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“The COVID-19 UK public relations agency 
startup report is an inspiring read. It is hard not 
to feel optimistic about the future of our industry 
after reading the findings. The PR industry has 
adapted remarkably well to the pandemic and 
the explosion of new agencies is testament to the 
strength of our practice.

“Aside from profiling several excellent agencies, 
the report offers a comprehensive analysis of 
the new agency landscape – it’s a must-read for 
anyone thinking about starting their own agency 
in 2021 and beyond.”

Francis Ingham, Director General, PRCA

"This is a fascinating, innovative piece of research 
into the life of any agency from start up. I hope 
like the famous TV series Seven Up! we will get 
the chance to follow their stories as they grow and 
evolve.”

Mandy Pearse, President, CIPR
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COVID-19 has created disruption in many areas of the economy but not least public 
relations agencies. It has created a level of energy in the agency market that has not 
previously been seen.

The COVID-19 lockdown created new routines and space for practitioners to think 
about their careers. This alongside redundancies has been the main driver for new 
agency startups. A significant number of the agencies in our study launched during or 
shortly after the first lockdown.

The UK agency market is saturated with more than 4,500 agencies. Launching into 
this market requires bravery and a strong proposition. Agencies recorded in the study 
focused on innovation in services, supply or a specialism.

A lean lifestyle is accepted as a fact of life for agency founders. The majority have funded 
their new businesses from savings or lifestyle changes. The payoff is acknowledged as the 
opportunity to make personal choices and align work with life.

Startup agencies typically warm up a market prior to launch. COVID-19 created the 
opportunity to connect and meet with people in a way that was not previously possible. 
Everyone was working from home with nowhere to go. COVID-19 has also been a level-
ler for new agencies. Everyone looks the same when they turn up on video call.

There is no evidence that COVID-19 has contributed to a shift away from London as the 
centre for the agency market. The pandemic has shown there is limited value of offices in 
Soho or Southbank. However, two-thirds of agencies have started in the capital.

Everyone we interviewed celebrated the support that their launch and new agency has 
received from the industry. It is a vibrant and supportive community. The UK is a great 
place to start a public relations business.

This report is dedicated to anyone who has founded an agency during the COVID-
19 pandemic. It celebrates your work. It is also intended as a source of inspiration for 
anyone considering setting up their own agency.

Stephen Waddington
Wadds Inc.
May 2021

Executive 
summary
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This COVID-19 UK public relations agency startup report consists of three parts:

Profiles of eight agencies 
that have started during the 
COVID-19 pandemic p. 20-37

About the COVID-19 UK public 
relations agency startup report

Analysis and insight 
into the COVID-19 UK 
public relations agency 
startup market p. 07-15

A list of the UK public 
relations agencies that 
we identified as launching 
during the pandemic p. 16-19
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The PRCA 2020 Census data gathered in March 
2020 showed that the public relations indus-
try was on course for another year of growth, 
contributing £15.7 billion per annum to the 
economy per annum and employing a work-
force of 97,300 before COVID-19 struck.

COVID-19 had an immediate and dramatic 
impact on the agency market. The first lockdown 
from March to July 2020 led to a contraction by 
as much as ten percent according to data from 
the PRCA. It stated that 60% of respondents had 
furloughed staff and half expected to make redun-
dancies.

The second half of the year saw a recovery as 
agencies adapted. The 2020 edition of PRWeek’s 
annual Top 150 UK Consultancies table is a story 
of the impact that COVID-19 had on the public 
relations sector. It shows that aggregate revenue 
earned by the Top 150 agencies was down 4.3% to 
£1.36 billion in 2020 compared to £1.42 billion in 
2019.

PRovoke Media benchmarked the health of the 
agency market throughout the pandemic. Data 
from April 2021 points to demand for corporate 
communications. Demand for crisis communica-
tions, employee engagement and brand marketing 
were also strong. 85% of in-house respondents 
said they were not looking for agency services.

1. PRCA PR Census 2020, PRCA, December 2020, https://news.prca.org.uk/download?id=17082&pn=f3f3d0ff4f9078ca554733029a7756e6-pdf
2. PRCA publishes data on loans, furloughing, pay cuts, and redundancies, PRCA, 29 April 2020, https://news.prca.org.uk/prca-publishes-data-on-loans-fur-

loughing-pay-cuts-redundancies/
3. PRWeek Top 150 overview, PRWeek, 20 April 2021, https://www.prweek.com/article/1713106/prweek-top-150-overview-revenue-slides-optimism-

reigns-2021
4. PRovoke study: Corporate counsel demand continues to rise as pandemic enters second year, PRovoke Media, 22 April 2021, https://www.provokemedia.

com/latest/article/provoke-study-corporate-counsel-demand-continues-to-rise-as-pandemic-enters-second-year

COVID-19 as a catalyst for 
UK public relations agency 
startups

https://news.prca.org.uk/download?id=17082&pn=f3f3d0ff4f9078ca554733029a7756e6-pdf
https://news.prca.org.uk/prca
https://www.prweek.com/article/1713106/prweek
https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/provoke
https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/provoke
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A vision to work differently is the most common 
motivation for agency startups. Agencies have 
tackled new markets and developed innovative 
propositions and business models. New agen-
cies have also been created because of practi-
tioners being furloughed or made redundant. 

Seeking a balance between work and family life 
has been the primary motivation for founders. 
This does not mean working fewer hours but 
instead working flexibly around family commit-
ments.

The importance of independence is frequently 
highlighted by startup founders. The desire for 
individuals working in the creative and profes-
sional services to be in control of their own 
creative and professional destiny is strong.

Work life balance may be a key driver but there 
is no lack of ambition among agency startups. 
We identified several teams that firmly had their 
sights on creating enterprise value and building 
towards an exit. Successful agency exits including 
Octopus, Chameleon and Taylor Herring, in the 
past six months provide a strong impetus.

5. Publicis acquires Octopus Group to boost B2B capabilities, PRovoke Media, 21 February, https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/publicis-ac-
quires-octopus-group-to-boost-b2b-capabilities

6. MikeWorldWide acquires UK technology specialist Chameleon, PRovoke Media, 7 April 2021, https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/mikeworld-
wide-acquires-uk-technology-specialist-chameleon

7. Publicis Groupe acquires UK consumer firm Taylor Herring, PRovoke Media, 21 April 2021, https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/publi-
cis-groupe-acquires-taylor-herring

8. Number of public relations (PR) and communications firms in the United Kingdom (UK) in March 2017, by employment size band, Office for National 
Statistics, March 2017, https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/businessactivitysizeandlocationintheuk2017

Motivation for agency 
founders

• Publicis Groupe acquired B2B marketing 
specialist agency Octopus Group to boost its 
B2B capabilities - February 2021

 
•	 MikeWorldWide acquired UK technology PR 

specialist agency Chameleon, to create MWW 
London - April 2021

 
•	 Publicis Groupe acquired UK consumer 

agency Taylor Herring to strengthen its earned 
and owned creative offer - April 2021

We have not recorded the head count or income 
levels of agency startups, however anecdotal 
evidence suggests that several will hit £1 million 
fees in 2021.

https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/publicis
https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/mikeworldwide
https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/mikeworldwide
https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/publicis
https://www.provokemedia.com/latest/article/publicis
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/businessactivitysizeandlocationintheuk2017
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The impact of COVID-19 on the market for 
new agencies is undeniable. Lockdown and the 
contraction of the agency market created a wave 
of energy and disruption. We have identified 51 
startups that launched between 1 January 2020 
and 31 March 2021.

Almost half (40%) of the startup agencies that 
we identified were founded during the first lock-
down between February and July. A further 22% 
launched within three months of the first lock-
down being released.

The agency market is seemingly saturated. There 
are more than 4,000 public relations agencies with 
up to nine employees according to the Office for 
National Statistics. The total size of the market in 
October 2017 was 4,635.

A new agency launching into a market of more 
than 4,500 agencies needs a distinctive proposi-
tion. Agencies launched during lockdown have 
firmly recognised this need. New agency propo-
sitions are based around an aspect of practice, a 
focus on a specialist area of the market or business 
model innovation.

•	 Services: creativity, data, and lead generation, 
eg. Happy Yolk and Hard Numbers

•	 Supply: innovation in business model, eg. 
Inpulsus and Little Mesters

•	 Specialism: environment, social and gover-
nance (ESG) and healthcare, eg. BB Partners, 
Blue Lozenge, Look After and Second Mountain 
Communications

COVID-19 has created the opportunity for 
disruptive innovation. Agencies such as Happy 
Yolk have launched with a focus on creativity and 
culture. Hard Numbers is a data driven agency 
focused on communications which drive lead 
generation.

There are also examples of business model disrup-
tion among the startup agencies. Inpulsus is 
helping brands bring management discipline to 
influencer relations while Little Mesters is deliver-
ing specialist digital skills.

Analysis by both PRovoke and PRWeek suggest 
that corporate communication, crisis and public 
affairs have proved resilient during the crisis. A 
third of the agencies in our dataset focus on these 
sectors with a particular focus on ESG and health-
care.

Characterising the UK 
public relations agency 
startup market

No of employees No of agencies

1-4 3,855

5-9 390

10-19 215

20-49 120

50-99 35

100-249 15

250+ 5

Table: Public relations agencies in the UK in 
March 2017 (Source: ONS)
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Lockdown agencies run lean. Startup costs are 
typically limited to tools and talent. A mobile 
phone, laptop, cloud services and a website are 
all that is needed to get an agency business off 
the ground.

No one has needed an office in lockdown, and 
everyone has had to work from home. This has 
provided a greater impetus for startups. However, 
many agencies have set their sights on creating 
some flexible space for teams and clients to meet.

Most agencies are funded by founders by reducing 
their personal spending, investing savings or help 
from a supportive partner.

A lean lifestyle is accepted as a fact of life for 
founders. A reassessment of personal expenditure, 
stripping it back to the necessities of rent or mort-
gage and living expenses for six to 12 months, 
provides the runway to get an agency off the 
ground. This should not be underestimated, and 
the drive and determination of founders should 
be celebrated.

Alternative approaches include raising funds from 
family and friends or finding a complimentary 
agency partner to help cover overheads.

There are several examples of the latter among 
COVID-19 agency startups such as Happy Yolk 
backed by Blurred and Tin Man. It is an approach 
that limits personal risk and provides a ready-
made sales pipeline. The downside is that the 
founders must be willing to give up a chunk of 
equity and a degree of control.

Finding a potential backer can be a daunting pros-
pect, however the industry is generally support-
ive of new entrants and anyone that is started an 
agency will generally be open to a conversation 
about their own experiences.

Startup costs and 
funding
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There are three common structures for startup 
agencies:

We have identified two distinct approaches to 
building agencies during lockdown.

A sole entrepreneur with a proposition sets out a 
stall, often as a freelancer, with the goal of creating 
a sustainable income. Alternatively, a group of 
individuals create a proposition to address a gap 
in the market and set out to build an agency.

One possible explanation for the boom in startup 
agencies may be that lockdown has made it easier 
than ever to meet people and have conversations 
about new opportunities.

Talent was plentiful and available on a flexible 
basis immediately after lockdown in July 2020 as 
agencies furloughed staff or made redundancy 
cuts. Startup agencies that recruited during 2020 
had the pick of the market.

The situation markedly changed during the 
second lockdown from December 2020 to April 
2021. Uncertainty created by the lockdown 
meant people in jobs were reluctant to move. This 
continues to be a challenge for anyone managing 
an agency.

Limited company

Limited liability partnership

Sole trader

A limited company is the most common legal 
structure (82%) for new agencies. Both a limited 
company and limited liability partnership separate 
the assets and income of the company or partner-
ship from the directors. A sole trader has no such 
distinction or protection.

Other less common structures include subsidiar-
ies of established agencies, and collectives of sole 
traders or limited companies operating under a 
marketing wrapper.

Legal 
structures

Talent 
and teams



12
Contents

Startup agencies typically warm up the market 
via their networks prior to launch. Ideas tested 
on industry colleagues typically lead to intro-
ductions to prospects and an early pipeline.

COVID-19 has created an opportunity for clients 
to innovate and try new approaches. Startup 
agencies with a pandemic proof proposition have 
generated work quickly. Launching an agency 
creates a wave of energy in a market that cannot 
be underestimated.

Entrepreneurs are celebrated in the UK media and 
more broadly among the business community. A 
new agency launch is a good news story against 
the backdrop of industry cuts, redundancies, and 
furlough.

Media, former clients and colleagues ast as an 
amplifier and contribute to a network effect that 
helps generate a sales pipeline.

Work is typically project based and month-to-
month. Retainers are limited but this reflects 
the market overall rather than a characteristic of 
startup agencies. This situation will change as the 
economy recovers.

Lockdown has been a leveller for agencies. Every 
agency looks the same on a video call.

The creativity and intellectual firepower that 
you bring to a meeting are the primary means of 
differentiation. A startup can look as impressive as 
a large international firm.

Finding clients and 
winning business

Clients have also been accessible. Everyone has 
been working from home. If you make a thought-
ful approach, you will generally get a meeting.

This has provided a level playing field for the 
startup agency to compete and win alongside any 
other. There is no shortage of significant wins for 
new agencies. High profile wins include Innocent 
and Where Eagles Dare; Little Mesters and Shef-
field Football Club; Look After and Neat Meat; and 
Hard Numbers and my mhealth.
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When we started this project, we expected to 
find that COVID-19 had contributed to a wave 
of new agency startups outside London.

In fact, most lockdown agencies (66.7%) have 
been started in London reflecting the location of 
previous employers. We identified nine launches 
in the South of England (17.6%) and five in the 
North of England (9.8%). We did not identify any 
startup agencies in Scotland or Wales.

Table: location of agency startups 1 January 2020 
to 31 March 2021 (Source: Wadds Inc. UK PR 
agency startup dataset)

The pandemic has shown us that there is no need 
for creative or professional services to be based in 
London in Soho or Southbank.

Location: London 
vs regions

Location Number

London 34

South 9

North 5

Wales 0

Scotland 0

Other (no fixed location 
or overseas)

3

The notion that the communications industry is 
London-centric is a myth according to data from 
the Office for National Statistics. Its analysis of 
the total size of the market in October 2017 found 
that three in five companies were based outside 
London. However, most of these companies are 
small businesses under 10 employees. 

We have found limited evidence to support the 
notion that COVID-19 might level up the distri-
bution of agencies across the UK or result in a 
boom for regional businesses. There is no rational 
reason for London to be the focus of agency start-
ups. It may be that we will start to see a shift as a 
second order effect of the pandemic.
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Startup agencies are unencumbered by outdated 
technology or workflow. They have benefited from 
the shift to the cloud and boom in the third-party 
tool market. We have identified innovation in four 
areas.

•	 Data - agencies and communication teams 
are sourcing data and building their own 
stakeholder databases and communities rather 
than using third-party services. The latter are 
deemed to be prohibitively expensive, and 
contracts are inflexible

•	 Insight - related to the management of first 
party data, there is a burgeoning native and 
third-party market available to help prac-
titioners identify and understand publics. 
Startup agencies have also used native tools 
from platforms including Facebook, Google 
and LinkedIn

 
•	 Workflow - Messaging services such as Guild 

and WhatsApp, and services such as Asana, 
Slack and Teams have become a standard 
part of workflow for any agency during the 
pandemic

 
•	 Remote - the use of video applications such as 

Google Meeting and Zoom has been driven by 
COVID-19. The pandemic has also led to the 
adoption of creative tools to support flexible 
working such as Miro and Shooglebox

All the agencies launched during lockdown are 
virtual by design headquartered in the founder’s 
home office, kitchen table or spare bedroom.

It was surprising to hear so many founders say 
that they intend to invest in an office as lockdown 
eases. A hybrid two/three or three/two home/
office combination is cited as the most likely.

Founders cite creativity and workplace culture 
as the main reasons for needing a physical office 
space.

Technology and 
workflow

Back to the office 
at least part time
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Founders frequently cite the goodwill support 
of the wider public relations industry in 
supporting their efforts.

PRovoke’s Maja Pawinska Sims and PR Week’s 
Arvind Hickman have both been champions 
of agency launches. The PRCA has opened its 
networks and made collateral and events accessi-
ble.

This support and positive reinforcement are 
important. It provides confidence to founders and 
is a means of credentialing and networking with 
prospects and talent.

Informal networks underpinned by platforms 
including Clubhouse, Facebook, Guild, Linke-
dIn, Twitter, and WhatsApp have also provided 
support. Founders that have used these networks 
to seek help from individuals have typically found 
it willingly offered.

Community: the 
UK is a great place 
to start an agency
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Agency Name Month/Year 
founded Structure URL Founder(s) Location

1948 March 2020 Partnership weare1948.com Jacquie Coleman and 
Simon Coleman Kent

Ad Lucem March 2020 Collective www.ad-lucem.co.uk Phil Wickenden London

Amanda Coleman 
Comms March 2020 Limited amandacolemancom-

ms.co.uk Amanda Coleman Manchester

Analogy PR July 2020 LLP analogypr.com Anna Murray and Kath-
erine Kowalski Chester

Assemble Publicity December 2020 Limited assemblepublicity.com Stu Oakley London

Authentic Comms April 2020 Limited www.authenticcomms.
co.uk Adam Driver Cambridge

Basu Consulting July 2020 Limited basuconsulting.co.uk Mallika Basu Dorking

BB Partners July 2020 Limited bbpartners.co.uk Hannah Barlow and 
Gosia Brzezinska London

BF Media January 2021 Limited thinkbf.co.uk Safi Zisman London

BHM Qomms August 2020 Limited bhmng.uk Ayeni Adekunle London

Blue Lozenge February 2021 Limited bluelozenge.co.uk Rachel Royall Kent

Boldspace February 2020 Limited www.boldspace.com Mike Robb and Nick 
Ford-Young London

Brightside Digital 
Engagement January 2020 Limited www.brightside.digital Phil Szomszor and Jo 

Jamieson London

Capture Communications October 2020 Limited www.capturecomms.
com

Saskia Leuchars and 
Amelia Clark London

COLDR May 2020 Limited coldr.london Kamiqua Pearce London

Comms Rebel January 2020 Limited www.commsrebel.com Advita Patel Manchester

Do Different October 2020 Limited dodifferent.uk Adam Honeysett-Watts London

Do Gooder May 2020 Limited dogooder.studio Nicola Quinn and Beth 
Hazon Newcastle

Espresso February 2021 Limited www.thisisespresso.
com Stacey Jaffe and Lisa Fox London

Eureka Box September 2020 Interna-
tional www.eurekabox.net Marc Sparrow France

Good Advice 
Public Relations November 2020 Limited www.goodadvice.

agency
David Claxton and Dima 

Vasilenco London

Happy Yolk February 2020 Limited www.happyyolk.com
Chris Godfrey, Alissa 
Khan-Whelan, and CJ 

Brown
London

https://www.weare1948.com
https://www.ad-lucem.co.uk
https://www.amandacolemancomms.co.uk
https://www.amandacolemancomms.co.uk
https://www.analogypr.com
https://www.assemblepublicity.com
https://www.authenticcomms.co.uk
https://www.authenticcomms.co.uk
https://www.basuconsulting.co.uk
https://www.bbpartners.co.uk
https://www.thinkbf.co.uk
https://bhmng.uk/
https://www.bluelozenge.co.uk
https://www.boldspace.com
https://www.brightside.digital
https://www.capturecomms.com
https://www.capturecomms.com
https://www.coldr.london
https://www.commsrebel.com
https://www.dodifferent.uk
https://www.dogooder.studio
https://www.thisisespresso.com
https://www.thisisespresso.com
https://www.eurekabox.net
https://www.goodadvice.agency
https://www.goodadvice.agency
https://www.happyyolk.com
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Agency Name Month/Year 
founded Structure URL Founder(s) Location

Hard Numbers May 2020 Limited hardnumbers.co.uk Darryl Sparey and Paul 
Stollery London

Hound December 2020 Limited www.hound-global.
com Darren Haines London

Impact & Influence June 2020 Limited impactandinfluence.
global Rishi Bhattacharya London

Inclusive Consultancy February 2020 Limited www.inclusiveconsul-
tancy.com

Ana Addai and Ann 
Marie Clarke London

Inflect Partners December 2020 Limited www.inflect.co.uk
Carli Harper-Penman, 
Harry Shackleton and 

Emily Wallace
London

Inpulsus June 2020 Interna-
tional www.inpulsus.com

Robbie Vann-Adibé, 
Delphine Reynaud and 

Steven Spieczny
London

Intent Health September 2020 Limited www.intenthealth.
co.uk Dr Jane Brearley Marden

JW Squared March 2021 Limited www.jwsquared.co.uk Jane Wilson and Joanna 
Wells London

Little Mesters August 2020 Limited www.littlemesters.
agency Tom Scott Sheffield

Look After Group April 2020 Limited www.lookaftergroup.
co.uk

Nic Young and Felix 
Henderson London

Made by Giants July 2020 Limited madebygiants.io Grace Keeling and James 
Beveridge London

Mixology March 2020 Limited mixologypr.com
Andrew Laxton, Jenna 
Keighley, and Chenal 

Frederick
London

Mongrel Creative February 2020 Limited www.mongrelcreative.
uk

Damiano Polcaro and 
Paul Pilbeam Woking

New Society February 2021 Limited www.hellonewsociety.
com

Frankie Oliver, Kate 
Hinton, Vanessa Gibbon, 

and Caroline Narboni
London

Percy & Warren March 2021 Limited percywarren.com Holly Miller and Xander 
Ross London

PLAY January 2020 Subsidiary playpr.com Rowan Adams and Jay 
Williams London

Priestley February 2020 Limited priestley.digital Matt Bell-Watson London

Raised by Wolves March 2021 Limited rbw.london Sophie Coyne and 
Megan Leppan London

Red Lion PR March 2020 Limited www.redlionpr.com Ellen Durrant and 
Corinna Field London

ScienceMagic.Inc October 2020 Limited sciencemagic.inc Julietta Dexter, Daniel 
Marks and David Pemsel London

Second Mountain Comms August 2020 Limited www.secondmoun-
taincomms.co.uk Ben Veal Bath

https://www.hardnumbers.co.uk
https://www.hound-global.com
https://www.hound-global.com
https://www.impactandinfluence.global
https://www.impactandinfluence.global
https://www.inclusiveconsultancy.com
https://www.inclusiveconsultancy.com
https://www.inflect.co.uk
https://www.inpulsus.com
https://www.intenthealth.co.uk
https://www.intenthealth.co.uk
https://www.jwsquared.co.uk
https://www.littlemesters.agency
https://www.littlemesters.agency
https://www.lookaftergroup.co.uk
https://www.lookaftergroup.co.uk
https://www.madebygiants.io
https://www.mixologypr.com
mongrelcreative.uk
mongrelcreative.uk
https://www.hellonewsociety.com
https://www.hellonewsociety.com
https://www.percywarren.com
https://www.playpr.com
https://www.priestley.digital
https://www.rbw.london
https://www.redlionpr.com
https://www.ScienceMagic.Inc
https://www.sciencemagic.inc
https://www.secondmountaincomms.co.uk
https://www.secondmountaincomms.co.uk
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Agency Name Month/Year 
founded Structure URL Founder(s) Location

SHOOK June 2020 LLP welcometoshook.com Gemma Moroney and 
Damon Statt London

Simmons and Schmid June 2020 Limited simmonsandschmid.
com

Mark Schmid and Tim 
Simmons London

Simply Thought November 2020 Limited www.simplythought.
co Kristian Hoareau Foged

Copenha-
gen and 
London

Strike Communications March 2020 Limited www.strikecommuni-
cations.co.uk Catherine Frankpitt Bristol and 

Somerset

The Space Between September 2020 Limited www.spacebetweena-
gency.com

Tom Gladstone, Lisa 
Parfitt and Adam 

Raincock
London

Turning The Page September 2020 Sole Trader www.turningthepage.
co.uk Richard Medley London

Twelve May 2020 Limited wearetwelve.co.uk Chris Webb and Neil 
Sparks Worthing

Where Eagles Dare August 2020 Limited www.eaglesdare.co
Richard Tompkins, 

Adam Leigh and Ella 
Dorley-Brown

London

Williams Nicolson January 2021 Limited williamsnicolson.com Steffan Williams and 
Louise Nicolson London

Table: UK PR agency startups launched between 1 
January 2020 and 31 March 2021 (Source: Wadds 
Inc. startup agency dataset)

https://www.welcometoshook.com
https://www.simmonsandschmid.com
https://www.simmonsandschmid.com
https://www.simplythought.co
https://www.simplythought.co
https://www.trikecommunications.co.uk
https://www.trikecommunications.co.uk
https://www.spacebetweenagency.com
https://www.spacebetweenagency.com
https://www.turningthepage.co.uk
https://www.turningthepage.co.uk
https://www.wearetwelve.co.uk
https://www.eaglesdare.co
https://www.williamsnicolson.com
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Meaningful work meets family for 
Second Mountain Comms

“I should have done it years ago.”

It is surprising how often we have heard this statement from entrepreneurs. In this 
sense Ben Veal, founder of Second Mountain Communications is no exception, but his 
single-minded focus and agency proposition makes him exceptional.

Self-doubt and perceived financial constraints had previously stopped Ben from starting 
an agency. Redundancy during the pandemic led him to the decision to build a business 
that aligned his family life, professional expertise and personal motivations.

“I jumped on an exercise bike and cycled from Lands End to John O’Groats during the 
first lockdown to raise money for mental health charity Mind; I needed to do something 
positive and take time to focus on the future. I found the space unlike ever before to stop 
and reflect on how I wanted to spend my working life going forward,” he said.

Second Mountain, launched in August 2020, is the result. The business has two guiding 
principles. It works for companies that want to make the world a better place, and it 
works on six values: honesty, reliability, friendliness, trustworthiness, tenacity, and trans-
parency.

The agency has quickly built a roster of 10 clients that are a mix of projects and retainers, 
all within the ethical, charitable and purpose-driven space. It focuses a fifth of its work 
on voluntary work for charities.

These principles inform what the business does as much as what it does not do.

“There’s a lot of joy in kickstarting a conversation but I also need to make sure that every 
new client is a good fit for the agency and our values,” said Ben. “We’ve already turned a 
couple of clients away when there wasn’t the right synergy between us.”

Ben sees his role as an amplifier, communicator, and storyteller for clients. His own story 
is inspiring. The virtual bike ride led to soul searching about his finances and work/
life priorities. Veal took time to plan a proposition and business model for the startup 
agency: one that would focus on championing good causes and the people behind them.



23
Contents

“I want the second half of life, my Second Moun-
tain, to be a lot richer than the first. Status and 
accumulation of wealth has been replaced by an 
opportunity to build meaningful work around my 
family,” said Veal.

Second Mountain is firmly an agency with a 
distinct identity.

“I believe that specialising is the key to standing 
out and making a difference as a comms consul-
tancy; we’ve not set out to work as a generalist 
agency. The past year has been about laying firm 
foundations for the future; I want to build a brand 
that will still be going strong in ten years’ time.”

That vision includes an office of some sort of 
space in Bath in the future, working collabora-
tively with clients and like-minded businesses in 
the South West and beyond. The agency has built 
a network of trusted creative partners including 
designers and web developers.

Ben Veal
Second Mountain Communications

https://www.secondmountaincomms.co.uk/

https://www.secondmountaincomms.co.uk
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When Gosia Brzezinska and Hannah Barlow, founders of BB Partners, worked at 
a strategic communications agency they bonded over a shared ambition to start 
a purpose driven advisory which challenges the status quo and the ‘standard model’.

“We met at Portland in 2015, immediately clicked and always dreamed of starting our 
own agency”, said Hannah.

The pair went their separate ways and came back together in 2020 to launch BB Partners. 
They planned to combine their nous across private family foundations, corporate and 
political advisory, to work with clients that want to make a difference.

Barlow and Brzezinska had been planning the business for some time before COVID-19 
hit. The pandemic wasn’t a factor in starting the advisory business, but it provided the 
opportunity for their fresh thinking and a new approach to strategic communications. 
Now, launching during COVID-19, they have realised that if they can survive this, they 
can survive anything.

“Our mission is to ensure that communications contribute to the overall positive impact 
our clients strive for. The pandemic has shown us that this is more important than ever. 
We believe that without strategic communications many organisations limit their ability 
to drive wider societal change,” said Gosia.

COVID-19 has changed the way people communicate and has created new opportu-
nities. The agency has quickly grown to a team of nine. CNN news anchor Hannah 
Vaughan Jones recently joined as a senior advisor. This is complemented by a Senior 
Advisory Council which includes Heidi Allen, Director, RSPCA; David Goldberg, CEO, 
Founders Pledge; Moky Makura, CEO, Africa No Filter; and Janet Mbugua, Founder, 
Inua Dada.

“We aim to create a new hybrid model that reflects the nature of our clients and gets 
better results. We believe small tight, specialists teams create the greatest impact,” said 
Gosia.

BB Partners works with a mix of charities, corporates and think tanks united by a vision 
for change. These include Caribou Digital and Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth, 
Malaria No More UK, More in Common and Reclaim These Streets.

BB Partners: creating a networked 
advisory for change
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The agency founders believe there is a space for 
doing good in every industry. They use commu-
nications as a vehicle to guide clients on a journey 
through change.

Communications and campaigns are something 
that should happen at the very beginning of busi-
ness planning at executive level. “Driving change 
needs to be rooted in the business from the top. 
That is how organisations will make the progress 
they want to achieve,” said Hannah.

Gosia Brzezinska and Hannah Barlow
BB Partners

https://bbpartners.co.uk/

https://bbpartners.co.uk
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Little Mesters has its roots deep in Sheffield’s industrial era. The city was built on 
steel manufacturing. That has been replaced by advanced technology and digital 
services.

“Little mesters were craftspeople who specialised in one part of the manufacturing 
process. Mester is the Sheffield dialect variant of master,” said agency founder Tom Scott.

Tom found his inspiration from Sheffield’s history after visiting the Kelham Island 
Museum. The city's industrial heritage is built on micro business or little mesters.

“One person would sharpen the blade, one person would do the handles of the knife and 
another would build the box,” said Tom.

A respect for Sheffield’s local history provided the inspiration for Tom to create Little 
Mesters for the digital age.

“We call upon Little Mesters across the digital spectrum of PPC, SEO, digital strategy, 
paid social and more,” said Tom.

Tom works with his team of five and a network of freelancers to create the best team for 
a client. He says that building a core team has been his biggest challenge.

“Each time we have put a job advert out we’ve had an outstanding candidate or two, but 
often there hasn't been the volume of applications I would expect.”

Little Mesters has grown quickly during lockdown thanks to Tom’s approach to market-
ing.

“I’ve asked for introductions to people via my network and made a conscious effort to 
meet two new people per week,” says Tom.

This approach has led to a growing portfolio of clients including Baijiu Society, Jessica 
Flinn Jewellery, Sheffield Football Club and When Saturday Comes.

The agency business with its origins in Sheffield’s industrial past is scaling for the digital 
age.

Bringing together digital media 
experts to create Little Mesters
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Tom Scott 
Little Mesters

https://www.littlemesters.agency/

https://www.littlemesters.agency
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After struggling to find a creative agency that could support both marketing and 
sales Paul Stollery knew he had found a gap in the market.

“PR agencies build creative campaigns to earn media attention but overlook the opportu-
nity for sales,” said Paul.
 
A conversation with Darryl Sparey who had built a career in sales and business develop-
ment working in the PR industry, led to the pair making plans.

“Lots of activity that happens in an agency isn’t related to an outcome. Ultimately, you 
are doing PR to sell stuff to people,” said Darryl.
 
Darryl and Paul launched performance-driven marketing and communications consul-
tancy Hard Numbers in May 2020. It helps business-to-business clients build their repu-
tation and drive sales.
 
The agency is rapidly collecting a strong set of its own hard numbers. A year in it is 
signing a new client every month and winning three-quarters of the work that it pitches.
 
The agency name and proposition create a self-selecting audience. Clients seek out Hard 
Numbers because it offers a different approach to other agencies. 
 
“Hard Numbers is marmite. Prospects are either excited by the proposition or put off. 
Anyone that it excites is already bought in,” says Darryl.
 
The agency has broken out beyond the founders’ networks and its beginning to get direct 
approaches via the website.
 
It is not just their clients that are growing too but also employees. Hard Numbers has a 
mix of 12 full and part time staff.
 
Developing a workplace culture is front of mind. The agency intends to adopt a hybrid 
home office approach. Many of the team have not met the founders let alone each other. 
It is set to be a big focus for the founder when offices open up.
 

Bridging the gap between PR and 
sales at Hard Numbers
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Paul Stollery and Darryl Sparey
Hard Numbers

https://hardnumbers.co.uk/

https://hardnumbers.co.uk
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Every business is in the business of influencer relations and every aspect of a business 
involves relationship management.

Inpulsus is a management consultancy that is helping organisations build a systemised 
approach to influencer management.

“You wouldn’t outsource sales, so it makes no sense for an organization to outsource 
its influencer marketing to an agency,” said founder Robbie Vann-Adibé. “Inpulsus is 
designed to help clients close that strategic gap.”

Influencer relations is rapidly professionalising. The market currently consists of agen-
cies, tool vendors with professional services, and in-house programmes.

Inpulsus aims to bring discipline and rigour to the market and help organisations build a 
modern marketing function with influence at the centre.

Robbie himself is the former chairman of Traackr, an influencer marketing platform and 
Delphine Reynaud led their marketing strategy, while Steven Spieczny, former market 
lead at WPP and Hearst/iCrossing, make up the founding team.

Inpulsus has built a service proposition around a consulting model, services, and 
third-party tools. The agency’s IMQ maturing mapping tool scores an organisation’s 
scope of influencer relations activity against its ability to execute.

The consultancy is targeting two types of client: mid-sized organisations in B2C retail 
and early-stage B2B firms focused on growth. It is building out a channel eco-system 
consisting of agencies and tool vendors including Brandwatch, Meltwater, Creator IQ 
and Traackr.

Inpulsus is virtual by design. The company is registered in Estonia and each member of 
the team is based in a different country. The team expects to get together in person peri-
odically in the future.

Robbie says that the influencer marketing industry feels a lot like the e-commerce indus-
try in the nineties. “There is a huge demand for services but limited expertise.”

“Marketing services groups haven’t evolved to meet the needs of the modern CMO. 

Inpulsus aims to bring rigour to 
the business of influence
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They’ve built horizontal services that aren’t inte-
grated through the funnel,” said Delphine.

She adds, “if you believe that paid media can get 
your brand the awareness, reach and authentic-
ity it needs to succeed, then you’re in for a rude 
awakening. Influence is a far more impactful and 
efficient way forward. “

Management consultants have yet to turn their 
attention to marketing. The opportunity for Inpul-
sus is huge.

Robbie Vann-Adibé and 
Delphine Reynaud
Inpulsus

https://www.inpulsus.com/

https://www.inpulsus.com
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Look After started as a voluntary agency initiative in the first lockdown from a 
LinkedIn post that attracted the support of hundreds of professionals. 
 
As the pandemic hit in March 2020 the industry saw many professionals furloughed or 
lose their jobs. Nic Young was one of those that found himself in this position. 

Nic used his free time to set up an initiative that could connect people without work with 
charities and organisations that were impacted by COVID-19.
 
“We helped homeless charities, domestic abuse charities, everything that suddenly had 
been thrust into the spotlight by COVID-19,” said Nic.
 
Everyone involved offered their expertise and provided these charities with creative and 
communications support on a voluntary basis.
 
Felix Henderson spotted the conversation that grew around the original LinkedIn post 
and got in touch with his friend and former colleague offering support.
 
“We had about 200 active people in the network within the first 24 to 48 hours. We need 
to set up a structure and some basic processes,” said Nic.
 
They used a spreadsheet to track volunteers and their expertise, sectors and seniority. 
The collective used a slack group to organise itself with different channels for each client.
 
Between April and September 2020, the initiative was purely pro-bono but from Septem-
ber it transitioned to a commercial proposition with paying clients. Frank founder 
Graham Goodkind helped the pair through the transition and took the position of 
non-executive Chairman.

“Many of the people in the network have gone back to work or found employment but 
we’ve maintained a strong network of talent. We’re going to focus on PR and social 
media as our two primary services, working for ethical brands and businesses that share 
our values,” said Felix.

Those clients include: Neat Burger, Hellenic Dynamics, Small Beer and Wejo, Inspira 
PH, and Jack & Bry, 

Look After turns lockdown 
volunteering into an agency startup
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The agency is bringing on more work and growing 
as a team, with six people working on a day-to-
day basis and new hires joining soon. It has this 
month also taken an office in Soho, London, 
where those who need to meet and collaborate 
can do so on a flexible basis. 

Nic Young and Felix Henderson
Look After

https://www.lookaftergroup.co.uk/

https://www.lookaftergroup.co.uk
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Alissa Khan-Whelan, Chris Godfrey and CJ Brown were the creative team behind the 
World Record egg campaign that became Instagram’s most liked photo in nine days.
 
The trio set themselves the challenge of beating Kylie Jenner’s most liked Instagram 
image on behalf of client Mental Health America. They settled on the use of an image 
of an egg as it is universal. After a series of images, the egg began to show cracks which 
symbolised the pressure of social media.
 
The campaign was revealed later at the Super Bowl in partnership with TV streaming 
service Hulu. 
 
After the success of the egg campaign, they set their sights on starting their own agency. 
Happy Yolk was hatched a year after the first egg picture on Instagram. 
 
“We create big ideas that spark joy and get the world talking,” said Alissa. The Happy 
Yolk team comprises four full-time staff: each creative, each with a specific suite of skills. 
This allows for big-agency delivery, bolstered by a cohort of specialist freelancers.

Almost all Happy Yolk’s work has taken place during the COVID-19 pandemic.
 
“The changing world has allowed us to take advantage of new opportunities and to be 
creative, from setting up social media products that unlock the power of earned for small 
businesses, to true product innovations for the likes of Too Good To Go,” said Alissa.
 
Happy Yolk is backed by agencies Blurred and Tin Man. They co-share office space in 
Clerkenwell, London.

Happy Yolk: agency hatched from 
mental health campaign
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Alissa Khan-Whelan, Chris 
Godfrey and CJ Brown
Happy Yolk

https://www.happyyolk.com/

https://www.happyyolk.com
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Launching an agency after a 15 year in house career requires bravery, motivation, 
and wit. Advita Patel combines all three characteristics. She founded CommRebel 
out of frustration at the lack of innovation in previous roles and the opportunity to 
do better work.
  
CommsRebel supports organisations in taking a strategic approach to internal commu-
nications using planning and measurement. The agency’s name is driven by Advita’s 
rebelliousness in the workplace. She asks leading questions and is blind to hierarchical 
structure.
 
Advita’s passion lies in supporting frontline workers. “I want to help the salt of the earth 
individuals who actually turn the cogs in those organisations,” she says.
  
Launching just before lockdown meant that Advita had to reach new clients using digital 
channels. She pitched podcasts, spoke at events and wrote blog posts.

In February 2020 she also decided to set up a newsletter which she sends out twice a 
month to gain the visibility and relationships to support the agency.
 
Advita has also started A Leader Like Me alongside partner Priya Bates. It is a 
programme designed to support underrepresented women and non-binary people of 
colour progress further in their career and achieve leadership goals.
 
Advita and Priya spent six weeks developing a 12-week programme with 30-minute 
classes each week. The first cohort was in July 2020. The third takes place from June 
2021.
 
Each programme accepts 30 women at a time so they are doing four cohorts a year. 
There is also an alumni network with The Nest, Flight and Glide where members have 
the sense of community after their programme is over.
 
A Leader Like Me is developing a corporate model where organisations have access to 
courses that have credible sources of information and people who talk about different 
topics.

CommsRebel: an agency born out 
of frustration
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Advita Patel
Comms Rebel and 
A Leader Like Me

https://www.commsrebel.com/
https://aleaderlikeme.com/

https://www.commsrebel.com
https://aleaderlikeme.com
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The COVID-19 public relations agency startup 
project started as a list in a notebook for a blog 
post. I started writing down the names of new 
PR agencies during lockdown in Spring 2020.

New names and teams came forward week after 
week. In the winter of 2020, we were tracking the 
launch of an agency every week. When the list of 
startup agencies reached 50 on the anniversary of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, we decided to investi-
gate what was driving this wave of entrepreneur-
ialism.

The report is based on data collated from industry 
publications, agency’s own websites and new busi-
ness registrations. We have also conducted a series 
of interviews with agency founders.

If you started an agency between 1 January 2020 
and 31 March 2021 and you are not included 
in the report, please forgive our omission and 
contact me via email at: 

stephen.waddington@wadds.co.uk. 

We would welcome the opportunity to add you to 
our dataset.

Information about new agency launches was 
collated from PRovoke, PRWeek and social media. 
It was cross referenced with legal company regis-
trations and agencies own websites.

We have limited the dataset to 1 January 2020 to 
31 March 2021. We are aware of numerous agen-
cies that launched in the previous year and have 
grown throughout the pandemic. 

Methodology

Unfortunately, it has not been possible to include 
these within the dataset without broadening the 
parameters of our study.

Interviews with founders were undertaken by 
Sophie Smith and Stephen Waddington during 
March and April 2021.

mailto:stephen.waddington@wadds.co.uk
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Wadds Inc. is a professional advisory firm for 
agencies and communication teams. It was 
launched in June 2020 as the first lockdown in 
the UK ended.

We engage with clients around a manifesto 
focused on change, sustainable growth, working 
better and smarter, teaching, leadership, and 
community.

We are proud to work with agency clients includ-
ing Allegory, Blackhouse Media, Clearly PR, Don't 
Cry Wolf, Lynn PR, Miramar Group, Reuben 
Sinclair, SourceCode, Story Comms and Vixen 
Labs.

https://wadds.co.uk/wadds-inc-manifesto

About Wadds Inc. Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all of the founders that 
gave their time to contribute to the project. 
You will find them referenced throughout the 
report. Thanks also to Sophie Smith for her 
research and contributions to the report.

Darryl Sparey, founder, Hard Numbers provid-
ed early input to the agency startup dataset and 
report as he and Paul Stollery set about building 
their agency Hard Numbers. PRovoke Media’s Maja 
Pawinska Sims has provided comment and input 
on the datasets and early drafts.

Ben Verinder, founder and managing director, 
Chalkstream helped make sense of data from the 
Office for National Statistics. Ben supports the 
CIPR with the development of its annual bench-
marking surveys.

Sarah Waddington has reviewed numerous drafts 
of this report and helped shape its structure. Her 
critical analysis and support always land a project 
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Thank you.

https://wadds.co.uk/wadds-inc-manifesto
https://wadds.co.uk/wadds-inc-manifesto



