leading 
operator of food and beverage brands in travel 
locations worldwide, to open a café airside at 
Zurich airport. At NZZ Café, customers can buy a 
co!ee and gain free access to the newspaper’s 
normally paywalled digital edition via in-store iPads 
or their own devices. There are no physical copies 
of NZZ available at the café. 

Peter Hogenkamp, head of digital at the paper, 
says frequent business travellers avail themselves 
of the free wireless internet on their first visit to the 
café but by their fourth visit they’re usually paying 
for a subscription to access the newspaper’s digital 
edition from other locations. 

Much like KitKat extending its ‘Have A Break…’ 
branding to downtime spent browsing on Android 
devices, NZZ has teamed with SSP to align its 
brand with the experience of sipping a co!ee at 
Zurich airport. A large part of the partnership’s 
success is due to its trading on the concept of value 
equivalency. A co!ee retails at roughly the same 
price point as a newspaper. By o!ering the normally 
paywalled digital version as a complimentary 
add-on, customers feel they are receiving 
exceptionally good value for money. Another 
reason for the partnership’s success is the way in 
which NZZ has leveraged the power of a classic, 
expected pairing of signs (the co!ee and the 
newspaper) in a modern, experiential way. 

Ruth Somerfield, commercial semiotician and 
founder of consultancy Semiotics for Design, says 

of the concept: ‘NZZ is here directly addressing the 
human desire to access products via experiences.’

The newspaper has approximately 15,000 
subscribers to its digital edition, with the café 
concept driving growth that has far exceeded 
expectations, according to Hogenkamp. From SSP’s 
perspective, the food and beverage provider gains 
a rare opportunity to collaborate with a national 
media fixture in a creative way and be associated 
with a respected intellectual institution.

Similarly, German tech start-up Deal United  
has developed a platform devoted exclusively to 
facilitating partnerships as part of a pioneering 
payment system. Pay By Shopping lets shoppers 
pay for virtual goods by purchasing a partner’s 
product. So far, users of free social gaming app 
Farmerama have paid for virtual fertiliser by 
purchasing subscriptions to spoken audio 
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entertainment provider Audible.com. And gamers 
who play The Settlers Online can pay for 
‘gemstones’ by purchasing coupons or products 
from Pay By Shopping partners including Amazon 
and German fashion retailer OTTO.

The benefit here is two-fold – not only is the 
customer introduced to brands they may not 
otherwise have engaged with, they may be more 
likely to see the transaction as o!ering  
better value for money.

“For us to take note of something,  
it needs to contain an element of 
surprise, something that jolts us” 
Ruth Somerfield, founder of consultancy Semiotics for Design

Nestlé produced 50 million of its KitKat chocolate bars wrapped 
in promotional Android-themed wrappers. 

S tanding by the entrance to Building 44 of 
Googleplex, Google’s headquarters in 
Mountain View, California, is something 

unusual – a towering KitKat-shaped robot. 
The sizeable, brown plastic statue consists of  

a ‘KitKat’ body modified with the addition of some 
android-like features: a semi-circular head, eyes 
and a couple of antennae for good measure. It’s a 
hybrid that both conveys the company’s dedication 
to technological innovation and the deliciousness 
of a chocolatey snack. What, on the surface, seems 
like a frivolous, oversized figurine fit only for child’s 
play, is in fact the symbol of an exceptionally 
well-executed innovation in co-branding.

The robot celebrates the launch of Google’s 
latest Android operating system, KitKat 4.4, and  
the global tech giant’s successful partnership with 
Swiss multinational food and beverage corporation 
Nestlé. As part of the alliance, Nestlé produced  
50 million KitKat chocolate bars in promotional 
Android-themed wrappers, advertising a 
competition to win Google Nexus tablets  
and credit vouchers for Google Play.

The unprecedented alliance o!ered both 
globally successful brands an opportunity to  
join forces for mutual benefit (KitKat is produced 
worldwide by Nestlé, except in the US where it is 
made under license by the Hershey Company).  
No money was exchanged as part of the deal.

Barry Christie, creative director at JWT London, 
the agency responsible for overseeing the 
partnership, saw brand exposure as the obvious 
advantage, and a very specific type of exposure at 
that – one that garnered both brands coverage in 
media channels normally out of reach.
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Complementary lifestyles
Elsewhere, brands are forming partnerships 
focused on customer profile rather than product, 
targeting customers with complementary lifestyles. 

In July 2013, global luxury fashion retailer 
Net-A-Porter teamed with boutique hotel group 
Standard International, using its New York City 
private air charter StndAIR to o!er same-day 
delivery of designer clothing and accessories to 
customers relaxing in the Hamptons. Items ordered 
before 10am were delivered the same day between 
5pm and 9pm, seven days per week, from 11 July to 
1 September 2013. 

The service was promoted through conventional 
media channels such as print and online, as well as 

Swiss newspaper NZZ 
has opened a café at 
Zurich airport, o!ering 
customers free access 
to its usually paywalled 
online edition. 

Standard International 
hotel group flew 
last-minute buys from 
Manhattan to Net-A-
Porter shoppers in the 
Hamptons on its 
private air charter 
service, StndAIR. 

out-of-home advertising in the form of StndAIR-
branded planes and Net-A-Porter aerial banners. 

While the promotion itself was novel, drawing 
on a glamorous literalisation of the ‘jet-set’ lifestyle, 
that these two brands chose to partner isn’t in itself 
astonishing. As a high-end luxury retailer o!ering 
the latest in designer fashion, Net-A-Porter’s target 
market is one populated chiefly by cash-rich, 
time-poor, high-net-worth women who prize ‘good’ 
taste highly. Similarly, the Standard International 
hotel group serves a clientele who pays a premium 
to experience a boutique hotel’s modern, stylish 
interiors. The alliance works and makes sense 
because it reinforces both partners’ values.

Although this approach to pairing may seem 
foolproof, Paul Dickens, business psychologist and 
managing partner of Core Business Psychology, 
warns against potential pitfalls. ‘It’s important for 
brands to determine whether the partnership is likely 
to be mutually beneficial, or if one is likely to 
piggyback on the other’s success,’ he says. 
Customers are more likely to respond well to a 
partnership between brands which they see as 
occupying the same tier in terms of quality of product 

and level of customer service. Align yourself with 
another brand that customers don’t see as quite 
measuring up and you may well emerge from  
a partnership with your ego bruised and your  
image sullied.

Expertise exchange
While to be seen as piggybacking may be a faux 
pas, the exchange of resources remains one of  
the main reasons brands decide to partner. Some 
brands are teaming with others to achieve in 
numbers what they may never achieve alone.

On 7 October 2013, MasterCard set out to 
transform the humble parking meter from a banal 
machine to a marketing tool with the help of 
parking solutions provider Parkeon. The unique 
couponing parking meter, developed by 
MasterCard, enables the direct delivery of local 
merchant o!ers and loyalty services to shoppers  
as they pay for their parking spaces. 

In this case, MasterCard o!ers its extensive 
business-to-consumer communication expertise to 
business-to-business company Parkeon, which in 

turn provides an existing distribution network for 
the system. The potential benefits are obvious: the 
customer is rewarded with promotions that 
enhance their shopping experience, MasterCard 
entices a greater number of drivers to pay for 
parking spaces by card rather than cash and more 
customers choose to park at Parkeon car parks to 
avail themselves of the o!ers.

Psychology
But what is it that makes alliances so attractive  
to customers and, for that matter, to brands?  
Paul Dickens roots brands’ tendency to partner  
in the power of positive association.

‘The fundamental reason behind partnership 
lies in a desire to acquire influence,’ he says.  
‘Brand alliances work by harnessing the power  
of positive association, following the logic that  
if Brand A partners with Brand B, the perceived 
positive characteristics of the former are acquired 
by the latter and vice versa.’ 

Pairing o!ers serious potential as a tool to 
influence how customers view brands and how 

“There’s little sense in teaming with a 
brand that is viewed by the customer  
as being positioned on a lower tier” 
Ruth Somerfield, founder of consultancy Semiotics for Design
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MasterCard has 
transformed the 
humble parking meter 
into a marketing tool 
with the help of 
parking solutions 
provider Parkeon. 

Three ways to pair

The exchange of 
resource, as in 

MasterCard and 
Parkeon.

Expertise  
exchange

Value  
equivalency

Matching product and 
experience with the 

same perceived value 
– Google and KitKat,  

for example.

Focused on 
customer profile 

rather than product, 
like Net-A-Porter 
and hotel group 

Standard 
International. 

Complementary 
lifestyles

brands communicate their values to customers. 
According to Paul Dickens, ‘Through  
an e!ective alliance, each brand involved is able  
to tap into something existing that the other o!ers,’ 
whether this be capital, intelligence, engaged 
audiences or some other valuable asset. Mike 
Moss, partnerships manager at UK creative agency 
Intermarketing agrees, stressing that not only do 
partnerships o!er the prospect of exposure to new 
audiences, they o!er exposure to loyalists of the 
partnering brand. That’s to say, a brand unfamiliar 
to a partnering brand’s existing audience is likely  
to receive a warmer reception. As Dickens says, 
‘People tend to say yes to an individual or 
organisation that they know and like.’

But why now, and why such seemingly bizarre 
combinations as Android and KitKat?

Dan Khabie, co-founder and CEO of full 
service digital agency Digitaria, sees smart 
alliances as a means to penetrate a crowded 
marketplace and media noise: ‘We live in a media 
world that’s becoming increasingly fragmented.  

This forces brands to find new channels to  
target consumers, many of which are not 
necessarily visible.’

In the age of new media, the practice of 
assigning marketing budgets to buying a handful of 
well-placed advertisements in national newspapers 
or securing prime-time TV spots is hopelessly 
outdated. Today’s successful campaigns 
encompass physical, digital and social promotion, 
and generate huge media interest.

Ruth Somerfield echoes this sentiment.  
‘As customers, we’re so completely subsumed  
by brand communications, media messages and 
supposed innovation that we’re jaded. In order  
for us really to take note of something, it needs  
to contain an element of surprise, something that 
jolts us and immediately grabs our attention.’

Alliances o!er a means of delivering this jolt,  
as shown by Android KitKat’s inherent quirkiness, 
enabling brands to cut through the saturated 
marketplace and communicate more e!ectively 
with customers. 

But how can brands go about pairing for profit? 
According to Paul Dickens, the foundations for 
success are laid in partner selection. In order to 
guarantee a greater chance of successfully working 
together, brands should search for partners that 
exhibit a certain ‘halo e!ect’ (the ability to withstand 
negative press and retain a positive image). 
Stemming from human behavioural psychology, the 
halo e!ect is a cognitive bias whereby one’s 
judgements of a person’s actions, or indeed a 
brand’s actions, can be influenced by one’s overall 
impression of that person or brand.

Contagious toxicity
‘In selecting a partner, it’s imperative that a brand 
minimises the possibility of acquiring negative 
connotations. If one brand involved in the 
partnership acquires a certain toxicity, then the 
partnering brand is likely to find itself in di"culty,’ 
says Dickens. Indeed, while alliances may often  
be established as part of a strategy for short-term 
gain, the e!ects could prove to be long term.

This is especially true of alliances with celebrity 
brands in western Europe and the US, says Ruth 
Somerfield. ‘The existing practice of celebrity 
endorsement is likely to wane, because 
personalities are here today, gone tomorrow.’ 

Due to a culture of celebrity scrutiny, open 
criticism and a knowing scepticism on the part  
of the customer, the decision to partner with a 
celebrity is one that carries a high level of risk.

For a healthy brand marriage, Ruth Somerfield 
recommends companies analyse potential partners’ 
values, attributes and overall ethos. ‘The ideal 
co-brand will have the same element of kudos  
and will share attributes such as level of customer 
service,’ she says. ‘There’s little sense in teaming 
with a brand that’s viewed by the customer as 
being positioned on a lower tier.’

Structures need to be in place from the 
outset, according to Dan Khabie. Clearly defined 
objectives and an understanding of what is ideally 
to be achieved by either side are vital for 
optimising chances of success. ‘Both partners 
must agree on what’s to be won. This means 
exchanging metrics [customer acquisition, gross 
sales etc] so the success of the partnership can 
later be accurately measured.’

What next?
Strategies for partnership are both wide and varied, 
as are the ways in which brand alliances are 
configured – a testament to their current appeal. 
So, what is the future for brand alliances?

According to Dan Khabie, mutually beneficial 
partnerships work best when both brands are 
respected by customers and have a passionate 
attitude towards innovation.

And you needn’t be global heavyweights  
to create a whole that is greater than the sum  
of its parts. If pairings are surprising, o!er 
opportunities normally out of reach and have  
clearly defined objectives, they can create the 
potential for long-term success.“Alliances make sense when 1+1=20” 

Dan Khabie, co-founder and CEO of full service digital agency Digitaria 
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