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The deeper we got into 
planning this issue of omma, 
devoted to display advertising, 
the harder it became to wrap 
our brains around the way the 
field has changed.

To an extent, it’s because the field has gotten 
so complicated, and those who specialize in it 
seem to delight in using a level of jargon that 
is practically impenetrable to most of the mar-
keting world. Then there’s the whole pseudo-
Wall Street element, with some people tossing 
around more trading-desk references than Gor-
don Gekko. (Writers p.j. Bednarksi, “Analyzing 
Attribution,” p. 24, and Laurie Sullivan, “What is 
Premium, Anyway?,” p. 18, shed some light.)

But I think the real reason it’s elusive is that it 
remains so astonishingly simple. Even the word 
“banner” has a kind of primitive ring: It’s the ad-
vertising medium poor Lancelot used to get his 
message across to Guinevere.

But simple doesn’t mean easy, and there are 
many ways marketers get display wrong, says 
Marketing Evolution’s Rex Briggs. (See “Does 
Display Belong on the A-List?,” p. 50.) Mostly, he 
says, advertisers try to get too creative and ig-

nore the format’s basic tenet: Clear is better than 
clever. 

Three of our favorite writers — Daisy Whit-
ney, “Display’s Crazy Salad,” p. 8; Christine 
Champagne’s “Thinking Inside the Box,” p. 34; 
and Larry Dobrow’s “One Weird Old Tip to Avoid 
Bad Display Ads,” p. 40 — address the creativity 
question, including how far display has come, 
and how far it still has to travel.

But when it works, it’s a beautiful thing. And 
that’s why display, so routinely dismissed as a 
digital dinosaur, is enjoying a magical moment. 
Forrester predicts that in-
vestment in contextual list-
ings, static image ads and 
rich media ads, and pre-roll, 
mid-roll or post-roll online 
video will reach $27.6 bil-
lion by 2016.

Part of what’s fueling the 
growth is display’s afore-
mentioned geekiness. As 
marketers balk at the rising 
costs of keyword searches, 
Forrester says, they are turn-
ing to the less expensive 
(and more effective) auto-
mated auctions.

“And yet, big brands still 
crave the three perennial Cs,” it says. “Control 
over placement, contexts that resonate with 
customers, and creativity that brings real impact 
to a message. A large share of digital ad dollars 
continues to flow to the clean, well-lit places be-
cause that is where branding still happens best.”

And about those “well-lit” places: Check 
out John Capone’s riveting “Can Google Be 
Stopped?” cover story (p. 28) about the digital 
powerhouses that fuel display, to see how, for 
now, it seems destined to trounce Facebook.

Got something you want to say about the 
state of display advertising? I’d love to hear it. 
Reach me at sarah@mediapost.com.

ED
:B

LO
G

SARAH MAHONEY, EDITOR

Display Starts
to Sparkle
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DISPLAY ADS ARE THE LETTUCE IN THE SALAD. 

They’re hardly anyone’s favorite 

part of the dish, especially when the 

tomatoes are so flavorful and the 

carrots are so crunchy, but they form 

the base. And you can’t have most 

salads without them.

SALAD
DIS PLAY'S      

 Digital’s dullest platform tosses in video, social and valuable new metrics by Daisy Whitney
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the social component.”
Ad networks are also eager 

for this type of integrated 
approach across all screens, 
with display connecting into 
mobile, social, video and other 
forums, says Jason Knapp, 

executive vice president of 
product at MySpace and 

at SpecificMedia, an 
online advertis-
ing platform. “We 
want to show 

a marketer share 
of voice, reach 
metrics, frequency 

metrics, how 
many times a 

viewer was 
exposed on 
video, on 
display, on 
mobile, and 
different 

mediums, 
and which 

percentage did 
you reach across 

all three, or across two, 
for instance. This is all where 
we are looking and where we 
think it’s going,” he says.

THE PATH TO STANDARDS
Refined metrics and sophisti-
cated integration are helping, 
but the display market needs 
basic standards too, experts 
say. Despite being a mainstay 
of Internet advertising, the 
industry has yet to truly define 
what constitutes an impres-
sion. Questions abound: If 
someone lands on a page, 
are impressions immediately 
counted for display ads? What 
if the ads are below the fold? 
How long do the ads need to be 

SOCIAL INFORMS DISPLAY
As social media’s trajectory 
continues to rise, brand market-
ers are discovering new ways to 
link social media with display 
ads to refine their media plans, 
says Patricia Galea, senior vice 
president of digital 
at Edelman. “We 
are focusing on 
combining display with 
search and social more, and 
using the result to [better in-
form] how we get our audiences 
to look at our content,” 
she says. That 
means layering 
social media 
metrics — 
engagement, 
buzz, real-
time reach 
— on top of 
display media 
to make real-
time adjust-
ments. That could 
involve combining 
data from an Omni-
ture on the display side 
with a Radian 6, for instance, 
on the social side. For a recent 
travel-client campaign, Galea 
says Edelman analyzed how 
viewers responded and engaged 
in real time with content the 
brand pushed out on Facebook 
and other social forums. The 
marketer then adapted the dis-
play plan based on those results.

“The two are intertwined 
now,” Galea says. “Everyone is 
trying to get more into branded 
content as opposed to buying 
ads, but that’s not always effi-
cient. And custom ads take a lot 
of time and money. But you can 
refine the placement based on 

That’s why display ads remain 
a major force in Internet adver-
tising. They’re the foundation 
of many online ad campaigns. 
They lassoed in $12.4 billion in 
the u.s. last year, and should 
snare about $15 billion this year, 
eMarketer says. Yet one-third 
of display ads go unseen by site 
visitors, according to comScore. 
Even when the ads are seen, few 
are clicking, and many others 
aren’t even noticing.

But some of that ineffective-
ness is now being addressed. 
Advertisers are starting to vary 
their creative and implement 
more precise targeting to make 
sure the impressions that are paid 
for are being viewed. Also, stan-
dards bodies are making headway 
to turn display advertising into a 
better venue for brand marketers. 
The question of “was my ad seen” 
bedevils nearly all mediums, but 
display ads face an uphill battle to 
prove their worth simply because 
they’re not thought of as the 
highest value, the sexiest or the 
most innovative type of ads. But 
they are the cornerstone of scale 
and reach.

That’s why agencies, ad net-
works, measurement firms and 
researchers are working to both 
reform and innovate display 
ads through standards, social 
media, targeting and, in some 
cases, dynamic creative. But the 
farthest-reaching innovations 
in this medium aren’t visible 
to Web users. Instead, they’re 
happening behind-the-scenes 
in measurement, both in the 
push toward standards as well 
as next-generation real-time 
media strategies. Here’s a look at 
what’s under the hood.
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impressions’ as recorded by 
ad servers,” the iab’s Web site 
states. “Often, ad units are not in 
a viewable space to the end-
user or fail to fully load on the 
screen — potentially resulting in 
substantial over-counting of im-
pressions. Viewable exposures 
are increasingly the norm across 
other media and better address 
the needs of brand marketers,” 
the iab says.

But defining a standard isn’t al-
ways an easy task, because it calls 
for multiple input from myriad 
parties and can take years. Even 
so, Casale contends it will hap-
pen soon in display because the 
marketers want the standard and 
they’re driving the movement. He 
says Casale Media expects to be 
selling “viewable impressions” by 
the fourth quarter. 

TARGETING GETS BETTER
Tangible progress has been 
made in the quest for better 
metrics. ComScore, for instance, 
offers its “validated campaign 
essentials,” which measures a 
campaign’s reach and frequency 
and counts only ads that are 
seen in the correct geography 
and in brand-safe environ-
ments. Similarly, some higher-
end publishers such as The 
Atlantic have moved away from 
standard display formats.  

“When this will reach a criti-
cal mass is hard to say, but ev-
eryone is asking for these things 
to take place at scale,” says Rich 
Kim, vice president and as-
sociate media director/digital 
communications specialist at 
rpa, a full-service integrated 
advertising agency. In addition 
to the measurement advances, 

in view to be counted? 
Progress is being made 

toward a viewable impressions 
standard, and such a metric 
would be potentially transfor-
mative for the display market, 
says Andrew Casale, vice presi-
dent of strategy at advertising 
technology platform Casale 
Media. “The problem with dis-
play has been there’s too much 
supply, and supply is easy to 
create. There’s no limit to how 
much display a publisher can 
create and the pace of impres-
sions has far outstripped the 
budget moving into display, so 
every year we see more display 
impressions coming online,” 
he says. The iab, the American 
Association of Advertising 
Agencies, and the Association 
of National Advertisers, have 
paired up on an effort called 
3Ms that could help codify a 
viewable impression, making 
accountability and attribution 
better in the display market.  

“Today we count ‘served 

Kim says he’s also encouraged 
by targeting innovations, with 
the availability of more data 
from sources such as BlueKai 
and Quantcast that can segment 
niche audiences in a highly ef-
ficient manner. 

“Today, I could say I want to 
be able to reach an adult 18-to-
24 who is interested in hybrid 
vehicles, and they have done a 
search in the past 30 days, and 
I can do that. That capability 
wasn’t as readily available a few 
years ago,” Kim says.

The prospect of creative 
targeting is coming into focus 
for brands, too. That’s been done 
for “lower funnel” advertising via 
shopping and travel sites, and 
is getting easier to implement 
now in more meaningful brand 
executions, Kim says.

Targeting and creative work in 
tandem, says David Hallerman, 
principal analyst at eMarketer. 
“Think about a flat-screen-tv 
company,” he says. “The brand 
might have different ads for 
someone who came to a site from 
a parenting site versus someone 
who came from a sports site. 
They’re still selling the same tv, 
but using the data to change the 
creative,” he says. Advances go 
beyond that, too. Marketers could 
change the images or the text or 
the creative depending on what 
the data reveals about where the 
person is in the purchase funnel. 
“To dynamically alter the ad con-
tent on top of the targeting is, in 
a sense, the holy grail buzzword. 
You can’t have good dynamic 
creative without the good target-
ing,” he says.

Agencies like the ability to 
connect the creative to target-
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ing technology. Doing that at 
scale to highly specific audi-
ences, across multiple chan-
nels and using display, video, 
social and search, is par-
ticularly exciting, says Brian 
Lesser, ceo of wpp’s audience 
buying company Xaxis. “A 
studio could choose to reach 
people who are comedy fans 
in general, or those that tend 
to see a lot of movies. Or 
both. The permutations are 
basically endless,” he says. 
“In sticking with the comedy 
example, a studio promoting 
a new movie might show the 
general trailer to one comedy 
fan, but a different trailer to 
a fan who had already been 
exposed to the general trailer. 
Or a studio could show one 
trailer to men, and an alter-
nate one to women.”

FORMAT ADVANCES
A number of players have also 
or soon will roll out advances 
in display formats. Creative 
agency Rassak Experience 
crafts ad campaigns with dis-
play and video, and plans to in-
tegrate retargeting into several 
campaigns this summer. While 
retargeting isn’t new, it’s main-
ly been used for commerce 
sites. “If you browse a product 
at a Web site, you might see 
that product pop up in ban-
ner ads on other sites you 
visit, reminding you that you 
might still want to buy,” ex-
plains Barak Kassar, founding 
partner of the agency. “We’re 
getting ready to use this same 
technology in a novel way, 
to let people know that a new 
episode of a video series we’re 
working on is now live. So they 

would see a promo for the new 
video on sites they are visiting 
when the video is available. 
This will tie into other forms 
of letting people know, like 
Twitter, Facebook and email. 
We would implement this with 
one of our media planning and 
buying partners.”

Video has been an available 
feature in banner ads for some 
time. Think of the type of spots 
where if a user mouses over the 
ad they might be able to click 
to watch an in-stream video. 
But the key with this type of 
display video is to make sure it’s 
measured accurately, and the 
industry isn’t making a clear dis-
tinction between pre-roll video 
ads, which usually run in front of 
content a viewer chooses to en-
gage with, and in-banner videos 
right now, says Sabrina Ho, di-

“I LOVE THIS DISPLAY AD BECAUSE…”
    OMMA asked some experts to share their favorites

JASON KNAPP, EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT OF 
PRODUCT AT SPECIFIC MEDIA AND MYSPACE

“These full-page takeovers 
are super-impactful 
because they move to 
cover the entire page 
with the advertiser’s 
creative. This is really 
my favorite ad out there 
today because I love 
how the creative builds 
gradually. Suspense helps 
generate more interest.”
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rector of research at ad network 
BrightRoll. She adds that Bright-
Roll is studying how consumers 
interact with various types of 
video ads and how the formats 
impact consumer behavior. 

Likewise, ad network Tremor 
Video says engagement in video 
is vital whether the video runs 
in a banner or as a pre-roll. “Not 
only does engagement prove 
to the advertiser that the ad was 
appreciated by the consumer, 
but surely that it was viewed, 
which as we know has become 
the topic du jour in our indus-
try,” says Jason Krebs, senior 
vice president and chief media 
officer at Tremor Video.

Video innovations in display 
ads are also occurring on the 
tv screen. Interactive program 

guide Rovi is adding video to 
some of the display ads in the tv 
listings grids it powers. In a re-
cent campaign, Rovi reports that 
when it ran a banner ad to drive 
tune-in to a primetime premiere 
one hour before the show, the 
banner ad in the guide gener-
ated a 75 percent incremental lift 
in viewership from viewers who 
were already spending time in 
the guide during the hour before 
the show. The study also found 
that a network running sampling 
campaigns a few days before a 
show’s air date generated a 62 
percent increase in viewing over 
prior show premieres with a 
campaign that linked banner ads 
to video trailers for the shows.

Then there are other types of 
display innovation. The start-up 

NetShelter of-
fers a platform 

that measures which articles or 
product reviews are gaining trac-
tion socially and then uses that 
information as a centerpiece for 
online display ads to effectively 
leverage off the earned media 
in the reviews. NetShelter has 
worked with Samsung to market 
its Samsung Smart tvs and says 
it saw a 52 percent rise in ad-
ditional viewing of the ad using 
this type of ad unit. 

Of course, media companies 
also continue to refine existing 
display formats. SpecificMedia 
recently introduced a full-page 
unit that frames site content 
and can help drive aware-
ness. Shutterfly and Hard Rock 
Hotel & Casino Las Vegas have 
used the formats and seen, 
respectively, a 143 percent and 
149 percent lift in recall, says 
SpecificMedia’s Knapp. O

“This Ikea one is fun, and it makes 
you think about the brand.”

BARAK KASSAR, FOUNDING 
PARTNER, RASSAK EXPERIENCE

“One of the best display ads that comes to mind was 
actually one of our own for the launch of the latest 
Honda Odyssey. The ad was on the home page of 
YouTube and showcased the dual-view entertain-
ment screen by using two viral YouTube videos. It 
was extremely creative and contextually relevant 
in the way it spoke to visitors of YouTube — using 
some of the quirkiest videos that have defined the 
mass usage of the site.” 

RICH KIM, VICE PRESIDENT AND 
ASSOCIATE MEDIA DIRECTOR/DIGITAL 
COMMUNICATIONS SPECIALIST AT RPA
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brands, for example, “premi-
um” still means banners and 
high-impact branding ad 
units on name-brand media 
sites. It refers to the un-
missable banner ad for, let’s 
say, Acura or Lincoln Mer-
cury that viewers see when 
they check on cnn.com for 
the latest headlines or espn.
com for baseball scores. But 
for the more tech-driven 
companies, especially the 
dsp (demand-side platforms) 

or rtb (real-time bidding) 
players, the word premium 
is being redefined as “what-
ever performs.” In fact, the 
term “premium display” gets 
tossed around so much no 
one is sure what it means 
any longer. 

The ad tech space con-
tinues to evolve. The advent 
of rtb, which relies on au-
tomation and a machine to 
do the work, and Facebook 
Exchange will continue to 

Ad pundits have already 
made display advertising the 
most jargon-littered play-
ing field in the digital realm, 
forcing most of the world to 
constantly dodge a steady 
barrage of acronyms, from 
acc to dtp to ros to … wtf. 
Adding to the confusion is 
the constant evolution of 
what premium display — the 
industry’s alleged crème de 
la crème — actually means. 

To most major media 

What Is Premium Now?
Valuing context and impact in the 
marketing mix Laurie Sullivan reports 

D
IS

P
L

A
Y

DO ADVANCEMENTS IN 
DISPLAY ADVERTISING MAKE 
ADVERTISERS BETTER OFF 
TODAY COMPARED TO FOUR 
YEARS AGO? While that 
question might seem 
more appropriate for 
trying to sort through 
political policies during 
a presidential election 
year, it’s also relevant 
to the evolution of 
“premium” display ads, 
as technologies like 
programmatic buying and 
native ad units take hold. 
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change the dynamics of the 
marketplace. Premium ads 
integrated with social con-
text will become the voice of 
the brand and prompt people 
to take action. The sun isn’t 
setting on display ads. Brands 
will simply integrate native 
elements that create shiny 
objects through an estab-
lished media. 

But trying to figure out ex-
actly where traditional display 
ads fit in today’s mix seems 
almost as difficult as trying 
to coax an undecided voter 
into either the Republican or 
Democrat camp this Novem-
ber: Both sides think they’ve 
got it all figured out, but there 
are still plenty of unanswered 
questions.

Technology advances in 
social and automation don’t 
mean the end of display ads. 
They just mark the beginning 
of a hybrid model where ads 
follow editorial content and 
have an unobtrusive con-
versation with consumers. 
Consider a high school senior 
in California. On YouTube, 
surfing through skateboard 
videos, he clicks on a pre-
mium native video ad, this one 
for Chevrolet’s Sonic, watches 
for a few seconds, and then 
continues to jump from video 
to video. That creates a boost 
for brands. Revenue gener-
ated by display ads in the u.s. 
should reach $15.4 billion this 
year, up 24 percent from $12.4 
billion in 2011, according to 
estimates from eMarketer.

Publishers create content 
to build loyal, engaged au-
diences, but they typically 

deploy display ads or inter-
ruptive pre-roll video on their 
sites rather than encouraging 
brands to integrate media that 
will stimulate a conversation.

Clearly, premium display 
ads win votes from brands 
looking to deliver the message. 
Once a static picture on a Web 
site, technologies like html5 
and rich video enable images 
to fly off the page. Video con-
nects with consumers who 
digest more than 32 hours of 
video monthly, according to 
Wayne Powers, senior vice 
president of North America 
sales at Yahoo.

Traditional premium 
display-ad units integrating 
video appear to be headed 
toward branded entertain-
ment, for example. Powers 
says advertising becomes 
part of the experience. That 
type of experience, however, 
depends on whether a person 
consumes content on desk-
tops, smartphones, tablets 
or smart tvs. Advertisers will 
need to become more creative 
with immersive ads. He points 
to ads frequently promot-
ing movies where characters 
pop out and move across the 
screen to capture the viewer’s 
attention. Premium display 
ads now allow consumers to 
view the trailer and buy the 
ticket to attend a theatrical 
release.

Connecting with the con-
sumer, Apple ran an expand-
able takeover home-page 
display ad one Sunday in 
December on Yahoo’s portal to 
demonstrate a new product’s 
features. The idea to connect 

with consumers took the ad-
vertisement beyond the typi-
cal display ad by adding niche 
content and links to places 
where consumers could go to 
make a purchase, Powers says.

Advertisers want a bet-
ter way to engage existing 
and potential customers. 
Suzie Reider, head of indus-
try development at YouTube, 
points to an emerging trend in 
niche marketing, rather than 
advertising. Marketers have 
tightened the purse strings on 
traditional advertising to con-
nect with consumers through 
conversation, sponsorships 
and branded content. “Com-
mercials must act as content; 
you need an opportunity for 
interactivity and dialogue; and 
the campaign must scale,” she 
says, suggesting these three 
trends will drive YouTube’s 
business this year. 

Brand advertising execs will 
continue to want interesting 
home pages, but they will be-
come more aware of innovat-
ing in the available real estate.

Advances in display and 
online ad technologies work 
with YouTube’s home-page 
takeover ad, according to 
Reider. She says campaigns 
are not single lines on an 
ad insertion order anymore, 
but rather 10 lines. Marketers 
know they need to meet the 
viewer, so they incorporate a 
YouTube home page, search 
advertising and maybe a mo-
bile roadblock. “It’s not about 
robbing Saint Peter to pay 
Paul; one will not cannibalize 
another,” she says. “We will see 
knee-jerk increases in digital 
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investments. A lot of that 
is fueled by premium 
content [that] YouTube, 
aol, Hulu and others 
have launched.” 

MOBILE FUELING 
DISPLAY’S GROWTH
Mobile devices are now 
so ubiquitous that the 
number of connections 
surpasses the u.s. popu-
lation. Mobile Internet 
users now comprise half 
of all u.s. Internet users, 
and by 2016 the number 
will grow to 75 percent, 
according to eMarketer.

And display remains 
the fastest-growing sub-
category of advertising 
media, with 20 percent 
annual growth, thanks 
to the rapid rise of social 
media and online video 
advertising, according 
to ZenithOptimedia. By 
2014, Publicis Groupe’s 
research arm expects 
display to reach 40 per-
cent of Internet advertis-
ing, up from 36 percent 
in 2011.

tainable. 
“Some say 
they don’t 
get advertisers, others 
say advertisers don’t get 
them,” admits Ari Brandt. 
“The truth is somewhere 
in between. I think 
advertisers do under-
stand the value of native 
formats on Facebook and 
Twitter, but the problem 
is that it’s hard for brands 
to achieve and measure 
their advertising objec-
tives using native ad 
units.”

But creating these 
native ads isn’t easy. 
Ari Jacoby, ceo of Solve 
Media, which replaces 
captchas with brand 
advertising, points to 
two major challenges: 
additional work to create 
an opportunity, and 
whether the agency can 
create enough scale to 
make the investment 
profitable.

“Agencies and mar-
keters prefer to invest 
in platforms that are 

ZenithOptimedia pre-
dicts social media’s share 
of display to grow at an 
average rate of 31 percent 
during the next three 
years, achieving an 18.5 
percent share in 2014, 
up from 14.4 percent of 
Internet display advertis-
ing in 2011.

Native targeted display 
ads provide the best 
results. (Native means ad 
units that are specific to 
a media type, like spon-
sored stories in Face-
book, promoted tweets 
on Twitter or branded 
videos on YouTube.) 
In Facebook, ads based 
on content, rather than 
messages, have a better 
chance of scoring big 
with members. 

Discussions about 
Facebook and Twitter’s 
relationships with ad-
vertisers and the impact 
of their native formats 
lead many to wonder 
whether the trend toward 
high-impact and native 
ad units remains sus-D
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 “WE WILL SEE  
KNEE-JERK 
INCREASES 
IN DIGITAL 
INVESTMENTS. 
A LOT OF 
THAT IS 
FUELED BY 
PREMIUM 
CONTENT 
[THAT] 
YOUTUBE, 
AOL, HULU 
AND OTHERS 
HAVE 
LAUNCHED.”
SUZIE REIDER,  
YOUTUBE

One way to 
creative native 
display: Solve 
Media replaces 
CAPTCHAS with 
brand advertising
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measurable and 
performance-based,” 
he says. “If the op-
portunity is scalable, it 
makes sense for them 
to invest time and 
resources into maxi-
mizing ad effective-
ness from a particular 
native advertising 
placement.”  

Brandt says market-
ers and their ad agen-
cies are responsible for 
selling products. To sell 
products, the ad must 
tell a compelling story 
about the product. To 
tell a compelling story, 
agencies need a “real 
palette” to capture the 
attention of consum-
ers. He says it becomes 
difficult to tell a com-
pelling story, not to 
mention sell a product, 
with native units.

Unlike Brandt, De-
mand Media chief rev-
enue officer Joanne 
Bradford says adver-

tisers want to break out from 
the within the walls surround-
ing “pure advertising” and be-
come part of the conversation 
with consumers. The savvier 
brands look and find ways 
to connect with consumers 
through useful content, which 
keeps the brand top of mind 
when those same consumers 
get ready to make a purchase. 

Are those same savvy ad-
vertisers comfortable enough 
with automating premium 
display ads that embed na-
tive content to connect more 
closely with consumers? 

THE HYBRID MODEL
High-impact and native media 
in display-ad units will con-
tinue to evolve and support 
models not typically found at 
the top of the marketing fun-
nel. rtb, paying per impres-
sion rather than per thousand, 
remains one media missing 
from the mix. It can work with 
advances in display tech-
nology that hold all parties 
accountable. Tools, such as 
DoubleVerify, ensure the ads 
serve up within plain view in 
the browser window.

Some believe a hybrid 
model will emerge, supported 
by audience-targeting plat-
forms like eXelate or Xaxis. rtb 
for premium ad buying would 
rely on data and audience seg-
ments to signal ad networks 
to bid or not to bid for that 
single impression. Automa-
tion brought rtb to display 
advertising at the bottom of 
the marketing funnel, but the 
concept could support take-
over and native ads at the top, 
as well. 

How could programmatic 
buying work to support the 
sale of home-page takeovers? 
The industry would need to 
create a hybrid model. The 
major problem becomes 
publishers losing control of 
pricing in the rtb model. The 
highest bidder wouldn’t get 
the impression. Publishers 
and advertisers would need to 
agree on the cost-per-impres-
sion in advance, rather than 
selling the ad unit to the high-
est bidder on-the-fly.

The hybrid model might not 
guarantee placement on cer-

tain sites, but it would guar-
antee high-quality placement 
based on a predetermined 
price per impression.

For some, this hybrid model 
becomes a bit difficult to chew. 
“We’re not at a point yet where 
we can do programmatic buy-
ing for home-page takeovers,” 
says Christina Beaumier, vice 
president of global client de-
velopment at Xaxis, a GroupM 
company. “The integration of 
creative and content makes 
it difficult to swap in and out 
publishers and advertisers.” 

Ads running one-page deep 
on a Web site remain valuable, 
and most brands will pay more 
for that space, Beaumier says, 
so expect to see higher cpms 
from publishers. 

The advertising industry 
will find new ways to inte-
grate native media in desktop 
and mobile display ads. rtb 
becomes a more efficient. 
Some publishers don’t want 
to open home-page takeover 
ads or premium ad units to 
bidding for impressions in 
the rtb model. 

To make rtb work with 
home-page takeovers, the 
industry would need to create 
a new workflow. “I don’t see 
a world where we can auc-
tion in real time home-page 
takeovers to any old advertiser 
who happens to bid the high-
est,” Beaumier says. “Audience 
buying is the umbrella. rtb is 
one of the ways we get there. 
We can still do audience buy-
ing on premium content, but 
we don’t see any of the ef-
ficiencies of the workflow. It’s 
all done manually.” O

 “ADVERTISERS 
DO UNDER-
STAND THE 
VALUE OF 
SO-CALLED 
NATIVE 
FORMATS, 
SUCH AS 
SPONSORED 
STORIES ON 
FACEBOOK 
AND  
PROMOTED 
TWEETS ON 
TWITTER, 
BUT THE 
PROBLEM 
IS THAT IT’S 
HARD FOR 
BRANDS TO 
ACHIEVE 
AND  
MEASURE 
THEIR 
ADVERTISING  
OBJECTIVES 
USING 
NATIVE AD 
UNITS.”
ARI BRANDT, 
MEDIABRIX
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AVOIDING 
WASTED 
AD SPENDS 
PROBABLY 
RANKS AS 
HIGH AS 
FINDING 
THE RIGHT 
PLACES — 
AND 
PREVENTS 
AN 
ADVERTISER 
FROM 
ULTIMATE 
DISAPPOINT-
MENT. 
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Every day, for example, Redwood City, Calif.-
based Turn, the demand-side platform (dsp) 
provider, makes “over 30 billion advertising deci-
sions, analyzes over 1.5 trillion customer attributes 
and provides instant access to billions of digital 
advertising impressions.”  

So in that ultra-streamlined advertising vehicle, 
is there room for custom-buying?

Yes, says Joanna O’Connell, senior analyst for 
interactive media at Forrester Research. But in 
“The Future of Digital Media Buying,” a recent 
analysis, she first takes us on one last trip down 
Memory Lane while at the same time construct-
ing figurative Road Closed barriers to make sure 
nobody goes back there. 

The old-style traditional media planning 
process, she says, depends on things like secur-
ing the lowest cpms and relying on old-style 
relationships between planners and buyers. 
“Unfortunately,” she notes, “the tent poles of the 
traditional media-planning process — which 
serve models like tv-buying just fine — don’t 
translate effectively in the digital environment, 
but it’s widespread nonetheless.”

Digital is faster and nimbler and far more com-

plex, and ever morphing into 
the next thing, where even two 
years is an eternity. That makes 
it seem almost impossible for a 
marketer or advertiser to cus-
tomize their approach.

“The most obvious answer 
is that you make sure both 
hands are talking to each other,” on the creative 
side and the programmatic side, O’Connell says. 
“For example, say you’re going to run a big, 
splashy unit on a very high reach or important 
media property. Well, you’d want programmatic 
people to know that’s happening, including the 
search folks, so that they can do whatever they 
think is appropriate.  

“I had a travel marketer give me an example: 
She was saying I want my dsp to be looped into 
the fact that I’m going to run a home-page place-
ment on Yahoo because that will influence what 
they do from a bidding standpoint. That’s bring-
ing some really smart and holistic thinking to how 
you make brand experience — or bespoke stuff — 
and programmatic work together.”

Meshing the need for dsp with the need for 

A DRIVER WITH AN AUTOMATIC TRANSMISSION HAS MADE 
HER CHOICE. What goes on under the hood — not the 
person behind the wheel — is going to decide how the car 
will move forward. 

That’s the way it is for digital marketers and ad agencies, 
with the whole business built around all systems firing 
at once, with millions of advertising decisions and 
transactions that are made almost instantaneously. 
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customization is part of what went into Media-
Math’s acquisition of Adroit in 2010. MediaMath 
provides advertisers with that broad coverage 
of the digital terrain; Adroit provides the crucial 
customizations in various markets. 

The business of customizing digital buys is 
only going to get bigger. Turn, for one, is selling 
its expertise at parsing online audiences and 
taking its message out, probably more broadly 
than its own data would suggest is necessary. 

It bought its first tv commercial advertising 
on the season finale of Mad Men, enacting a 
Madison Avenue-ish scene in which a hot ’60s 
couple locks in an amorous embrace behind 
an office door. Suddenly the door swings open 
to reveal the jilted wife, who pulls a pistol and 
takes aim.  

“In 10 milliseconds, Turn delivers your ad to 
all the right online audiences with deadly accu-
racy,” the voiceover intones, as the bullet spins 
toward its target in slo-mo. “Never second-
guess a decision — at least not a business one.”  

Similar to Turn, one of the real leaders in cus-
tomizing is Adnetik’s aim (Audience Investment 
Management), which creates custom audience-
targeting solutions. aim can analyze the quality of 
a Web site based on at least 35 different attributes 
ranging from the quality of its content to its visual 
integrity — attractive Web sites retain visitors. 

From that data analysis, aim can help cus-
tomize where a client’s ads should go, and even 
where on a Web page it should be placed within 
the Web site. The company’s technology can 
place a numerical value that can sort through 
6,500 attributes, grading them best to worst, 
based on the advertiser’s needs. 

That can tell individual advertisers where 
they want to be. “Better yet,” says Ken Berquist, 
Adnetik senior vice president for business 
development, “it can tell them where they don’t 
want to be.” Avoiding wasted ad spends prob-
ably ranks as high as finding the right places 
— and prevents an advertiser from ultimate 
disappointment. 

Berquist says dsps augmented by aim-like 
data cut to the chase, and he thinks larger 
companies are beginning to realize that pro-
grammatic buying with customization overlays 

allows them to dramatically pinpoint their mes-
sages. “Advertising agencies don’t provide that 
added value,” he says. Giant companies often 
have internal criteria for targeting advertising 
that they may not want anyone — including ad 
agencies — to discover.

Brian Werner, associate media director for 
Razorfish’s health division, says dsps can only 
take an ad buyer so far, like making sure people 
in the right demographic — generally 35 and 
over — can see a message. But which message? 
Razorfish clients try to attract consumers with 
one set of messages, and doctors, nurses and 
other caregivers with totally different messages. 
It’s there that Razorfish uses customization tools 
that dsps and trading desks can’t always provide.

“We think about customization to reach 
the right target in very specific ways,” Werner 
explains. “For example, we know that if some-
body’s been to our site, we shouldn’t show them 
an ad directing them to our site the next time 
we see them. We don’t want to say, ‘Hey, go to 
our site,’ because we know they’ve already been 
there. So the next ad should be more appro-
priate to them, based on our knowledge. And 
because of digital we can do all of that. We can 
layer on additional information we know about 
them. We’ve been able to do this for a while. For 
a long time now we’ve been pushing our clients 
to fully embrace that capability.”

Customization also lets clients play closer 
to the vest. It seems to keep ad-buy decisions 
grounded in fact, not based on external fac-
tors or sentimentality. O’Connell points out that 
“traditional” display-media planning relied on 
buying clout and lowest-price negotiations, and 
“the depth of the relationship between planners 
and salespeople.” Then, she says, “people drove 
the display-buying machine, from negotiation, 
to management of insertion orders, to optimi-
zation, to reporting.”  

But that’s impossible in any successful online 
digital marketing operation. “It’s super messy 
right now, and marketers are being inundated 
by vendors,” O’Connell says. “But honestly, that’s 
nothing new in digital media. Certainly in the 
10 years or so that I’ve worked as a planner and 
buyer at an agency, I went from having five ad EV
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 “WE DON’T 
WANT TO 
SAY, ‘HEY, GO 
TO OUR SITE,’ 
BECAUSE 
WE KNOW 
THEY’VE 
ALREADY 
BEEN THERE. 
SO THE NEXT 
AD SHOULD 
BE MORE 
APPROPRIATE 
TO THEM, 
BASED 
ON OUR 
KNOWLEDGE. 
AND BECAUSE 
OF DIGITAL  
WE CAN  
DO ALL OF 
THAT.”
BRIAN WERNER,  
RAZORFISH
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networks call on me to having 150 ad 
networks calling on me. And they all 
looked the same. It’s a very fragmented 
ecosystem. But there are also some pretty 
deep changes going on and that’s tough. 
It’s complicated.” 

How complicated? So much so that 
the Forrester report contains this sweet 
but unsettling subhead to one section: 
“Understanding the Acronyms Is the 
First Step to Recognizing the Oppor-
tunity.” The page that follows contains 
an extraordinary graphic created for 
the investment bank Luma Partners, 
which is a crazy-quilt pastiche of logos 
from dozens of digital firms all involved 
in helping move the advertiser to the 
audience, and the very specific types of 
products they sell.   

All of that speaks to a digital ad model 
that is awash not just with players, but 
with new ways of playing.  

Ben Kneen, who is director of ad 
solutions for webmd.com and oper-
ates a Web site, adopsinsider.com, 
which gives news and advice about the 
burgeoning digital ad world, agrees that 
the traditional ad-buying atmosphere has 
changed, and, he says, hallelujah for that. 

“You want to work with people you like, 
and it’s still very much a relationship-driven 
business,” he says. “But there’s a lot more sub-
stance behind it and you’ve got to deliver. I don’t 
think business is getting done because people are 
buying each other expensive lunches at the Four 
Seasons. People don’t have time to take these long 
lunches and go to spas.” 

While that you-take-me-golfing-if-I-buy-
through-your-company mentality has evaporated, 
the personal touch still exists in an industry run on 
ad networks, exchanges and dsps, even if it’s mea-
sured in billions of impressions calculated in split 
seconds. It’s found in the cadre of professionals who 
know the product they’re selling online and know 
the customers they’re looking for, he says.     

That seems to be the point O’Connell makes 
in her report — and that dsps and other sophisti-
cated programmatic providers make to clients. 

“There is a lot of room for opera-
tional efficiencies and a lot of oppor-
tunity to use things like algorithms 
to make real-time decisions,” she 
says. “Honestly, what I think that does 
is create more room in the human 
brain to be strategic. You can spend 
that extra hour you freed up meeting 
with the creative team brainstorming 
on the most interesting, innovative 
idea you both can think of and how 
you can apply it in a digital media en-
vironment. Not everybody has time 
for that right now.” 

In the end, maybe customization 
is baked into effective digital adver-
tising; it just takes the right people to 
do it right.  

“From an roi perspective, there 
is so much more value in hiring 
people who know what they are 
doing in this space than being 
on the fastest, best technology 
platform,” Kneen says. 

“Just because the technol-
ogy is more complex doesn’t 
mean there’s a lot of pay-
off, in terms of additional 
value to the marketer. Just 

because the technology can 
slice and dice people in new 
ways doesn’t mean that all of 

a sudden you’re convincing 
50 percent more people 

to buy something. The 
talent is really what is 
in short supply. That’s 

what’s more difficult 
to get a handle 

on — finding the 
right people 

who know 
how to  

use these 
tools.” O
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Google is Goliath, and in 
many people’s eyes, Facebook 
(especially after the drubbing 
it took following its lackluster 
ipo), David, despite that fact that 
Facebook passed Yahoo in u.s. 
display ad revenue in 2011 to 
become the top ad-selling com-
pany, according to eMarketer. 
A February 2012 report from 
eMarketer found that Google 
had also passed Yahoo to settle 
in at the No. 2 spot at $1.71 billion 
in revenue to Facebook’s $1.73 
billion. And by 2013, the projec-
tions indicate Google will begin 
to leave Facebook and the rest 

IT MIGHT SEEM INEVITABLE, 
A FAIT ACCOMPLI, that 
Google should come to 
dominate the display ad 
marketplace in the same 
way it has search. In fact, 
it seems so inevitable 
that when you ask the 
question, “Will Google’s 
u.s. display ad revenue 
surpass Facebook’s?” to 
a room full of Internet 
professionals, many of 
them ask you if you’re 
sure you didn’t mean to 
ask the question the other 
way around. GOOG LE

BE   STOPPED?

DIS-
PLAY
ADS
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and Facebook is lagging in 
a head-to-head compari-
son. “Our study showed 
that Google is way ahead 
here,” reports Kim. The 
independent analysis of 
11,000 Facebook cam-
paigns (Facebook does not 
publish a ctr) showed an 
average click-through rate 
of 0.051 percent.

Google supports 
industry-standard banner 
formats with a variety of 
rich media like Flash and 
video ad formats, offering 
what Kim calls “engaging 
experiences, not just dumb 
static images.” Facebook 
has two static ad format 
products. (The recently in-
troduced sponsored-story 
format is still unproven 
and has already been the 
subject of a class-action 
lawsuit by users who 
objected to being used 
to “endorse” a product.) 
Google has a tremendous 
amount of support for 
mobile, whereas Facebook 
has, by its own admission, 
little or none (in its S1 filing 
to the sec in anticipation of 
the ipo, Facebook reported 
it did not “generate any 
meaningful revenue” from 
mobile — a glaring defi-
ciency for a service that is 
accessed via mobile device 
by over half its users.) This 
spring Facebook did roll 
out the ability for brands 
to purchase “sponsored 
stories” that display in mo-
bile newsfeeds of friends 
of fans — so that expan-
sion of the sponsored 

ney the purple dinosaur. 
And there are signs that the 
approach is becoming as 
grating to brands as a tod-
dler screeching Barney’s 
theme song incessantly 
is to most people over the 
age of 6.

“One of the problems 
with Internet advertising 
is that users have tuned 
out banner ads. It’s a huge 
problem,” says Larry Kim, 
founder and chief technol-
ogy officer of WordStream, 
a digital marketing com-
pany focused on search 
marketing, which con-
ducted a much passed-
around study comparing 
Google Display Network to 
Facebook Ads. “In order to 
combat that ad fatigue, ad-
vertisers are looking to ad-
vertise on the venues that 
have the most support for 
the most rich and engag-
ing ad formats.” And when 
it comes to providing rich 
and engaging ad formats 
the numbers certainly do 
not favor Facebook.

“Facebook, while it has a 
significant audience, does 
[not] have very engag-
ing ways for advertisers 
to engage with that huge 
audience, nor does it have 
very sophisticated ways of 
targeting the exact people 
they want to engage with 
in that audience. Nor does 
it provide any way of really 
reporting on the effective-
ness of those advertising 
campaigns,” says Kim.

It’s a challenge to get 
consumers to click on ads, 

in the dust, with Google’s 
revenue from u.s. display 
predicted to reach $4.76 
billion.

Google has, of course, 
long dominated search, 
and the growing display 
part of its business ac-
counts for just a quarter 
of its revenue. Facebook’s 
dramatic revenue growth 
is expected to drop off just 
as dramatically, sinking to 
27.6 percent in 2013, while 
Google’s display revenue 
is expected to continue to 
surge, with its 2013 rev-
enue growth rate predicted 
at 45.3 percent. eMarketer 
reports: “Google is expect-
ed to surpass Facebook in 
2013, when the company’s 
U.S. display revenues grow 
45.3 percent to $3.68 bil-
lion, eMarketer estimates. 
us display ad revenues at 
Facebook will grow 27.6 
percent to $3.29 billion 
that year.” At this point, the 
revenue expectations can 
be plainly seen in the per-
ception of the companies’ 
display ad offerings. The 
Google Display Network 
is The Predator, stealthily 
cloaking itself, observing 
its prey and then targeting 
it with deadly accuracy. 
And, as one character 
famously puts it in Preda-
tor 2: “There’s no stopping 
what can’t be stopped — no 
killing what can’t be killed.”

By comparison, with its 
soft ad approach of “Let’s 
be friends” and “I ‘like’ you, 
you ‘like’ me,” Facebook’s 
display ads are more Bar-
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competing in a very clut-
tered environment —we’re 
still very uncertain if it’s 
even a very good environ-
ment for consumers to be 
receptive to advertising.”

There are serious 
doubts about whether 
Facebook ads, as they are 
currently constituted, will 
ever be able to perform up 
to satisfactory levels. And 
many assume that much 
of the money that has been 
dumped in so far has been 
exploratory or experimen-
tal dollars. Further, says 
Greene, “you have none 
of the deep analytics in 
tracking that you’d get 
with a more conventional 
type of media buy. Face-
book almost seems like 
an ecosystem in and of 
itself … It’s very hard for 
marketers to prove that 
this is an effective use of 
their marketing dollars. As 
opposed to buying more 
traditional display advertis-
ing where they have a lot 
more flexibility, not only 
from a creative standpoint, 
but they have much deeper 
tracking and analytics, and 
they can actually drive traf-
fic to their own Web sites, 
which offers them higher 
prospects for ultimate 
conversion.”

The old concern, once 
common in interactive cir-
cles, that Facebook might 
be the answer to a trivia 
question in 10 years, all 
of a sudden seemed very 
real again after an ipo that 
was widely perceived to 

over, pulling their $10 
million in ad budget the 
very week of Facebook’s 
ipo, but the fact remains 
that gm must have seen 
its Facebook ads were not 
performing even at half if 
industry standards.

“These ads are being 
ignored, and that is indica-
tive of challenges with the 
ad formats and targeting 
options they offer their 
advertisers,” Kim says.

Facebook is a closed 
system. 

Facebook advertisers 
using the Facebook ads 
are doing it to drive “likes” 
to their fan pages — es-
sentially using paid media 
to drive something akin to 
newsletter sign-ups. And 
the roi of having a big fan 
page following is yet to 
be determined. “We don’t 
know what the value [is] of 
having 1,000 fans or 2,000 
fans. If you spend $2,000 
to get that, what is the 
value of that?” asks Kim. 
And then, once a fan base 
is established, there is the 
time, effort and money to 
maintain it and continually 
reach out to fans. 

“Buying ads on Face-
book was always a very 
easy way to check the box 
on ‘doing’ social media, 
even if it was just buying 
other types of advertising,” 
says Michael Greene, a 
senior analyst at Forrester. 
“That’s allowed Facebook 
and other marketers to 
kind of gloss over the fact 
that you are essentially 

story program, at least, is 
something. 

“If an ad platform al-
lowed an advertiser to 
deliver a meaningful ad 
experience to a targeted 
audience, you would ex-
pect users to click on that 
ad, right? But conversely, 
if you did not provide ad-
vertisers rich and compel-
ling advertising options, if 
you did not provide them 
with sophisticated target-
ing methods to connect 
with the right audiences at 
the right time, you would 
expect your ads to be ig-
nored,” reasons Kim. “And I 
think that’s what’s happen-
ing on Facebook, where we 
can see the click-through 
rate of .005 percent. That’s 
half of the click-through 
rate of the average ban-
ner ad on any Web site in 
America, and it’s a tenth of 
the click-through rate of 
the average ad on Google 
Display Network [which is 
reported at 0.4 percent].” 
And, for good measure, 
let’s also consider that it’s a 
hundredth of the ctr on a 
Google Search ad.

If you need further 
proof: See gm’s hissy fit 
over Facebook Ads. This 
is more complicated than 
gm just not getting the rich 
media ads it would get on, 
say, Yahoo or YouTube, 
though. Could it have been 
just that gm is not used to 
being told no? Well, that 
would explain the tim-
ing. Someone at gm really 
wanted to screw Facebook 

IT’S A 
CHALLENGE 
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CONSUMERS 
TO CLICK ON 
ADS, AND 
FACEBOOK  
IS LAGGING 
IN A  
HEAD-
TO-HEAD  
COMPARISON.
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deliver advertising experiences 
that are well beyond what they’re 
offering today, say Greene and 
other analysts. 

To stave off Google, “Facebook 
would have to embrace the idea 
that advertising isn’t something 
that will potentially ruin Face-
book,” says Kim, “but that it can be 
something that could potentially 
— if it were relevant and targeted 
and compelling — be additive to 
the user experience on Facebook.”

What would it take for Zuck-
erburg, the boy ideologue, to be-
come pragmatic? What if Barney 
puts on the Predator’s armor? 
What happens to the market if 
Facebook does become open — 
does become part of the larger 
media-buying ecosystem? “If 
you can start buying it through 
conventional advertising meth-
ods and measuring it holistically 
with the rest of your media buy-
ing, then a substantial amount of 

While Forrester’s Greene brings a 
healthy skepticism to the topic of 
Zuckerberg’s altruistic “we-just-
want-to-make-enough-money-
to-do-cool-things” pose: “What’s 
enough money and what’s doing 
cool things?” Greene asks. “It’s a 
posture that sounds really cool in 
pr pitches, but at the same time 
gives them enough flexibility to 
pursue whatever they deem to 
be ‘cool’ or whatever they deem 
to be ‘enough money.’ These are 
things that can easily be rede-
fined over time.”

By virtue of its remarkable 
scale, Facebook will continue to 
be a top player in the display ad 
space. But, asks Greene, “can it 
really become integrated into 
the larger media-buying world? 
Can it stop being a separate 
experimental budget and really 
hold its own as a line item in 
the broader media plan?” And 
to do so they’re going to have to 

have been bungled, intense Wall 
Street scrutiny of the company, 
and in the face of Mark Zucker-
berg’s assertions that Facebook 

was on a “social 
mission” and never 
designed to make 
money. Statements 
like “Simply put: We 
don’t build services 
to make money; we 
make money to build 
better services,” while 
they may sound good 
to some, don’t fill 
investors or poten-
tial advertisers with 
confidence. 

“He’s saying [ad-
vertising] is like a side 
project just to pay the 
bills,” says Word-
Stream’s Kim. “Until 
that mentality chang-
es, I don’t see how 
they’ll ever catch up.” 

Brands are actively driving consumers to their 
Facebook pages from ordinary display ads outside 
the social network. “In March 2012, 15.2 percent 
of all U.S. display ads across the Web were socially 
enabled, up from 8.2 percent in November 2011,” 
according to comScore.

Working with Facebook’s reported analytics and its 
own tracking methodology in its June 2012 whitepa-
per, “The Power of Like,” comScore presents case study 
information and other data attempting to quantify 
Facebook ad spend ROI.

Taking as a given the very low click-through rate on 
Facebook ads, comScore turns to a pseudo-empirical 
study, and claims, “this research highlights the impor-
tance of using view-through display ad effectiveness 
in a medium where click-through rates are known to be 
lower than average for many campaigns.” 

One study in the report relates the tale of Star-
bucks, which comScore says benefited from “latent 

Facebook knows what a fan is worth to Facebook. 
According to the amended S-1, the social network filed 
in April, its average user is worth $1.21 per quarter to 
the company. And though many, many, many have tried 
to determine what a Facebook fan is worth to a brand, 
there is nowhere near a consensus. 

With the assistance of Facebook, comScore has 
attempted to tackle how the interplay of paid, 
earned and owned media within the closed Face-
book ecosystem can make its way out of the world 
of likes and fans and friends and into the world of 
shopping carts, lattes and cha-ching. 

Facebook does not exist in a complete vacuum. 

THE QUEST FOR  
FACEBOOK ROI
WHAT’S A FAN WORTH?
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inventory floods into the market 
all at once,” says Greene. “This 
also potentially opens up the use 
of Facebook’s vast amounts of 
consumer data to be used on a 
much broader scale outside of 
just the Facebook walled garden.”

Reps at Facebook had no 
comment on the company’s 
plans for future ad products.

Yahoo, despite seeming like 
an afterthought in much of the 
digital world, has a strong repu-
tation among ad buyers and fig-
ures to remain somewhat com-
petitive in the space. “Yahoo is 
pretty good at the large account 
management. They treat their 
big accounts well,” says Kim. 
“Yahoo has carved out a niche in 
providing display advertising to 
the big brands.” Yahoo’s interim 
ceo, Ross Levinsohn, is a media 
guy, and we can expect him 
to steer the company toward 
emphasizing proprietary hold-

ings and continuing to build 
the company’s relationship with 
advertisers. And with the most 
recent name bandied about to 
take over the ceo post being 
former nbc honcho Jeff Zucker, 
you can bet that the company 
will continue to further morph 
into the online equivalent of a 
traditional media company.

Of all the portals though, per-
haps Microsoft is in the best posi-
tion to become a larger factor. Of 
all the major players, Microsoft 
has been the most aggressive in 
terms of pursuing opportunities 
in the exchange channel. “Mi-
crosoft has the right partnership 
strategy and the right resources 
internally to take advantage of a 
space to be able to capture dollars 
there,” says Greene.

aol may shape up to be little 
more than a hitchhiker in the 

ad space. Its quarterly display ad 
may finally be pulling out of the 
nosedive it was in for the past few 
years, but  even in the three-way 
deal between it, Microsoft and Ya-
hoo to sell each others’ remnant 
inventory, aol seems like some-
thing of an afterthought.

Yahoo and Microsoft will take 
their pieces, and aol and the 
exchanges will lick up the scraps, 
but Google and Facebook will 
have their whole faces in the pie. 

It’s no foregone conclu-
sion that Google becomes the 
behemoth of display, but it cer-
tainly looks likely. It would take 
a dramatic move by Facebook, 
whose ad revenue may actually 
be atrophying, to knock Google 
from its trajectory — and the 
social network’s track record 
of having introduced three ad 
formats in seven years certainly 
doesn’t suggest a propensity for 
a shift in its game plan. O

branding impact” (a squishy non-
metric if ever there was one). People 
exposed to Starbuck’s Facebook 
ads and sponsored posts were more 
likely to walk through the door of 
a store. Then again, because of the 
way Facebook’s relevancy metrics 
are set up, it works the other way 
too: People likely to be exposed to 
earned Starbucks messaging on Facebook are predis-
posed to be more likely to walk through the door.

No matter, the comScore study compared the pur-
chase behavior of two groups — a control group and a 
test group exposed to Starbucks messaging on Facebook 
— over four pre-exposure weeks and four post-exposure 
weeks, and made sure that they had identical purchase 
rates in the pre-exposure weeks. Concluded the re-
port: “The test results show that by the conclusion of 
the fourth week after exposure, the test group had a 

purchase incidence of 2.12 percent, 
0.58 percentage points higher than 
the 1.54 percent incidence in the 
control group. Also significant is the 
fact that the nominal lift in purchase 
incidence increased in each week 
following exposure, highlighting the 
latent effects of exposure in driving 
purchase behavior.”

And in an attempt to quantify the effects of paid 
ads on Facebook, beyond the paltry click-through 
rates, comScore studied an unnamed premium 
retailer in much the same fashion and found similar 
results. The incidence of in-store purchases in the 
group exposed to paid ads for the retailer went 
up 1.27 percent to 1.47 percent — a 16 percent 
lift. Thus the study concludes that exposure to 
Facebook ads did result in a lift (what it calls view-
through effectiveness). O  JC
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DOES ONLINE DISPLAY ADVERTISING BUILD BRAND EQUITY? 
There is a lot of debate on this subject, but a comScore study commissioned by 
iProspect on the branding implications of digital media in 2010 concluded that 
online display advertising is indeed capable of producing brand lift. Meanwhile, 
brands are clearly convinced that online display works because they are 
spending serious money on it, and the smartest are going well beyond static 
— and boring — banner ads to entice and connect with consumers through 
breakthrough creative.

 THINKING INSIDE   THE BOX
Display finally  
finds the beat in 
clever ads
by Christine Champagne

Two recent examples: Security Service Federal 
Credit Union and Supercuts. The companies 
couldn’t be more different. Security Service 
Federal Credit Union is a financial company 
serving Texas, Colorado and Utah; Supercuts is 
a national network of affordable hair salons. But 
both sought to achieve brand impact via online 
display and showed a willingness to experiment 
with new ideas and produce original content 
for a medium that has for too long subsisted on 
hand-me-downs from traditional media. While 
Security Service Federal Credit Union engaged 
in game play, Supercuts tapped into the power of 
music. omma takes a look at the thinking behind 
their successful forays into online display.

WHAT’S IN A NAME? SERVICE IS EVERYTHING
Security Service Federal Credit Union. “It’s a 
mouthful,” acknowledges Craig Mikes, co-own-
er/creative director of Austin’s Proof Advertis-
ing. The client is well aware of that, too, Mikes 
says, but a name change isn’t in Security Service 
Federal Credit Union’s immediate future. So 
Proof Advertising took what could have been a 
negative and turned it into a positive, having a 
little fun with the company’s lengthy moniker in 
a branding campaign designed to make con-
sumers — young people in particular — more 
aware of the credit union.

“We decided to focus on the ‘Service’ part of 
their name, and we came up with a campaign 
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that basically says nothing is going to get in the 
way of service,” Mikes explains. To demonstrate 
that, Proof created two fictional Security Service 
Federal Credit Union employees — Jimmy and 
George — who were bound and determined 
to shorten their employer’s name. In televi-
sion spots, the duo took it upon themselves to 
alter various forms of Security Service Federal 
Credit Union signage so that it simply read 
“Service,” using a Bart Simpson-style slingshot 
to bust out the bulk of a backlit sign hang-
ing at a Security Service Federal Credit Union 
branch, and paint to cover up most of an out-
door billboard next to a highway, again leaving 
only the word “Service” visible.

“The sign was used as a visual device, so there 
was a simple takeaway — you’d see the sign, 
you’d get some recognition, and then you’d be 
left with only the word ‘Service,’ and if noth-
ing else, that was something we could back up,” 
Mikes says. “So it’s almost like they’ve created 
their own self-deprecating joke, and people ap-
preciate a brand that can poke a little fun at itself. 
‘Everybody’s got a flaw, and ours is that we have 
a ridiculously long name, but don’t let that fool 
you. We’re all about service.’ ”

A clever touch: The day after the aforemen-
tioned billboard commercial broke, people saw 
real-life outdoor billboards that looked just like 
the ones Jimmy and George attacked in the tv 

ad — the only word remaining in plain view 
was “Service.”

While the television and outdoor elements of 
the campaign were nicely integrated, Proof also 
wanted to take the story online. “It made sense 
that we’d reinforce this online, but we wanted to 
do a little better with the banner ads. We wanted 
to make them a first-person experience,” Mikes 
says. “So what we did was we brought the tv and 
outdoor to life, but in the form of a game like 
Angry Birds.”

Visitors to San Antonio’s ksat.com, woai.com 
and mysanantonio.com as well as cnn.com and 
Yahoo were greeted by interactive rich media 
ads that provided a game-like experience, pro-
viding them with either a slingshot or a can of 
spray paint that they could use to tamper with 
the Security Service Federal Credit Union name. 
Players were able to wipe out everything, except 
the word “Service,” which, in keeping with the 
other campaign elements, is immune to the ef-
fects of rocks and paint.

The hope was that players would have seen 
the tv or outdoor ads on which the game was 
based, reinforcing the campaign’s message. But 
if they hadn’t, the game, which was designed for 
repeat play, also worked as a stand-alone com-
ponent, Mikes notes.

As for the ad spend on this campaign, which 
began last fall and ended this past February, most 
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of the money was devoted to the online portion 
of the effort because that’s where the younger 
demographic is spending their time, according to 
Ly Tran, Proof’s digital marketing director. And the 
investment paid off: A brand awareness study con-
ducted specifically on the online display portion 
of the campaign revealed “a huge lift in awareness 
among 24-to-35 year olds,” Tran reports.

Paid search was also part of the campaign, 
and while generating brand awareness was 
the main thrust, there was also the expectation 
that people would sign up for Security Service 
Federal Credit Union accounts after being led to 
the credit union’s site via search and the online 
display ads. “The number of conversions that we 
were able to attribute back to search was signifi-
cantly less than from the rich media ads,” Tran 
shares. “Normally, you hear about search being 
the part of the digital media mix 
that delivers the conversion, but 
we learned that if you put more 
muscle and more creativity into 
online display, you can actually 
flip that.”

“It was really nice to have 
these results because now we 

are in a place where we can go back and say to 
clients, ‘Look, if you are really trying to make 
an impact, it’s not about pumping money into 
Facebook ads or Google ads,’ ” Tran continues. 
“It’s really about getting back to the roots of 
what advertising is, coming up with something 
that’s memorable, humorous and compelling — 
even with online display.”

The level of online display creativity and the 
ability for brands to connect with consumers 
is only limited by the Web sites offering space 
to advertisers. “We wish some of the Web sites 
would give us a little better playground, a little 
more memory to play with and just a little more 
flexibility in letting us take over,” Mikes says. 
“We think that would keep people not only on 
our advertising longer but allow sites to be more 
relevant and more playful.”

DIS-
PLAY
ADS
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WANNA LOOK LIKE A ROCK STAR? ROCK THE CUT 
Music is at the heart of the Rock the Cut effort 
launched this past April to promote Supercuts. Cre-
ated by Element 79, Chicago, the integrated cam-
paign combines print, tv, radio, digital and social 
media to promote emerging bands through Super-
cuts’ Artist Ambassador Program, an online com-
munity that brings together more than 900 bands 
and a fan base numbering 5.5 million at press time. 
“The campaign is meant to differentiate Super-
cuts from the sea of affordable hair care that’s out 
there,” says Elizabeth Miller-Tyson, an Element 79 
management director in charge of the Supercuts 
account, “and we needed to increase the loyalty of 
our consumer and start bringing in the younger 
male audience. So that’s what we were going after, 

and we felt like Rock the Cut was 
the perfect way to blend music 
and sharing music — something 
that’s very important to consum-
ers today — with the fact that our 
stylists are skilled at doing any 
sort of haircut or style, whether 
you want a simple trim or some-
thing new and trendy.”

While the campaign is made 
up of many elements, the online 
display portion was anything 

but an afterthought. In fact, instead of repurposing 
other content for online display, Element 79 shot 
original video for rich media ads — dubbed Rock 
the Box — that feature acts, including rockers Vin-
tage Trouble and electronic dance music dj Ken 
Loi, performing inside banners placed on espn.
com and iheartradio.com. “It’s supposed to appear 
as if there are little people playing in the banner, 
so it was really important to shoot it that way,” says 
Tom Napper, Element 79 director of interactive. 
“We constructed a box that was the size, or propor-
tionately the size, of a banner and had the musi-
cians play inside that space. That would carry out 
the idea that they were actually in the banner space 
as opposed to shooting them on a stage where 
they wouldn’t be restrained by that format.”
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more about bringing the brand to the forefront 
for the consumer, and that interaction time helps 
us prove to our clients that, yes, many people are 
actually engaged with your brand more.”

Marcy Freedman, digital media supervisor at Hill 
Holliday, Boston, reports that the interaction rates 
are very good thus far (in April they were around 
.10 percent versus and industry standard of .07) 
and points out that the ads are actually performing 
slightly better on espn.com. “That’s a bit surpris-
ing,” Freedman says. “We would probably think it 
would perform better on IHeartRadio because of 
the music.” She theorizes that the reason might be 
these ads simply stand out more on espn because 
they are not sports-related.

Additionally, Supercuts saw acceleration in 
Facebook likes and mentions—April’s total was 
315 percent higher than the previous month.

With the first round of online display ads 
grabbing attention and generating interest in the 
larger Rock the Cut community, Supercuts will 
launch more featuring other artists this summer. 
Meanwhile, the Rock the Cut campaign “is going 
to go on as long as humanly possible,” Miller-
Tyson says. “It’s really resonating.” O

The shoot involved four days of production 
in Los Angeles, and it was a complicated process 
that went beyond coordinating talent sched-
ules. Not only did a box have to be built, it also 
had to be adjusted to accommodate the heights 
of the various artists — the idea was to squeeze 
them into a small space, not to torture them. 
The result is a piece of unusual and captivating 
video that doesn’t look like it was simply pulled 
from a commercial shoot or a concert video. “It 
appears as if the artists are a living portion of the 
page,” Napper says, noting that these ads push 
the boundaries of what is possible in the online 
display space.

“More and more of what we are trying to do, 
and what others are trying to do, is to really en-
gage people in that deeper experience right there 
in the banner as opposed to driving them some-
place else,” Napper says. “A lot of what we are 
being judged on now is interaction time. How 
long do people interact with our banners and 
our rich media banners especially as opposed 
to a click-through? Sometimes it’s not about the 
click-through. For some brands, clicking through 
is not really relevant,” Napper explains. “It’s really 
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a similar thesis about television 
ads at the same juncture in their 
evolution, that individual would 
have done so before the advent 
of color tv. As I understand it, 
lots of stuff — Joe Namath in 
panty hose, Orwellian dystopia 
courtesy of Apple, what Mr. 
Piano Man himself referred to 
as “rock and roller cola wars” 
— has happened in and to tv 

What I found, not surpris-
ingly, was more complicated 
than my original mission sug-
gested. While there are certainly 
pundits willing to side with 
the notions that “display ads 
suck” and “display ads are like 
happy, measurable dolphins,” 
most caution against arriving 
at pat conclusions. After all, 
had someone thought to pose 

AT THIS TIME LAST YEAR, I RECEIVED ONE OF THE MOST 
CURSORY STORY ASSIGNMENTS IN MY (MUMBLES  

INTO SLEEVE)-YEAR CAREER IN JOURNALISM.  
As opposed to the usual assignment 

sheet, with its formal thesis 
and bullet-pointed topics for 
inclusion and potential lines of 
inquiry, it read thusly: “Find out 
why online display advertising 

sucks.” A student of suckery in 
its various iterations and guises, I 

embraced the challenge, stopping 
just short of defacing the ads that line the top and sides 
of top Web sites Perez Hilton-style.

One WEIRD   old  tip to

While the display universe is healthier than ever, it 
still isn’t much fun to look at. Finally, marketers are 
thinking it might be time to start experimenting — 
at least a little Larry Dobrow reports 

Avoid Bad   Display Ads



advertising is akin to arguing 
about the state of anything else 
on the Internet, with the excep-
tion of MySpace: It’s too early to 
make anything approximating 
a definitive assessment. “If we 
were to dismiss the potential 
of every 10-year-old child who 
didn’t quite seem to have his/
her act together, we would have 
a fairly bleak view of the future 
of humanity,” cracks Mike Sei-
man, founder and ceo of digital 
ad media firm cpx Interactive.

Many within the commu-
nity believe that, in fact, display 
might be at the beginning of its 
run. The technology is getting 
smarter, as are marketers and 
Internet users. “The culmi-
nation of those three major 
changes is what’s pushing 
display’s evolution,” says Todd 
Garland, founder of online mar-
ketplace BuySellAds.

Still, even the hardiest 
boosters acknowledge a hand-
ful of problems that, fairly or 
not, contribute to the percep-
tion that display is a format in 
decline. There’s far too much 
inventory, especially now that 
tablets and smartphones have 

advertising since then.
So when I was asked to revis-

it the story a year later, to write 
the 2012 State of the Union for 
display advertising, I jumped 
at the chance. I went in hoping 
to pose the central conceit in a 
far more neutral manner. You 
know, like “Why does online 
display advertising kinda suck?” 
I’m all about the semantics.

This time around, however, 
the responses were more mea-
sured. While the numbers don’t 
show tremendous momentum 
in one direction or the other 
— online advertisers devoted 
a higher percentage of dollars 
to display than they did a year 
ago, but not by a sizable margin 
— people within and without 
the display-ad food chain point 
to signs that display remains 
healthier than any other online 
ad unit. Roundly mocking those 
who have signed and notarized 
display’s death certificate — “It’s 
just like each year when they 
announce that email marketing 
is dead,” quips Ed Kats, presi-
dent of online performance 
marketing agency MediaWhiz 
— they proclaim that display 

will soon have its moment in 
the sun. “The digital display 
industry is ready for the next 
phase of its evolution, which I 
believe will focus on the art and 
science of media,” says Mag-
netic ceo James Green.

At the same time, Madison 
Avenue remains skeptical. 
“What do Gucci or Dolce & 
Gabbana stand to gain from 
being on a bunch of shitty Web 
sites?” asks Jason Crain, an ac-
count manager at seo and Web 
design firm TwentySix2 Mar-
keting. Walt Cheruk, executive 
vice president of digital media 
at Carat, puts it slightly more 
politically: “Display is hardly 
dead, but it faces various chal-
lenges related to its exponential 
growth over the past 20 years.” 
Communication/social strate-
gist Jeremy Goldman, on the 
other hand, worries that “we’re 
still thinking of it as print adver-
tising plus new advantages, as 
opposed to something com-
pletely its own.”

Whether or not you’ve got a 
horse in this particular derby, 
the case could be made that ar-
guing about the state of display 

One WEIRD   old  tip to
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supervisor at ad/pr/digi-
tal media firm Martino 
Flynn. “So why should we 
expect this from some-
one on the Web?”

Given that publishers 
heavily invested in display 
framed its virtues in the 
context of measurement 
and measurement alone, 
it’s no surprise that a slip 
in key metrics would 
prompt nonbelievers to 
start up a chorus of I-told-
you-so. “The industry 
built into its existence the 
idea that it would live and 
die by this kind of mea-
surement in order to es-
tablish instant bona fides,” 
Seiman says. “‘Let tv, print 
and radio do your brand-
ing,’ is what the industry 
seemed to say. ‘I will carry 
your direct-response 
needs and deliver mea-
surable results directly to 
your bottom line.’ That 

ers focused on the click 
and nothing but the click; 
measurability was billed as 
a primary selling point. As 
a result, the industry more 
or less devalued individu-
als who were exposed to 
a particular ad, but either 
declined to click on it 
or clicked through but 
stopped short of taking a 
desired action.

Display adherents 
wonder why more tra-
ditional media hasn’t 
been dinged by similar 
thinking. “Would you 
expect a person on the 
highway to immediately 
pull off to the side of the 
road and pick up a phone 
purely because they saw 
a billboard? Or hear a 
radio spot and stop what 
they’re doing and race 
to the nearest store? Of 
course not,” says Bob 
Burch, digital media 

been added to the mix. 
Even though that inven-
tory can be accessed far 
more easily than before, 
there’s still a degree of 
clutter seen in few other 
ad formats, online or off. 
“The last decade has been 
spent creating more of 
the same inventory than 
anyone knows what to 
do with, using the same 
silly display boxes we all 
tend to ignore — again, 
because we have been 
trained to do so,” shrugs 
Chris Cunningham, 
cofounder and ceo of 
appssavvy, creator of the 
adtivity display platform.

Complicating the mat-
ter further is that indi-
viduals making a pro-/
anti-display case can’t 
decide on which online 
ad formats should be 
lumped under the display 
heading. Some limit their 
analysis to the content 
that can be crammed into 
a traditional 728-by-90 or 
300-by-250 pixel space, 
while others believe that 
all Web advertising is, at 
its core, display advertis-
ing. “I consider promoted 
tweets and Facebook ads 
to be display ads,” Garland 
continues. “But nobody 
will call them that because 
that would make them 
harder to sell.”

And then there are the 
wounds that have been 
self-inflicted. One is best 
framed as a branding 
pratfall. In the industry’s 
infancy, display publish-

THE 
INDUSTRY 
MORE 
OR LESS 
DEVALUED 
INDIVIDUALS 
WHO WERE 
EXPOSED 
TO A 
PARTICULAR 
AD, BUT 
EITHER 
DECLINED TO 
CLICK ON IT 
OR CLICKED 
THROUGH 
BUT 
STOPPED 
SHORT OF 
TAKING A 
DESIRED 
ACTION.
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format must do a better job of 
quality control — as witnessed 
by an unfortunately worded ad 
served across the Web at the 
end of May, in which the viewer 
was invited to “join Michelle 
[Obama] and ask Barack, ‘Are 
you in yet?’ ” Along those lines, 
publishers and marketers might 
start minding their messaging 
more than they have to date. 
“There has to be an insight 
or an appropriate call to ac-
tion,” says Jim O’Rourke, vice 
president of media at media/
ad agency Slingshot. “It’s not a 
billboard that runs online with 
a ‘click here’ message. You have 
to make it relevant or enticing.”

It wouldn’t hurt if the in-
dustry changed the way it 
positioned and sold display ad 
inventory. “There is enough re-
search out there now that shows 
that a banner ad can generate 
just as much awareness as a tv 
or print ad. And many times, 
it can be more cost-effective,” 

story other than ‘Hey you! You 
should be buying me!’ ”

Finally, until recently display 
hasn’t afforded advertisers the 
freedom to experiment, espe-
cially when contrasted with 
other ad formats. “[Paid-search 
marketers] spend a signifi-
cant amount of time crafting 
specific ad copy against a top 
keyword or keyword groups 
that represent a specific user 
intent. They extend significant 
effort to test across many dif-
ferent audiences based on the 
keywords and the intent they 
represent,” explains Keith Wil-
son, vice president for agency 
products at search-engine mar-
keting consultancy The Search 
Agency. “It is more arduous to 
do that with display because 
it doesn’t just require a simple 
text change; it requires differ-
ent graphical representations, 
formats and text.”

So how do we cure what 
ails display? To begin with, the 

might’ve been a smart short-
term strategy, but it left little 
room for display to illustrate its 
chops in the far more scalable 
worlds of reach, frequency and 
branding.”

And then there’s the prob-
lem cited most often by even 
the staunchest display dis-
ciples: quality of creative. Most 
commentators believe that 
creative is undervalued and/
or underrealized in the dis-
play context; “wasteland” is 
the word most often used to 
describe such terrain.

“The space is too short to 
have a meaningful impact, 
and too annoying to keep any-
one’s attention long enough 
to make one,” says Bryan Del 
Monte, president of Del Monte 
Agency, which bills itself as 
“the non advertising agency.” 
“With most online display, the 
ads that are shown are often 
entirely disconnected from 
the content, and rarely tell a 

DIS-
PLAY
ADS
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then bet the farm on it,” Del 
Monte notes. “Perhaps display 
ads and Internet advertising 
in general, especially YouTube 
and Google display advertis-
ing, can be used as market 
research to figure out what 
display concepts have the 
greatest pull.” O

occurs in the morning and in 
the afternoon an online display 
campaign goes live — and it’s 
timely and very interactive, and 
speaks to consumers’ interests 
by appealing to their desire for 
instant gratification.”

Asked to predict where dis-
play advertising will find itself 
a year from now, most pundits 
play the hyper-mega-ninja-
turbo-convergence 
card. They expect 
larger virtual can-
vases, which will 
house an amal-
gam of video, 
social media and 
other content 
that provokes 
engagement. 
They believe that 
the promise of smart-
phones and tablet devices 
will fuel innovation, given 
the coveted combination 
of ubiquity and inherent 
interactivity.

At the same time, 
everyone expects 
more experimenta-
tion than we’ve 
seen to date. “The 
Internet provides 
a great test bed 
to try out lots 
of little ideas, 
instead of 
trying to be 
Don Draper 
and come 
up with the 
massive 
big con-
cept and 

Burch argues. “That needs to 
be the point we’re pushing 
when including online display 
on any media plan.”

Publishers and marketers 
who believe in display adver-
tising will also continue to 
hope for universal standards 
of measurement — which, to 
date, have proven elusive, even 
with big dogs like Nielsen and 
Google on the case. “Right 
now, they’re not perfect, and 
not everyone can afford access 
to these tools,” Burch says. 
Broader rules for display, espe-
cially in regard to standardiz-
ing formats across multiple ad-
serving technologies, would 
also help. “There are rules on 
‘how to do a print ad.’ Online 
would benefit from something 
similar,” says Del Monte. “That’s 
a primary reason why you see 
so few agencies and advertisers 
doing multimillion dollar cam-
paigns in display advertising. 
It’s like trying to lick a postage 
stamp while jumping on your 
bed in the dark: possible, but 
really hard.”

Finally, display has to play 
the timeliness card. tv ad 
campaigns, for example, can 
take over a year between when 
they’re birthed and when 
they’re ready for public con-
sumption. Display, however, 
is already much lighter on its 
feet — and some interested 
parties, like Colin Jeavons, 
president and ceo of Verti-
cal Search Works, envisions it 
becoming even faster and more 
responsive: “Imagine an event 
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What is the one display ad that sticks out most 
in your mind?
Neal Mohan: We recently worked on a proj-
ect with Avis to create a series of mobile 
and banner ads that can take any customer 
service experience you share with them and 
within seconds, dynamically create a person-
alized animated video of your story, which 
you can then post or share with friends. The 
cool thing about this execution is that the 
technology behind it is incredibly compli-
cated. With millions of Avis customers, the 
ad has to account for every possible story 
and item that someone could possibly write 
about, including names, things, places, etc. 
The input is analyzed through structured 
data and story scenarios. With all of the po-
tential combinations of variables accounted 

Ekapat Chareonlarp

Dean Harris

Neal Mohan

Corey Gottlieb

VIRTUAL ROUNDTABLEQ
+A Four of the best brains 

in display advertising 
say it’s a format that 
has plenty of heart 
— and that it will 
continually improve its 
ability to resonate with 
customers, creating 
a bond as well as a 
click. OMMA’S Carrie 
Cummings gets Neal 
Mohan, vice president, 
display advertising, 
Google; Dean Harris, 
managing partner, 
Silvermine Marketing; 
Corey Gottlieb, 
managing parter, 
Targeted Social; and 
Ekapat Chareonlarp, 
vice president,  
IDG TechNetwork 
talking about display’s 
soft spot.

for, this ad can produce 1,024 possible vid-
eos. So no matter what a customer has to say, 
there is a unique video for everyone. But the 
customer doesn’t see all this technology — 
they just see their story, seamlessly, within 
seconds, and it looks and sounds like it was 
created in a studio. That ad, I think, hints at 
the possibilities of what display can be.
Dean Harris: The American Express Open 
Campaign for ‘Small Business Gets Its Own 
Day’ was brilliant. Branding a day and then as-
sociating it with local businesses made me feel 
good, made me think of American Express and 
did an excellent job on Facebook generating 
real likes (more than 2 million).
Corey Gottlieb: Nothing really jumps to mind.
Ekapat Chareonlarp: Hardchorus campaign by 
Puma.
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rich media becomes a standard for the display 
business. More beautiful content, more relevant 
and more pleasant experiences are being intro-
duced via display in unique ways. iab’s Rising Star 
units marks the era where display gets smarter 
and more beautiful and begins taking advantage 
of more human senses rather than just visual 
(sound, interaction, etc). With digital video replac-
ing tv (Netflix, ted, Hulu), I would say in about five 
years, we will see more display/video ads become 
more effective in connecting brand emotions 
with users and having standardized ways to mea-
sure it.

What would you tell a creative team designing  
for display?
NM: I think sometimes the temptation in digital 
advertising is to start with the technology and 
build the creative around what the technology 
can do. We’ve found it can be far more powerful 
to start with the creative, then figure out how the 
technology can bring that vision to life. So I would 
tell creative teams to dream big and bring the 
technologists into the conversation early. That’s 
how we’ll end up with more big, groundbreaking 
campaigns that will dazzle users. 
DH: A creative team designing for display knows 
that the advertising is inherently interactive. So 
ads designed for that back-and-forth interaction 
is crucial. Motivating a creative team in digital 
requires a deep understanding of the brand espe-
cially buyer behavior. Also, it’s clear that the best 
creative product comes from an environment that 
is fun. In my experience, fun always works better 
than fear regardless of the enormity of the task or 
the severity of the deadlines.
CG: First rule of thumb is an eye-catching image. 

Will display ever evoke emotion in users?  
When? How?
NM: Yes. I am a firm believer that display ads 
can, and will, spark emotional responses from 
users. As an example of how this might come 
to pass, we recently conducted an experi-
ment called Project Re: Brief where we took 
four classic campaigns — some of the most 
loved campaigns of all time — and worked 
with the advertising legends that originated 
them to bring them to life for the digital age. What 
we learned in doing this is that good storytell-
ing transcends medium. For example, one of the 
campaigns we “Re: Briefed” was Coca-Cola’s “Hill-
top,” the iconic television ad with young people 
from around the world singing, “I’d like to buy the 
world a Coke...” The idea for the campaign, then 
and now, was that Coke can be a way to connect 
people. So for the new campaign, we created ban-
ner ads that actually allow you to send a stranger 
on the other side of the world a Coke, along with a 
message. We documented some of the responses, 
and let me tell you, this campaign absolutely trig-
gered emotional responses from the people that 
experienced it.
DH: There’s no reason that display cannot evoke 
emotion. A good idea is a good idea regardless of 
the medium, and if emotion is a crucial part of the 
sell, powerful words and images in display can do 
the emotional heavy lifting. This statement is as 
true for brand ads as it is in direct response ads. 
Great creative and a well-crafted selling message 
will stand out regardless of where it is placed. With 
all of the clutter in display, rich media and video 
seem to be the best ways to gain attention.
CG: It’s difficult to evoke emotions with a static 
ad or Flash without sound which is the default. 
So, we will never say never, but the odds are 
stacked against display developing a deep emo-
tional connection.
EC: Yes. For a long time, display has become more 
like a guy handing out flyers on the street than 
a storyteller as it was meant to be. As part of the 
industry, we have put metrics to measure how 
many flyers we get out on the street rather than 
metrics around user experience and how the 
story connects with users. I see this changing as 

Can Display 
Get Emotional?

Four display maestros explain how to get 
closer to consumers. by Carrie Cummings 
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would the world be without j&b.” It was so simple 
yet so memorable and created a holiday connec-
tion to family with a background image.
EC: In the past 10 years, I find myself spending 
more time on digital devices than other types of 
media. My content consumption pattern is no 
longer scheduled (perhaps except event broad-
casting such as the Super Bowl, Olympics, etc). 
Living in the suburbs and commuting to Manhat-
tan, I find that the best time to connect is during 
the commute and not at home where we try to 
enforce more time “screen free” moments, really 
to enhance quality time with the kids. Digital ads 
have done the best job there.

Do you think there is a possibility of evoking 
that level of emotion in video display ads, with-
out sound? If not, how do you get a consumer to 
click through?
NM: The history of media and advertising has 
shown us that images can be incredibly power-
ful: think of glossy, impactful ads in magazines, 
for example. We’ve also found that rich media 
campaigns with strong imagery can be incred-
ibly successful. Airbnb, for instance, ran a display 
campaign showing gorgeous photos of some of 
its most exotic properties, resulting in a 120 per-
cent increase in branded searches. So yes, video 
can definitely succeed on this front.
DH: Running online video without sound is like 
running a silent television spot. It’s possible that 
the visuals alone can convey your message, but 
this is far from ideal. In addition, many people 
think that a video without sound is a mistake or a 
misguided attempt to get a view without the full 
sight, sound and motion experience. Getting a 
click-through requires an inherent respect for the 
consumer, and soundless online video does not 
meet this standard. That being said a soundless 
online video is worth something, but far less than 
a user-initiated video with sound.
CG:  Sound is a very important part of the storytell-
ing where the goal is to evoke emotion. So, if that 
is part of the direction of the ad, I would recom-
mend ad units that do have sound and more of a 
one-to-one experience that perhaps resides in the 
social space, so it can be shared and go viral. Ads 
that do not have volume clearly need to be able to 

Usually close-ups of people smiling and 
happy, interacting with the brand. Messag-
ing must be clear and concise.
EC: They must think outside of the ad 
boxes. Be aware of the surrounding envi-
ronments where the ads are placed. Work 
with the media team to craft out a “creative 
driven” media plan that helps connect with 
the right audience, the right place and the 
right time. (Data advertising will help a lot 
here.) Fight back the old conversion met-
rics and think about connecting one user 
at a time to brand stories.

Aside from display, what ads have reso-
nated most with you emotionally and why? 
It doesn’t matter how old it is. 
NM: The ad that immediately comes to 
mind is Apple’s “1984.” I’m sure this is on 
many people’s top 10 lists, but I actually 
like it because of what the creative was able 
to accomplish. They took a technological 
concept that at the time was fairly obscure 

— the personal computer — and brought it to life 
in a way that was incredibly real and emotionally 
powerful. There are so many reasons to praise 
this ad; the artistry is amazing. But for me, the real 
magic was that it single-handedly redefined our 
relationship with technology.

As a more recent example, I also have to con-
fess I love our own “Dear Sophie” ad because I 
have a new baby girl at home myself.
DH: This may be a popular choice, but I love the 
Apple campaign and believe it has been a major 
reason Apple now is one of the most valuable 
companies in the world. What is wonderful about 
Apple’s work is that it’s a true campaign; some-
thing that marks and distinguishes the brand on 
an enduring basis. What has been remarkable is 
how Apple uses this campaign as a lever to intro-
duce new products into the marketplace. 
CG: The power of a 30-second video done well 
probably has generated the most and deepest 
emotional connections, while print ads certainly 
have been responsible over the years for quick 
humor or even recall. On the print side, I still 
remember a campaign for j&b scotch around 
the holidays that read “ingle ells, ingle ells, what Q
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THERE ARE 
SO MANY 
REASONS 
TO PRAISE 
THIS 
AD; THE 
ARTISTRY IS 
AMAZING. 
BUT FOR 
ME, THE 
REAL 
MAGIC WAS 
THAT IT 
SINGLE-
HANDEDLY
REDEFINED 
OUR RELA-
TIONSHIP 
WITH TECH-
NOLOGY.”
NEAL MOHAN,  
GOOGLE
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with new technolo-
gies. Its main goal is 
to transform display 
advertising into “au-
dience driven” solu-
tions for marketers. 
Carefully crafting 
out of each solution 
by applying audi-
ence insights and 
environment archi-
tecture intelligence 
(type of tech envi-
ronment such as php, 
html, html5, type of 
surrounding con-
tent such as forum, 
review, article, blog, 

etc.) Tech Media Lab introduces new display 
products that help solve real business problems. 
A couple of our award-winning innovations: 
The Nanosite (display + microsite) is a product 
designed to reduce the complexity of microsite 
and landing-page marketing. 

The Navigant (display + search) is another great 
product that allows marketers to reduce costs of 
intent based marketing initiatives through search 
and display. A marketer who tries to have a decent 
share of voice on most popular keywords like 
“tablet” or “cloud computing” will have to spend 
a significant amount of money to bid for it. With 
Navigant, we allow marketers to “own” those key-
words across our network of 450 sites at a frac-
tion of the cost. We target users who have visited 
our sites and search for specific terms (tablet, 
cloud, Apple, etc). Then, our Navigant display unit 
provides a personalized search experience serv-
ing up content that is relevant to the  term they 
are searching. Users are presented with a com-
pletely customized search experience based on 
what they are searching. For consumer sites, the 
Navigant unit pulls search results for articles, how 
to, review, video, social content, and everything 
is organized neatly into tabs. For business tech-
nology sites, users will be presented with articles, 
white papers, Webinars, videos, etc. This has been 
proven to significantly lift engagement over stan-
dard display. O

draw your eyes in the 
first five seconds and 
compel you to want to 
see more with volume.
EC: Yes. An ad with-
out sound will have 
to compensate with 
visual and motion the 
way PowerPoint can 
communicate with 
many of us without 
actual speakers. We 
click through links 
on emails, Word Docs 
and PowerPoint as 
long as they are part 
of the story or help 
complement or com-
plete the experience. A video ad without sound 
can also do that well with assistance of interac-
tive technology such as social catalyst (a JavaS-
cript showing how many Facebook friends have 
viewed the video).

Which publishers are offering the most innovative 
ad solutions?
NM: The multiscreen opportunity for publish-
ers is huge. We’ve seen across our own network 
that integrated campaigns that reach consumers 
across all the different screens in their lives (tvs, 
pcs, mobile phones and tablets) are incredibly ef-
fective. For example, a study conducted by Google 
and Nielsen found that users that were exposed to 
a multiscreen Volvo campaign had a 24 percent 
higher brand recall than those who viewed the ads 
on tv alone. With results like this, the ad dollars 
are sure to follow. The most innovative publishers 
today are the ones who are thinking about how to 
create those types of cross-screen opportunities 
and capture that spend.
DH: Mad props to Google for its YouTube spon-
sored original content channels. What an excel-
lent investment in the future of online video. I 
am certain that some of these shows will migrate 
to television and will become meaningful stand-
alone media properties. 
EC: idg TechNetwork formed the Tech Media 
Lab over a year ago to assist the display market 

Coca-Cola 
allows you 
to send a 
stranger a 
Coke
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It’s not that he thinks display doesn’t work. 
In fact, his research has found it often doesn’t 
get the credit it should. In one company he 
analyzed, for example, he found that banner 
ads that didn’t get clicked on (and thus weren’t 
counted as effective) often prompted the 
consumer to type the company’s name into a 
search engine (usually within the week). Those 
unclicked display ads led to 7 percent of all 
sales from search, and 2.2 percent of total sales. 

But too often, simple mistakes turn display 
ads into budget leeches, just one more reason 
the typical marketer is sending 39 percent of 
his or her budget down the drain. (The trend 
isn’t good. In his last book, What Sticks, pub-
lished in 2006, advertisers were only wasting 
37 percent.)

Briggs took some time to tell omma what ails 
display and what can fix it:

So what’s changing to make display less 
effective?
Well, it’s not like it’s a new issue. We 
can trace studies of the effectiveness 
of display to the very first study I did at 
HotWired back in 1996. And even before 
that, we were doing attribution modeling, 
click- and post-click value analysis in 
1995. So we’ve got a lot of years of experi-
ence under our belts, and yet some of the 

fundamentals for our industry are forgotten 
and lost. And that is contributing to flat to 
declining roi for display, when it should be 
getting better and better. 

For example, we learned that things like per-
sistent logos, low clutter and clear brand-benefits 
statements really help display advertising’s ef-
fectiveness, and we published that data in What 
Sticks, back in 2006. But many ads online don’t 
even follow the persistent logo rule.

And then you open up the trades and read 

REX BRIGGS CEO, Marketing EvolutionQ
+A

Metrics maven Rex 
Briggs says display 
advertising’s ROI is 
getting worse, not 
better. And yes,  
he does know how 
to fix it.
by Sarah Mahoney

CONSIDERING THAT IT’S BEEN NEARLY 
20 YEARS SINCE THE WORLD GOT A 
LOOK AT THE FIRST ONLINE BANNER, 
there’s been lots of progress 
— not to mention a few zillion 
skyscrapers, pop-ups and pop-
unders. Yet instead of becoming 
more effective, display advertising 
is getting weaker, with a flat to 
declining return on investment 
for marketers, says Rex Briggs, ceo of research and 
analytics firm Marketing Evolution. His new book, 
sirfs-Up — Catching the Next Wave in Marketing, 
explains how broken he’s come to regard the 
promotion-and-advertising model most marketers 
start with. Instead, he sees the most effective 
spending starting with mining customer insights 
to build brand advocacy, using social media and 
branded content. (sirf stands for Spend-to-Impact 
Response Functions.)  

Earning Its Place      at the Party
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tiveness of online 
advertising is in-
versely proportion-
ate to the clutter. 
The more clutter, 
the less effective. 
Adding more ads to 
a page can increase 
revenue per page, 
but that lowers the 
effectiveness on 
the branding side, 
because it increases 
clutter and lowers 
click-through rates. 

And the media 
owner can control 
the placement of the 
ad on the page. Put-

ting the ad 
below the fold lowers 
the effectiveness. So if you are 
going to do multiple ads on the page, 
then having those sold in a coordi-
nated fashion to the same marketer 
works. But breaking that out to differ-
ent marketers creates clutter. 

What else diminishes ROI?
Most marketers are aware of the international ad 
delivery issue. If you are selling a product in the 
u.s. and 20 percent of the impressions are outside 
the u.s., that’s just inefficient — it raises your cpm.

So we have to ask you this — it seems to be the 
obligatory question about display ads. Why 
are they so boring? And why can’t anyone ever 
remember them?
The first part of that answer is to start off with why 
advertising works. There is a lot of new research 
in the last decade looking at the brain patterns of 
people as they focus on advertising. I went to see 
this not long ago at University of California-Davis, 
watching people with their brains hooked up to 
mri machines. And from this almost science-
fiction type technology, we can see how people 
react to advertising. It’s often about cueing.

Here’s an analogy. Let’s say you are hungry and 

things like Procter & Gamble is doing these 
massive studies to rediscover the insights it 
learned years ago on Olay, Herbal Essence and 
Head & Shoulders, and you kind of go, in Twitter 
language, “wtf?”

Online digital display advertising can have 
great roi, but not if the creative doesn’t follow 
simple rules.

Why do you think that is? Is it just a category 
marketers don’t police very well?
I think so. I had a humbling experience with this 
recently. I had my team come up with some digi-
tal display ads for my book, and trafficked them 
through MediaMath, which did a great job. And I 
delegated it to someone on my team. And when the 
ad came back, it did not have a persistent image for 
the book. And we have known that point is impor-
tant since 1997, when the first iab study was done.

So I asked him to go back, and there was a little 
bit of a pushback from the creative agency. And 
I’m like, “Trust me, this is important.” I’ve done 
so many studies about this, and that I could let it 
happen gave me a lot of humility! 

The point is it doesn’t matter how much 
research you’ve done, if you don’t set up the 
process right in the beginning, you won’t get 
the outcome you expect. What I missed in the 
process was that I didn’t give a clearer brief. And 
I suspect a lot of marketers are running into that 
exact same problem. They need to include some 
best-practice requirements into the brief itself, so 
it isn’t a debatable issue, and it’s just considered 
part of a good design.

What are other problems holding display ads back?
The marketers have the most control over three 
things — this persistent logo, clutter and clear 
brand-benefit messages. So this low clutter on the 
page thing is very important. We know the effec-

REX BRIGGS CEO, Marketing Evolution

Earning Its Place      at the Party
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around for what is relevant to me. So if you have 
a story that is expanding, frame by frame? That 
is a lot of work! 

If a single frame can’t communicate what is 
relevant, it isn’t an effective ad.

So why do you think so many marketers are still 
getting it wrong?
If you look at the way many creative agencies 
send out their ads, and the way they present them, 
it’s almost always on a screen with nothing else 
on it. But that’s not how people see them. The 
marketer would be better served if [the] agency 
sent the ads out in mocked-up dummy content. 

What are your predictions for display?
It needs to be a better ecosystem because market-
ers are going to be continuing to look for innova-
tion in the short term.

What I would love to see happen? Marketers 
changing their briefing processes and insisting 
that these insights are universally applied. I’m an 
optimist, so I hope so.

Do you think there’s a move toward greater 
discipline about how to use display in the 
marketing mix?
Well, when you think that in the next two years, 
we will cross the 20-year mark … My God, I hope 
we are getting more disciplined!

We’re curious. What are your favorite display ads?
It was a while ago. Budweiser’s Happy Hour ads, 
which they bought at 4 p.m. The skyscraper was 
a beer glass, and the bottle poured in. It wasn’t 
earth-shattering, but it was all done right. 

Any disastrous ones? 
That’s the thing. It isn’t so much that there are bad 
display ads, it’s just that they’re harmless. They 
don’t get anyone’s attention. It’s a big waste of 
money. In so many examples, you look at the ads 
and they don’t register. So it isn’t that ads dam-
age the brand. It just slowly burns a hole in the 
marketer’s pocket.

What will change display the most?
Software algorithms. These have the ability for ef-

drive by a billboard for Mc-
Donald’s. That ad doesn’t 
have to be super creative 
— it’s a cue, and you make 
a mental connection with 
the brand.

So I would argue that 
the discussion of “how to 
make display more cre-
ative” is mental masturba-
tion by creatives in black 
turtlenecks. It’s a bit of a 
waste of time.

Whoa. Can’t display be both 
creative and effective? 
Take travel, for example 
— couldn’t those ads show 
more beautiful tropical islands, for 
example, and fewer click-and-save 
come-ons?
Yes, you can have a travel ad with beautiful imag-
ery. But you have to be careful — it can’t be cre-
ativity for the sake of creativity. It has to optimize 
the message. You have to have clarity. There is 
such a thing as a creative vampire — an idea that 
is creative but takes away from the message. It 
sucks the blood out of roi.

And that is very pronounced in digital display 
because you don’t have that much real estate, and 
you are competing with content. In a full-page 
ad in a magazine or a spot on tv, the viewer is 
taking a break from content to look at the ad. Not 
in display. That’s why page takeovers or intersti-
tials become more important. That’s where the 
competition for the eye glancing around the page 
is much less. 

We’ve studied eye-tracking data, and what we 
found was that 12 percent of the time was spent 
looking at the display ad, and 88 percent looking 
at the content. And 12 percent is enough to get 
the message, but only if that message is very clear. 
It’s comparable to print, where most ads are only 
looked at for two seconds. 

So a consistent logo is important. And if it’s a 
brand I recognize or a category I am interested 
in, that’s good. In eye tracking, you notice how 
quickly the eye is bouncing around, looking 

SO IF YOU 
HAVE A 
STORY 
THAT IS 
EXPANDING, 
FRAME BY 
FRAME?  
THAT IS 
A LOT OF 
WORK! IF 
A SINGLE 
FRAME CAN’T 
COMMUNICATE 
WHAT IS 
RELEVANT, 
IT ISN’T AN 
EFFECTIVE AD.
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fective digital display advertising to be in a budget 
planning process across media, and begin to pull 
budget from tv or radio. What the digital display 
marketers need to recognize is that the cross-me-
dia planning abilities are really coming online.  

Digital display has been its own echo cham-
ber for the past 15 years. And when it begins to 
take in these cross-media pieces, I think now is 
the time for display to step up its game. Pretty 

quickly, in the next few years, that will be the 
biggest change — and if your roi is tanking, you 
will lose money, and it will shift directly into 
other media. If you’re effective, you can steal 
budget. You’ll have the evidence you need, and 
it will be baked into the infrastructure of how 
media is bought. It is truly zero-based cross-
media budget allocation. And digital media will 
sink or swim based on that. O
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We call this solution the 
validated Campaign Essen-
tials (vce), and it provides an 
unduplicated accounting of 
impressions delivered across 
a variety of dimensions, help-
ing to significantly improve 
the value of online advertis-
ing. (Importantly, vce gleans 
all this information via a 
single ad tag, thus enabling a 
comprehensive, but holistic, 
view of digital ad delivery. 
The use of a single ad tag is 
a critical component of this 
measurement approach, as 
it evaluates all impressions 
consistently and eliminates 
all issues associated with du-
plicated measurement.)

To test-drive vce and to bet-
ter understand issues associ-
ated with display ad delivery 
and validation, we included 
12 major marketers, among 
them Kraft, Sprint, Kellogg’s, 

Ford and Kimberly Clark, in the 
u.s.-based vce Charter Study. 
(Results are presented in ag-
gregate form, to protect their 
confidentiality.)

The goal was to find out 
what’s not working, and 
to quantify the incidence 
of sub-optimal ad deliv-
ery. And what we found 
was that when it comes 
to digital display, market-
ers are not necessarily 
getting what they expect 
when they buy online ads. 
From ads delivered next to 
objectionable content to 
ads that never had the op-
portunity to be seen, there 
are countless examples 
where the digital medium 
is simply not delivering on 
its promise.

The study found five areas 
marketers should pay closer 
attention to.

1. IN-VIEW RATES ARE EYE-
OPENING
The study showed that 31 per-
cent of ads were not in-view, 
meaning they never had 
an opportunity to be seen. 
There was also great variation 
across sites where the cam-
paigns ran, with in-view rates 
ranging from 7 percent to 100 
percent on a given site. This 
variance illustrates that even 
for major advertisers making 
premium buys, there is a lot 
of room for improvement.

One of the most funda-
mental aspects of advertising 
measurement, particularly as 
it relates to cross-media, is the 
need for a solid and consis-
tent method of determining 
whether a consumer had an 
opportunity to see (ots) an ad. 
In television, once an ad is de-
livered in a program, it plays, 
meaning that the consumer 
had an opportunity to see it. 
While the person might not 
have been in the room to see 
the ad, the industry accepts 
the notion that the opportu-
nity was still there and there-
fore it gets counted as such. 
Alternatively, if the television 
is turned off, there isn’t an 
opportunity for it to be seen.

The advertising industry 
has accepted ots as a stan-
dard metric, which many 
rely on to build cross-media 
campaigns and to assess the 
effects of advertising across 
channels. This metric is par-
ticularly important based on 
the very simple fact that:
• If an ad does not have an 
opportunity to be seen by a 

BACK IN JANUARY, comScore released a new way to 
account for the impressions made by digital display 
advertising, following many of the guidelines laid 
out in the industry’s Making Measurement Make 
Sense (3MS) initiative.

Shoring Up 
Display’s 
Weak Spots
An in-depth look from comScore at 
the five areas marketers need to 
focus on to make sure they get what 
they pay for BY LINDA ABRAHAM
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the ads must be in-view for a 
minimum of one second.

2. TARGETING AUDIENCES BEYOND 
DEMOS CAN BE POWERFUL
Generally, campaigns that had 
very basic demo-targeting 
objectives performed well with 
regard to hitting those targets. 
For example, those with an 
objective of reaching people in a 
particular broad age range did so 
with 70 percent of their impres-
sions. Predictably, as additional 
demographic variables were 
added to the targeting criteria 
(e.g., income + gender), accura-

banner ad at the top of the page 
has had a chance to load. An 
alternative scenario is when a 
user remains at the top of the 
page, never scrolling to the 
bottom where many ads have 
loaded. Given these scenarios, 
which inherently result in many 
ad impressions being delivered 
but not seen, the industry has 
begun to evaluate ways to ac-
curately measure viewability 
and to improve in-view rates 
to avoid wasted ad spend. 3ms 
proposed a standard definition 
of in-view, which states that at 
least 50 percent of the pixels of 

real user, then it cannot possi-
bly deliver its intended effect.
• When compared to other 
forms of media, digital advertis-
ing has unique characteristics 
relating to an ad’s opportunity 
to be seen. To date, the standard 
has simply been to measure 
whether ads were served to a 
page. However, there are many 
reasons why a served digital 
ad might not result in some-
one having an opportunity to 
see it. For example, consumers 
often land on a particular page 
and then quickly scroll down 
to consume content before the 
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Meanwhile, for countless 
other advertisers, deliver-
ing an ad to a consumer 
in this content would be 
completely benign. 
Brand Safety on Adult-
Content and Hate Sites
To begin to understand 
the extent to which ads 
are delivered in content 
deemed inappropriate, the 
vce Charter Study quanti-
fied the incidence of ad 
delivery on Adult-Content 
and/or Hate sites (Type I). 
The study used a standard 
definition of “objection-
able content,” based on 
historical data of sites/cat-
egories most commonly 
identified as being “not 
brand safe” by leading ad-
vertisers (See Figure 16). 

To the surprise of 
many advertisers in the 
vce Charter Study, 72 
percent of the campaigns 
had at least some impres-
sions served in this type 
of inappropriate content, 
which spanned a total of 
980 sites (See Figure 17). 
The good news is that 
the actual percentage of 
impressions involved was 
quite small, less than .01 
percent. However, the 
study also showed that 
92,000 people saw these 
ads, meaning that if some 
of these people were 
either loyal or prospec-
tive customers, it could be 
counterproductive and/or 
problematic for the brand.

It should be noted that 
it is likely that this num-
ber is much higher when 

brands spend money on 
advertising, they need as-
surance that their ads will 
not run next to content 
that is at odds with the 
brand they are trying to 
build or the equity they 
have already established.

In this context, “ob-
jectionable content” can 
generally be categorized 
into two buckets, the first 
being rather objective and 
the second being much 
more subjective and 
brand-specific:
Type I: Adult-Content 
and/or Hate Sites
Almost all brands want 
to avoid having their ads 
run on Adult-Content 
or Hate sites. Although 
there might be some dif-
ferences of opinion on 
exactly what sites fall into 
these categories, there are 
generally agreed-upon 
and industry-endorsed 
lists that define these, and 
almost without exception, 
reputable marketers want 
to avoid them at all costs.
Type II: Brand-Specific 
Criteria
There are topics, is-
sues and/or content that 
certain brands don’t want 
to advertise near because 
it directly conflicts with 
and/or detracts from the 
advertising’s objective. 
For example, consider a 
major airline. For obvious 
reasons, an advertiser in 
this space might not want 
the brand’s ad to appear 
next to an article about 
significant plane delays. 

cy rates of the ad delivery 
declined. However, the 
results also showed that, 
on average, 36 percent 
of all impressions in a 
campaign were delivered 
to audiences with behav-
ioral profiles that were 
relevant to the brand (i.e., 
consumers with dem-
onstrated interests in 
categories, such as food, 
auto or sports). One cam-
paign had 67 percent of 
its impressions viewed by 
the target behavioral seg-
ment, demonstrating that 
targeting to people based 
on interests or behaviors 
holds strong potential.

3. THE CONTENT IN WHICH 
AN AD RUNS CAN MAKE OR 
BREAK A BRAND 
Of the campaigns ana-
lyzed, 72 percent had 
at least some impres-
sions that were delivered 
adjacent to objectionable 
content. While this did not 
translate to a large num-
ber of impressions on an 
absolute basis (141,000 
impressions across 980 
domains), it is important 
to note that 92,000 people 
were exposed to these 
impressions. This demon-
strates that even with the 
most premium of execu-
tions, brand safety should 
be of utmost concern for 
advertisers. 

Defining brand safety A 
major concern of all mar-
keters is the relevance of 
the content in which their 
ads are delivered. When 

SOME 72 
PERCENT 
OF THE 
CAMPAIGNS 
HAD AT 
LEAST SOME 
IMPRESSIONS 
SERVED IN 
OBJECTION-
ABLE  
CONTENT, 
TO THE 
SURPRISE 
OF THE 
MARKETERS.
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ate environment can quickly 
go viral, exposing many more 
people to the unintended, but 
negative, association of a brand 
and inappropriate content. With 
92,000 people being exposed 
across all vce Charter Study 
campaigns, the advertisers’ 
concerns are justified.

4. FRAUD IS THE ELEPHANT IN 
THE DIGITAL ROOM
Fraud is an undeniably large 
and growing problem in digital 
advertising. The results showed 
that an average of 0.16 per-
cent of impressions across all 
campaigns was delivered to 
non-human agents from the iab 

• In a few instances, select 
demand-side platforms chose 
to obfuscate the urls where 
the ads were run, meaning that 
brand safety could not be mea-
sured and clients could not vali-
date where the ads were run.

Despite the relatively low 
overall incidence of ads ap-
pearing next to inappropriate 
content, these findings still 
might be unsettling to advertis-
ers. Even one ad impression 
delivered in the wrong environ-
ment can damage a valuable 
consumer’s feelings toward a 
brand. With the increasing use 
of social media, a snapshot of a 
marketer’s ad in an inappropri-

evaluating the broader, online 
advertising universe as there 
are certain factors that may 
have positively influenced the 
low percentage of inappropriate 
ad placements in the vce Char-
ter Study. These factors include:
• The brands under measure-
ment were premium national 
marketers and therefore more 
likely to use higher quality 
content. 
• Many of the brands were 
already employing ad-blocking 
technologies from external 
third parties. Even with these 
technologies in place, sev-
eral instances of inappropriate 
placements still appeared. 

Custom Categorization of Sites 
with Intentionally Fraudulent Activity
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therefore wreak havoc on ad 
delivery and validation, caus-
ing a lot of wasted ad impres-
sions and skewing the results 
of advertising-effectiveness 
measurement. An analysis 
of vce Charter Study cam-
paigns showed that the average 
campaign in the study had 0.16 
percent of total impressions be-
ing delivered via these spiders 
and bots.

In addition to known spiders 
and bots, part of the vce Charter 
Study analysis included an eval-
uation of fraudulent impres-
sions that were intentionally 
delivered via illegitimate online 
activity. Campaign delivery was 
manually reviewed for unusual 
activity indicative of intentional 
fraud. Such indicators might 

To help members of the 
online advertising ecosystem 
better understand and avoid 
issues relating to fraud, the iab 
maintains a list of all known 
non-human spiders and bots. 
All iab-accredited ad servers 
are required to filter out these 
known sources of non-human 
ad impressions. The use of 
some of the spiders and bots 
on this list is a completely 
legitimate practice employed 
by many Web sites for a variety 
of uses, such as to gather data 
to help index pages for search 
engines or to determine page 
content for the purposes of 
offering contextual ad place-
ments. Regardless of their use, 
however, they do not deliver 
ads to consumers and can 

spiders and bots list. Although 
this percentage might appear 
negligible, there are two impor-
tant considerations to keep in 
mind. Only the most basic forms 
of inappropriate delivery were 
addressed in this study. When 
additional, more sophisticated 
types of fraud are considered, 
the problem will only get larger. 
Like brand safety, fraud should 
be an important concern for all 
advertisers.

Defining fraud Today’s world 
of online advertising involves 
many players in the ecosystem, 
each with a specific role and 
goal. However, the inherent 
complexity in this landscape 
results in a lack of control and 
visibility into online ad delivery. 
While the vast majority of indi-
viduals in the digital advertising 
ecosystem operate with the best 
of intentions, like any industry, 
there are fraudulent players that 
can disrupt the value chain. 
The complicated daisy chain 
of ad delivery can involve up to 
20 different players, and quite 
often neither the buyer nor the 
seller has insight into each step 
in the process.

The term “fraud” as it relates to 
online advertising encompasses 
a variety of impression-delivery 
scenarios. In some cases, there 
is direct fraud, which is deliber-
ate and completely illegitimate, 
while other types of fraud are 
an unintentional by-product of 
legitimate business practices. 
In either case, this fraudulent 
activity does not deliver ads to 
actual people as intended, so 
should therefore be excluded 
from validated impression 
counts.

Intersection of Percent of In-View, In Geography 
and On Target Ad Impressions Delivered 
For a Sample Campaign in vCE Charter Study
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counting of delivered impres-
sions, advertisers require a 
simple solution that eliminates 
all of the wasted time and er-
ror associated with merging 
disparate data sources. Con-
sider, for example, results from 
a single campaign in the vce 
Charter Study:
• 38.9 percent of the ads were 
delivered to the right target 
audience; 
• 58.0 percent of the ads were 
delivered in-view; 
• 85.7 percent of the ads were 
delivered in the right geography.

But note that the study goes 
on to say that in this sample 
campaign, just 33 percent of the 
ads were delivered according 
to plan. 

Across all dimensions of ad 
delivery, the vce Charter Study 
demonstrated clear examples 
of situations where ad impres-
sions were largely wasted. 

And since study partici-
pants included major branded 
advertisers, who inherently 
buy more premium inventory 
than the average online mar-
keter, the study findings are not 
necessarily representative of 
the overall online advertising 
market. In fact, because these 
advertisers generally engage in 
high-end, premium campaigns, 
the findings may represent 
“best-case scenarios,” rather 
than the norm.

That shows us that regard-
less of the quality of the buy, 
there is almost always room 
for improvement. Advertisers 
who understand and leverage 
the power of validation stand to 
gain much more value from the 
digital channel. O

paign. Clearly, no brand is im-
mune from fraud, and it should 
be an area of concern for all 
players in the ecosystem.

5. DIGITAL AD ECONOMICS: 
THE GOOD GUYS AREN’T 
NECESSARILY WINNING
The study showed that there 
was little to no correlation 
between cpm and value be-
ing delivered to the advertiser. 
For example, ad placements 
with strong in-view rates are 
not getting higher cpms than 
placements with low in-view 
rates. Similarly, ads that are 
doing well at delivering to a 
primary demographic target 
are not receiving more value 
than those that are not. In 
other words, neither ad visibil-
ity nor the demographic target 
delivery is currently reflected 
in the economics of digital 
advertising.

PUTTING ALL OF THE PIECES 
TOGETHER
The vce Charter Study dem-
onstrates that each dimension 
of ad delivery — viewability, 
audience targeting, geographic 
targeting, brand safety and 
fraud — has a significant impact 
on whether or not an ad has 
an opportunity to achieve its 
intended objective, and should 
therefore be a central compo-
nent of ad delivery validation 
measurement.

Advertisers want to under-
stand ad delivery to each of 
these core dimensions, and 
they also require a holistic, 
unduplicated view of total 
campaign delivery. In order to 
achieve this unduplicated ac-

be unusually high or unusu-
ally low in-view rates or little 
or excessive mouse movement 
on the creative. Upon iden-
tifying these outliers, further 
human investigation was used 
to either confirm or negate the 
hypothesis.

The analysis revealed more 
than 200 sites that were guilty 
of this type of fraudulent de-
livery. Figure 19 below out-
lines some of the most com-
mon categories of sites with 
such activity. Additionally, 
the investigation uncovered 
that one of the sites delivered 
almost 2 million ads in the vce 
Charter Study, supporting the 
need for consistent hygiene 
on campaigns to accurately 
measure delivery and ensure 
only ads that are delivered to 
actual humans are counted in 
validation and effectiveness 
measurement. Again these ads 
were not blocked from serving 
for the purposes of this study, 
but instances of delivery were 
measured.

While these two categories of 
fraudulent ad delivery account-
ed for only a small percentage 
of total ad impressions in the 
vce Charter Study, there are a 
variety of other sources of fraud 
that consistently result in sig-
nificant waste. For perspective, 
of the approximately 1 trillion 
urls that comScore processes 
each month (40 percent more 
than all the traffic of the entire 
u.s. Internet population), the 
application of comScore’s full 
suite of fraud detection tech-
nologies identified levels of 
fraud ranging from 3 percent to 
10 percent for a given cam-



60  OMMA MAGAZINE   SUMMER 2012

B
O

O
K

SH
EL

F
PRECISION MARKETING

ADVERTISERS ARE MORE VOCAL THAN 
EVER ABOUT WHAT’S WRONG WITH MASS 
MARKETING. But defining the reverse — 
with so many ways to pinpoint, segment 
and sub-segment customers — is no day 
at the beach, either. A recent study at the 
cmo Council found that while 60 percent 
of cmos say they are focused on reaching 
buyers in more relevant and contextual 

ways, only 15 percent believe that the companies they work for are doing a good job at 
finding and integrating information about their customers from disparate sources. 

Making better, and more precise, use of that data is what Precision Marketing is all about. 

Right Place, 
Right Time

How understanding  
relevance maximizes revenue 
by Sandra Zoratti and Lee Gallagher

THE PRECISION MARKETING JOURNEY
Precision Marketing is about using data-driven 
insights to deliver the right message to the right 
person at the right time in the right channel. 
It is critical to understand that this method 
involves a data-driven approach, which en-
ables more rational and fact-based marketing 
decisions. Precision Marketing evolves the 
marketing practice beyond the realm of relying 
on mere intuition and gut checks. While experi-
ence remains essential to success, it is now 
necessary to gather and analyze all available in-
sight in order to objectively guide your market-
ing decisions with more depth and precision.

Precision Marketing is about viewing the 
company, its products and its marketing mes-
sages from each customer’s perspective. What 
does the customer want? What does the cus-
tomer need? Precision Marketing is customer-
focused, but not in the same way as one-on-
one marketing or 360-degree marketing. Rather 
than surround customers from all angles and 
blast them with messages, Precision Marketing 
looks at the customer’s view of the company.

The value of Precision Marketing is proven 
across industries, but it is important to keep 
in mind that the process is a journey. The 
journey will take time and effort, and it will be 
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worth the effort and investment. Let’s consider 
the case of 1-800-Flowers.  

THE 1-800-FLOWERS JOURNEY
With annual revenue exceeding $700 million and 
a database of 35 million customers, 1-800-Flowers 
is now the world’s leading florist and gift company. 
What’s impressive about this company, run by 
brothers Jim and Chris McCann, is their commit-
ment to analytical leadership.

According to the McCanns’ recent book Analyt-
ics at Work, the company’s focus on data-driven 
decision-making is a core aspect of its overall 
approach to strategy. “We have a culture of analyt-
ics and testing,” says Chris McCann, president of 
1-800-Flowers. “I say, ‘I know what you think — tell 
me what you can prove.’ ”

Some companies, like 1-800-Flowers, enjoy 
unprecedented insight into their customers. “Basi-
cally, we know who buys what for what occasion, 
for whom, and where it’s sent,” says Aaron Cano, 
formerly the vice president of customer knowl-
edge management at 1-800-Flowers. This lets the 
company build extensive data sets and get to know 
more about each customer. 1-800-Flowers has 
customer info such as: customer name; occasion 
bought for; recipient name; recipient address; 
channel; demographic information.

The company employs its analytical strengths 
across all of its 11 brands, including Fannie May 
Fine Chocolates, The Popcorn Factory and Cheryl & 
Co. cookies. With these numerous distinct brands, 
one of the company’s core challenges is leverag-
ing its extensive customer data to benefit all of the 
divisions. Given the company’s multiple channels 
of interaction (retail stores, phone, catalogues and 
online), analyzing all of the company’s customer 
data is an enormous task.

The company has made tremendous strides in 
dramatically reducing the time it takes to segment 
customers for a mailer or a catalogue. “It used to 
take two or three weeks — now it takes two or three 
days,” says Cano. “That leaves us time to do more 
analysis and make sure we’re sending relevant of-
fers.”

The marketing team spent years trying to get 
a handle on all of this data. Marketing was tasked 
with mapping the data, identifying all possible 

touch points, cleansing the data and recognizing 
when customers moved between sales channels. 
Then, the 1-800-Flowers team was able to con-
struct a custom dashboard and create underlying 
systems that made key data accessible to employ-
ees on demand. “Previously, business users had 
to rely on it to produce monthly reports. Now, 
they can access and analyze the data themselves 
at their desktops whenever they want,” says Ron 
Scala, director of information management for 
1-800-Flowers.

The company’s loyalty and retention rates are 
powerful proof that its commitment to data-driven 
strategies has paid off. In fact, the company has 
increased its customer retention rate by 10 percent 
and increased the retention rate of its best custom-
er segment to more than 80 percent. The more that 
1-800-Flowers engages with its customers in the 
course of the year, the more likely customers are to 
discover one of the company’s other brands. “We’re 
successful because it isn’t just marketing that buys 
into the processes,” says Cano. “Merchandising, 
fulfillment, operations and finance all use the cus-
tomer knowledge to make decisions as well.”

Perhaps most importantly, 1-800-Flowers is le-
veraging its data to create targeted campaigns and 
engage its customers in a truly personal fashion. 
“It takes a long time for an organization to become 
analytical,” Cano says. “But at the end of the day, 
our customers become more loyal to us because 
we’re relevant and we treat them like individuals.”

Deeper data on what customers do — such as 
how or where they use a product — enable rele-
vance. “If a customer usually buys tulips for his wife, 
we show him our newest and best tulip selections,” 
Cano says. As Cano points out, Precision Marketing 
is a multistep, ongoing and worthwhile journey. 

THE PRECISION MARKETING FRAMEWORK
Adopting and fully implementing Precision 
Marketing is not about an instantaneous flip of 
the switch; it truly is a journey. This journey is 
not simple, but it is worthwhile, and your efforts 
and investments to navigate the journey will 
reap rewards. In order to guide you through that 
journey, we have created a Precision Marketing 
Framework, which includes three major mile-
stones and a series of six steps.
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The Precision Marketing Framework, in the 
simplest terms, is about following a logical, se-
quential and continually improving process. Here 
are the six steps within our Precision Marketing 
Framework and the major questions that each step 
strives to answer:

Step One: Determine your objective
What specific marketing objectives or business 
needs are critical to your company’s goals?
What problem are you trying to 
solve?
Is your objective measurable, 
achievable, relevant and timely?
Here are four popular objectives 
from which many marketers 
choose: customer retention; cus-
tomer growth; customer reactiva-
tion; customer acquisition.

Step Two: Gather data
What customer data will you 
need?
From where will you obtain 
your data?
What other vehicles will you 
leverage to gather data?
The following are possible data 
sources:
internal data; external lists; focus groups; polls 
and surveys.

Step Three: Analyze and model
How will you engage your analytics team?
How will your analytics team utilize the data to 
generate insights?
How predictive is your analytics modeling?

Here are deliverables an analytics team might 
produce: portfolio analysis; segmentation; industry 
models; custom algorithms; recommendations.

Step Four: Strategize
Will you use an existing campaign or create a new 
one?
What content and creative will you incorporate 
into this campaign?
What offers are you prepared to present?
What must your message express in order to reso-

nate with your target segment?
How will you measure your success?

Your strategy may incorporate one or more of 
the following delivery channels:
direct marketing; email campaigns; banner ads 
placement; telemarketing;social media; mobile 
communications.

Step Five: Deploy
How will you execute your campaign?

How will you implement the tac-
tics in your selected channels?
How will you use your data to 
engage with the targeted cus-
tomers?

Step Six: Measure
Did the campaign deliver the 
anticipated results?
What did you learn?
What worked? What did not 
work?
What can you improve upon?
How will you incorporate these 
findings into your next cam-
paign?

As a part of a partnership with 
Best Western, we redesigned their 

loyalty statement to increase customer engage-
ment, drive customer loyalty and generate incre-
mental revenue. 

BEST PRACTICES AT BEST WESTERN
“A lot of companies find themselves doing the 
same things over and over. At Best Western, we 
definitely test new marketing ideas to see what 
moves the needle,” says Tammy Lucas, managing 
director of marketing programs at Best Western 
International. According to Lucas, Best Western 
Rewards members represent some of their most 
active and invested customers. “Our rewards state-
ments have typically been reporting rather than 
response vehicles,” Lucas says. “With the help of 
InfoPrint and the cmo Council, we identified ways 
to expand our interaction with customers.”

Best Western, always interested in innovation 
and fresh ideas, was open to testing new types 

Sandra Zoratti
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of marketing tactics that could grow and en-
hance customer loyalty. Best Western wanted to 
run a campaign that would be delivered to Best 
Western Rewards members through a redesigned 
loyalty statement. The purpose of this trial was to 
increase revenue through incremental bookings 
and grow awareness for the hotel’s co-branded 
credit card. Best Western was also looking for a 
way to promote its new loyalty program, “More 
Rewards, Faster,” which helped its members earn 
double points or miles if they booked stays dur-
ing a set period of time.

As Best Western and Ricoh launched this cam-
paign within a four-week design and delivery win-
dow, the use of relevant messaging was a key area 
of focus. Using basic business rule data analysis, 
we were able to identify which reward members 
would receive a co-branded Best Western Master-
Card offer and which members already had one 
and thus would receive a reminder to use it.

The campaign included two statistically 
equivalent groups of 50,000 each. The first 50,000 
members served as the test group receiving the 
old statement, and the second 50,000 received the 
redesigned statement with customized offers.

This promotion was completed and delivered 
during the autumn of 2008 with results scheduled 
for measurement four weeks after the launch. Un-
fortunately, neither company expected what was 
about to happen in the u.s. market. The promotion 
for travel and credit was received by Best Western’s 
loyalty members the same week the u.s. stock mar-
ket crashed. Both companies were left hoping for 
the best, but anticipating a lackluster campaign. 

The results were impressive, especially con-
sidering the economic turmoil taking place at 
the time: The test group earned a 278 percent re-
turn on investment (Figure 2.2). This 278 percent 
roi was achieved by implementing the Precision 
Marketing Framework. As the Precision Market-
ing Framework prescribed, we determined the 
objective for the campaign, gathered and ana-
lyzed customer data to segment customers and 
create a relevant offer, strategized the campaign 
and delivery channel, deployed it and mea-
sured the results. The results delivered an almost 
twofold increase in Best Western’s roi metric. An 
indirect benefit was that the new statement de-

sign represented a 40 percent decrease in the use 
of paper, providing a significant green benefit. 
Thus, Best Western proved that it could produce 
superior results while contributing to greater 
environmental sustainability.

In addition to generating a triple-digit roi, Best 
Western also realized the following:
39 percent lift over the control group for 
number of stays;
34 percent lift over the control group for 
number of nights stayed;
30 percent lift over control for revenue 
generated;
500 percent lift over the control group 
applying for the Best Western Rewards 
MasterCard.

The most important result was a 15 
percent uptick in the response rate. 
None of the results were possible if 
customers had not responded to the rel-
evant information and registered for the 
promotional program. Relevant content, 
delivered in a clearly defined state-
ment, drove customers to engage. “We 
are delighted in the results of this trial 
and our work with the cmo Council and 
Ricoh,” Lucas says. “This pilot really does 
underline our ongoing commitment to 
rewarding our loyal customers and our 
commitment to continually deepen our 
relationships with them.”  

TAKE THE PRECISION MARKETING JOURNEY
Adopting an analytical approach to your busi-
ness and marketing practices — which we term 
Precision Marketing — is a multistep, evolutionary 
journey. You can begin to realize improving and 
impressive returns with simple steps forward using 
the Precision Marketing Framework. In each of the 
customer implementations in which we have been 
involved, not a single customer or business has 
chosen to abandon the Framework after having 
learned it. We believe that these rewards are avail-
able to all businesses willing to take the steps and 
begin the journey. O

Precision Marketing: Maximizing Revenue Through Relevance, published by Kogan 
Page, 2012.

Sandra Zoratti is vice president of marketing at Ricoh. Lee Gallagher is director of 
precision marketing solutions.

 “IT TAKES A 
LONG TIME 
FOR AN 
ORGANIZA-
TION TO 
BECOME  
ANALYTICAL. 
BUT AT THE 
END OF THE 
DAY OUR 
CUSTOMERS 
BECOME 
MORE 
LOYAL TO 
US BECAUSE 
WE’RE 
RELEVANT 
AND WE 
TREAT THEM 
LIKE 
INDIVIDUALS.”
AARON CANO,  
FORMERLY OF 
1-800-FLOWERS



What 
Marketers 
Should Ask 
About  
Mobile
The five questions that will drive 
sales, engagement and loyalty
BY JEFF HASEN
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InsightExpress’s Joy Liuzzo agrees that 
mobile campaigns should be viewed within the 
context of the larger marketing initiatives.

“For our clients, metrics were always impor-
tant, even if they weren’t ready to do mobile yet,” 
she says. “Oftentimes the availability of metrics 
was what encouraged our clients to dip their toe 
into mobile. They knew they could compare mo-
bile performance to their other media, providing 
executives with clear roi and hopefully getting a 
larger budget for future campaigns.

“As the campaign budgets grew, we encouraged 
clients to expand their understanding by conduct-
ing cross-media studies to look at the synergistic 
impact of all their media, including mobile.”

Microsoft’s Barbara Williams, a former 
marketer at venerable Johnson & Johnson and 
Unilever, is working around the lack of precise 
mobile measurement.

“Now it seems to be very anecdotal,” she says. 
“We know we spent x amount, and we know the 
cost per engagement or cost per experience. We’ll 
look at the percent we spend in media on mo-

bile, or media in other channels, and look 
at the return on that in terms 

of visitors or engage-
ment and try to 

But few companies are marketing well: Many 
simply repurpose their online ads, missing out 
on the true potential of the mobile audience. In 
Mobilized Marketing: How to Drive Sales, Engage-
ment, and Loyalty Through Mobile Devices (Wiley; 
May 2012) Jeff Hasen, Hipcricket’s chief market-
ing officer, helps advertisers get to the issues that 
will really drive revenue. 

Do we have enough metrics to make  
wise decisions?

Mobile has a ways to go before it can provide 
metrics that will offer more insight into perfor-
mance. Some envision the day when mobile will 
be included in a so-called universal dashboard 
that provides a real-time view of all marketing 
programs regardless of channel.

It’s a lofty goal and not one that necessarily will 
be met by a pure mobile company.

No one can argue that marketers aren’t 
using mobile: Mobile spending has 
passed both email and social media, and 
it’s expected to reach $8.2 billion by 2016. 
(And consumers are warming up to it, 
too, with mobile commerce projected to 
be $31 billion in five years.)
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tion and access to their networks as important to 
their shopping experience as comfortable shoes.

I’ve yet to forget the Lexus salesman who in 2010 
told me that I didn’t know what I was talking about, 
despite my access to invoice data available to me 
from Consumer Reports through my iPhone. Worse 
for him and the brand, even before leaving the 
dealership, I took to my social networks and spread 
word of my experience and displeasure.

Where are we headed?
The latest smartphones are capable of taking at 

least eight-megapixel photographs and capturing 
video in high definition. Graphic depictions of 

those Moments of Trust customer 
touch points are but an instant 
away from upload to Twitter, Face-
book and YouTube. 

For marketers, those experiences 
can quickly impact brand percep-
tions and even sales. What are we 
to do about it? First, we need to 
plan to move quickly. Time is our 
enemy. Before we even get to the 
next negative experience, we need 
to impress on our organizations 
that customer service is more criti-
cal than ever. Further, we should 
celebrate successes at Moments 
of Trust and mitigate when a bad 
experience like the one with the 
Lexus salesman drags down our 

customer satisfaction scores.

Should we be looking for innovation or the 
maturing of existing technology?
As to what’s next, Barbara Williams of Microsoft 
and Jonathan Dunn of Bell Media in Canada see 
more maturing of technologies than the intro-
duction of something new that will dramatically 
change mobile marketing and advertising.

“Innovation will come through mobile com-
merce and the use of mobile devices in shop-
ping decisions,” Williams says. “I think it’s the 
idea of driving commerce whether it’s through 
the device or the device leading to the store 
to drive commerce also using the other tech-
nologies to enable that whether it’s augmented 
reality, sms [short message service], or different 
forms of geotargeting, gaming, social. Using all 

compare it. We’ll say we know we’re not spending 
nearly as much in mobile as we are in digital, but 
we’re getting just as much traffic.

“Right now we’re at the beginning stages of 
making it more scientific and more data driven.
That’s where we’re starting with the framework — 
understanding what we’re measuring and making 
that consistent and standard across the company.”

espn’s John Kosner says that a bigger flow of brand 
dollars to mobile will solve the mobile metrics woes.

“It’s weak now, but in my experience the 
measurement follows the money,” he says. “Ev-
erybody complains where it is now. We’ll see 
significant expansion in the 
measurement in the next five 
to 10 years. In the meantime, 
companies like ours — that 
have great products, dem-
onstrate scale and represent 
a safe buy — may benefit 
disproportionately in a world 
less measured.”

Will consumers continue to 
seek out offers?
Duh.

Through more than 150,000 
mobile campaigns, Hipcricket 
has found that mobile sub-
scribers want a deal. That was 
true before, during and after 
the recession. Since the beginning, brands have 
come to Hipcricket for simple delivery of deals — a 
text message sent in response to a call to action 
that can be shown at retail. In 2009 the company 
brought a more sophisticated solution to the 
market, providing single-use discount codes that 
consumers could key in anywhere a Visa or Mas-
terCard was accepted.

The Yankee Group says that the number of active 
mobile coupon users is expected to grow from 2.7 
million in 2010 to nearly 35 million in 2014.

What’s the future of mobile and social?
As discussed previously, inserting the mobile de-
vice into the retail environment has changed the 
dynamic forever. Despite the hope of some busi-
nesses that the genie will get back in the bottle, 
don’t expect it. Consumers have made informa-
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an attractive opportunity: the power to engage 
with customers at the optimum time and place.

The catalysts behind the hyperlocal trend fall 
into two camps. First is the continued maturation 
of technologies, namely those capable of delivering 
marketers the information they need to determine a 
consumer’s precise location.

Today there are multiple categories of informa-
tion that businesses can tap into, including derived 
information (mobile phone number, area code, 
etc.); declared information (registration process, 
hotel check-ins, vip clubs); network-initiated 
information (triangulation, carrier, wi-fi, hot spot); 
and gps (iPhone, Android, BlackBerry, Symbian, 
Windows Mobile).

The second driving force behind the hyperlo-
cal trend is the fact that consumers have voiced an 
interest in locally driven communications. In fact, 
according to the mma, half of mobile users who 
noticed any ads while using location-based services 
took action. The mma also found that most mobile 
users are “interested in allowing their phone to au-
tomatically share their location 
in exchange for perks, such as 
free use of mobile applications 
and mobile coupons.” These are 
meaningful numbers that clear-
ly demonstrate why a growing 
number of brands are looking 
to latch on to this trend.

With these figures in mind, 
the temptation to jump into 
the hyperlocal waters is high. 
But consumer trust is criti-
cal. They don’t want to be 
inundated by brands every 
time they pass their local 
Starbucks. Your customers 
are interested in receiving 
locally relevant ads on their 
terms. Within this commu-
nity, brands should develop 
an intelligent hyperlocal 
campaign that has a ca-
dence, delivering relevant 
messages to consumers 
perhaps twice a month, 
not every few hours. O

the different types of mobile technologies and 
integrating them in a meaningful way that will 
drive sales or commerce or drive people down 
the funnel.

“I don’t know if innovation comes in new 
technology or combining what we have already 
in meaningful ways. People were throwing things 
against the wall. But when you think about it 
more strategically and think about the customer 
journey and that funnel or whatever shape you 
want to give it, you’re going to start combining 
things in different ways that ultimately will create 
something new but components of it are known 
and exist today.”

Dunn is looking for adoption of mobile tech-
nologies as the next big thing.

“In the mobile media and advertising space, in 
the next 12 to 18 months, I see broader update and 
consolidation of existing innovations,” he says. 
“We’ll see the widespread build out of html5 Web 
sites/Web apps and tablet sites. We’ll see mobile-rich 
media ad units becoming commonplace. At the 
same time, I’m optimistic we’ll define best practices 
for each to ensure good user experiences that main-
tain the vitality of mobile media and respect the 
personal nature of the mobile device. I also expect 
significant improvements in ad targeting and ana-
lytics. Both will get more precise and flexible, which 
will increase their potency.

“Broadly, I think nfc [near field communica-
tion] is a huge opportunity for marketers. Payment 
and mobile wallet gets a lot of ink currently and 
while that’s important, I think the real play will be 
in loyalty. The ability to personalize a customer ex-
perience and tie that in to device features and user 
data is powerful. If rumors prove accurate, Apple is 
including nfc in a next version of the iPhone, which 
will be a watershed moment. Google is pushing the 
envelope, but Apple has an excellent track record in 
frictionless ux [user experience], as well as a distri-
bution and payment platform that’s deeply inte-
grated into peoples’ lives. As always, privacy controls 
will be a huge topic.”

Will hyperlocal work for my brand?
A growing number of businesses are sharpening 
their focus on hyperlocal advertising and market-
ing. Still in its nascent stage, hyperlocal presents 

More than 
anything, 
mobile 
subscribers 
want a deal.
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REMEMBER THE LAST TIME 
you left a Web site because 
the allure of clicking on a 
banner ad promising lower 
interest rates if you could 
punch the monkey was just 
too great?

Me neither.
Beyond punching pri-

mates or offering people the 
opportunity to don pajamas 
that they can live in that are 
also jeans they can sleep in, 
display advertising seems 
to come from a place where 
kicking the proverbial door 
into our Web viewing expe-
rience is seen as acceptable.

Today, brand marketers 
continue to pump bil-
lions of dollars into online 
display advertising. eMar-
keter estimates that display 
advertising will increase to 
almost $22 billion by 2015, 

surpassing the ad spend on search. 
Thanks to technology advancing as quickly 

as the spending, banner ads are becoming more 
sophisticated and more focused. Video ads are 
becoming more prevalent. 

But despite all of this, online display advertising 
has digressed into an incredibly weak branding 
vehicle. This is due, in large part, to brands, ad net-
works and agencies adopting a practice of barging 
into a conversation instead of fostering one. 

Banner ads continue to allow brands to show up 
at the party and immediately start to sing their own 
praises and shove their own agenda or message 
down everyone else’s throats. They are not interested 
in you or anyone else at the party, or so it seems. 
Have you met this person before? Do you like them?

Do you want to give them your time, your at-
tention or your money?

Me neither. 
It’s only when we realize that people seek authen-

tic, emotional connections and apply that realization 
to online display advertising, that we will see a more 
sustainable return on a brand’s marketing dollar. 

Every brand willingly plays in this increasingly frag-

mented sandbox.

Too many brands aimlessly toss millions into dis-
play ads with little plan. Nor a content strategy. The 
result is, as a collective, we continue to spend billions 
making content ready for you to watch, whether 
you like it or not. Not because you’ve asked for it, but 
because we “think” this is what you’ll laugh at or what 
will make you tell your friends about Brand X.

It’s far from prophetic to say that this is no longer 
a world where brands can talk at their potential con-
sumers, not with them. It’s no longer a place where 
one message fits all or where I, as a brand, would 
talk to you, the consumer, on my time, not yours.

In a time where personalization is at a premium, 
interactions are a must, and conversations are 
expected, the current approach to online display 
advertising (banner ads, to be more specific) seems 
somewhat antiquated. It’s not enough for people to 
see you. It’s not enough for people to click on you. 

We live in a world where opinions we trust are a 
status update away. All of the information we could 
ever want — authentic information — is close by. 
A world where I can get credible information from 
someone outside of the brand. Who isn’t looking for 
a share of my wallet. 

Brands can no longer assume it’s enough to be 
seen. In fact, it’s not enough to be heard. Today, 
brands have to be felt. People have to relate to you. 
They have to want to join you. And they have to 
do that, not because you offer them a 10 percent 
discount, but because in you, in the brand, they see a 
little piece of themselves.

How? Simple. Use your product to tell a story 
that will be relevant, engaging and authentic to a 
consumer. That’s it. 

It’s time to stop viewing banner ads as “online 
billboards” and blindly hoping they will listen to it.. 
Instead, we must create deeper, more meaningful 
connections to the conversation.  

Maybe we can figure out a way to start the con-
versation with a simple hello. Introduce ourselves. 
Figure out ways to tell them a story that they want 
to hear. A brand narrative that means something 
to them and to us. 

I can assure that it won’t be a tale about monkeys. O  

Matt Smith is a Group Creative Director at MEplusYOU (formerly imc), where he 
leads strategic efforts for Louisville Slugger, Enterprise and Omni Hotels.

Web,  
Interrupted
The Unwelcome 
Intrusion That Is 
Display Advertising
BY MATT SMITH
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The  
Evolution 
of the  
Digital  
Media 
Mix
From Display to 
Today
BY KRISTIN HAARLOW

WHAT THE MEDIA PLANNER/BUYER THINKS 
Then: Display was the winner … of the leftovers

When I started in this industry seven years ago, 
display ads and relevant content went together 
like pb&j. Car advertisers ran standard Flash ban-
ners on auto sites, cpg advertisers ran standard 
Flash banners on recipe sites and so on. Networks 
were accustomed to adding significant amounts 
of impressions to a campaign at efficient rates. 
Behavioral targeting was the “hot topic,” allowing 
advertisers to get in front of an audience based on 
their Web-surfing behavior. Click-through rate 
was primarily used to measure success with a few 
advertisers dipping their toes into more robust 
engagement metrics such as view-through data. 
Digital was the medium that got whatever dollars 
were left over once tv and print were planned. 
Display impressions were still being given as added 
value to print buys. Digital was a hard sell for most 
clients and was typically looked at as a test.
Now: Social, video, mobile and more

Fast-forward seven years and digital has a media 
mix of its own — with display as one (smaller) por-
tion. And tv and print? They’ve gone digital. Entire 
agencies exist on digital media buying and plan-
ning alone. Advertisers have to consider so much 
more than running Flash versus static display 
creative. The conversation focuses on what type of 
digital media should advertisers use and how much 
of each? Social, video, mobile and local join display 
in the overall digital media mix. Reaching people 
through multiple digital touch points and engag-
ing them through meaningful experiences is what 
moves brands forward in today’s environment. 

Not only has the digital media mix changed, but 
the way inventory is purchased in the digital space 
has also changed. We’ve shifted from buying against 
content or even vast demographics toward creating 
experiences that match up with real human desires. 
Targeting has become much more advanced, allow-
ing advertisers to place their message in front of the 
right person at the right time regardless of which 
screen they’re using. Data providers are now invited 
to the table to discuss media buys and build cus-
tom targets. This allows advertisers to use reliable 
and actionable data rather than assumptions based 
on Web surfing activity to target their advertising. 
When targets are built with a data provider, they 

are media-agnostic and can be 
applied across entire campaigns. 
This allows social, video, mobile, 
local and display to work harder 
for advertisers by eliminating 
wasted impressions. We’re in-
terested in what inspires people, 
plain and simple.
Social: Leave the robot speak at 

the door

Social media platforms are the 
perfect example of a true human 
experience today. They are about 
interaction and engagement 
between people. They supply a 
stage for people to share their 
thoughts with everyone on every 
topic, interesting or not. People 
want to celebrate themselves and 
their friends through photos, 
videos and status updates. Suc-
cessful brands are the ones that 
speak like real people and not-
so-successful brands will stick 
out (for all the wrong reasons). If 
a brand wants to have a conversation with people, 
they need to have a true voice and avoid sounding 
like a robot. People want to feel special and that they 
are valued. They follow brands that add something 
to their social experience. 

Southwest Airlines does a great job relating to 
fans on Facebook while also standing up for what it 
believes. Its social approach is to be on the cus-
tomer’s side and its social voice comes across as 
friendly and relatable. The vibe — when you fly with 
us, you are one of us — is one that has gained great 
respect in the industry. It doesn’t shy away from 
uncomfortable topics. I’ve always been a Southwest 
fan, but my respect for the company grew even 
more when it used Facebook to keep everyone up to 
date on their inspections after a hole was found in 
one of their planes. Every day it would mention how 
many flights would be canceled, how many were 
being added back into service and when it expected 
all inspections to be completed. It was honest. It was 
real. And the fan base grew during a bad time.
Mobile: You hungry? There’s an ad for that. 

Mobile connects brands with people on the go and 
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shock you: Content is key. Display alone does not 
a digital mix make. We’ve seen average ctrs drop 
over the years because it’s not a natural behavior for 
people to click on a display ad and leave their current 
digital environment. When you create experiences 
for people to engage with, you capture their attention 
and spark the relationship. It’s then up to the brand to 
continue the conversation with those they engage.

A CLIENT’S PERSPECTIVE OF THE SPACE
Then: Click, click, clickity, click, click … click.

Clients used display advertising to drive as many 
people to their site as possible. The thought was 
if someone visited the Web site, then they must 
be interested in the brand. Success was measured 
on clicks and Web site visitation. Campaigns were 
optimized to drive traffic to brand sites as effi-
ciently as possible. Digital was viewed as a “nice to 
have” in overall media mix rather than a “need to 
have,” especially for branding advertisers. Direct-
response advertisers far outweighed brand adver-
tisers in the digital space.  
Now: Is it measureable?
As digital media has evolved, so has its measurement. 
The vast amount of data available on a digital cam-
paign allows clients to see exactly what the media 
is doing for them and how kpi goals are met. With 
multiple digital touch points at play, it is crucial we 
show the value of each. It’s not about Web site visits; 
it’s about brand engagement that drives real busi-
ness results. While being in the social space is “cool” 
and having a mobile presence is “forward thinking,” 
clients want to know exactly what it means for their 
business. We can now put measurement in place to 
show clients the value of a fan, a post, a share. We 
can link store sales in a specific region to a mobile 
campaign. We know how many unique users started 
watching a video, completed a video, replayed a vid-
eo, and then we can show if they visited the brand’s 
site at a later date. An impression has value and with 
the tools available today, we can show that to clients. 
Was it actually viewed by someone? In what type of 
content? And what demographic did it reach?  Mea-
surement is one of digital’s defining characteristics, 
and it will no doubt continue to evolve so clients get 
exactly what they need. O  
Follow Kristin and other Spark experts @Spark_SMG. Kristin Haarlow is the digital 
activation director of Spark in Chicago, and worked on Friskies Wonderland Quest 
game, one of the most successful Yahoo advergames ever. 

provides a great platform for customized local mes-
saging. With the smartphone population growing 
each day, advertisers have access to a vast amount of 
location-based data. What I love about mobile is the 
ability it provides advertisers to place the right mes-
sage in front of the right person at the right time to 
drive their business objectives. Dairy Queen recently 
promoted its lunch menu by serving ads to people 
who were posting messages on their mobile de-
vices about being hungry during lunch hours. It also 
responded in real time to people who checked in to a 
dq or mentioned going to a dq in their status updates 
by providing unique offers. It made perfect sense and 
was a great example of how advertisers can make an 
instant connection with people. You mention being 
hungry and dq reminds you of their lunch menu 
items — it seems so simple, yet wasn’t possible until 
recently. Advertising is getting personal.

WHAT THE CONSUMER (AKA A PERSON NOT 
IN ADVERTISING) THINKS
Then: Curiosity (sometimes) got the click

People were still getting comfortable with 
digital advertising. There was a level of 
curiosity which helped drive clicks to brand 
Web sites, and advertisers took advantage of 
this by tailoring their creative messaging to a 
specific offer, thus starting what we in the biz 
call “offer wars.” People knew what to expect 
— car ads on car sites, finance ads on finance 
sites, no biggie.  
Now: But how does the digital media mix make 

you feel? 
People are always in front of some sort of 
screen for 24/7 access to content. There’s al-
ways a version of “Call Me Maybe” or a Puppy 
Cam to watch, so the expectations of adver-
tisers are higher than ever before. The days 
of blasting ads are over. Advertisers know 
they must create meaningful experiences for 

people if they want any sort of brand engagement 
in the digital space. It’s all about value exchange and 
the relationship between brands and the people who 
purchase their product/service. A coupon may help 
entice a one-time action with a brand; however, it’s 
all about the vibe, the feeling — the experience that 
keeps people engaged with the brand long-term. So 
now I’m going to say something that probably won’t 

WE’VE 
SEEN 
AVERAGE 
CTRS DROP 
OVER THE 
YEARS 
BECAUSE 
IT’S NOT A 
NATURAL 
BEHAVIOR 
FOR 
PEOPLE TO 
CLICK ON 
A DISPLAY 
AD AND 
LEAVE 
THEIR
CURRENT 
DIGITAL 
ENVIRON-
MENT.
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allow marketers to develop content 
where consumers can engage with 
the marketer’s messaging. I see more 
and more auto, consumer electronics 
and entertainment brands turning to 
custom video units, where they can tell 
stories, educate and entertain.

The rapidly increasing penetration 
of mobile is giving marketers even 
more opportunities to stand out with 
display. (Not surprisingly, eMarketer 
estimates mobile display ad spend-
ing is expected to grow by 85 percent 
this year.) Currently, response rates on 
mobile display banners are higher, as 
the environment is clean in compari-
son to Web sites. Fast-food brands, for 
example, are partnering with mobile 
ad networks to run display ads within 
location apps with discount coupons.

But effective display spending isn’t 
all about targeting; choosing the best 
attribution model is also crucial to 
finding the right balance. The last click 
conversion, or llc, can’t be the main contributor, but 
too often it becomes the default metric. The con-
sumer journey to conversion is complex; consum-
ers go through multiple touch points before buying. 
For example, if they are considering a new digital 
camera they search, compare and read reviews often 
extensively prior to purchase. They’re exposed to 
marketers’ advertising before making their decision. 
Without leveraging the proper attribution, marketers 
risk under-valuing various display media tactics that 
are in fact delivering positive roi. It is important to 
measure how these multiple touch points factor in to 
the ultimate conversion. It’s critical, we’ve found, to 
partner with either an internal analytics team or work 
with companies like Adometry or Visualiq, in order to 
provide really effective budget distribution.

Display media is here to stay, and marketers 
need to be smarter about how they allocate their 
digital media investment. Consumers no longer 
take a linear path to purchase, and it’s time to stop 
pretending they do. Smart targeting and the cor-
rect attribution model are critical. O  

As a digital media director, Chung oversees G2’s digital media operation and 
provides strategic guidance for all digital media initiatives, including display, 
video, search, mobile, social and emerging media. 

 “DISPLAY MEDIA IS NOT PERFORMING. Let’s reallocate 
to paid search.” Sound familiar? 

In recent years, display media has been taking 
the back seat, not just to paid search but to other 
emerging platforms. While display continues to 
have the largest share, it is evident that it is losing 
its luster: By 2016, eMarketer predicts its share of 
the digital mix to be down by 15 percent.   

Identifying the proper display media mix can 
be challenging, especially given the growing 
number of targeting options. But applying the 
correct display media tactics, paired with the right 
attribution model, will drive both brand awareness 
and conversion. 

Not every tactic works for all campaigns. It 
helps to understand the key targeting tactics: 
Demo targeting/Geotargeting The oldest form of 
targeting, it allows marketers to reach users based 
on demographic and/or geographic data, such as 
gender, age or zip code. If you’re a brand looking 
for people 65-plus in 30 states, this is for you. 
Contextual/Category targeting This puts your ad near 
users based on their interests, alongside relevant 
content. Providing relevant messages to consum-
ers improves engagement and increases response. 
All products/services can take advantage of cat-
egory targeting: The objective is to find the relevant 
environment and offer a compelling reason for the 
consumer to interact with your message. 
Retargeting (or remarketing) This aims an ad at users 
who previously have shown interest in marketers’ 
products/services, and because of its proven ability 
to boost roi, is perhaps the most talked-about. To 
meet the rising demand, more dedicated retargeting 
publishers are debuting all the time, including com-
panies such as Fetchback and Criteo. It’s powerful: 
Imagine a consumer on a marketer’s site, checking 
out a red dress. She doesn’t buy it, but as she surfs, 
banners ads featuring the same dress follow her. 

Search retargeting works much the same way, 
recruiting new customers based on the searches 
they’ve done on search engines. Companies such 
as Magnetic specialize in search retargeting and 
deliver display banners based on relevant keywords. 

THE BEAUTY OF DIGITAL MEDIA, I’VE LEARNED,  
is that marketers can combine sight, sound and 
motion with interactivity. Custom video banners 

Target 
Smarter
How Rethinking 
Targeting 
Tactics Can 
Boost Display 
ROI
BY ANGELINA CHUNG
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AT THIS POINT, EVERY MARKETER 
knows consumers live in a cross-
channel and cross-device world. 
Customers interact with your me-
dia several times before converting. 
Understanding what those conver-
sion paths look like and how differ-
ent channels interact is key when 
it comes to mandatory optimizing 
media decisions, and deciding what 
role display should play in the mix. 

This is referred to as attribution 
— understanding what is happening 
along the conversion path for each 
channel and the degree of influence 
each touch point has on conversion. 
Attribution allows you to analyze 
channels, providing insights to help 
optimize media and conduct accu-
rate media-mix modeling.

But you may say, “I just care about 
display. Can you just tell me how that 
is helping conversions?” I could, but it 
would be like watching a soccer match 
and only being allowed to see one 
player. He ran around a lot and passed 
the ball, but without seeing the whole 
picture and every player, it’s impos-

sible to understand the true value of his actions.
This interplay is often seen clearly in the interac-

tion of display advertising and paid search. These 
are not two silos with separate goals and customers. 
When someone converts on your site, it is often due 
to the symbiosis of both channels. 

Paid search does not excel at creating demand. In 
most cases, paid search needs something to create 
awareness and cause the user to search for a prod-
uct name or related term. This is especially true for 
brand terms, which are the top performing words 
in paid search. Display ads can be the catalyst that 
drives search.  

Both also work together when using “search re-
targeting” to present display ads after a user search-
es. The user doesn’t need to click on a search ad or 
visit the client’s site in order to be entered into the 
cookie pool for search retargeting. Advertisers can 
employ a variety of rtb outlets to cherry-pick these 
users who have searched but not converted.

LAST-CLICK: LEAST EFFECTIVE
Through conversion-path analysis, we’re able to 
verify the assist provided by a display view or click. 
Our attribution studies have shown that display 
views appear as a touch point in 20 percent to 25 
percent of conversions that eventually get credited 
to search (paid or organic) if one were using a last-
click attribution model.

Only giving credit to the last click often favors 
search, due to the nature of a consumer’s be-
havior. However, this completely ignores the 
many touch points that assist along the way and 
disregards the effectiveness of a proper media 
mix. A recent study by eMarketer showed that 54 
percent of marketers still use last-click attribu-
tion, but those same marketers see it as the least 
effective model. It may be the easiest attribution 
model, but it is often the worst.

If you only look at last click, you will likely un-
dervalue an important channel like display. And 
when you don’t fully see the value of the channel, it 
is more difficult to invest correctly in it. This leaves 
you with a poor media mix, and you’re not using an 
important channel like display to its fullest. 

When looking at our retail clients and the effect 
display has within multichannel conversion paths, 
we see interesting patterns. Display plays a big 
role in increasing the average order value (aov) of 
conversions when it is a part of the exposure path. 
Display drives a 16 percent higher aov when it’s at 
the beginning of the path and converts users 43 
percent faster than other multichannel paths.  

What we can learn from this is that with the right 
combination of media, conversions can happen 
more quickly and require fewer exposures to close 
a deal. Understanding this interplay can help you 
determine the value of each exposure. Feeding this 
insight back into your media optimization is where 
the true value of attribution lies. 

Display is a powerful piece of your media mix, 
but it can often be undervalued. To fully optimize 
all of your cross-channel media, you must first 
understand how each of the pieces work together. 
Last-click attribution modeling will not cut it in 
this cross-channel world and to give display its fair 
shake you must dig a little deeper. O  

Bamberger is a founder of Innovation Interactive and runs its IgnitionOne’s Display 
Advisor Group.

Where 
Display 
Fits
Understanding 
Attribution: 
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BY ERIC BAMBERGER
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so that we 
can do 
our own custom creative for 
the digital world. Without giv-
ing away all the secrets of our 
success, when we’ve done cus-
tom messaging with video and 
display, we tend to see much 
higher consumer engagement, 
which, of course, makes the ad 
that much more valuable to us. 
We do testing on all our adver-
tising, and when we compare 
it to the qsr industry, we are 
running slightly more than 
double the industry norms, in 
terms of people receiving and 
retaining our messages.

What other digital programs 
are important?
Social media has done very 
well for us. There is a lot of 

debate about how effective 
it is, but it works for us. We 
think we are an inherently so-
cial brand, and our marketing 
assets can be readily deployed 
as conversation starters. And 
those conversations are rel-
evant to the brand.

For your core customers, how 
have media habits changed?
They are consuming media 
across multiple screens at the 
same time. So in our category, 
young males are an important 
target, and if they are watching 
a sporting event, they prob-
ably also have their phone or 
their iPad, too. That behavior 
allows you to deliver messages 
on multiple screens at the 

You spend a lot of money on 
digital ads. Will that continue, 
as TV audiences get smaller 
and become less effective?
Actually, tv is extremely effec-
tive for us. We’re very happy 
with the digital presence 
we have, and yes, it’s grown 
exponentially over the last five 
years. And there is no doubt 
that the tv audience is smaller 
than it used to be. But you can 
buy media around that. To me, 
the whole notion of digital and 
tv being at odds is wrong. We 
see them as being incredibly 
complimentary.

Are you using more or less 
display in your digital mix?
More. We have our own way 
of doing lots of things, and we 
have different marketing assets 

PERHAPS WE’RE FASCINATED BY HOW MANY SUBWAY 
SANDWICHES ATHLETES LIKE MICHAEL PHELPS 
AND APOLO OHNO GET TO EAT. Or maybe we’re 
impressed that the chain recently won the 
stamp of approval from the American Heart 
Association, the first fast-food restaurant to do 
so. Or maybe we’re just suckers for a company 
that seems happy to spend any of its $358 
million ad budget on baby-talking firefighters 
eating avocadohh. Whatever the reason, omma 
caught up with Subway cmo Tony Pace before he 
left for the London Games, to explain how he’s 
making his budget decisions these days.

Why Subway 
Loves TV The fast-food upstart may be digitally 

driven, but there’s plenty of mainstream 
media on the menu by Sarah Mahoney
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same time, for, perhaps, greater 
impact. But there is also the 
contrarian point of view, and we 
know there are some consum-
ers who like going off the grid 
because they are connected so 
often. So we really need to find 
the things they are passionate 
about, whether it’s tv, a musical 
act or even a blogger.

Do you have a favorite digital 
program?
We work with basketball 
player Blake Griffin, and 
last year he was in the Slam 
Dunk Contest at the All-Star 
Game. We created a Blake 
Griffin “Dunk Fresh” app, 
where consumers could take 
a photo of their own head 

and put it on his body. It 
debuted on Jimmy Kimmel! 
Live!, and Kimmel used it. It 
wasn’t a big program, but it 
was timely, and it all came 
together nicely.

In terms of your personal media 
snacking habits, what do you 
like?
I’m a big sports guy, and I play 
fantasy sports, so espn.com and 
cbssports.com. It’s probably old 
school, but I check on Yahoo 
finance, too. I’m not a Face-
booker. I’m more private than 
that. And for tv, we’re really into 
Person of Interest. We’ve got 
9-year-old twins, and believe it 
or not, it’s the one show we all 
watch together each week.

As we head into the Olympics, 
now that you’ve invested so 
heavily in Phelps and other ath-
letes in training, how will you 
measure ROI? When will you 
know that it’s paid off?
It’s already paid off. Our message 
has been about training, and our 
athletes include Olympians like 
Phelps and Ohno, but also people 
like cc Sabathia, Justin Tuck and 
Robert Griffin iii, as well as athletes 
everywhere. They are all train-
ing for whatever their athletic 
endeavor is, and Subway is part of 
that training. We’ve been tracking 
the campaign for a long time, and 
we’ve gotten good feedback.

The athletic ads are very differ-
ent from the baby-talkers of the 
“Get Your Own” campaign. Why 
have two separate campaigns at 
the same time?
We always have multiple layers of 
marketing going on. We are a big 
brand, and we appeal to a wide 
swath of customers. If we had 
adults do that campaign, it would 
come across as a little mean-
spirited, but because we use kids’ 
voices, everyone knows it’s play-
ful. The different themes appeal 
to different audiences, but we 
think they’re complimentary. OT
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