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To Kai and Izzy

I won the cosmic lottery when you were born.
I am so proud of you. I love you so much.




Preface

In the summer of 2001 I took a step back and tried to identify the macro trends that would shape the world in the years to come. I was set on starting a new company and tried to identify an important trend to ride. One trend that I found very intriguing was the explosion of online information. We were drowning in information, and manually it was simply too time-consuming and hard to make sense of it all. The obvious answer to the problem seemed to be a piece of software that could track and analyse all this information automatically.

That is how the company Meltwater was started. We were two guys and a coffee machine, and we started the company in a shack in Oslo, Norway (our address was Shack 15), with starting capital of US$15,000. Our vision was that when executives and decision-makers arrived for work in the morning and had their usual cup of coffee, our software would create a summary of what had happened in the world during the previous twenty-four hours in a form that was so simple to read that within seconds an executive would get the key updates that he or she needed about competitors, key clients and their own brand. Our slogan was ‘Informed decisions’, because we wanted to help executives to take advantage of the information that was now available online in addition to all the traditional data they had at their disposal.

At the time we did not realize how big a macro trend we had stumbled upon. Initially, we focused on online news and company websites. We didn’t anticipate the rise of social media. Facebook was founded in 2004, Twitter in 2006. Blogs didn’t reach mainstream attention until around 2007. All this new online content fuelled a need for new, sophisticated software with the ability to analyse billions of documents every day. Today smart algorithms, natural language processing (NLP), machine learning and big-data techniques are used to create analytics and insights from online news and social media that we would not have dreamed of back in 2001.

Over the years Meltwater has grown into a global business serving more than 25,000 corporate clients in more than a hundred countries. Our clients range from medium-size, local companies to large multinationals. In one way or another we serve 50 per cent of the Fortune 500 companies. We serve every industry, and our clients comprise everyone from Coca-Cola to the Vatican. From humble beginnings we have grown to 1,400 employees, with sixty offices in six continents.

From our clients we have learned ingenious ways to use external information. In addition to the obvious uses, such as competitive intelligence, measuring client happiness and product development, we have also come across a range of surprising cases that we hadn’t anticipated. The University of Oslo used our service to measure the speed with which a new spelling of the word ‘ketchup’ in Norwegian was adapted. A ten-person company from southern Sweden selling windows (glass ones – not the Microsoft software) tracked regional news reports for burglaries in order to generate sales leads. A government agency in a European country analysed online chat groups to investigate suspected cases of insider dealing.

Working with clients all over the world and seeing the value they can extract from external information has over the years created a growing realization that we have barely scratched the surface in terms of the role external information will play in decision-making.

Consumers and companies today produce online content at an unprecedented rate. Consumer engagement online and in social media is showing a steady increase. Companies are embracing the internet as a strategic arena to promote their brand, products and jobs, and are increasing their online investment and content creation accordingly. With the rise of new, richer content openly available on the internet, ever more sophisticated business insights can be created.

I believe we are on the cusp of a big transformation when it comes to corporate decision-making. I believe that in the coming years the use of online information will change the way boards are run, the way we develop strategies, the way a company’s health is measured and the way executive pay is earned.

These are mind-boggling prospects, and certainly way beyond anything I imagined when I started Meltwater back in 2001. Thanks to the World Wide Web and the rise of social media, the internet has become a treasure trove of consumer insights and competitive intelligence. Today this information is largely underutilized. As companies jockey to improve their positions in an increasingly dynamic and fast-paced competitive environment, the companies with the best ability to anticipate change, and to respond accordingly, will win. Central to this will be a company’s ability to use external data and to create insights from the outside.
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Introduction

On 25 April 2016, VentureBeat, a tech blog that covers the Silicon Valley ecosystem, reported that, in the week leading up to its Q1 financial report, Apple had been cutting all of its contract recruiters.1 This was taken as an ominous sign, and when Apple’s financial figures were reported the next day, they showed a 13 per cent drop in revenue.2 This was the first quarter in thirteen years that Apple had reported a negative sales development. The market’s reaction to the slump was to shave $58 billion off Apple’s market value, roughly equivalent to the market value of the German car company BMW.

This book describes the valuable insights that can be found in the information that companies and people leave behind on the internet – our ‘digital breadcrumbs’ – and how this information is mostly overlooked in corporate decision-making. Job postings, social media, blogs and patent applications are rich sources of forward-looking information. They reveal how much a company is investing, how happy its clients are and its future market positioning. In spite of their obvious strategic value, these sources of information are not commonly utilized today. In this book we will show that those who do pay attention to this new class of data types will develop a superior understanding of their competitive landscape and gain an ‘unfair’ advantage over their competitors.

Outside Insight stories

This book tells the stories of many different organizations that are already using Outside Insight to gain a competitive advantage and improve their decision-making.

A special Facebook monitoring unit in the NYPD was able to use Facebook data to trace and convict the murderers of an innocent teenager caught in the crossfire of gang warfare, in a crime with no witnesses.

In its early days YouTube benchmarked its media coverage with that of its competitors to see how successful it was in building its brand and creating a following. Its early lead in media mentions was an early indicator that YouTube would be the winner in the online video space.

The American retailer Racetrac used external data to increase the accuracy of its revenue predictions. By incorporating external leading indicators – data normally not used for budgeting – it was able to reduce prediction errors by 15 per cent.

In just four years the Swedish watchmaker Daniel Wellington grew from nothing to selling more watches than Rolex, using Instagram as the primary marketing channel. Daniel Wellington mobilizes its clients as brand ambassadors and is an example of a new generation of brands that was ‘born social’ and fully masters the viral potential of today’s digital world.

Hike, a home-grown Indian messaging app, was able to overtake Facebook Messenger in less than three years and become the second most popular messaging app in India, beaten only by WhatsApp. Hike’s secret weapon is rigorous social media analytics, used to inform its product development. New product features are carefully determined based on consumer preferences found in social media.

EQT, a leading European venture capitalist, is developing a sophisticated data science tool called the Motherbrain to find early-stage companies with traction. This initiative is based on the idea that, as companies grow and become successful, they leave behind online breadcrumbs such as job postings, social media buzz and media coverage. By using sophisticated software to monitor the information that is generated online, EQT hopes that it can find the most promising start-ups in Europe before its competitors.

Social media can also be used to predict elections. In 2016 Meltwater correctly predicted the result of the Brexit referendum and the Trump victory in the US presidential election. Traditional surveys pointed, in both cases, to a different result, but online analysis painted a more accurate picture and showed that Brexit and Trump had dominated support in social media. When the votes were counted, the results were more in line with the social media analysis than with the traditional polls.

A new decision paradigm

Most companies today do not utilize external data in a systematic manner but instead focus their analyses and rigour on internal data such as company financials. The problem with such an approach is that it is very reactive. Internal data is the end-result of historical events. Running a company based on internal data such as last quarter’s financials is like driving a car looking in the rear-view mirror.

The main thesis of this book is that decision-making is up for a major overhaul and needs to adjust to a new digital reality. The internet has transformed the way we communicate, get news, shop, socialize, advertise and bank. Yet, despite all these changes, corporate decision-making processes have remained surprisingly static.

In this book a new decision-making paradigm is proposed. It’s called Outside Insight (OI), and it is an approach focused on anticipating changes in the competitive landscape by following and analysing the online breadcrumbs that competitors, clients, suppliers and other players in your ecosystem leave behind online.

The new approach to decision-making proposed moves away from the old paradigm centred on inwardly focused Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), financials, annual plans and quarterly reviews. Rigour is instead directed towards real-time analyses of external data. It is an approach that moves the focus away from what you are doing to what the industry is doing and, crucially, to understanding and anticipating changes in your market conditions in real time.

A new software category

The need to analyse the plethora of information found online will give rise to an entirely new software category. This new software category will be to external data what business intelligence (BI) is to internal data. In this book this emerging software category is also called Outside Insight (OI).

While BI is primarily focused on company-specific operational metrics, most of which are lagging performance indicators, OI is concerned with a real-time understanding of the ebb and flow of the competitive landscape in order to anticipate future threats and opportunities.

The technical requirements are very different for the two software categories. While BI software is mostly focused on data that is structured in nature, OI software needs to be much more sophisticated and will have to understand text and be able to find patterns in large quantities of unstructured data. For this reason OI relies heavily on techniques from big data, machine learning and predictive analytics.

OI is adding a new level of sophistication to the executive toolbox. With OI, executives can look beyond a company’s data and develop a real-time understanding of how the whole industry is developing. With the help of vast computing powers in the cloud and modern data science techniques, the impact of all external factors can be measured and analysed, bringing Porter’s Five Forces to life in dashboards and real-time alerts.

I wrote this book because I believe that Outside Insight will shape the next decades’ thinking around company strategy and decision-making. Outside Insight extracts valuable forward-looking insights from a whole range of data sets that are largely ignored today. This data is from a third party and is unaffected by internal biases. It can be used to create an apples-with-apples comparison of you and your competition – in real time. Such an analysis would create a lot of value for boards, executives and operational teams alike.

We are living in a world where we are drowning in data. So far the new data types online have been mostly ignored. We can choose to continue to ignore them and consider them all noise, or we can approach them opportunistically and mine them for new insights. By analysing external information found online we can derive new insights that we cannot find in our internal data. This Outside Insight will help us make better decisions and create more successful strategies. It is my belief that within the next few years most companies will have no choice but to invest in systems and processes to become Outside Insight companies in order to stay relevant.

The structure of this book

Part I of this book, A New Digital Reality, describes how the world has changed and how new data types found on the internet can be mined for forward-looking insights.

Part II, A New Decision Paradigm, discusses how access to real-time information about your industry changes decision-making in three important ways.

Part III, Outside Insight in Practice, offers a simple framework for getting started with Outside Insight today and outlines how to incorporate it into more advanced stages down the road. Part III also includes practical examples of how Outside Insight is used in executive decision-making, in marketing, for product development, for risk detection and in making investment decisions.

Part IV, The Future of Outside Insight, outlines important technical obstacles that need to be solved, what new data types we can expect and what concerns Outside Insight can be expected to raise once it becomes more widespread.

Outside Insight is still in its infancy. We have a lot to learn before we can harvest its full potential. This book contains success stories of innovative companies that are already using Outside Insight to their advantage.

It is my hope that this book will inspire the reader to take advantage of external data in a more systematic way. It is also my hope that this book can be the first small step in the overhaul of corporate decision-making and start the process of adjusting to a new digital reality.
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Part One



A NEW DIGITAL REALITY




CHAPTER ONE

Everyone Leaves Online Breadcrumbs

Owen Mundy, an art professor at Florida State University in Tallahassee, became an internet sensation overnight in July 2014 when he launched a website called ‘I Know Where Your Cat Lives’, a data experiment pinpointing the location of pet cats all over the world, using metadata unknowingly provided by their owners. Mundy estimates that there are over 15 million images tagged with the word ‘cat’ shared on Instagram, Flickr and Twitpic currently.1 But what these photographers don’t know is that digital cameras and smartphones embed latitude and longitude coordinates in each image.

Professor Mundy realized that anyone could gain access to the geographic coordinates of the photographs if the users had not protected themselves through the appropriate privacy settings. ‘This wasn’t just my problem; it was the millions of users of social media who didn’t know,’ he said. Iknowwhereyourcatlives.com launched with a million cat snaps mapped to within eight metres of their location. It quickly went viral. The site now has 5.3 million photos of cats.

But the owners of the internet’s favourite animal are not the only ones leaving digital trails online. We all leave a rich trail of online breadcrumbs as we go about our lives in a digital world. But unlike Hansel and Gretel, we often leave these details unintentionally.

The internet is awash with photographs. Photoworld (part of Europe’s largest photo company, CEWE) estimated in June 2015 that 8,796 photos were shared every second on Snapchat.2 According to the same report, Instagram and Facebook users upload 58 million and 350 million photos every day respectively. Then there’s Weibo, WhatsApp, Tumblr, Twitter and a whole host of photo-sharing sites. In 2016, in the highly anticipated annual Internet Trends Report, Silicon Valley venture capitalist Mary Meeker, of Kleiner Perkins, estimated that in 2015 people uploaded an average of 3.25 billion digital images on the internet every day.3 With an estimated 3 billion people on the internet today, that represents 7.6 photos per person per week.

And it’s not just photos. We leave many more digital breadcrumbs out in the open with clues about our lives. When we tweet, we share our location, who we are with and what we are doing. On LinkedIn we list our education and work history. On Facebook we broadcast information about our whereabouts, what music we listen to, which brands we like, which organizations we support, which causes we champion, what and where we like to eat and which future events we plan to attend. Beyond the information that we actively produce and post publicly, our phones are full of apps recording our locations, who we talk to and text, and how we spend our time and money.

Every day we produce 500 million tweets,4 upload 350 million photos and click ‘Like’ 5.7 billion times on Facebook,5 write 100 million blog posts and upload 432,000 hours of video on YouTube.6 On Twitter and Facebook alone we share twelve items per week. Each of these items is a record in a publicly available journal documenting our whereabouts and what we are up to.

In this chapter we will take a closer look at what insights can be found by analysing the trail of breadcrumbs each and every one of us leaves online.

NYPD follows the Facebook trail

The wealth of online information that people leave behind has been noticed by the police. Indeed, they are increasingly using digital clues to piece together missing information, using online breadcrumbs as active components in solving crime. Ten years ago detectives would investigate an incident by interviewing witnesses and suspects. But people wouldn’t always tell the truth or would struggle to recall with the level of detail required. Today online breadcrumbs can bring to light crucial evidence.

For example, monitoring of Facebook by a special unit of the New York Police Department (NYPD) helped in June 2013 to convict the murderers of Tayshana Murphy, a teenage girl caught up in a dispute between two gangs. There were no witnesses to the event, but the NYPD was nevertheless able to build a strong enough case to convict two gang members, using evidence from online breadcrumbs on Facebook.7 Ten years ago, without the ability to follow and analyse these online breadcrumbs, the case would have had a very different conclusion.

On the day of the murder two messages were posted on the Facebook account of Carlos Rodriguez, aka ‘Loso’, who was associated with a rival gang of 3 Staccs, which operated out of Grant Houses, where Murphy lived and was murdered. The first read: ‘we had like five brawls in one day and then we left.’ Rodriguez’s second message stated: ‘somebody clapped the chicken girl in the head.’ ‘Chicken’ was Murphy’s nickname.

Although the identity of Murphy’s killer is still unclear – there were no actual witnesses to the event – two men were convicted of the killing. Tyshawn Brockington, twenty-four, was convicted of second-degree murder in June 2013. Ten months later Robert Cartagena, twenty-three, was convicted of intentional murder.

After Cartagena’s conviction, it became clear how significant the monitoring of social media had been to the NYPD investigation. In June 2014 the district attorney for New York County, Cyrus Vance Jr, announced the largest indicted gang case in the history of New York City.8 In total, the authorities arraigned 103 members of three gangs from the Morningside Heights area. The charges included two homicides, nineteen non-fatal shootings and fifty other incidents involving shootings. All of the defendants were charged with conspiracy to commit gang assault in the first degree, a charge that carries a sentence of five to twenty-five years.

To build their case, investigators and prosecutors had followed the usual procedural investigative routes – the gumshoe work of interviewing witnesses and other sources, monitoring 40,000 phone calls made from correctional facilities, combing through hundreds of hours of CCTV footage and phone records. They had also engaged in a form of police work that is becoming increasingly routine: they had reviewed more than a million social media pages. Facebook was the preferred social network of the gangs – in the indictment, the word ‘Facebook’ is used 171 times.9

Companies also leave breadcrumbs

Individuals are not the only ones leaving online breadcrumbs. Companies also leave an online trail. As companies invest in new products, launch marketing campaigns, establish partnerships and roll out other initiatives to increase their competitiveness, they leave a trail of online clues about their intentions, freely available for anyone to analyse.

At Meltwater we undertook a small project to investigate what competitive intelligence could be extracted from job postings. We analysed data from all the job postings available on LinkedIn from 15 September to 15 October 2013 for Meltwater and three adjacent companies in our industry: Cision, Vocus and LexisNexis. We broke the data down by location, job type and required experience. It was astonishing to see how much information a simple snapshot of the hiring patterns among the four companies revealed in terms of difference in strategy, operational focus and company DNA.

The first thing that popped out of the data was the difference in rate of growth. Meltwater, Cision and Vocus were all about the same size at the time, but Meltwater had more than twice the number of job openings, indicating a significantly stronger growth rate. Vocus and LexisNexis had similar amounts of openings, indicating that they were growing at similar rates. LexisNexis was about twenty times the size of Meltwater, but had a comparable number of published job postings, indicating a significantly slower growth rate.

Studying the job postings by geography revealed very different market approaches. Cision only hired in the US and was clearly US-centric. Vocus also had most of its job openings in the US but had a few openings in the Philippines. This was a big surprise for us, but later we learned that Vocus offshored some lower-level work to the Philippines to reduce costs. Two-thirds of job openings at LexisNexis were in the US, with the rest in Australia, Canada and Hong Kong – all English-speaking markets. Meltwater had a distinctly different pattern. Our biggest single country of hiring was the US, but otherwise recruitment was very international, with openings across Australia, Canada, China, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Japan, Malaysia, the Netherlands, Singapore and the UK. Looking at the data, Meltwater was clearly more global in its approach than its peers.
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Studying the job postings by job type, a new and interesting pattern emerged. The majority of job openings in Meltwater, Vocus and Cision were in sales and marketing – 80 per cent, 80 per cent and 60 per cent respectively – whereas LexisNexis lagged behind with 44 per cent. Meltwater’s focus on growth was evident because we had roughly as many openings in sales and marketing as the rest of the peer group combined. Examining investment in engineering, the order was reversed. Lexis-Nexis had as many openings in engineering as the rest of the group combined, signalling investments in new products.

Studying the job postings by experience level revealed more differences again. Vocus and Cision were both well rounded in the sense that they hired evenly across all experience levels. Meltwater primarily hired entry-level people, whereas LexisNexis recruited almost exclusively at mid- to senior level. Combining the data on LexisNexis’s focus on senior hires alongside product investment indicated that changes were on their way. It was later confirmed that LexisNexis was developing a strategic companywide new technology platform powering all its future content products.

This study was based on very limited data and represented only a single snapshot at a particular point in time. That said, this data snapshot tells a fascinating tale about four very different companies and their outlook.

The value of job postings doesn’t stop with competitive intelligence. Imagine if you also analysed the job postings of key clients, important vendors and other important stakeholders in your ecosystem. Used in a systematic and rigorous fashion, job posting data can help you understand your competition, which clients you should invest in, which suppliers to choose and which companies to partner with.

The indiscretion of LinkedIn connections

Another trail of online company breadcrumbs is generated from the connections created on social networks such as LinkedIn and, increasingly, Facebook. If the CEO of your company suddenly establishes a number of relationships on LinkedIn with buy-out firms, don’t be surprised if the company is for sale. If the CEO also establishes links with sell-side advisers, the significance could hardly be spelled out more clearly. If the latest relationships come from Goldman Sachs and JP Morgan, it is likely you are preparing for an IPO (Initial Public Offering). New relationships on LinkedIn can represent a chance encounter at a dinner party or signal the early stages of a new client, a new partner or a new employer relationship. If more than one relationship is created with a company, that is a tell-tale sign that this is about more than a chance encounter.

I try to be very careful about how I use social media. For example, recently I was in the process of evaluating whether or not to buy a data science start-up from Uruguay on behalf of Meltwater. A few months previously I connected with the company’s founders on LinkedIn – reluctantly at the time, but I thought it was rude not to accept the invitation. We met the company originally in order to evaluate a potential outsourcing job, which in itself was not a hypersensitive issue. However, anyone who discovered this connection and subsequently studied the start-up could see that the company had developed a successful developer community around a data science platform. If this was important enough for key executives of Meltwater to get involved in, it wouldn’t be hard to conclude that a data science developer community was a potentially important strategic roadmap for Meltwater.

Once we got to know this company better, we concluded that we wanted to explore a full acquisition of the company instead. As part of the due-diligence process I travelled to Montevideo, a good sixteen-hour journey from San Francisco, to visit the thirty-strong team. During my travels I was careful not to post my location on Twitter or Facebook. There were several group photos taken during my stay, but none was posted on social media. Before and after the trip I was cautious when speaking about it, and I was deliberately vague about my exact whereabouts and what I was up to.

The tales of a company’s website

The corporate website is an obvious place to look for clues about what is happening inside a company. There you can read about big client wins, awards and other significant accomplishments. Similarly, any changes to the executive team will be covered and fleshed out on the page containing management bios.

Companies use their website to share all the latest positive updates with their clients. In the process they are also inadvertently broadcasting that information to competitors and suppliers.

When Meltwater launched in 2001, one of the great selling points of our service was that we could notify you of changes to any web page. This was a very simple service, but it turned out that our clients loved it and used it to track their competitors with a lot more rigour than they had previously done. Using this service, they would be notified immediately if a competitor issued a press release, changed the prices of their products or launched a new sales campaign.

The messaging on a company’s website is carefully crafted by communication professionals. Studying what is being said and not being said can tell you a lot about a company’s market positioning and strategic intention.

Let us take a look at the front pages of the websites of four of the biggest tech companies in the world today and study how they position themselves.

In August 2016 Apple smears a photo of its newest iPhone across the whole page. There is no doubt about what they are pushing. Apple is, today more than ever, first and foremost the company behind the iPhone.

The message on the HP website is: ‘The 3D printing revolution starts now.’ HP positions itself as an innovative future-oriented company, building on its legacy as the world’s leading printer company.

IBM has a more complicated message: ‘IBM X-force, changing the way to act and share on global threat intelligence.’ Their positioning seems to be around intelligence and offering their clever algorithms to solve your problems.

Microsoft surprisingly sports a shining new computer on their website. Their message is simply ‘Introducing Surface Book’. The world’s largest software company is clearly keen to break away from its traditional software revenue. With Surface Book it is signalling its intention to fight it out with the Mac and iPad.

Companies put a lot of effort into crafting the messaging and communication on their website. Carefully analysing the changing content on your competitors’ websites will give you a lot of valuable competitive intelligence.

The social media buzz

As social media moved from obscure guest pages in the mid-1990s to increasingly popular online social hubs a decade later, companies suddenly lost control of the communication around their brands and services. With the rise of services such as Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn, a new reality was born in which a single client could set the agenda while the whole world was sitting ringside watching how the company handled itself.

A company’s website reveals how a company wants to be perceived by the rest of the world. Through social media you can tune in directly to the voice of a company’s clients. Through social media you can get a real-time insight into how well a company is doing in terms of product, customer support and general customer satisfaction. The example below shows customer satisfaction over time for Tesla benchmarked with its peer group, consisting of Mercedes, BMW and Audi. Customer satisfaction is measured as a function of the sentiment on the respective companies’ Facebook pages. Interestingly, in spite of all its media coverage, Tesla has been lagging when it comes to the happiness of its customers. The trend, however, is very positive, and by Q2 2016 Tesla’s score is comparable to that of the others.
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Social media are also very suitable for measuring the strength of a brand. Below is the relative footprint of competing fast-food brands on Twitter and Instagram from May 2015 to May 2016. From the pie chart we can see that McDonald’s has four times more social media coverage than its closest rival, Burger King, despite only having twice the number of physical outlets. Similarly, one can see that Pizza Hut has twice the coverage of its competitor Domino’s, with only 50 per cent more restaurants.
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Social media can also be used to understand the main focus of a brand. Consider the word clouds of the car brands Aston Martin and Rolls-Royce created by news and social media coverage during 2015. The size of the words illustrates how much they have dominated conversations. We can see the different priorities of the two brands straight away. While Aston Martin’s word cloud illustrates an emphasis on ‘celebrity’ and endorsements, Rolls-Royce’s is primarily concerned with export markets and industry. To understand this difference it is important to appreciate that Rolls-Royce is much more than just a car brand and that it is focused on promoting a range of products, including aero engines, power systems and nuclear plants.
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Online ad spend

Another interesting trail of online breadcrumbs to follow is search engine marketing (SEM), or so-called pay-per-click (PPC) spending. Such spending can be estimated because online search terms are auctioned out in real time, where everyone can see the inventory and going price. eMarketer estimates search spend to have been nearly half (46 per cent) of the total $58.12 billion digital ad-spend market in 2015,10 so although search spend doesn’t tell the full story, it is a very interesting metric to track for most companies.

Tracking your competitors’ search spend and how it is trending over time and broken down by countries and product lines can provide invaluable competitive insights. The illustration below estimated SEM spend by Tesla and the same peer group we saw earlier in Q2 2016. Interesting to note is that Tesla is spending almost nothing on online advertisements. BMW, however, is outspending all its competitors on nearly all continents.
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Web traffic and app downloads

Another commonly used metric for competitive intelligence is web traffic. Web traffic data is not easy to get hold of, but there are third-party companies such as Comscore that estimate website visits. In a similar fashion you can use Google AdWords to see how often your company brands are searched. Compare this data with that of your competitors. If app downloads are important to you, a commonly used service is App Annie. Web traffic, search volume and app downloads are all measures of the level of demand for your products.

Below is last year’s ranking history from App Annie for downloads of a handful of popular apps. The ranking is a measure of how popular the apps are, compared with other apps in their category. Such ranking development is an indicator of whether an app is on the up or not.

It is clear that Evernote is on a downward trend, moving from around 500 in popularity down to 1000. WhatsApp is also dropping, although not so drastically, slipping from 10 down to around 25. Dropbox is pretty steady, but looks like it is on a slow downward trend. The only app showing a positive trend is Snapchat. A year ago it was ranked 5. In Q4 2015 it went through a phase where its ranking jumped up and down, but since Q1 2016 it has seen a steady improvement.
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Evernote is seeing a downward trend.

[image: ]
Dropbox is pretty steady, but one can argue there is a slight downward trend since the beginning of 2016.
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WhatsApp saw a drop between the second and third quarter of 2015 and has not been able to recover since.
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Snapchat has been on a positive trend since the beginning of 2016.
Tracking patent applications, credit ratings, litigation and import declarations

In addition to the data types we have discussed so far there is a
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	Online breadcrumbs to follow



	Company websites

	News

	Social

	Job postings

	Social network connections

	Online ad spend

	Web traffic

	Patent filings and trademarks

	Credit ratings and company financials

	Court documents and other public records





The remarkable tale of Apple told by its boilerplate
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		1st Sentence
	2nd Sentence
	3rd Sentence




	January 2000
	Apple ignited the personal computer revolution in the 1970s with the Apple II, and reinvented the personal computer in the 1980s with the Macintosh.
	Apple is now recommitted to its original mission to bring the best personal computing products and support to students, educators, designers, scientists, engineers, businesspersons and consumers in over 140 countries around the world.
	

	December 2000
	Apple ignited the personal computer revolution in the 1970s with the Apple II, and reinvented the personal computer in the 1980s with the Macintosh.
	Apple is committed to bringing the best personal computing experience to students, educators, creative professionals and consumers around the world through its innovative hardware, software and internet offerings.
	

	December 2004
	Apple ignited the personal computer revolution in the 1970s with the Apple II, and reinvented the personal computer in the 1980s with the Macintosh.
	Today, Apple continues to lead the industry in innovation with its award-winning desktop and notebook computers, OS X operating system, and iLife and professional applications.
	Apple is also spearheading the digital music revolution with its iPod portable music players and iTunes online store.


	July 2007
	Apple ignited the personal computer revolution in the 1970s with the Apple II, and reinvented the personal computer in the 1980s with the Macintosh.
	Today, Apple continues to lead the industry in innovation with its award-winning computers, OS X operating system and iLife and professional applications.
	Apple is also spearheading the digital media revolution with its iPod portable music and video players and iTunes online store, and has entered the mobile phone market this year with its revolutionary iPhone.
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		1st Sentence
	2nd Sentence
	3rd Sentence





	December 2010
	Apple designs Macs, the best personal computers in the world, along with OS X, iLife, iWork, and professional software.
	Apple leads the digital music revolution with its iPods and iTunes online store.
	Apple is reinventing the mobile phone with its revolutionary iPhone and App Store, and has recently introduced its magical iPad which is defining the future of mobile media and computing devices.


	June 2015
	Apple revolutionized personal technology with the introduction of the Macintosh in 1984.
	Today Apple leads the world in innovation, with iPhone, iPad, Mac, Apple Watch and Apple TV. Apple’s four software platforms – iOS, OS X, watchOS and TVOS – provide seamless experiences across all Apple devices and empower people with breakthrough services including the App Store, Apple Music, Apple Pay and iCloud.
	Apple’s 100,000 employees are dedicated to making the best products on earth, and to leaving the world better than we found it.
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