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Tesco Mobile Ireland: From little voice to big voice

Chemistry & Initiative

GOLD

Chemistry 
 
Chemistry is Ireland’s most creative agency. We have a strong track record in transforming 
the fortunes of our clients. We love to create work that is controversial, work that gets people 
talking. And we love to create work that engages on a deep emotional level, or simply makes you 
laugh. But above all, we love work that works. And we love to be where our client’s consumers 
are. To that end, our most powerful creative ideas have two facets in common: they clearly 
match marketing intent with consumer need, and they come from insights based on a thorough 
understanding of the context the idea needs to operate in. So although we prize creativity, we 
never regard it as an end in itself. Its true purpose is to realise our clients’ marketing objectives. 
This was our belief when we established Chemistry as a fully integrated communications agency 
in 1999, and it remains our belief today.

Initiative 

The philosophy at Initiative is best captured in our company’s values: Fast, Brave, Decisive and 
Simple. We’re fast in how we react and adapt to the ever changing business and communications 
environment. We are brave when we look to tackle our client’s most serious issues. We are 
decisive in our insights, opinions and recommendations, and we make the complex simple by 
applying clarity and focus to things that really matter. 

By employing data-led insight, we place the consumer at the centre of our client’s campaigns as 
we seek to connect with them in a meaningful way through the relevant media touchpoints and 
deliver a return on media investment.
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Tesco Mobile is a little like Jane Horrocks’ character in the film “Little Voice”. The character 
is called Little Voice because she barely speaks - and when she does, it’s not much above 
a whisper - but that all changes very dramatically when she sings. Singing, her voice is 
anything but little, which helps her step outside of her shadow to gain attention and great 
admiration.

Launched in 2007 as a mobile virtual network operator (using O2’s existing network), Tesco 
Mobile had struggled to establish any voice within the mobile telecoms market. There 
were perception issues as regards network coverage, range of handsets and poor customer 
service. Their main competitors had clear identities whereas Tesco Mobile was seen as a pet 
project of Tesco, Ireland’s largest retailer who ‘dabbled in the mobile phone market’.

Tesco Mobile’s share of voice has always been and will continue to be on the “little” 
side, not least because its business model is inherently lean and budgets are therefore 
constrained. Yet the category it competes in has very significant spend.

But Tesco Mobile had a quiet “little voice” in other ways. People simply didn’t know much 
about them, and what they knew didn’t inspire much confidence.

Tesco Mobile needed to change how it used its voice so that despite the fact that it could 
never shout anywhere near as loudly as others, it would still get heard and people would 
like what it had to say. This is the story of how two very focused campaigns in 2014 and 
2015 allowed Tesco Mobile to find a voice that would deliver that step change in the brand’s 
fortunes, and make them Ireland’s most recommended network.

INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND
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In a nutshell, Tesco Mobile wanted to grow its base, attract higher value customers and reduce 
churn. This meant targeting and acquiring post pay prospects which Tesco Mobile had not 
performed well on to date.

Tesco Mobile would effectively need to compete with the big boys such as Vodafone and Three 
to attract prospects.

As Tesco Mobile was still predominantly prepay in 2014, it would be important to keep a 
tactical focus on this audience to keep overall base growth healthy, while trying to establish a 
better split between pre and post pay customers.

The Business Objectives

    1. Drive Prepay acquisition and retention.  
    2. Drive Post pay Monthly acquisition and double the base  
    3. Grow Market Share 
    4. Increase Tesco Mobile’s share of market revenue 

The Communications Objectives

Trust – The Tesco Mobile Brand needs to become known for a clear and disruptive proposition 
that appeals to a higher value customer, not just value seekers.

Simplicity - We need to reassure on fears on the self-service model, build affinity with 
consumers by being easy to understand, and increase relevance by making Tesco Mobile 
appear easy and attractive to switch to. 

MARKETING OBJECTIVES
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Credibility - Tesco Mobile was not seen as a credible option for many, particularly for the post 
pay segment.

Brand – We know from qualitative research and some ad hoc quantitative work that the Tesco 
Mobile brand was seen as “cheap”. Though consumers are interested in getting value, they 
want to be reassured on quality, and cheap pricing alone wasn’t very reassuring. Therefore, an 
objective was to develop and position the brand more positively to inspire more confidence 
with our consumers. We were only able to set up quantitative tracking on a quarterly basis 
in 2015 and set KPIs such as tracking awareness, positive Net Promoter Score and key brand 
metrics around relatability such as “suitable for someone like me” or “aimed at people like me”. 
To reassure, we wanted to see improvements in “reliable” and “easy to use” to build on brand 
credibility and encourage people to switch to Tesco Mobile. Lastly, although we didn’t want to be 
seen as cheap, being seen as “value for money” was the more positive expression of this that we 
wanted to see improve.

MARKETING OBJECTIVES
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Negative perceptions – the business model

We knew from qualitative research with existing and prospective customers that people had 
perception issues with Tesco Mobile. Buying a mobile phone from a supermarket was an alien 
concept, as consumers felt that the mix of mobile and supermarkets was initially incongruous (source: 
MCCP qual research).

Consumers felt anxious about Tesco Mobile’s “self-service” model (which entails direct purchase 
of a phone online or in a Tesco store), and worried about the perceived lack of service this suggested; 
for example, leaving them high and dry if something went wrong. 
 

Negative perceptions – the brand

Awareness was also low for Tesco Mobile so consumers struggled to tell us much about the brand. 
What they had to say was more negative than positive.  These were:

    Cheap handsets
    Bad service
    Poor coverage  

(Source: MCCP Qual research)  

Poorly positioned for growth

To grow, Tesco Mobile needed to attract a higher value customer – this would mean growing in post 
pay, not just prepay.

THE TASK
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Tesco Mobile had launched post pay by 2011, but poor brand perception meant it was a real struggle to 
attract consumers, as this is a much more committed and high-risk purchase than prepay. 

1. Market trend – we could see from ComReg data that the market trend is away from prepay to 
post pay. This trend is has been brought about by the growing use of data. Prepay had always been 
attractive for the cost control it offered consumers. Consumers still wanted cost control but they 
also wanted to be able to use data increasingly, and the post pay market delivered on this need by 
developing very strong “unlimited” data packages at a fixed monthly price. Tesco Mobile was lagging in 
this market trend and its customer base was still predominantly prepay (94%). 

2. Higher Value Customer. As a rough rule of thumb, a post pay customer is worth three times the 
value of a prepay one to Tesco Mobile. The average value of a prepay customer per month is ca €11 but 
the value of a post pay one is ca €33 a month for Tesco. Also, because there is a contract with post pay, 
it is a means of stabilising the base in a very competitive market in a way that prepay cannot do. 

Mis-targeting 

Simon Delaney was used in advertising and communications for Tesco Mobile, but the Tesco Mum, 
who is our core consumer, saw him as a bit “laddish” and thought he was there to attract a younger 
audience for a starter phone (Source: Sparkqual Research 2014).

Getting Heard 

From a media perspective, raising awareness was a challenging task. The Mobile telecoms market is a 
hypercompetitive category in terms of share of voice. It was critical that we ‘boxed clever’ in the media 
channels we used in a really cluttered space. In terms of media investment, for every €1 Tesco Mobile 
spent, Meteor spent €3, Three spent €4 and Vodafone spent €6. In 2015, with the arrival of Virgin and 
the rebrand of eir, it meant that it was only going to get harder to get noticed, let alone grow the 
customer base.

THE TASK
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We needed to find a voice that would speak to our customers in a way that would maximise our 
limited resources.

Research had established that there were negative perception issues to overcome, but it had also 
revealed something very interesting. 

1. Tesco Mum may feel unconvinced about Tesco Mobile but she is very convinced about Tesco. 

Our core target is the Tesco shopper and more precisely the Tesco Mum. There are 400,000 main 
shoppers in Tesco (TGI) which meant that we had a great opportunity with this audience. The link to 
Tesco retail is a boon, as this is a large, respected company that Mum believed to have the resources 
to support Tesco Mobile. Tesco Mum likes to get value for money, so there was a desire to see 
Clubcard as part of the mobile offering.

The Tesco retail parent brand was reassuring and could help TM create value for Mum in more than 
one way, so why was Tesco Mobile failing to recruit her?

2. Tesco Mobile simply didn’t speak to Mum. 

Mum didn’t believe that Tesco Mobile was aimed at her. She believed that Tesco Mobile was “a starter 
phone” aimed at “teenagers”. These perceptions were driven by Tesco Mobile being known as only for 
prepay, but also by the use of Simon Delaney, who fronted the Tesco Mobile brand from launch. Simon 
Delaney’s image was seen as young and “laddish”, and not one that Mum could identify with. 

THE STRATEGY
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Solution: Speak in a voice that Mum would hear 

We had a great offering for Mum, even if she didn’t know it yet. We also had limited resources. 
Instead of trying to be all things to all people, we decided to exist just for Mum and make sure 
that she understood we are here to help. From research, we learned that Mum was sick of the tired 
metaphor of the stressed juggler. Mum saw herself in much more empowered and enjoyable terms as 
the prime orchestrator of family life, but felt the importance of this role goes unnoticed. We would 
reposition the Tesco Mobile brand to recognise Mum in this role. We would say to her, “We hear you” 
so that she would hear us.

Mum saw Tesco Mobile as “cheap”, which didn’t reassure her on quality, so with the repositioning we 
set the task to communicate that we were a mobile network with clear benefits for Mum and great 
value for money. 

Post pay as Halo effect 

We believed launching post pay and overtly targeting Mum would have a real halo effect on growth 
overall, as it would negate the idea of Tesco Mobile as a “starter” phone and help position the brand 
more credibly. This in turn could create more positive perceptions and allow us the opportunity to 
run more overt switching campaigns in the future – encouraging customers to swap out of big brands 
because they would feel confident enough in Tesco Mobile to do so. This Halo effect would allow us 
to focus on post-pay, but to also avail of the opportunity for overall base growth. 

THE STRATEGY
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Mum was an audience that in the past no mobile operator had overtly targeted. This presented Tesco 
Mobile with an opportunity to clearly differentiate the brand in the market. What we needed to do was 
give the brand a distinct personality while at the same time grow the business. As Les Binet points out 
below, the most successful campaigns marry both the building of the brand and drive sales.

We focused on building our position with Mum in the two year period of 2014 and 2015 across post pay 
and kept up strong tactical activity for prepay. 

Year 1 2014: Getting on Mum’s Radar

Tactical Targeting of Mum on Prepay 

We developed work around the idea of recognising Mum in her role as the prime orchestrator of family 
life. This was developed at a tactical level for prepay, where we targeted Mum with a €15 proposition. 
We leveraged the Clubcard message closer to point of purchase. We also ran prepay at key times such 
as back to school, maximising the organic opportunity that the Tesco brand could send our way. This 
underpinned the value mum was seeking but in a way that she recognised and felt relevant to her life. 

Post pay to bring the brand position to life. 

Post pay was re-launched with a SIM-only introductory offer in Q4 2014, with a new campaign that spoke 
to Mum in a voice she would definitely hear. Our strapline is “We Hear You” and the campaign line was 
“Get More than you expect”, a motivating message to Mum of the value she could get from Tesco Mobile 
and the additional benefits she would get as a Tesco shopper through triple Clubcard points. In our 
communications idea, we wanted to develop a much more flattering representation of Mum and avoid 
the extremes that we knew she disliked. MCCP carried out research verifying our approach to presenting 
mum in a multi-dimensional role with a life that was more flattering. 

THE IDEA AND COMMUNICATIONS ACTIVITY

Source: Les Binet ‘The Long and the Short of it’ 2013
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Mum as the secret hero 

The campaign is positioned all around Mum’s pivotal role as prime orchestrator of the little things she 
does for everyone in the family - not a superhero, more like a secret hero.

The TVC opens on Mum, who is sitting nervously at a school talent show – her son is playing the violin 
and it appears he is off to a rocky start. Mum is sitting with her heart in her mouth - you just know that 
she has been coaching and helping him to get to this point - but then suddenly her son just pulls it off 
and goes all “rock-star”. He finishes his energetic piece to rapturous applause. The son seeks his Mum 
out in the audience and, in recognition of all that she has done for him, beckons her onstage. We see 
Mum being bodysurfed and cheered on by the crowd. It turns out the real star was Mum all along.

We ran this campaign also introducing cut-downs featuring handsets that would improve mum’s 
perception of Tesco Mobile shifting this away from cheap to VFM. We created a clear consumer journey 
with the digital presence aligned so Mum could seek out pertinent information on Tesco Mobile Post pay, 
and also featured testimonial material at this point to build confidence.

Year 2: Realise the benefits Mum gets when she switches to Tesco Mobile 

Phase 2 – Switching and NPS 

In late April 2015, we developed a new campaign showing all the nice things Mum did for her family with 
the extra money she got when she switched to Tesco Mobile. She is still the secret hero who orchestrates 
quietly in the background. This was developed to encourage switching to Tesco Mobile for both pre and 
post pay customers. We used cut-downs to push post pay specifically. 

THE IDEA AND COMMUNICATIONS ACTIVITY

TV



11

Tesco Mobile Ireland: From little voice to big voice

Chemistry & Initiative

Tesco Mobile started quarterly tracking before the Benefits of Mum Switching campaign in early April 
2015. We asked about Net Promoter Score and established that Tesco Mobile was the only network to 
have a positive score, and it was a very strong one. We launched a second phase of the Switch campaign 
on radio and digital in September and added the category ‘best NPS’ as a reason to switch to help drive 
advocacy and reduce churn.   
 
Media: the idea use of channels to get our voice heard 

As we looked to change our targeting to Mum and to differentiate ourselves within the market, we had to 
rethink the role of each media channel and how that would help us resonate and cut through. We had to 
pick our battles as we did not have the budgets of our competitors, so we looked at key periods over the 
year. These key periods were:

    January 
    April
    August (Back to School)
    September-December

The audio-visual space is a key battleground for the mobile market and was crucial to reposition the 
brand within the market. With the Mum-centric creative we looked at targeting programmes that not 
only delivered for Tesco Mobile’s target audience, but also had high affinity for our competitors. Online 
video in the form of pre-roll and VOD also added incremental reach and supported the TV element of the 
campaign. We contextually targeted the video to run before online content pertaining to mobile phone 
reviews - highly relevant content for Mum.

Radio was also central to driving national reach and frequency of message. Through a national radio 
schedule, drive time dayparts were targeted during key national shows. 

THE IDEA AND COMMUNICATIONS ACTIVITY
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The radio script featured audio cues from the TVC, so it also functioned as a cost-effective support 
media. We also sponsored the text lines on Today FM which gave us a consistent presence all year 
round, allowing us to adapt the stings to the relevant campaign such as Prepay, post pay, SIM only or 
handset.

We used Out of Home for broad awareness to showcase our handset range and competitive plans. 
These were rolled out nationally. We used sites in proximity to Tesco Mobile and Tesco stores.

Press allowed us to flesh out the product offering in terms of handset and tariff. We looked at press 
titles that indexed strongly for Mum, and each insertion ran in and around lifestyle content in daily and 
Sunday titles. In a similar approach to TV, we also looked at titles that performed well for Meteor, Three 
and Vodafone, and placed creative openly stating how Tesco Mobile delivered more.

Across digital, we looked to use it as a brand driving tool and sales driving channel. There were a 
number of elements to this:

    High-impact branding activations with RTÉ.ie, TV3, Daily Mail and Independent.ie
    Partnerships with Mummypages.ie, Her.ie and Rollercoaster.ie which incorporated native, takeovers 
    of parenting sections, e-zines and social shout outs
    Social through Facebook targeted those who are fans of our competitors’ pages, and in the relevant 
    age demographics, with relevant Mum content
     Performance-led programmatic display (desktop and mobile) to drive online conversions and 

maintain a competitive cost-per-acquisition on prepay, post pay and SIM
    Search as aligned with our TV schedule to ensure we increased our bid on keywords around the time 
    our TV spots were going out. 

THE IDEA AND COMMUNICATIONS ACTIVITY
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Prepay objectives: To grow base from 194k to 260k customers within 2 years

    Almost achieved this by end Year 1 (had amassed 258k prepay customers)
    By end year 2, achieved 290k customers, +11.5% ahead of target

Post pay objectives: To almost double the base from 16k to 30k customers within 2 
years

    Over-achieved this by end Year 1 (had amassed 31k post pay customers)
    By end year 2, achieved 48k customers, tripling our original post pay base
 
With a €30 a month post pay contract, the offer was competitive, while on prepay it was €15 top up for 
unlimited calls and texts. Prepay had always been the lion’s share of the customer base, but from a 
business perspective, growing the more lucrative post pay base by 194% (which is by a factor of three) 
is an outstanding result. It was a real step change in trust and credibility. Consumers were willing 
to part with money to buy more premium handsets such as the Samsung S6 and HTC M8 to join a 
network that they had been previously dismissive of.

RESULTS

Source: Tesco Mobile
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Tesco Mobile’s market share increased from 4.3% to 6.8% by the end of 2015. That’s an improvement 
of 2.5 percentage points and a 58% increase. The impact on income for Tesco Mobile is considerable, 
as demonstrated in the table below.

RESULTS
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Tesco Mobile is the only brand to show any real growth 

To put this in context, Vodafone and Three all lost market share, while eir/Meteor remained stagnant. 
As we mentioned earlier in terms of media investment, for every €1 Tesco Mobile spent, Meteor spent 
€3, Three spent €4 and Vodafone spent €6. This demonstrates that through effective creative and a 
forensic approach to media strategy and execution, it’s possible to create a voice that soars despite 
its diminutive stature and punches well above its weight.

RESULTS

Source: Tesco Mobile 

Source: ComReg

Source: ComReg
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Tesco Mobile Share of Market Revenue 2014-2015 

Over the two-year period, Tesco Mobile’s share of market revenue increased by 1.2 percentage 
points. The growth in the post pay base would have been a large factor to this, as post pay 
customers contribute a higher ARPU (Average Revenue Per User) to the business than prepay, 
due to monthly recurring cost and the contract length (two years on some plans), making them 
the most sought-after customers in the marketplace. (Figure 21)

The growth rates of 2015 are even more impressive when you reflect that, despite a 50% increase in 
additional spend in the market from 2014, Tesco Mobile’s SOV decreased from 6% to 5% but it grew 
its share of the market. This shows that the Halo Effect of targeting Mum in post pay in 2014 was 
amplified with the more general switching campaign in 2015. 

RESULTS

Source: Tesco Mobile
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Results Communications: 

The need to shift the perception of the brand and address the issues of trust and credibility which 
Tesco Mobile faced was of paramount importance. Tesco Mobile only had the budget to implement 
quarterly brand tracking from April in 2015. However, a previous dip from Sept 2013 was instructive 
in showing growth and shifts in KPIs.

Spontaneous Awareness

From Jan 2014 to April 2015, the spontaneous awareness grew by 34%. Tesco Mobile would 
have benefitted from the ‘teething’ problems that the Three-O2 merger encountered, but as a 
metric this was a strong return on the repositioning. This helped increase brand salience and 
spontaneous awareness hugely.

RESULTS

Source: Coyne Research
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Trust, Simplicity and Value for Money

We know that our 2014 campaign was very positively received by Mum, but at the time we could only 
assess their reaction in our brand tracker, 6 months after it had last been on air. Despite this lag, 
recall was very high for our target aged 35-55. (Figure 28)

However, we were able to evaluate our 2015 “Benefits to Mum for Switching to Tesco Mobile” with pre 
and post quantitative research.

The research feedback indicated that customers agreed strongly that Tesco Mobile was suitable for 
them, easy to join, and straightforward/easy to understand, with customer service scoring highly 
also. Highest non-customer scores for easy to join (1 in 4). 1 in 5 agreed Tesco Mobile is suitable for 
them, modern, straightforward and a brand they are hearing more about. The pre and post benchmark 
tracking shows the positive effect which the campaign had on the brand scores.

RESULTS

Figure 28  Source: Coyne Research
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Net Promoter Score

This is a measurement of how likely you are to recommend the network. This was really important 
to drive advocacy among our customer base. The charts below show that Tesco Mobile had become 
Ireland’s most recommended mobile network despite having only 6.8% market share. The accolade 
was used in the ATL comms, which added trust and credibility to the brand. None of our competitors 
could say that, and it gave us something unique to shout about at the time when eir and Virgin were 
spending in excess of €1m per month – combined, this spend represents a greater spend in one 
month than Tesco Mobile’s full year budget.

Despite our small voice, we are competing with the “big boys”, with Vodafone and Three customers 
most likely to switch to Tesco Mobile.

We can see that Tesco Mobile has attracted share from Vodafone.

RESULTS

Source: Coyne Research
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Tesco Mobile had a little voice and its chances of getting heard above the clatter were slim, unless it 
found a way to project it better. The results show that overtly targeting Mum allowed us to develop 
a voice in the crowd, build up a customer base with a higher value, and grow the market overall. So 
what impact did this have on customer behaviour? In the tracking, we can see positive intention to 
stay, but the proof is in the reduced churn rates and the impact this has on their business. Not bad 
for “little voice”.

IMPACT ON BEHAVIOURAL ACTIVITY AND PAYBACK 



21

Tesco Mobile Ireland: From little voice to big voice

Chemistry & Initiative

     Don’t try to be all things to all people - Tesco Mobile couldn’t afford to. It didn’t have the budget or 
scale. Small brands need to pick their battlegrounds carefully to be efficient. Be clear on who is most 
important for the brand’s growth and speak in a voice they’ll hear. 

    Mums hate being misconstrued – it’s easier to get Mum wrong than right. Look at the role she finds 
    motivating as Mum and avoid negative and clichéd roles like super Mum or stressed out Mum. 
    Small budgets mean taking a forensic targeting approach to media channels to create the reassurance 
    other big brands can simply buy.

NEW LEARNINGS
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Chemistry started working with Tesco Mobile in late 2013. Over the course of 2014 and 2015, Chemistry 
developed a strategy that would reposition the brand for optimum growth despite increasing 
competition and very constrained budgets. With the support of Initiative, Chemistry helped create 
the step change in fortunes for Tesco Mobile to become the only mobile brand with consistent and 
impressive growth, and also the only brand to have a positive Net Promoter Score, making it Ireland’s 
most recommended network.

SUMMARY
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MEDIA GALLERY


