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#2 Avocados from Mexico
#1 TurboTax

#3 T-Mobile

#4 Squarespace
#5 Shock Top
#6 Taco Bell
#7 Amazon
#8 MINI USA
#9 Budweiser
#10 Butterfinger

A quantitative analysis of digital Super Bowl 
campaigns to find the REAL WINNERS
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Super Bowl 50 brought with it the abandonment of Roman numerals and the third edition of the Merkle 
Digital Bowl Report, identifying which brands that bought televised ad spots during the big game were the 
most successful at amplifying the message of their commercials through digital media.

Analyzing advertiser footprints across paid search, SEO, social media, display advertising, and email 
outreach, we identified the brands that brought their digital marketing A game. While other reports analyze 
the effectiveness of the Super Bowl ad creative itself, the Digital Bowl evaluates advertisers based on their 
online efforts to maximize the impact of their investments.

MERKLE’S 2016 DIGITAL BOWL REPORT

This year, the top Super Bowl advertiser based on digital media performance was...

TurboTax ranked highly in multiple scoring categories, with perfect marks in display 
advertising and tying for the second highest score in both SEO and social media.

In display advertising, TurboTax was prepared to take advantage of increased site 
traffic with tracking pixels that will allow for future remarketing. On YouTube, the 
brand teased its ads and took advantage of pre-roll ads and companion banners to 
stay hugely visible on Super Bowl-related YouTube searches.

In SEO, its Super Bowl-focused landing page was well optimized for mobile devices 
and ranked highly for Super Bowl-related queries. TurboTax also made smart use of 
product rating microdata, allowing the rating of its Federal Free Edition product to 
show up right on the search results page.

TurboTax’s social media campaign included authentic, real-time user engagement, 
with content that consistently reinforced the brand’s message. Product giveaways 
helped to sweeten these interactions for users.

While it wasn’t a top performer in paid search, TurboTax did well to show ads on 
relevant searches with ad copy and landing pages related to the big game. However, 
the brand’s paid search presence didn’t extend to mobile devices, resulting in a 
missed opportunity to get its ads in front of users searching on their phones during 
the game.

All in all, TurboTax put forth a strong effort across the entire digital landscape before, 
during, and after the game. It’s for that effort that we crown it the champion of the 3rd 
annual Merkle Digital Bowl Report.

Avocados from Mexico narrowly came in second, tying for first in paid search and 
finishing in the top ten in SEO, display advertising, and social media. Last year’s 
champion Wix slipped to 11th overall, but was a top performer in social media.



Paid ads appearing on first 
page of search results for 
relevant queries, including 
on mobile devices
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Super Bowl, including 
extensions

Landing page content 
related to the Super Bowl

Email outreach related to 
the Super Bowl

THE CRITERIA
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Taco Bell Aces Super Bowl Paid Search Ads
Taco Bell had a strong showing in the paid search space leading up 
to, during, and post Super Bowl, and the brand was well represented 
across devices and search platforms. With its campaign focusing 
on the big in- game reveal of a new mystery menu item, Taco Bell 
bid aggressively on very broad keywords (“Super Bowl”) and also 
keywords for other advertisers (such as “Doritos”), giving them broad 
exposure in search results. The surprise-and-reveal campaign format 
worked well in garnering audience interest and engagement. Taco 
Bell was one of the only advertisers we noticed that made significant 
changes to ad copy mid game, with all ads after the TV spot aired 
mentioning the new menu item (the Quesalupa) by name. Ad copy 
echoed the massive hype for the new menu item (promised to be 
“bigger than man buns”), and keywords for the tagline “bigger than” 

PAID SEARCH

rewarded users who may have been performing searches based on the pre-game content. This allowed 
Taco Bell to capitalize on its commercial on text support, grabbing audience attention following the game.

Ad copy echoed the massive hype for the new menu item (promised to be “bigger than 
man buns”), and keywords for the tagline “bigger than” rewarded users who may have 
been performing searches based on the pre-game content.

Taco Bell bid aggressively on very 
broad keywords (“Super Bowl”) and 
also keywords for other advertisers 
(such as “Doritos”), giving them broad 
exposure in search results.
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Squarespace Takes Advantage of Ad Extensions
Squarespace’s paid search ads leaned heavily on its “Real Talk” 
livestream commentary starring Key and Peele. The ad unit included 
enhanced sitelinks, which reinforced the livestream and also helped 
explain what exactly Squarespace is (a place to “create a dope 
website”),   something that may not have been abundantly clear from 
the television spot alone. On the landing page, users were presented 
with dozens of tiled GIFs, video clips, and tweets highlighting moments 
from earlier in the livestream. 

The ad unit included enhanced 
sitelinks, which reinforced the 
livestream and also helped explain 
what exactly Squarespace is.

Advertisers Pay to Boost 
YouTube Traffic
With many brands attempting to get 
as many views as possible for their 
televised ads, PPC ads linking to brands’ 
YouTube channels were very common. 
Some advertisers, like Budweiser, 
hedged their bets by running text ads 
for both their regular website as well 
as their YouTube channel. Budweiser 
accomplished this with a separate 
YouTube account, which gave it the 
ability to show double paid search ads 
and reiterate its presence on the SERP. 

Some advertisers, like Budweiser, hedged their bets by running text ads for 
both their regular website as well as their YouTube channel.
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landing page
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to Google’s testing tool
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respective page
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Doritos Wins Big by Capitalizing on the Past
For ten years, Doritos’ “Crash the Super Bowl” campaign has brought 
user-submitted videos to the Big Game ad stage. The landing page 
for this popular competition dominated the organic search front by 
re-using the same subdomain and URL to successfully build upon 
last year’s link equity. As a result, Doritos doubled its backlinks and 
referring domains for www.crashthesuperbowl.doritos.com even 
before kickoff. In addition, Doritos.com was redirected to the “Crash 
the Super Bowl” subdomain to take advantage of the main domain’s 
traffic during the campaign. Doritos clinched the SEO crown with a 
responsive mobile design, social profile button integration, and “Super 
Bowl” optimization in the page title, URL, and on-page content. 
Unfortunately, it has been announced that this is the final year for the 
successful #CrashTheSuperBowl contest. This raises the question, what 
is in store for Doritos in 2017?

SEO

Doritos’ “Crash the Super Bowl” landing page dominated the organic search front by 
re-using the same subdomain and URL to successfully build upon last year’s link equity.

TurboTax Sees Stars in the Search Results
TurboTax distinguished itself from fellow advertisers through the use 
of Product Rating microdata on its Super Bowl landing page. This 

Wix Drops the Ball
With the stage set for a repeat 
SEO victory, Wix had a big 
fumble that prevented a back-
to-back win. The late addition 
of a meta robots <noindex> tag 
on StartStunning.com made the 
page unsearchable and brought 
down the 2015 champ.

allowed the 4.7 star rating of its 
Federal Free Edition product 
to be displayed in the search 
results. Not only did TurboTax 
utilize product markup, but 
its mobile optimized landing 
page also ranked well for both 
“Super Bowl” and “Big Game” 
searches. With solid SEO and 
the resourceful use of structured 
data, TurboTax did well for itself 
in organic search.

TurboTax distinguished itself from fellow advertisers through the use of Product Rating 
microdata on its Super Bowl landing page. This allowed the 4.7 star rating of its Federal 
Free Edition product to be displayed in the search results.
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supported the brand in 
real time
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Amazon Outshines the Competition
Amazon ran solid plays throughout the Big Game. The brand came 
prepared with a wide variety of game-related content, including on-site 
video via Snapchat, and a live ongoing conversation between its brand 
ambassadors, social heavyweights Missy Elliot and Alec Baldwin. Even 
with all this action on the field, Amazon’s community managers remained 
agile and responsive, replying to users with personalized messages, 
tailored creative such as GIFs with users’ names, and surprise gifts.

SOCIAL MEDIA

PayPal Uses Trivia Contest to Drive Social 
Engagement with Users
PayPal gets credit for using social media to drive real-
time engagement with users through its Twitter trivia 
contest. The contest was designed to improve ad recall, 
as all questions were around elements of the TV spot. 
Ensuring the barrier to entry was low and it was easy 
(and quick!) to participate on the second screen helped 
the campaign succeed. As a service provider, it was a 
smart play to amplify the TV investment.

Kickin’ It Old School
Mini, on the other hand, went back to basics for social. 
The brand’s simple ad, inclusive message, and clear call 
to action had fans everywhere talking about their love of 
the brand. Mini replied and retweeted these mentions, 
turning everyday consumers into brand ambassadors, 
leveraging social’s power for word-of-mouth marketing 
at massive scale.

    Amazon used tailored 
creative such as GIFs 
with users’ names and 
surprise gifts.

    PayPal gets credit for using social media to drive real-time 
engagement with users through their Twitter trivia contest. 

    The brand’s simple ad, inclusive message, and clear call to action 
had fans everywhere talking about their love of the brand.
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Excellent YouTube Work Puts TurboTax Over the Top
TurboTax fit the bill for all of the categories of our grading rubric—using 
tracking pixels to build retargeting lists for later, purchasing placements on 
premium sports sites, and creating digital media ads that complemented 
its commercial. But where it shined the brightest was on YouTube. TurboTax 
teased its ads online prior to game day and leveraged many versions of 
its video to run pre-roll ads paired with companion banners before videos 
found via Super Bowl-related searches.

DISPLAY MARKETING

Despite Its Theme, T-Mobile Did Not “Drop the Ball” This Year
Not only did T-Mobile have two hilarious Super Bowl commercials, but the company also had a strong online 
performance. Before kickoff, the company placed more retargeting pixels on its site than any other Super Bowl 
advertiser. The company teamed up with Steve Harvey this year for a “Drop the Ball” commercial poking fun at 
competitor Verizon’s Super Bowl commercial, which was a great moment in advertising—too bad T-Mobile’s ad 
aired a few quarters before Verizon’s. T-Mobile bought many premium placements, but its strongest performance 
came on YouTube, with companion banner ads, sponsored cards, overlay ads, and skippable video ads.  

Before kickoff, the company placed more 
retargeting pixels on its site than any 
other Super Bowl advertiser. The company 
teamed up with Steve Harvey this year 
for a “Drop the Ball” commercial poking 
fun at competitor Verizon’s Super Bowl 
commercial, which was a great moment in 
advertising.

TurboTax teased its ads online on 
YouTube prior to game day and 
leveraged many versions of its video to 
run pre-roll ads paired with companion 
banners before videos found via Super 
Bowl-related searches.
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companion banners

THE CRITERIAPremium Placements Open the Door for Other 
Brands to Make Their Mark
Very few of the brands with Super Bowl commercials opted to 
supplement their television spots with premium digital media 
placements on major national sports sites like ESPN.com. Instead, the 
door was left open for brands not running commercials to capitalize 
on the prime real estate. Mercedes-Benz, which opted out after 
appearing in Super Bowl XLIX, owned the leaderboard spot on the 
NFL’s website from kickoff until the final whistle; Subway dominated 
CBSSports.com with a roadblock; and Danish jewelry manufacturer 
Pandora got multiple ad spots on NBCSports.com—a key win one 
week before Valentine’s Day.

Danish jewelry manufacturer Pandora got multiple ad spots on NBCSports.com—a key win one week before Valentine’s Day.
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Merkle is a global data-driven, technology-enabled performance marketing agency and the largest 
independent agency in the US for CRM, digital, and search. For more than 25 years, Fortune 1000 companies 
and leading nonprofit organizations have partnered with Merkle to maximize the value of their customer 
portfolios. The agency’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics forms the foundation for its unmatched 
skills in understanding consumer insights. When combined with its strength in performance media, Merkle 
creates customer experiences that drive improved marketing performance and shareholder value. With 
more than 3,000 employees, the privately held corporation is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland with 
14 additional offices in the US and offices in London, Shanghai, and Nanjing. For more information, contact 
Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.
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