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Distributor 20:20 Mobile 
gathered 50 of its closest 
customers together last 
week at Mercedes Benz 
World to announce its sec-

ond coming, its late renewal as a benevo-
lent and inclusive dealer champion. 

This event was hugely important in 
20:20’s recent convoluted history, com-
ing almost a year after its parent, ven-
ture capitalist firm Doughty Hanson, 
handed 45 per cent equity in the busi-
ness back to the banks that financed its 
£347 million purchase in late 2006. That 
refinancing saw more than 60 per cent 
wiped off the original value of the busi-
ness, and showed how differently the old 
and new markets saw its worth.

There has been huge internal change 
at 20:20 in the intervening period – a 
management restructure, redundancies, 
the sale of its airtime division, and the 
absorption of its remaining distribution 
and logistics units under a new group 
brand. 20:20 claimed here that a differ-
ent business has emerged. 

And except for the tyre-burning of 6.3 
litre Mercedes AMGs, the tone at Wey-
bridge was unlike previous 20:20 dealer 
events, removed from the kind of lavish 
self-regard that has characterised much 
of the mobile distribution channel for 
two decades. This was less a rowdy cel-
ebration of 20:20’s total market domi-
nance, and more a considered appeal to 
its allies that the market is tough and 
that their fates are intertwined. There 
was tacit acceptance here that 20:20’s 
old ways are no good in this new market 
dynamic, and that it has re-set itself ac-
cordingly.

Collaborative partnership
UK managing director James Browning 
has talked for more than a year of 20:20’s 
need to change the market’s perception 
of it. Internally, it claims now to be fo-
cussed on collaborative partnerships 
with suppliers and customers, rather 
than buying market share by strong-
arming vendors and undercutting the 
competition as it did under former own-
er John Caudwell. 

“We have gone through that process 
and have come out a much stronger and 
healthier business. Partnership is key, 
and we will be the best for our suppliers 
and our customers.

“Gone are the days when the prerequi-
site for a distributor was simply to have 
stock at the right price. It’s not like that. 

The market is very challenging, everyone 
has stock, everyone has price; we recog-
nise we need to do more than that.”

Sales director Steve Sanghera went fur-
ther: “You cannot be complacent in this 
market. Other distributors were making 
ground on us. It hurts to say it, but maybe 
they had better offers than us. 20:20 has 
lived off its reputation for so many years – 
we are the largest, that’s why you buy from 
us. We won’t do that anymore. There is 
none of that in our business now. The mar-
ket place is very competitive, and custom-
ers expect more for less. We are raising the 
bar again, and will continue to do so.

“Because it’s going to get tougher for 
the independent channel. There are 1,000 
dealers out there now. There might only 
be 600 in a year’s time. Business will come 
from a smaller number, and we want to 
help those dealers grow with us.”

At Weybridge, Browning referred to 
20:20 as effectively a “relatively new” 
UK distribution business, in terms of its 

ethos at least.
Even so, 20:20 still likes its legacy as 

king of UK handset distribution, and dis-
putes the notion its crown has slipped 
completely. Browning issued headline 
statistics to discourage the idea: the UK 
contributed £350 million to the group 
coffers, well over a third of its £850 mil-
lion turnover; the total international 
business dispatched more than 12 mil-
lion units, and completed over 20 mil-
lion transactions. 

“We are in the top three or four dis-
tributors in the world,” he said.

Recent contract losses – significant-
ly, a chunk of its Tesco account and its 
Samsung supply deal, gone in an ugly row 
over fake kit – have been supplemented 
to an extent. There is some incremen-
tal business for 20:20 with MVNOs from 
Carphone Warehouse (Talkmobile), Ikea 
(Family Mobile) and ethnic market dis-
tributor Lyca (Lycamobile). Vodafone and 
Phones 4U have renewed and extended 

relations, and it has recently picked up 
a new line with Halfords. In the last 18 
months, it has seen 40 per cent growth 
in volume through the dealer market 
too, it said.

As well, 20:20 came through a tough 
audition last year to retain its Nokia li-
cence, and has signed with BlackBerry-
maker RIM and Taiwanese smartphone 
brand Acer; all in attendance at the 
Mercedes centre, alongside LG and Sony 
Ericsson, and all running break-out ses-
sions about their business and enter-
tainment portfolios.

The high-brow product lines were 
reflected in the calibre of dealer at the 
event: Active Digital, Barclay Communi-
cations, Digital Phone Company, Genesis 
Communications and Jersey Telecom, to 
name a few.

Stock and service
Beyond stock holdings and price, then, 
new-look 20:20 came to talk to its elite 

20:20 Mobile told its 50 closest dealers last week how it has reinvented itself as a benevolent dealer champion. 
It was 20:20’s most important public outing since new owners took charge in 2006. Michael Garwood reports

Starting over:
20:20’s rebirth

“It hurts to say it, but 
maybe others had better 
offers than us. We lived 
off our reputation for too 
long. We won’t do that 
anymore. There is none of 
that in our business now. 
We are raising the 
bar again”
Steve Sanghera, 
sales director,
20:20 Mobile

Among applications introduced by 
20:20 director of mobility David Hinc 
at Weybridge last week, eMERIT is a 
Mastercard-approved BlackBerry e-
commerce application by Cheltenham-
based Tracktech. It enables secure 
credit card payments to be processed 

on a BlackBerry handset. The application 
is available for re-sale as a white label so-
lution at £19.99 per month per user, and 
earns dealers an ongoing revenue. It is 
appropriate for business customers of all 
sizes.

Developer Telmap was also introduced, 

and spoke of its off-board SatNav appli-
cation for smartphones, enabling live 
mapping, turn-by-turn directions and 
sundry other navigation information for 
the UK and Europe. It is available for re-
sale from 20:20 on 12, 18 and 24-month 
subscriptions, and again earns sellers an 
ongoing revenue.

Mobile security application developer 
UMU spoke of its Mobile Security Suite 
for Symbian Series 60 and Windows Mo-

bile smartphones, offering three prod-
ucts to protect mobile phones against 
viruses, spam and lost data.

GPS company iTrack discussed its 
tracking services for safety of field 
workers, offering live feeds on worker 
locations and routes. Its application 
includes a panic button that issues an 
alert when activated. Like the other 
applications, it is available for re-sale 
via 20:20’s new web portal.

20:20 talked up a range of applications available 
for re-sale at its dealer event. Here are some...
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dealer base about a series of “value-add-
ed services” around which it will build 
“partnerships”.

Browning explained: “We have de-
veloped a set of products and services 
to make life easier for our customers, to 
help us grow our business with them. 
We have been around a long time, and 
we understand the market. The inde-
pendent channel is crucial to us, and we 
want to put in place the necessary tools 
for it to grow with us.”

Sanghera added: “‘Partnership’ is an 
expression too widely used in this in-
dustry, often quite flippantly. We want to 
demonstrate, today, what we think a true 
‘partnership’ should be, from distributor 
to dealer.

“The economic climate makes it diffi-
cult to grow business. It would be easy for 
us, as a distributor, to think of ourselves 
and do enough to ensure we survive. But 
we want to raise the bar, and add value to 
your business to help drive your revenue 
streams and profitability.

“We are redefining our focus in the 
channel. Let’s be honest, historically 
we have tried to service absolutely eve-
rybody. You’d think, in this climate, we 
might look to sell to as broad a base as 
possible. We are not going to do that. We 
are going focus our resources, our time, 
our people on fewer customers, and do 
much more for them.

“We are going to drive leading-edge 
value services to our dealer partners, and 
I truly believe we will be the number one 
distributor for our partners’ business-
es.”

How? Well, the 50 dealer delegates 
at Weybridge have all been invited to 
sign up to its new Premier Partner Pro-
gramme, an exclusive scheme that af-
fords members special attention. 20:20 
claims over 1,000 customers trade with 
it through the calendar year, but only its 
elite partners will benefit from choice 

ordering, purchasing, marketing and 
after-sales support.

Sanghera said 20:20 has limited the 
new scheme to 50, and is confident all 
those in attendance at Weybridge will 
fill the slots – it is their in-
put about dealing with 
20:20, gathered over the 
last 10 months, that has 
forced the change.

20:20 employs 43 
IT staff in the UK, and 
Sanghera said the re-
source had been un-
der-used to date. It has 
forked out £250,000 on 
a new Partner Portal, 
an online gateway to its 
warehousing, logistics 
and marketing engines. It 
is the “centrepiece”, the 
“hub” of 20:20’s partner-
ship play. Its Premier 
Partners will find its 
hidden depths; for the 
rest it will be a su-
per-fast transaction 

facility for its handset and accessories 
holdings.

Dealer web portal
The new 20:20 web portal, which runs 
like a regular e-commerce site through 
selection to checkout, enables 24-hour 
turnaround on stock (provided the order 
is placed before 7pm). It does away with 
written purchase orders and monthly 
billing, too, by enabling buyers to choose 
to pay by credit card instead. So transac-
tional businesses, which comprise the 
lion’s share of 20:20’s active trading ac-
counts, can check in and check out.

“A lot of our accounts are for credit 
card business. For those customers, the 
value is the speed and simplicity of the 
portal. It will be massive for them, and 
enable customers to buy more regular-
ly,” said Sanghera.

But Sanghera also said the box-shift-
ing concept is “boring”.  20:20 is look-
ing to go beyond that basic process for 
its top dealers with its new web facility. 
So for Premier Partners, next-day deliv-

ery is guaranteed and free on portal 
transactions. They will also be able 

to check and track deliveries. 
Sanghera said: “We have de-

veloped something revolution-
ary. It will be constantly updated 
on partner feedback. It will save 
customers time and administra-
tion costs. It will allow them faster 

access to information and help 
them retain customers. 

Ultimately, it makes 
us much easier to do 

business with.”
Perhaps the 

biggest improve-
ment, and one 
that got the big-
gest reaction 
on the day, is to 
20:20’s reverse 

logistics. Its top 50 dealers will receive a 
priority repair and replacement service 
on handset returns from August. 20:20 
is also providing a next-day “swap out” 
service on all Nokia handsets, so dealers’ 
customers get equivalent Nokia phones 
next day, direct from 20:20, instead of 
waiting days, even weeks, for repairs.

There is a quarterly administration 
fee for the service, linked to the percent-
age of Nokia stock dealers want covered. 
But 20:20 is putting up funds for the re-
placement stock in the first place and 
Sanghera called the scheme a “financial 
gamble”. Nevertheless, it is an example 
of 20:20 attempting to right some of the 
traditional wrongs dealers find with dis-
tribution.

Addressing the floor, Sanghera said: 
“The current market is all about custom-
er retention. No one can say otherwise. 
And the way to retain customers is to 
improve the service you offer them, and 
we will help you do that. 

“Let’s be honest, [20:20 repair centre] 
MPRC is the best of a bad bunch. We 
know how difficult it is for you to man-
age reverse logistics. But, now, you can 
offer to replace customers’ handsets if 
they develop any kind of fault within 18 
months of purchase. I guarantee your 
customers will pay more for that serv-
ice. 

“We are funding your returns. There is 
not a distributor out there that does this. 
It is a major risk, but we want to take it 
to help you.”

Insight and marketing
The new Partner Portal also hosts a glut 
of market insight for exclusive mem-
bers, which can be treated for each to 
help their individual stock forecasting.  
20:20 has invested nearly £1 million in 
the service.

It will provide dealers with 
weekly updates on sales trends 

“Gone are the days 
when the prerequisite 
for a distributor was to 
have stock at the right 
price. It’s not like that. 
The market is tough. 
Everyone has stock,  
everyone has price. 
We need to do more 
than that”
James Browning, 
managing director,
20:20 Mobile

Why were you chosen and why did 
you accept the trial? 
Dwan: “We went to 20:20 because we 
wanted some direct dispatching. We 
used to have to ring in and get prices 
from four or five different suppliers, 
wait for quotes and then decide. 20:20 
came back to us with this portal idea, 
and we tried it, gave our feedback. It has 
turned out the way we had hoped.”
Groves: “We are the best of the best for 
customer service, and the only way to 
do that, is to deliver phones on time, 
backed by a good supplier with good re-
verse logistics. We had the time to work 
with this portal, and wanted to do it. We 
feel now like it is much easier, like we 
can do more business because of it.
Sanghera: “I remember Active said to 
me, ‘Steve, you have got to get this right.’ 
The biggest pressure was working 
with a company that has won 
awards for its customer service. 
In essence, they put that on 
the line because if we failed 
its reputation was at risk. 

What problems, if any, did 
you face?
Groves: “We had a few 
teething problems, but 
that’s what we wanted 

– so we’d find ways to solve them. It was 
trial and error. We would ask repeatedly 
to incorporate this or that into the portal 
until a model was reached we were all 
happy with.
Dwan: “Compared to where it was at the 
start, it is now unrecognisable. To begin 
with there was a communication break-
down between the account managers and 
the warehouse staff – 20:20 is a massive 

organisation, and from placing the order 
to dispatch, it had to go through maybe 10 
people. So there was naturally a break-
down there. But for the past four or five 
months it has worked really well.”
Sanghera: “Active gave us really honest 
feedback, about our mistakes and our suc-
cesses. There were times when I thought 
Active would walk away. The pain it has 
gone through is to everyone else’s benefit. 

And we will go on working together so 
both businesses improve.”

What are the benefits of the portal?
Groves: “We now have one account 
manager, one invoice, set dates for 
cashflow. It’s less admin and a lot tidier. 
We can utilise staff in different areas 
instead. Steve mentioned accessory 
sales increasing 30 per cent but I think 
we can do more than that.  Combined 
with credit card payments, it gives us 
an area and opportunity of getting in to 
new customers, especially small SMEs 
which perhaps want to buy a single 
SIM-free phone or a few accessories. We 
can get a price and send it out quickly. 
It allows us to expand into areas I didn’t 
think we could.

How, if at all, has your opinion of 
20:20 changed? 
Groves: “20:20 was probably the best of 
a bad bunch before. Now it is starting 
to get to a level that O2 has been at for a 

couple of years in terms of work-
ing in partnership with dealers. 

Before, we were dealers and 
it was supplier. It is really 
working in partnership with 
us now – visiting us, going 
through what we do, trying 
to make our business bet-
ter. It doesn’t dictate now. 

“It is flexible. Dealers 
are starting to align with 
one or two networks, and 

increasinly just one. The 
same thing will happen 

with suppliers, because there 
are just too many links in the 
chain and things to go wrong. You 

need a good supplier you can rely 
on; one which will support you if 
things do go wrong. Suppliers in 
the past sold on price – a couple of 
pounds here and there.  This portal 
is all about the service.”

20:20 Mobile has been trialling its Partner Portal with O2 B2B dealer Active 
Digital for eight months. Here, sales director Richard Groves and purchasing 
manager Richard Dwan are joined by 20:20 sales director Steve Sanghera to 
discuss its early implementation

Partnership – 20:20’s 
Steve Sanghera (centre) 
hands Active Digital’s 
Richard Dawn (left) 
and Richard Groves 
(right) an award as first 
member of its Premier 
Partner Programme
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Starting over: 20:20’s rebirth
from market researchers GfK and 
TGI. It will also give dealers view 

of its own market analysis, and plug 
dealer-specific data into individual sales 
matrixes each quarter to allow a clearer 
sight of the coming market. 20:20 said 
it had trialled the service with a “major 
network” and a “major grocer” already, 
helped with ordering and ranging their 
accessories accordingly, and watched 
sales at both jump 30 per cent. 

Sanghera said average “synergy” be-
tween customers entering the store and 
products being sold is only 40 per cent. 
20:20’s market intelligence can drive 
that figure to 80 per cent. He said: “We 
get the market information, ‘synergise’ 
it [with the dealers’ sales profiles] and 
make suggestions to them [about prod-
uct range and placement].

“There is no other distributor in the 
UK that can invest this kind of money, 
or is even thinking about investing it. 
We have, and we have tested [the pro-
gramme] and seen the results.”

Closer collaboration with Nokia, Sony 
Ericsson, LG and RIM will see it provide 
weekly news and product roadmaps to 
partners via the portal too. 

The portal also holds new information 
about financial resources. 20:20 is of-
fering individual marketing support to 
the value of £10,000 to help dealers host 
customer events and drive new business. 

It is offering staff training too – a free e-
training facility is available, as well as a 
reciprocal site visit attended by dealer, 
distributor and manufacturer rep. 

“Come to us with a business idea,” said 
Sanghera. “A recycling campaign; any-
thing. An online sales initiative, a retail 
idea, a new B2B concept. We will help 
you arrange and present your idea. The 
manufacturers will invest if they see the 
value of it.” 

20:20 has also teamed up with con-
sumer magazine What Mobile to offer 
impartial kit reviews to Premier Part-
ners. So 20:20 dealers can co-brand a 
quarterly sales guide for their clients.

“The work with What Mobile maga-
zine will give our customers extra prod-
uct information, and an honest view 
of our stock. It’s completely impartial. 
What Mobile might think what we sell 
is a load of rubbish, and it might think 
it is really excellent. It is their view, and 
we have agreed with the team there that 
you can put your brand on the magazine 
– so if you are in a retail store or a B2B 
office, you can put this guide in front of 
your clients.

“It’s an independent voice, and it’s 
quite powerful. No other distributor in 
the UK is doing this, or can do it, because 
we have it,” explained Sanghera.

Outside of the portal, 20:20 is offering 
to design and host dealer websites, and 

run fulfillment and logistics out of its 
warehouse at the back-end, in the way it 
does already for the likes of Dixons Stores 
Group, Orange and Tesco. Purchases will 
be credited to dealers, but orders will be 
shipped directly from 20:20s Stoke head-
quarters.

Explained Sanghera: “If we can do it 
for them, why can’t we do it for the inde-
pendent channel? Every Premier Partner 
can take advantage of our IT infrastruc-
ture. We will design, host and maintain 
the site for you. 

“You are all busy, get caught up with 
work and may not have time to update or 

improve your websites. We will do it for 
you. We have been doing it for some of 
the leading manufacturers, retailers and 
grocers in the UK for years, so we know 
what we are doing. All you have to do is 
watch the money coming in.”

Relationship building
Somehow 20:20 came across more like an 
airtime distributor in its appeals to the 
dealer community – like HSC does, or Yes 
Telecom used to – and unlike a tradition-
al box shifter just rewarding customer 
spending with a good knees-up. 20:20 is 
looking to take its dealer partnerships 
beyond an easy transactional relation-
ship, and there was careful detail in its 
announcements. 

The response from the floor to all of it 
was enthusiastic (see below). And, here, 
Sanghera implored the market to dis-
regard any prejudice it might have had 
towards the Caudwell-era business, and 
give the new-model 20:20 a chance. 

Sanghera summed up: “We've shown 
we listen to customers. Take this infor-
mation away and tell us what you think 
– what you like and what you don’t. We 
will make it better. This is not a 20:20 
initiative, it’s everyone’s – it is the work 
of all of you. We have just applied it. All I 
ask is you allow us to prove it. Go on the 
portal and enjoy a better dealer service, a 
better service from 20:20”� n

“We have shown that 
we listen. Take this 
information away and 
tell us what you like, 
what you don’t. All I ask 
is you allow us to prove 
it. Go on the portal and 
enjoy a better dealer 
experience”
Steve Sanghera, 
managing director,
20:20 Mobile

❶ Simon 
Beckingham, 
national 
training 
manager, LG
“It went 
exceptionally 
well. For us, I 
think we need 
to look more 
at our portfolio 
of B2B handsets 
– the good news 
in the regard is it’s 
really only four or  five 
months until we have a 
full product range to offer 
everybody. The dealers we 
have spoken with have 
been interested to hear 
from us. It really was a 
success.”

❷ Kelly Antoine,  carrier 
product manager, RIM 
(BlackBerry)
“The response has been 
very encouraging. 
The best thing 
about working 
with 20:20 is 
that it is quick 
to adopt our 
products. It 
takes product 
early on in its 
life cycle. It’s 
not afraid to 
put it out there 
in the market, 
when networks may 
choose to wait a month 
or two to put marketing 
around it. It is not afraid 
to take risks on products, 
so have tried different 
things with it – such 
as launching four 
BlackBerry Pearl colour 
variants with it last year, 
as well as four BlackBerry 
Curve variants. That has 
been where 20:20 has been 
able to deliver.”

❸ Rupert Shaw, customer 
marketing manager, Nokia 

“If I’m honest, it has been 
excellent. We’ve had 

positive feedback from 
virtually everyone 
who attended our 
sessions. This kind of 
event needs to happen 

more frequently. The 
partnership with 20:20 has 

grown since we reviewed 
our distributor partnerships 

last year. It looks at the 
market in a bigger 

way, sees our 
Eseries can do 

very well in the 
B2B market. It 
understands 
Nokia’s journey 
from devices 

to services, 
because it is 

doing the same, 
and is coming to us 

with active solutions 
for the market.”

❹ Nick Kyzer, product 
training manager for 
distribution, Sony 
Ericsson 
“20:20 is one of our 
biggest distribution 
partners, and we want to 

take that onwards. Today, 
we have been able to share 

information about present 
and future handsets, such as 

the forthcoming Satio 
and Aino, and things 

to do with our new 
entertainment 

brands. 
It’s a good 
opportunity 
because it’s 
typically quite 
difficult to 

share this kind 
of information in 

a formal business 
environment.”

❶ Jeff Hardie, purchasing manager, 
Genesis Communications 
“20:20 appears to have gone from 
a company driven by price to one 
driven by service. That is the 
message. No one can be 
successful anymore by 
simply shifting boxes. 
The same kind of 
thing is happening 
at Genesis, which 
is going from a 
company selling 
airtime to one 
selling all different 
products around 
service.  20:20 was very 
good today, and events 
that put us in contact 
with the manufacturers 
are always beneficial. 
Will we sign up? I 
think so; we need 
to consider the 
returns programme, 
but it looks like it 
will work from a 
process point of 
view. It’s a shift 
away from what we 
are doing, and from 
the point of view of 
value-added service to the 
customer, it will be valuable.”

❷ Phil Rider, 
chairman, Digital 
Phone Company
“It was very well 
put together, and it 
is good to see 20:20 
out there again 
because it has been 
under the radar for 
the past 18 months. 
The Partner Portal was 
excellent; the benefits of 
membership are worthwhile.  
We have already signed up. Every 
business has its own requirements 
and, to 20:20’s credit, it looks to be 
prepared to cater to them. I liked the 
marketing side – in particular the 
What Mobile collaboration. We hope 

to do some co-branded work with 
that. Prices and ordering is all pretty 
standard, but the market insight will 
be extremely helpful – it’s out there, 

but it’s very hard to access. 
Much of the rest of it is 

already available from 
Data Select. But good 

for 20:20 for catching 
up and listening to 
what the market 
wants. ” 

❸ Darren Vibert, 
product specialist, 

Jersey Telecom 
“We were originally 

reluctant to attend 
because of the travel cost, 

but we made it across and 
the event was great; 

there was a lot of 
valuable information. 

20:20 really looked 
after us, and the 
presentations were 
excellent. 20:20 
came to us before 
the event and 

showed us about half 
of the things. We will 

definitely be signing up. 
The added-value services 

really stood out. There is 
only so much to be made 

on handsets, so some 
of the co-branded 

marketing, like the 
magazine printed 
with What Mobile, 
as well as the 
website, will all add 
great value. If the 
Portal works the way 

20:20 says it will, then 
it will be excellent. It’s 

been a rebirth for 20:20, 
almost as if it is rising from 

the ashes, dusting itself down. I 
can’t see any other supplier able to 
offer what it has put on the table. It’s 
more than we expected; it’s a fresh 
start and lets hope it can stick to 
what it has promised.” 

Reaction: suppliersReaction: customers
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