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WHAT A YEAR!

Welcome to the latest edition of Merkle’s Dossier. We are excited to publish this 
collection of articles twice a year, and to reveal next-level digital strategies for a data-
driven approach to online marketing. Dossier, along with Merkle’s award-winning 
quarterly Digital Marketing Reports (DMRs), showcases Merkle’s keen insight and 
innovation in the area of direct and personalized customer relationships.

As a pioneer in people-based marketing, we are one of the few partners who can 
deliver holistic, data-centered, technology-enabled marketing solutions to leading 
brands; helping them improve customer engagement, gain competitive advantage, 
and maximize return on marketing spend.  

Highlights from Dossier 7.2 include topics such as the future of personalization in 
search with Google’s Customer Match and Local Inventory Ads, as well as challenges 
and opportunities for SEO in 2017. Given our growth in 2016, Merkle continues to be 
the second-largest Google agency partner in the US, and has a deep understanding 
of Google products and the possibilities for achieving long-term results.

Merkle recently became a new member of the Dentsu Aegis Network, which will 
enable us to continue to expand our global and scalable media, performance, and 
data solutions. This past year, we’ve bolstered our customer experience design and 
implementation capabilities by acquiring Axis41.  They’re a leader in deployment of 
the Adobe Marketing Cloud.  We’ve also added strength and expertise in real-time 
decision management solutions with the acquisition of Comet Global Consulting 
in Europe and the USA. Earlier in 2016, we acquired DBG, a European leader in 
database marketing. Our growth in Europe continues based on the strength of 
Merkle | Periscopix and the addition of Comet and DBG. Our focus will continue to 
be on the areas where we can enhance our commitment to clients, helping to drive 
your success.

In addition to our publications, Merkle also shares industry insight and best practices 
by way of a robust events program. I would like to invite you to two of Merkle’s 
premiere events in 2017 – our Digital Marketer Summit, designed for digital 
marketing practitioners, which will be held April 10-12 in Charlottesville, VA, and 
our Executive Summit, to be held June 12-14 in Palm Beach, FL. To request an 
invitation, please email events@merkleinc.com.

Thank you for your continued trust in Merkle. We look forward to partnering with 
you in 2017.

George Gallate
Chief Marketing Officer, EVP

a letter from

GEORGE GALLATE
CHIEF MARKETING OFFICER, EVP of MERKLE 
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Advertisers have a lot of information about 
their customers, including purchase history, 
purchase frequency, and home addresses. 
This can help to target demographics 
more granularly and, in some ways, more 
intelligently than using current AdWords 
geographic targeting allows. For example, 
the average household income (HHI) of a 
searcher’s home address neighborhood is 
often a better performance indicator than 
the HHI of the area where that searcher 
might currently be physically, which is 
how most users are targeted with existing 
geographic targeting.

This information can be useful in catering 
the ad experience to different sets of users 
across the channels for which Customer 
Match is applicable. By adjusting the ad 
messaging, landing page experience, and 
offers presented to existing customers, the 
hope is that advertisers might be able to 
increase the lifetime value of this already 
important segment of the population with 
CRM-based optimizations.

Even without any changes to the ad 
experience, brands find that Customer 
Match audiences are already very valuable 
in search, owing largely to their relationship 
with the brand. For example, one Merkle 
advertiser finds that individuals included in 
Customer Match audiences are six times 
more likely to click through search ads and 
four times more likely to convert than non-
Customer Match audience members.

Looking at the existing Customer Match 
opportunity in Google search, however, it’s 

clear that the product is currently limited in 
terms of how many searchers it can really 
reach, though there are several opportunities 
for its expansion, so the product will likely 
continue to gain traction.

At a high level, personalization capabilities 
in search are likely to continue to grow, 
whether through email-based targeting 
like Customer Match or other opportunities 
further down the line.

THE CURRENT CUSTOMER MATCH 
OPPORTUNITY IN SEARCH

Across Merkle advertisers actively deploying 
Customer Match audiences in AdWords 
campaigns, we find that less than 10% of 
total search spend is attributed to active 
Customer Match audiences for most 
advertisers.

The share of spend is so small, primarily 
because Google only allows advertisers to 
load emails which brands obtain firsthand 
from customers, such as through newsletter 
sign-ups or conversions which require/
request an email address. Brands can’t 
simply buy emails associated with a particular 
segment and load them into AdWords.

Another limitation is that even for the email 
addresses that advertisers are permitted to 
use in Customer Match, Google isn’t actually 
able to tie them all to its users. Google’s 
ability to do so is very dependent on which 
email service an address comes from.

For example, one advertiser finds that 
while Gmail addresses from 2014 orders are 

In October 2015, Google formally announced its Customer Match product 
to the world, allowing advertisers to load email addresses into AdWords 
for use as audiences in Google search, YouTube, and Gmail Sponsored 
Promotions (GSP) targeting. In doing so, Google finally opened the door 
for targeting users in search based on first-party CRM data.
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matched to users in search at a 90% rate, 
Google is only matching about 50% of Yahoo 
and AOL accounts for orders from the same 
year. The match rate for .edu addresses is 
just 17%.

Poor match rates are especially prevalent for 
brands that cater to college students (again, 
17% match rate for .edu addresses) as well as 
for B2B brands, which typically have mostly 
business domain emails on file that Google 
matches at very low rates. Further, as some 
demographic segments, such as older users, 
disproportionately use non-Gmail services 
like Yahoo and AOL, some segments of the 
population can be more difficult to reach 
through Customer Match targeting.

Google also has an easier time matching 
emails obtained more recently than those 
obtained in interactions from further in the 
past, as users may end up switching email 
addresses over time. Looking at the same 
example retailer, we find that while Gmail 
addresses are matched at a 90% rate for 
customers who made purchases in 2014, the 
match rate is just 55% for Gmail addresses 
from 2013 orders.

Thus, even though Customer Match does 
allow advertisers to target customers no 

matter how long ago those users provided 
their email addresses, the older the email 
address the more likely it is that that address 
won’t get matched to a searcher.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE 
EXPANSION OF CUSTOMER 
MATCH

The fact that older users disproportionately 
choose non-Gmail services for email 
suggests that Google’s overall email address 
match rate should increase over time, if 
Gmail market share continues to rise.

Aside from the potential for shifting email 
service affiliation, there are some updates 
from Google’s end that have either been 
rolled out since the launch of Customer Match 
or that exist on the horizon, which might help 
to expand the reach of this product.

CUSTOMER MATCH FOR 
GOOGLE SHOPPING 

Formally announced by Google in June 
2016, but available for several months prior 
in a closed beta, Customer Match for Google 
Shopping is just what it sounds like, allowing 
advertisers to use Customer Match audiences 
in conjunction with Product Listing Ads (PLAs).

.edu Yahoo AOL Gmail

MATCH RATE BY EMAIL DOMAIN
SAMPLE RETAILER

17%

46% 48%

90%
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This is a huge deal for retailers, as Merkle finds 
that PLAs now account for 48% of all Google 
search clicks, effectively doubling the amount 
of traffic Customer Match can impact.

Just like text ads, PLA bids can be updated 
to reflect the typically higher value of 
Customer Match searchers. While there’s no 
ad copy for Product Listing Ads, advertisers 
can optimize which products get shown to 
Customer Match users based on information 
like past purchase history to try to drive even 
more value out of them.

CUSTOMER MATCH DATA 
APPEND

The biggest limitation of Customer Match 
is that advertisers are only permitted to add 
email addresses that they have obtained 
firsthand. However, one indicator of Google’s 
willingness to loosen this restriction comes in 
the form of Data Append, which is available 
through the four companies, including 
Merkle, that are accredited Customer 
Match Uploaders.

Data Append allows brands to provide the 
phone numbers and/or physical addresses 
of users for whom they do not have email 
addresses to Customer Match Uploader 
Partners, who are then permitted to use their 

own databases to match email addresses to 
these numbers and/or addresses. Any emails 
surfaced in this way are then admissible as 
Customer Match emails.

The benefits of Data Append will be more 
limited for advertisers that boast digitally 
savvy customer bases that already interact 
with the brands they purchase from online. 
However, this feature will help to expand the 
Customer Match footprint for those brands 
that, for example, have large lists of catalog 
subscribers without corresponding email 
addresses (such as brands with primarily 
older customer bases).

NEAR FUTURE: CUSTOMER 
MATCH SIMILAR AUDIENCES 
FOR SEARCH?

Google has long been testing look-
alike audiences for Remarketing Lists for 
Search Ads (RLSA) users, attempting to 
find additional high-value searchers who 
aren’t already customers of a brand. Similar 
Audiences are created using past search and 
browsing history to determine those users 
who are in similar stages of research as those 
users in RLSA lists.

Customer Match Similar Audiences are already 
available for advertisers to target YouTube and 

PLA SHARE OF GOOGLE PAID SEARCH CLICKS
AGGREGATE RESULTS - US RETAIL

Overall
Non-Brand

Q3Q1 Q4 Q2 Q3Q1Q4 Q4Q2 Q3 Q1
2014 2015 2016

Q2

48%

73%

40%

60%

20%
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GSP ads, but Google has not yet rolled them 
out to Customer Match for search.

Expanding this capability to search would 
give advertisers the ability to target more 
traffic deemed likely to deliver high-value. 
However, it’s important to note that Google’s 
Similar Audiences often don’t perform very 
similarly to the audiences they’re modeled 
after.

For example, one advertiser finds that RLSA 
Similar Audiences convert at about a 30% 
lower rate than non-RLSA audiences for 
non-brand keywords, while RLSA audiences 
naturally have a higher conversion rate.

Still, we do expect Google to roll out Similar 
Audiences for Customer Match in search 
at some point, and it’s likely that Google 
will only get better at creating look-alike 
audiences that convert similarly to the 
original audiences they are based on.

DISTANT FUTURE: ALLOWING 
CUSTOMER MATCH AUDIENCES 
BASED ON ANY EMAIL ADDRESS

If advertisers were allowed to use any email 
address, not just those provided directly by 
users, this would greatly enhance the reach 
and importance of Google’s Customer 
Match product.

This may not ever happen as Google has 
shown no indication of allowing advertisers 
to use audiences associated with email 
addresses that aren’t supplied firsthand by 
users in search outside of the Data Append 
capability. However, such an update remains 
the biggest potential game changer.

If this came to pass, advertisers could create 
their own similar audiences, or look to target 
specific segments of the population that 
they’ve had a hard time reaching.

It’s unclear if Google’s “firsthand” limitation 
is a safeguard in the early goings of the 
product with a planned sunset or here to stay 

indefinitely. Perhaps an interesting parallel is 
Google’s years-long Remarketing Lists for 
Search Ads (RLSA) restriction that visitors 
must have visited a site in the past 180 days 
to be targeted through RLSA, which was 
expanded to 540 days in September 2016. 
Maybe Google will similarly reconsider the 
restrictions it has in place for Customer 
Match as it seeks to expand the role of 
audiences in paid search targeting.

PERSONALIZATION 
CAPABILITIES WILL LIKELY ONLY 
CONTINUE TO GROW

There’s no debating that Customer Match 
has its limitations, and that those limitations 
currently place testing such targeting behind 
other, larger-scale optimizations for many 
advertisers. However, Google is already 
making moves to expand the product, and 
has a few additional cards it could play in 
the future to make Customer Match a more 
important part of paid search management.

Even if Customer Match remains fairly 
limited in the share of searchers it can 
reach, personalization in search will likely 
only continue to grow in the future as 
Google figures out new ways to target 
individuals within audiences. Organizations 
are expending significant resources in 
attempting to track users across different 
types of devices and accounts, and these 
efforts should help to expand the realm of 
user targeting in the years to come.

For that reason, we think it’s important to test 
Customer Match targeting and optimizations 
now, in order to understand how such 
personalization can work for your brand.

Andy Taylor is responsible for analyzing trends across 
the digital marketing spectrum for best practices and 
industry commentary. He is a major contributor to 
Merkle’s thought leadership content including blogs, 
Dossier, and the quarterly Merkle Digital Marketing 
Report.
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OPTIMIZING THE 
ANCHOR LEG
HOW ANALYTICS CAN HELP 
YOU DRIVE MORE USERS 
TOWARD CONVERTING 
AT THE MOMENTS THAT 
MATTER MOST

REESE McGILLIE

In the relay race of the modern cross-channel customer journey, the anchor leg plays the key 
conversion role in moving your customer across the finish line.  

As the baton is passed to a site or app from other channels, brands must be able to present the 
absolute best digital experience for their audience. If you’re not currently running a conversion-
focused optimization program, you’ve already dropped the baton.

Brands spend billions of marketing dollars to drive traffic to a site or app for a myriad of reasons 
– from creating awareness to evoking interest and engagement by helping consumers learn 
more about their products. But it’s insufficient to view the journey to conversion only through 
the lens of the marketer. A clear understanding of the intent behind a user’s visit to a site or app 



8 |  DOSSIER 7.2

allows marketers to develop optimization strategies that can 
cater to the interests of a consumer based on what they want 
to accomplish at that point in time.

One effective strategy for a seamless pass of the baton to a 
brand’s site comes from investment in a data management 
platform (DMP). The unification of first- and third-party data 
via a DMP helps brands align their site or app content with 
specific user intentions. 

These intentions are determined by evaluating consumers 
based on a collection of their behaviors that are known to 
signal readiness to move toward the next decision point 
along the path to conversion. An intentional site content 
strategy that knows the reason behind why a user visited 
and is ready to facilitate that next decision is likely to see that 
manifest as positive lift to conversion.

But what else can brands do to drive material lift in conversion from their sites or apps? A 
robust A/B/n testing program is the foundation of a fast anchor leg. However, marketers are 
too often ill-informed when jumping into the world of testing and optimization, and when they 
do so, they can end up making rookie mistakes. 

There are several things that every brand must keep front of mind when using experimentation 
to help drive conversion and avoid making similar mistakes:

A clear understanding 
of the intent behind 

a user’s visit to a 
site or app allows 

marketers to 
develop optimization 

strategies that can 
cater to the interests 
of a consumer based 

on what they want 
to accomplish at that 

point in time.

One and done doesn’t work. 

Brands are unlikely to ever see significant sustained lift to conversion rates from a 
single test. Brands that successfully use testing and optimization understand that 
the impact is incremental. Iterating on key insights from previous tests helps drive 
that significant and sustained lift to conversion over time.

There’s no such thing as a failed test.

Even tests that result in users showing no demonstrable interest in one treatment 
versus another are not failures. Learning definitively that your target audience has 
no affinity for any of the creative content styles that you put in front of them is still 
an important insight that can become part of a broader strategy focused on more 
engaging content.

Don’t confuse a fishing expedition with experimentation.

You don’t need the scientific rigor of experimentation to randomly try new things on 
a site. But to continually optimize your site or app to drive an increase in conversions, 
you do need a repeatable result and that can only come from the controlled results 
of a true multivariate test. User-focused analysis methodologies like site pathing or 
cohort analysis of app usage data can reveal interesting insights about users who 
have converted or are likely to. These insights are the basis for great test ideas.
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DRIVING THE BIGGEST IMPACT

Successful optimization programs prioritize test ideas that leverage the tenets of human-
centered design. Consider these real world examples:

Minimizing the number of steps in the path to conversion. 

In an experiment for a consumer technology company, we completed an email 
test using a traditional email sign-up flow as the control versus a variant that used a 
new in-line sign-up module. The in-line module’s more seamless flow drove a 163% 
increase of the email sign-up rate. 

Reducing consumer decision fatigue by keeping things simple. 

For an e-commerce client, we were able to demonstrate how nuances in offer 
messaging can drive significantly different outcomes. In a display advertising 
experiment, an offer message that focused on a product’s new, lower price point 
increased conversion by 36% compared to an offer message that focused on the 
amount that the product was being discounted.

Once brands commit to a testing and optimization program, there is a temptation to assume 
that it’s as simple as investing in a tool that implements and monitors multivariate tests. And 
while selecting an experimentation tool for an enterprise is no small feat, the heart of an 
effective optimization program is tool agnostic. 

A solid optimization roadmap is where the best test ideas are articulated and prioritized. 
Prioritization can be driven by business objective, the estimated lift to conversion based 
on historical performance, or even by the estimated duration needed for the test to reach 
statistical significance. The ideal prioritization scheme takes all of these factors into account. 

Within an optimization roadmap, test ideas can be further classified by audience segments, 
products or other relevant themes. When the ideas are well classified, the results and 
subsequent insights that emerge from them are easily fed back into the marketing strategy so 
that the positive impact can be realized more broadly than the scope of the test. 

With so many steps that marketers can take to help move the needle toward a lift in conversion, it’s 
difficult to make smart choices about where to invest. And too often the race to drive conversion 
neglects a brand’s flagship digital properties. But by investing in an intentional optimization 
strategy, brands can effectively anchor their target audience and move them toward conversion 
– and be ready to connect with those users at the moments that matter most.

Reese McGillie As Director of Insight and Performance Services at Merkle, Reese manages a team of analysts and 
optimization experts that drive strategic analytics initiatives for global clients, such as Costco, Microsoft, and T-Mobile.

+36%OFFER MESSAGE: PRODUCT’S NEW LOW PRICE

OFFER MESSAGE: PRODUCT’S DISCOUNT
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Why You Should Get on Board Today and How
It May Be Easier Than You Think

LOCAL INVENTORY ADS

It wasn’t too long ago that Product Listing Ads (PLAs) launched and disrupted the search engine 
results page (SERP) forever. Also known as Google Shopping Ads, this media-rich and product-
specific ad format was a giant leap for retail search advertising as customers embraced the 
product-level detail.

As such, PLA growth has been impressive, and the ad format now generates roughly half of 
all Google paid search ad clicks for Merkle retail clients. Mobile PLAs are growing especially 
quickly, with clicks up 107% Y/Y in Q3 2016. We expect PLA click share, and the online order 
share the format accounts for, to continue to rise. Further, these ad units are increasingly driving 
offline conversions for advertisers with brick-and-mortar stores.

In an effort to help advertisers promote such conversions and more easily track them, Google 
rolled out Local Inventory Ads (LIAs) in October 2013, which highlight products that are in stock 
at nearby stores and are a great way to build a bridge between e-commerce and brick-and-
mortar marketing.

LIAs feature an “in-store” flag to denote which advertisers have a relevant product available at 
a nearby store. Google does a great job of ensuring that the right kind of ad (PLA vs. LIA) shows 
to the right customer. In addition to knowing a user’s location, Google uses a customer’s search 

NATE BROWN & ALEX COHN
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query to determine local intent (i.e., generic search 
vs. “near me” search).

Furthermore, we’ve found that between 80-90% of 
LIA traffic falls within a 15-mile radius of a brand’s 
store locations.

In the following sections, we’ll make the case for 
why LIAs may be the opportunity your company is 
looking for, highlight the ease of the setup process, 
provide recommended KPIs to use for reporting, 
and offer initial strategies to get your LIA program 
up and running. 

THE GROWING IMPORTANCE OF LIAs

LIA volume is hyper relevant, mobile friendly, and 
growing, as evidenced by 60% Y/Y LIA click growth 
for the median Merkle advertiser in Q3 2016. We’ve 
also found that LIAs have between a 25%-75% lower 
cost per store visit (CPV) on mobile devices than 
standard PLAs.

One Merkle advertiser finds that mobile LIA cost per 
click (CPC) is 35% lower than that of standard PLAs. 
LIA CTR is also 47% higher, signaling that Google 
is effectively triggering this ad format for searchers 
that show in-store intent, and who are very likely to 
click through on these units.

WHICH ADVERTISERS SHOULD RUN THEM? 

LIAs are clearly a retail-friendly ad unit. Retailers selling products that consumers want to see, 
touch, use, or try on before purchasing should particularly consider LIAs. Many products are 
not suitable for purchase online without the customer seeing it in person first.

On the flip side, even if you sell products that convert 
well through e-commerce channels, you may still 
be missing a segment of on-the-go, digitally active 
customers that value the in-store experience. For 
instance, last minute holiday shoppers may not 
have the time to wait for shipping and would rather 
purchase in-store right away.

WHERE DO LIAs TAKE USERS?

The user experience for LIAs differs between mobile 
and desktop. On mobile devices, your potential 
customer will see the ad unit to the right featured 
on the SERP.

Clicking through brings them to a Google-hosted 
landing page, featuring the product image, and 

One Merkle advertiser finds that 
mobile LIA cost per click (CPC) is 
35% lower than that of standard 

PLAs. LIA CTR is also 47% 
higher, signaling that Google 
is effectively triggering this ad 
format for searchers that show 

in-store intent who are very likely 
to click through on these units.

MERKLE ADVERTISER
CASE STUDY

CTR
+47%

CPC
–35%

Source: https://support.google.com/



12 |  DOSSIER 7.2

local store actions like click to call, click for directions, and click to buy online. Additionally, 
scrolling down presents options to explore availability of sizes, or even browse same-category 
items in stock at a local store.

On desktop, users have the option to click through to the website or to the local storefront. 
However, the vast majority of users typically choose to click through to advertisers’ websites, 
making the typical LIA experience on desktop much more similar to standard PLAs.

LOCAL INVENTORY AD SETUP

Marketers who have previously looked into LIAs may have put them on the backburner after 
assuming adoption would be too technically challenging, or that their business would not 
qualify. While LIAs have more moving pieces than standard PLAs, they may be easier to get up 
and running than you think (especially when working with an experienced agency). 

In short, Google needs two general pieces of information: your store locations and product 
availability in each store (or those stores you choose to support with LIAs).

Store information for LIAs is managed through Google My Business (GMB), a free Google 
product, and each involved store location will need to be added to your GMB account.

Product information is managed through a combination of two feeds: a local products feed 
and a local product inventory feed, both of which are used to populate the ad format. Your 
local products feed is very similar to the feed used to power traditional PLAs – it contains 
product IDs and details.

The final piece is the local product inventory feed, which contains store codes, product IDs, 
price, and availability by store for each item you wish to advertise. Additionally, the product 
IDs in the local product inventory feed will be used to link to the product data contained in the 
Local Products feed.

If all of those boxes are checked, the next step is to fill out Google’s online LIA Interest Form and 

▲ In this SERP image of a Google search for “kitchenaid mixer near me,” we can see the Local Inventory Ads 
appearing as “in store” markers within the PLA results.
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provide basic account information. From there Google will reach out to enable your Merchant 
Center for local feeds, at which time you’ll be able to load the two new feeds.

If you find yourself in a position where all of this data exists on your side, but the path for 
delivering to Google is murky, an agency with feed management capabilities can help 
streamline the data transfer process.

Once the local feeds have been uploaded to the Merchant Center, Google will start coordinating 
the inventory verification process. Essentially, this constitutes an in-store check at a handful of 
stores, with the goal to confirm that products advertised as available in a given store are, in 
fact, available.

In order to pass the initial store verification checks and display up-to-date product data in the 
LIAs, you’ll want to update store-level pricing and availability regularly. If keeping data up to 
date for all products in each store location is a challenge, consider paring down to key products 
that will always be in stock.

LIA CAMPAIGN STRUCTURE

After passing Google’s inventory verification, it’s time to set up campaigns. While you have 
the option to run a joint PLA and LIA campaign, we 
recommend running a dedicated LIA campaign for 
ease of reporting. Some advertisers budget drive-
to-store initiatives separately from pure e-commerce 
campaigns. Additionally, the KPIs that accompany 
LIAs are often different from those that govern PLAs.

To set up an LIA-only campaign, create a new 
Google Shopping campaign, enable Local Inventory 
Ads, and set an inventory filter that specifies the 
appropriate channel.

LIA STRATEGY & KPIs

Though e-commerce sales are growing more 
quickly, the vast majority of consumer purchases 
still occur in store. Often a brand’s digital marketing 
strategy and reporting presume that customers live 
fully in the online world. They measure e-commerce 
ad touches and e-commerce conversions, but 
overlook that our customers are using digital 
platforms to research products, get directions to 
stores, and connect with brands in person.

We want to make sure that our reporting mirrors 
these actions and properly evaluates the value that 
ads generate. The first step is to determine KPIs for 
non-traditional conversion types like in-store visits. 
Companies like Liveramp and Datalogic partner 
with Google to provide in-store visit data that 
populates in the AdWords UI.

Though e-commerce 
sales are growing 

more quickly, 
the vast majority 

of consumer 
purchases still occur 

in store. It often 
goes overlooked 

that our customers 
are using digital 

platforms to 
research products, 
get directions to 

stores, and connect 
with brands in 

person.



14 |  DOSSIER 7.2

You should customize your LIA strategy to 
your business environment and to the types 
of actions you want your customers to take. 
Here are a few strategies we’ve seen work 
well:

MOBILE FOCUS Due to the targeted nature 
of the format and the greater likelihood that 
users will click through to local storefronts on 
mobile devices, we recommend that retailers 
take a mobile-first mindset with LIAs. Consider 
pushing mobile bids during post-workday 
commuting hours and during weekends 
when customers are out and about, as well 
as adjusting bids based on proximity to brick-
and-mortar locations.

HOLIDAY SUPPORT If you’re a holiday-
heavy retailer, think about pushing LIAs during big in-store days, like Labor Day, Thanksgiving, 
and Black Friday. Additionally, we’ve noticed an opportunity to push LIAs after the Christmas 
shipping cutoff in an effort to drive in-store sales. Many digital retailers pull back bids in late 
December because pure e-commerce return decreases (think lower CPCs!), and staying 
aggressive with LIAs during this time can help generate more in-store foot traffic and support 
the business overall.

LEVERAGE AUDIENCES Layering RLSA and Customer Match audience lists on top of your 
LIA campaigns is a great way to capture your most valuable customers. Consider creating a 
Customer Match list of previous in-store purchasers and last-minute holiday purchasers. 

BOPIS We’re excited about the recent LIA development to highlight retailers who offer 
BOPIS (buy online, pickup in store). Benefits here include potential decreased shipping costs, 
decreased return rates, and, most notably, bringing the customer into the store.

CONCLUSION

Along with the number of digital shoppers, PLA traffic share is growing significantly, as are the 
number of searches with local intent. It’s time to capitalize on this momentum, and LIAs are a 
great way to reach mobile-savvy, on-the-go customers looking for in-store experiences.

Taking advantage of the LIA format does require some setup and backend capabilities that 
aren’t required for traditional PLAs, but doing the work to get these ad units up and running 
has been well worth the effort for advertisers already actively deploying LIAs.

Source: https://support.google.com/

Nate Brown helps drive positive SEM results for Merkle clients across the retail and finance industries. He is focused 
on innovating technologies and testing new opportunities to help his clients lead in an evolving digital environment.

Alex Cohn builds tailored feed solutions for retail advertisers, working with brands to understand the merchandising 
trends of their product offerings and to optimize ad performance across multiple online shopping channels.
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WHY YOU’RE UNSURE
WHERE TO INVEST IN SEO
... and What to Do About It in 2017

Brands are more confused with SEO than ever.

Marketing strategies involving organic search, or SEO, have never been more complex, and 
the return has never been murkier. Brands are confused about where to deploy resources 
and investment, the industry is undergoing an evolution from affiliate marketing to enterprise 
marketing, and data visibility is poor. 

With paid media options that provide more easily trackable ROI such as paid search, display, 
and paid social, it’s understandable why some SEO budgets are slowing. And yet, there are 
opportunities to market to your audience through SEO strategies that aren’t available through 
paid media efforts. 

Although increased monetization of search results pages has put a squeeze on organic real 
estate, organic’s share of traffic is still notably higher than most channels. Merkle’s Digital 
Marketing Report data shows organic’s share at 30%, for example, and other industry analyses 
show organic responsible for 30% to 50% of traffic online, depending on sector.

Still, we need a clearer view of the landscape and opportunities, while acknowledging key 
challenges. From this insight, smart marketers can invest in the right areas and prioritize those 

ADAM AUDETTE
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initiatives that will point their dollars toward performance, 
and away from waste. With that goal in mind, let’s get 
started:

Key Challenges for SEO in 2017

A number of industry challenges with SEO are shifting 
strategy and expectations in 2017. The most notable 
challenges of the moment are dark traffic, fragmentation 
of the industry, and the increasing complexity of the work.

    The Data is Poor

Secure search and the suppression of referral data at the 
query level has frustrated search marketers for years. But 
while a portion of organic search queries are available in 
webmaster analytics, such as Google’s Search Console, the 
rise of keyword “not provided” is not the only contributing 
factor to poor data. 

Marketers are increasingly seeing misattribution due to the diversity of owned traffic from 
varying sources including: iOS Spotlight, Android, and Chrome. At the same time, anomalous 
and proliferating glitches caused by new products, image search, and mobile apps can each 
be responsible for bucketing organic traffic into direct, paid search, or ‘unknown’ segments 
incorrectly. This phenomenon, known as “dark traffic,” adds another challenging layer to the 
difficulties in proving out return on investment from SEO and content initiatives.

    The Industry is Fragmented 

While we’ve seen many bad actors and snake oil salespeople leave the industry, there’s still a 
wide spectrum of quality of the SEO work being done. Brands have difficulty finding excellence 
in SEO staff due to the unique qualities that form a true enterprise SEO leader: depth in subject 
matter that is often technical, skill in operational qualities and management, and the ability to 
lead a meeting to report on efforts. 

Agencies for their part have difficulty keeping the most talented individuals, who are often at 
liberty to choose from competing offers at agencies or brands, due to limited supply for their 
skills and a war for talent.

    SEO is Complicated, and Getting More So 

Search marketers must understand highly technical concepts and be able to communicate them 
clearly to marketing teams. They must deploy different tactics across platforms, each of which 
requires its own intricacies. They must also understand content strategy, how to create digital 
experiences that are aesthetically pleasing, while staying data-driven and repeatable. And they 
must report on the channel, requiring depth in analytics and a fluency with the written word.

Thinking through these challenges may make some digital marketers throw up their hands and 
move on, but that would be a mistake. Worse, those not adequately budgeting SEO into their 
2017 planning would be leaving an important competitive edge on the table.

Although increased 
monetization of 
search results pages 
has put a squeeze 
on organic real 
estate, organic’s 
share of traffic is 
still notably higher 
than most channels. 
Merkle’s Digital 
Marketing Report 
data shows organic’s 
share at 30%.
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SEO Remains a Significant Opportunity for Brands

Despite shifts and challenges in the industry, SEO remains a significant and growing opportunity 
for marketers to support the customer journey, construct the mobile experience, and test new 
search features. 

    SEO Supports the Entire Customer Journey 

Search is core to online behavior, and we owe much of that to Google. SEO addresses a wide 
swath of the everyday online activity that exists at every stage of the funnel, and especially at 
the broad top. Paid search, an important component of performance marketing, tends to be 
more transactional in nature. Organic search is best integrated into an overall strategy with 
paid, and tends to be more exploratory. 

We use organic search to research travel, products and prices, to find articles and news, and to 
seek entertainment, to name only a handful. It represents a unique opportunity for brands to 
be visible to their customers when they’re exploring, rather than only when they’re transacting.

    SEO Represents a Major Opportunity for Mobile 

Mobile has overcome desktop as the largest driver of Google’s traffic, and the SEO opportunities 
on mobile devices still represent first-mover advantage to innovative search marketers. 

With responsive design, and Google’s indexing of mobile apps and deep links, the mobile 
and desktop experiences are blurring. Single-page applications and progressive web 
applications make that connection even closer. Because of its standing between marketing 
and development, SEO is often a key stakeholder, managing app indexing, deep linking, and 
associated mobile opportunities. 

    SEO Presents Opportunities Not Available to Other Channels

Google’s pace of innovation causes a continual release of products available to marketers 
in search and elsewhere. Some of these are monetized over time, but often are launched 
without paid inventory. Of these, we’re most excited about Instant Answers, rich snippets, the 
Knowledge Graph, Accelerated Mobile Pages, Firebase app indexing, Google News, and 
local search. 

Unique SEO Opportunities in 2017

Let’s start with the king, the Knowledge Graph. This is the advancement Google has made 
to move toward entity search: the idea that people, places, and things can be known partly 
through indexing the web and ingesting public and private data sources, and partly through 
machine learning. 

For search marketers it means there’s often a large Knowledge Graph result with valuable real 
estate that a brand can directly and indirectly influence. More importantly, it means content 
efforts aren’t rewarded by sticking keywords on a page a dozen times and stuffing it down a 
robot’s digital throat. 

Synonyms, nuance, and topical understanding now trump keywords for robots. We can finally 
write with users in mind, not search engines, and have it perform as well in organic search.
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The Knowledge Graph is partly fed through structured data. Schema.org, the open source 
standard, presents myriad opportunities for web content to be marked up. This markup can 
then be used to create richer marketing messaging in the form of rich snippets and can be 
leveraged for local citations and many other implementations.

Structured data can also aid, but doesn’t directly influence, a page’s chances of being awarded 
an instant answer. These large results dominate above-the-fold real estate and result in dramatic 
increases in CTR and traffic acquisition.

Let’s explore something that hits close to home for anyone who’s ever struggled through a 
long flight with sluggish Wi-Fi: speed. There’s no more primal way to delight your audience 
than with a snappy, hyper-fast web page. And one of the easiest methods available to do that 
in search results is through Accelerated Mobile Pages, or AMP. 

While this approach has some caveats – the pages are hosted by Google and cached locally 
on its servers – the result is blistering speed and near instantaneous loading. The product 
is available for news, blog posts, and other assets, and clever search marketers are already 
figuring out ways to use it more broadly.

Google News isn’t new of course, but it remains 
a considerable traffic producer for publishers and 
content sites, and coupled with AMP, it can be a potent 
search visibility play. There hasn’t been any meaningful 
monetization of News yet by Google, and another 
search engine you may not think of much these days 
still commands sizable traffic in some verticals: Yahoo 
Finance and Yahoo Sports (to name just two). Content 
marketing on news and publishing sites through 
partnerships, authorship, and other strategies drives 
visibility and feeds into overall SEO performance.

Local search results are ubiquitous and will only become 
more prevalent. Google reports nearly one third of all 
searches on mobile are related to location. Regardless of 
platform, on both mobile and desktop, local inventory is 
rising and often dominates above-the-fold real estate. It’s 
critical that brands with physical locations put resources 
into ensuring that their information is accurate and relevant.

Where to Invest in 2017?

While helpful to understand the market dynamics and the SEO opportunities available to 
search marketers, the key questions they ask are still: what do I prioritize and where do I invest? 

In my view, there are three critical areas where brands should be looking to put investment in 
the coming year:

    Technical Foundation 

The analogy of building a house is relevant: without first building a strong foundation, it 
doesn’t matter what kind of house you build on top. Think of your technical infrastructure as 
the foundation of your website properties. 

Google reports 
nearly one third 
of all searches on 
mobile are related to 
location. Regardless 
of platform, on both 
mobile and desktop, 
local inventory is 
rising and often 
dominates above-
the-fold real estate. 
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Technical strength is a must, but don’t settle for basic methods. Ask your team and your agency 
these questions first: Are we inspecting the Document Object Model (D.O.M.) and fully rendered 
page for signal consistency? What are we doing with mobile app indexing and deep links? How 
is our mobile site performing? Or, if you’ve gone responsive, ask your team if they’re looking into 
progressive web apps. 

Other critical areas of your technical foundation are: proper international targeting to ensure 
that the correct website is returned in the right country and region; correct use of faceted 
navigation and pagination; handling duplication appropriately; and ensuring that your site is 
fast and without unnecessary assets slowing its load time.

    Content Throughout the Customer Journey

As SEO evolves within the enterprise, so does its relationship to content strategy. Rather than 
leading content planning, SEO should instead inform it. 

Leverage search data and align it with audience demographics to understand gaps in content 
inventory and their impact on task completion and conversion, and test content initiatives to 
find out what’s working. 

Most importantly, don’t write with search engines in mind with a desire to rank for general terms. 
Write with your users in mind and be targeted, relevant, and focused on the user experience. 
Content strategy is not about keywords and their search volume. It’s about multiple stakeholders 
aligned on the common goal of performance, with the content strategist, information architect, 
SEO manager, and user experience designer (for example) all working toward that end.

    Mobile First 

Brands investing in SEO today should think of overall discoverability. Rather than a static 
“10 blue links” of yesterday, marketers are dealing with personalization, platforms, location, 
devices, and voice search all representing unique opportunities to be visible. 

Your mobile site and/or apps should be discoverable and easy to use, and they should 
encourage conversion. Depending on your mobile solution, your team and agency could take 
a number of different approaches to achieve those end goals. Discuss with them if they’re 
taking a mobile-first mentality, and what that means for the 2017 roadmap.

Final Thoughts

SEO is more complex than ever. Marketers have a long list of tactics available to them and it’s 
easy to get caught up with projects that won’t contribute to the bottom line. There are also 
more opportunities than ever, and brands that develop an SEO strategy that invests in areas 
that can have the greatest business impact will reap the benefits. 

Focus on mobile, customer experience journeys, and your technical foundation to move to 
the next level of SEO strategy. It’s still early out there, and first-mover advantage remains a 
competitive reality. Either you’ll be in front, or your competition will be, and SEO is a zero-sum 
game. Get out in front.

Adam Audette is a recognized thought leader in the SEO industry and has been speaking and writing about search 
marketing for over a decade. He has worked with many of the world’s leading brands, and currently leads Merkle’s 
organic search business.
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Brands and advertisers are doubling down 
on their digital video ad budgets, but 
why? For starters, viewership of traditional 
television is down, and that trend is projected 
to continue, particularly among the coveted 
18-to-34-year-old demographic. The 18-34 
audience is projected to watch an hour less 
TV per day in 2018 compared to 2012! These 
people are moving online and consuming 
digital video.

Digital video typically over-indexes for 18-
34 year olds, with YouTube alone reporting 
that it reaches more 18-34 year olds than any 
cable network in the US. 

Segmentation and measurement are also 
key factors in the interest in digital video 

CHRIS FRANCESCHINA

HOW TO PLAN & EXECUTE A SUCCESSFUL
DIGITAL VIDEO AD CAMPAIGN

PROJECTED DECLINE IN AVERAGE 
TIME SPENT PER DAY WITH TV
US ADULT TV VIEWERS BY AGE, 2012 – 2018

Source: eMarketer, April 2016
Time spent with each medium includes all time 
spent with that medium, regardless of multi-tasking.
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advertising. There are simply better targeting 
and measurement capabilities for digital 
video compared to traditional TV. Advertisers 
can select specific demographics, behaviors, 
locations, and a variety of other audience 
attributes with precision. They can also find 
out if someone views the video, for how long 
they viewed it, whether they clicked, and/
or if they later visited after viewing the clip. 
These are all metrics that are not typically 
available through TV buys.

All told, eMarketer projects double-digit 
growth in US video ad spending every year 
through 2020, with spending expected to 
hit nearly $17 Billion in 2020. How will the 
most sophisticated brands get the most 
out of those ad dollars? Let’s examine what 
it takes to lead a successful digital video ad 
campaign.

A Successful Digital Video Ad 
Campaign Begins with Careful 
Planning

Two pillars of a successful video ad campaign 
are careful forethought and accurate 
measurement. Brands must develop clear 
goals for the campaign and appropriate 
videos to achieve them. Strategic planning 
in advance will help identify and clarify 
these goals and point to the data that the 
advertiser will need to manage the campaign 
and judge its success. 

As part of this planning process, some of the 
most important questions that an advertiser 
must consider are:

OVERALL GOAL
What are the business objectives of the entire 
campaign?

TARGET AUDIENCE
Who should the campaign target to accomplish 
the previously identified goal?

AUDIENCE INSIGHTS
Once the audience is identified, what are the 
audience demographics, behaviors, and other 
trends that may influence the campaign?

MESSAGING
What is the takeaway from the campaign as 
a whole, and specifically the video content?

KPIs
As the goals and audiences are developed, 
what key performance indicators (KPIs) will 
best determine the success of the campaign?

Video Ad Development

Naturally, brands should design their video 
ads with the overall goal of the campaign 
top of mind. Are you looking to build brand 
awareness, drive ad recall, or to elicit a direct 
response? The length, the content, and the 
design of the ad are all influenced by this 
decision, as well as by the target audience 
and other key factors.

For example, millennials are more likely to 
complete vertical videos (think Snapchat). 
Older audiences, who may not watch video 
on mobile, are more likely to complete a 
horizontal video and may find vertical videos 

SHARE OF PLATFORM TIME SPENT BY DEMOGRAPHICS

Source: comScore Xmedia and Media Metrix Multi-platform; US Q4 2015, Live TV

Mobile Desktop TV
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15% 14% 70%
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off-putting (see desktop vs. mobile). 

The user’s device choice is also an important 
factor in the ideal length of a video ad. Mobile 
viewers are consuming content quickly, 
particularly via social media, and generally 
prefer shorter videos. But the choice of ad 
length also depends on the goal of the 
campaign and the inherent strengths and 
weaknesses of the most common video ad 
lengths:

15-SECOND ADS

Shorter videos are best for ad recall. 
These types of videos tend to have higher 
completion rates and are the most common 
length of pre-roll ads (ads that play before 
the content a user has chosen is available). 
The ad should be short and to the point, 
and prominently feature the brand and the 
message you want the user to take away. 
When used for skippable buys, the video 
has five seconds of forced view so the main 
message and brand should be present in the 
first five seconds of the video.

30-SECOND ADS

Mid-length videos that are around 30 
seconds long have been found to be best 
for engagement in terms of view-throughs 
and sometimes click-throughs as well. 
These videos tend to have a slightly lower 
completion rate, but have been found to 
increase brand favorability. 

30+ SECONDS ADS
Longer videos of over 30 seconds tend to 
increase consideration, though they also 
have lower completion rates. These videos 
can be great for influencing customers, but 
due to this tradeoff, it is important to be very 
specific with audience targeting.

The best ad length for a campaign really 
depends on the goal of the campaign itself. 
Fifteen-second ads are great for recall, but 
not changing minds, while 30 second and 
longer ads tend to be better for going 
beyond awareness.

In addition to choosing the ideal duration of 
their ads, brands have a few other important 
format options to consider, including:

Skippable vs. Unskippable Ads
A skippable video ad typically plays a certain 
portion of the ad before presenting the viewer 
with the opportunity to skip it. For skippable 
ads, it is critical to present the brand and the 
message before the user can skip the ad. This 
approach can still be valuable, though it is not 
as critical, for unskippable ads which users are 
forced to watch in their entirety. 

Pre-roll/Auto-Play Ads
Pre-roll video ads play before the content the 
user has selected is available. Typically, this 
content plays automatically, as these formats 
follow a similar logic. If the buys are pre-roll 
or auto-play they should be treated like a 
skippable ad because they are often seen as 
intrusive and more likely to cause the user to 
disengage. 

Forced Audio Ads
Ads that include forced audio (when the 
audio associated with a video is automatically 
turned on) compound this issue even more. It 
is critical to get the brand and message in the 
first few seconds of a forced audio ad because 
they are even less likely to be completed by 
users. The audio component does provide the 
opportunity to voice the product and benefit, 
and in this case, viewability is potentially less 
important.

These insights are general findings, but the 
content of the ad plays a huge role in the 
performance of the campaign, regardless of 
video length or format. Just because an ad is 
30 seconds doesn’t mean it cannot have a high 
completion rate or increase consideration. 
It really comes down to the content and the 
media plan.

Content Best Practices

MULTIPLE VERSIONS
The goal and length of the video are both 
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important factors in determining what type 
of content to include to deliver your brand 
message. Digital video, unlike TV, should also 
address a much narrower target audience. 
Consider creating multiple versions of a 
video to get the right message to the right 
audience at the right time.

LOGO PLACEMENT
Including prominent logos in the first five 
seconds of the video as well as at the end is 
important to ensure that your brand makes 
an impression even in a skippable ad.

CALL TO ACTION
Videos should also include a clear call to 
action – be it more brand focused or direct 
response – and ads generally should include
subtitles so that those who do not have audio 
enabled are able to better understand the 
message. This feature also allows a brand 
to reach a wider and more diverse audience 
by enabling those who are deaf or hearing 
impaired to consume the message.

INTERACTIVITY
Video interactivity can be leveraged to accomplish 
goals and increase user engagement. YouTube, 

Facebook, Instagram, and Display 
Rich Media all present different 
opportunities to engage the user, 
including interactivity and channel-
specific call-to-action mechanisms. It 
is important to create specific ads to 
leverage the nuances of how viewers 
will consume the ad in each platform. 

Video Performance 
Measurement

Measurement of video ad performance 
should be based on the campaign 
goals and KPI metrics that were clearly 
espoused in the original strategic 
planning process. 

This data and the ongoing optimizations 
it leads to to will depend on the ultimate 
strategy of the advertiser, be it more 

toward the upper funnel or vice versa.

UPPER-FUNNEL CAMPAIGNS

Upper-funnel campaigns are often meant 
to drive attitudinal metrics like brand 
awareness, ad recall, and consideration. 
These types of objectives must be measured 
with surveys since metrics like completion 
and cost per video completion fail to fully 
account for such effects.

Brand lift surveys are offered by most video 
partners including Hulu, Comcast Xfinity, 
and Google. Often, the partner will cover the 
study as added value if you spend a certain 
amount in media, though sometimes the 
study will require an upfront fee. 

LOWER-FUNNEL CAMPAIGNS

Lower-funnel campaigns typically have 
more financially driven KPIs, like cost per 
engagement, cost per site visit, or cost 
per conversion. These metrics are typically 
captured in the ad server or media platform 
that is serving the ad. Client sites must also 
be tagged with the ad server pixel.

In addition to tracking primary KPIs like 

▲ This Amazon video on YouTube is an example of including a 
prominent logo in the first few seconds before the video content 
begins.
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these, we must also track additional 
KPIs that give other insights into the 
campaign’s health. These metrics include: 
reach, CPM, impressions, completed 
views, clicks, conversions, and frequency. 
These are obtained through the ad server 
and the video platform itself, and provide 
immediate insight into whether your target 
audience is completing the entire video or 
if they are clicking on the ad.

Sometimes these metrics can give conflicting 
indications of campaign performance, which 
is why a measurement plan is so important. 
For example, if a video encourages 
consumers to click to learn more earlier on 
in the video, completion rate may not be an 
important metric and can be driven down 

when viewers click on the ad rather than 
watch it.

Final Thoughts

Digital video is an important and growing 
segment of digital marketing as online 
and mobile video consumption rapidly 
proliferates. Since digital video advertising 
is still in its infancy, testing and optimization 
are key to maximizing return and improving 
performance. A well-planned video ad 
strategy that focuses on the audience, the 
creative, and the measurement is essential 
to producing and delivering successful 
campaigns in an increasingly digital and 
video-oriented landscape.

Chris Franceschina has 10 years of experience in digital marketing on both the client and the agency side. His work has 
included paid search, SEO, social, display, email, and creative development across multiple verticals.
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PERFORMANCE MARKETING
EXECUTIVE SUMMIT

June 12 - 14, 2017

The Breakers  |  Palm Beach, FL

DIGITAL MARKETER SUMMIT
April 10 - 12, 2017

Charlottesville, VA

Click on the events above to learn more, or email 
events@merkleinc.com to request an invite today!

JOIN US FOR MERKLE’S TWO FLAGSHIP EVENTS.

http://www2.merkleinc.com/l/47252/2016-12-05/4hp8qr
http://www2.merkleinc.com/l/47252/2016-12-05/4hp8s1
mailto:events%40merkleinc.com?subject=RE%3A%20Merkle%20Summit%20Invitation%20Request


26 |  DOSSIER 7.2

Merkle is a leading data-driven, technology-enabled, 

global performance marketing agency that specializes 

in the delivery of unique, personalized customer 

experiences across platforms and devices. The 

agency’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics 

forms the foundation for its unmatched skills in 

understanding consumer insights that drive people-

based marketing strategies. When combined with 

its strength in performance media, Merkle creates 

customer experiences that drive improved marketing 

results and shareholder value. In 2016, the agency 

joined the Dentsu Aegis Network. 

MERKLEINC.COM

Contact us to talk about how Merkle can 
help you achieve your marketing goals at 

info@merkleinc.com.

http://www.merkleinc.com
mailto:info%40merkleinc.com?subject=RE%3A%20Merkle%20Dossier%207.2

