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‘Don’t read this book if you’re looking for a shortcut. If there was a master’s in marketing in a digital age, this is the only textbook you’d have to learn from. Alex Schultz has taken everything he has studied, experimented with, and learned, and synthesized it into an eminently readable yet completely comprehensive tome, peppered with actual cases and examples. If you’re looking for double- or triple-digit percentage increases in incremental results, just do exactly what he says. But do all of it.’


ANDREW ROBERTSON, CHAIRMAN – BBDO WORLDWIDE
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HARRY STEBBINGS, FOUNDER – 20VC


‘Whether you’re running a small business or scaling a global brand, Click Here is the essential guide to what actually works in digital marketing. If you’re spending a single dollar advertising online, you should read this book first.’


PAUL TOMS, CMO – WAYFAIR


‘If you know nothing about marketing, read this book. If you think you know about marketing, you need to read this book. It’s the perfect guide to navigating the future, by learning from the past.’
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Key Digital Marketing Terminology

















	

ACRUs (activated confirmed registered users)




	

ACRUs have registered, confirmed their account and activated by taking a valid action.









	

Affiliate marketers




	

Affiliate marketers use their own marketing skills to promote another company’s or organization’s products and services through affiliate programmes. They are subsequently paid based on actions resulting from those promotions.









	

API (application programming interface)




	

An API is a way for computer programs to talk to each other.









	

ARPU (average revenue per user)




	

An ARPU is usually the annual revenue that a company gets, divided by its user base.









	

Banner ad networks




	

Networks that serve image ads on a site and pay the site’s owner a revenue share.









	

Channel




	

The specific medium used to deliver the ad. Choosing the right channel means asking yourself where you can find users most likely to convert.









	

Conversion




	

When a user takes a desired action, such as buying a product.









	

CPC (cost per click)




	

A CPC is typically how much money a click costs a company to buy.









	

CPA (cost per action)




	

CPA is a metric that measures the cost of each action driven via a marketing campaign, calculated by dividing total spend by total actions driven.









	

CPM (costs per mille)




	

CPM is a metric that describes how much it costs an advertiser for every 1,000 impressions or views of the ad they buy.









	

Creative




	

The marketing materials which you are showing users to convince them to take action.









	

CRO (conversion rate optimization)




	

CRO is when you optimize a conversion journey to increase the percentage of people who complete it.









	

CRU (confirmed registered user)




	

A CRU is a user who has registered and then confirmed their email address or phone number but is yet to activate.









	

CTR (click-through rate)




	

CTR is the clicks made by users divided by the impressions of an ad they see. This is usually expressed as a percentage.









	

Display advertising networks




	

Companies that aggregate ad spots across a wide range of sites and apps, allowing businesses to buy banner ads from a single source.









	

DAU (daily active user)




	

DAU is a metric that counts the number of users active in a given day.









	

DM (direct mail)




	

DM constitutes snail mail, email, messaging apps, push notifications, SMS and related channels. It is essentially any channel where you directly reach out to customers.









	

DSPs (demand-side platforms)




	

DSPs arrived in the 2010s to simplify ad buying, allowing companies to instruct multiple ad networks at once. This technology enabled real-time bidding on a given impression, based on the targeting data available and how much the advertiser valued it.









	

EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization)




	

EBITDA is a financial term looking at how much profit a company earns before certain important accounting takes place. It is commonly used, although many folks prefer free cash flow.









	

eCPM (expected or estimated costs per mille)




	

eCPM is a metric that estimates how much an advertiser might pay for every 1,000 impressions or views of the ad in question.









	

Holdout




	

A holdout is a potential customer subjected to randomized control tests. Users in a holdout act as a control group to see how much effect a marketing campaign had, by exposing the true impact of your work on the bottom-line goal metrics. If the users in the holdout end up buying the product or service to the same extent as those who saw the ads, then the ads may not have been all that useful in the first place.









	

ISOs (individual stock options)




	

ISOs are stock grants at a given share price.









	

LTV (lifetime value)




	

The LTV of a user is the revenue that a user generates in a period of time defined by the company as a lifetime.









	

MAU (monthly active user)




	

A MAU is considered ‘monthly active’ if they have utilized a service at least once over the previous thirty days.









	

MMM (media mix modelling)




	

MMM is an analytical method for forecasting the impact of each marketing channel on an outcome.









	

MTA (mail transfer agent)




	

MTA is the software or program that is responsible for sending emails from one server to another.









	

North Star goal




	

A clear, bright navigational aid that everyone on the team can see and work towards.









	

NUX (new user experience)




	

NUX is the experience a company gives to someone immediately after they sign up to their product.









	

Onsite merchandising




	

A channel that involves promoting your products or services directly on your own site.









	

Organic search




	

A channel that targets users based on the keywords they enter into search engines. Organic search occurs when your site or platform shows up in search engine results without paying for placement or marketing.









	

Organic social




	

A channel where your product, service or brand shows up in a social feed, app or site organically, without you having to pay for placement or marketing.









	

Page rank




	

A measure of a page’s importance. This is determined by how many pages are linked to a page, and how many pages link to those pages.









	

Paid search




	

The paid big brother of SEO, this channel involves bidding on keyword terms to appear in the paid search results, also known as SEM (search engine marketing).









	

Paid social




	

A channel where you pay to have your product, service or brand show up in a social feed, app or site.









	

Partner-led channels




	

Channels that involve working with partner companies to market your service or product. This may include buying ads to promote your product on retail advertising networks run by companies – such as Walmart or Amazon – or using classic web portals to display ads.









	

P&L (profit and loss)




	

P&L usually refers to a business group’s impact on the company’s profits. Often, when you manage a P&L, you are responsible for all profits and losses in your business group, i.e., revenues minus expenses gives either profit or loss.









	

Pop-over




	

Ads that pop up all over a website in a full browser window or a JavaScript layer, interrupting users’ browsing to get them to see an ad.









	

Pop-under




	

Ads that open in a browser window underneath the one the user was actively navigating.









	

Post-click conversion




	

A conversion that happens after a user has clicked on an ad and then converts within a defined period of time.









	

Post-click tracking




	

A technique used to track user behaviour following their engagement with an ad.









	

Product-led channels




	

This involves using your own product as a marketing channel. Offline, product-led channels include branding on the side of your delivery truck or little promotions sticking out into the aisle as you walk around a supermarket. Online means emails, push notifications, merchandising units inside your app or website and navigation elements.









	

Re-targeting




	

When someone is shown an ad based on their previous behaviour on an app or website.









	

ROAS (return on ad spend)




	

ROAS is similar to ROI. However, it only factors ad spend into the cost, excluding other campaign costs such as creative agency fees.









	

ROI (return on investment)




	

ROI is typically expressed as a percentage. It is the dollars returned from a campaign divided by the dollars spent on a campaign, minus 100%. If it is greater than 0%, then the campaign had a positive ROI. If it is less than 0%, the campaign had a negative ROI.









	

SEM (search engine marketing)




	

SEM is when you bid on keyword terms to appear in paid search results. This ensures your websites, products and services appear through search engines. This would typically mean working with Google, but there are interesting developments coming with AI and potentially other engines that answer specific questions instead of just providing a page of links.









	

SEO (search engine optimization)




	

SEO involves figuring out what keywords your potential customers search for, and how to make sure your brand or site pops up when they do so in the non-ads search results.









	

Social media marketing




	

Social media marketing involves utilizing Meta, YouTube, TikTok and all the incredible social media channels that exist now and will exist in the future.









	

SMBs (small and medium businesses)




	

Small and medium businesses are businesses that are not big enough to be considered enterprises. It is a very variable line, but it makes up the vast majority of businesses. Typically, SMBs are not publicly traded. If they are traded, they tend to have a small market capitalization.









	

Targeting




	

Identifying a specific audience, and the action you trying to influence them to do.









	

Un-targeting




	

Excluding specific customers from your ads.























INTRODUCTION



Growth is good. Sometimes I get pushback on this statement, as if it’s an endorsement of extreme, unfettered growth at all costs. Certainly, growth comes with its own pitfalls, and when out of control, it must be curtailed. But when summed up across a whole economy, growth improves lives, lifting people out of poverty, providing jobs and funding services through taxes and charity. Lack of growth, or stagnation, leads to the reverse, with such economies experiencing job insecurity, falling standards of living, poorer services and children who are worse off than their parents.


The economy is, of course, made up of businesses, so economic growth is directly impacted by business growth. The sum of growing multiple businesses is what makes a growing economy possible. A growing business lets you explore new opportunities, employ more people, provide for your family and return value to shareholders. A shrinking or stagnating business is constrained in its capabilities, forced to lay people off and often leaves owners with diminishing returns. There is a reciprocity here that cannot go overlooked: as businesses grow, economies grow, and as economies grow, so do businesses. Taken together, business and economic growth results in societal benefits across the board. By supplying the products and services people want and need, and the jobs to produce and provide them, most of us are better off.


Growth is also a choice. Though organic growth is possible, it rarely takes place without concerted effort. This comes down to an individual business’s actions as much as it does to the environment in which it operates. An economy should enable businesses to grow. Again, not at all costs, but in a way that allows people across the economic spectrum to thrive. There has been an increase in anti-tech regulation in some places, particularly Europe, and though the long-term consequences are not yet known, it is my personal belief that even if such regulation – on online personalized advertising, for example – is done in good will, the impact is likely to be a drag on business and economic growth.


To succeed, all businesses, organizations, industries and institutions must choose to grow and take action to flourish. Today, there is no better way to do so than through the power of online digital marketing. Marketing remains an integral, almost magical tool to grow the countless businesses that make up the economy. It’s part art, part science. To many, a mystery, or worse, a gamble. The goal of this book is to demystify twenty-first-century digital marketing and help you become brilliant at it. The advertising channels that have emerged from digital marketing are tremendous levers to help any business succeed, from a local coffee shop or boutique hotel to a multinational, trillion-dollar market cap tech company. Growth is within reach – all you need to do is grab it.


ENTER MARKETING


In the following pages, I focus on the channels that were born in the 1990s, which came of age in the 2010s and are still developing today, and primarily on the bottom of the marketing funnel (discussed in depth throughout the book). Amazing resources like Ogilvy on Advertising, written by the ‘Father of Advertising’, David Ogilvy, exist for channels before the 1990s, and they are still highly relevant. This book, however, is designed to fill in the gap for more recent developments in the field, like search and social media, which were not prevalent until this century and are now the largest marketing channels on Earth. Whether you are a student just entering the industry, an experienced marketer looking to build out the channels you already use, or a businessperson who wants to leverage the incredible tools available to us all today, the point of this book is to help you achieve a level of growth that would otherwise be impossible.


I know the impact of digital marketing because I have played a role in making it happen, more than once. The first was when, the quarter after I joined eBay in 2004 (the most valuable internet company at the time), the stock price crashed by just under 50 percent. The second was when Facebook – now Meta – stopped growing, shortly after I joined. In both cases, these companies came bouncing back to health, and today are far larger, more profitable and more valuable than when those crises hit – brilliant marketing is one of the main reasons why.


I joined Facebook in 2007 because I believed it would not just be huge, but that it would entirely transform modern advertising. Facebook’s user IDs would allow advertisers to measure the impact of their ads online by comparing the behaviour of those users who saw the ads and those who didn’t, also known as ‘holdouts’. In essence, ‘holdouts’ are potential customers that act as a control group to see how much effect a marketing campaign truly had. If the holdouts end up buying the product or service to the same extent as those who saw the ads, then the ads may not have been all that useful in the first place.


While I worked at eBay, I and many of my colleagues across the industry grew frustrated that we couldn’t look at the behaviour of user-level holdouts on our search and affiliate marketing. I was convinced we were undervaluing internet marketing as a channel; only focusing on the last click of a person who converted by buying a product or service, and saying it was because of an ad. What I would have liked to have done was to investigate the incremental impact of a channel on consumers over a longer period, which is possible through testing and experiments, many of which are discussed throughout this book. I believed that studying, or running, holdouts over a long timeframe (more than a year) would become possible, and in doing so we could better understand and harness the long-term value of marketing.


I also felt Facebook would be able to give superpowers to small and medium businesses (SMBs) to help them drive growth, superpowers that historically only big businesses could afford. Large companies could buy ad spots on tailored TV shows, such as RuPaul’s Drag Race for gay men like myself, or run campaigns in custom print and digital media, like Attitude, the popular British gay lifestyle magazine, but SMBs were not positioned to buy these ads.


Thanks to digital marketing, and especially social media, SMBs could now target as many people in those audiences as they could afford to, testing their way in rather than being restricted to buying a big ad spot that might not move the needle. This approach would allow businesses to exist that couldn’t have previously, and grow further than they could have ever imagined. Digital marketing didn’t just level the playing field, it created a new one – an egalitarian pitch where almost anyone could figure out a way to reach their intended audience, no matter how broad or niche, allowing niche businesses to exist that couldn’t otherwise.


At Meta, I started helping small businesses to use our pages product and buy self-service advertising, allowing them to place ads on our platform without having to work directly with an ad salesperson, making the process quick and efficient. This approach worked especially well when we focused on upselling those businesses already using our products to adopt more tools. From there I helped our search engine optimization (SEO) teams to grow our new users by 100x from non-brand SEO, an approach that does not use specific brand or product names in its keyword search. I was also part of the initial leadership of the Growth team set up under Chamath Palihapitiya, the VP of platform and monetization at the time, in 2007. Since then I have taken on more responsibility, including running our data science and data engineering teams, and became Meta’s CMO in 2020.


My whole life I have enjoyed online marketing and analytics, and I see them as two sides of the same coin. They were my hobbies at high school, a useful income generator at university and the mainstay of my career ever since. On top of eBay and Meta, I have advised a number of startups as a growth consultant, both formally and informally, and in businesses small and large, including Airbnb and Coursera.


Great marketing can lead to 10- or 100-fold differences in outcomes. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, while eBay debated whether to open up to SEO, Amazon built a marketplace and dominated Google search results for items they sell themselves or that third parties sell through their marketplace. I’d much prefer Amazon’s position today over eBay’s. As Snapchat built an incredible social media success, they did not employ an aggressive growth approach, leaving room for competitors – TikTok found product market fit and bought billions of paid marketing, allowing them to grow aggressively. As with Amazon over eBay, I prefer the business TikTok built over Snapchat. In both cases, and many more, great marketing led to material differences, a competitive advantage that I want to help you capture. It starts with two guiding principles.


GUIDING PRINCIPLES


There are two guiding principles for this book.


The first is that tools evolve, but principles are timeless. No matter the technology, it’s always still marketing. Having been a physics student before entering the field, I had to learn the principles from scratch. Books like Ogilvy on Advertising provided advice that could be applied to each new endeavour I undertook, regardless of when or with what tools. That has remained true throughout my career.


Sometimes when folks look at new tools, however, they get lost in the complexity of the technology. Take push notifications for mobile apps. How do you build an app? How do you prompt for push permission? How do you register a push token? How do you send a notification in the first place? They might ask all these questions – and many companies did when push notifications became popular – without stepping back and thinking of the timeless marketing principles that would actually make the tool effective.


For me, marketing push notifications are the latest in a long line of descendants of direct mailing, David Ogilvy’s ‘first love and secret weapon’. In the 1980s and 1990s, those direct mailings were sent by post. When the letters arrived on someone’s doorstep, they needed to compel that person to open them, read them and then take action. The address had to be current – a logistical nightmare – and as a marketer you needed to justify the incremental benefit because you paid for each letter sent. In the 1990s and early 2000s, direct mailing went digital. Emails were free, and the perfect subject line could tempt people to open them. Still, you needed the right email addresses, and your message could be marked as spam, which meant you essentially could never deliver an email to that address again.


In the 2000s and 2010s, marketers like myself started to layer in SMS. With text messages, we had less room to get our point across and, unlike email – but very much like the post – we had to pay to send them. We still needed up-to-date addresses (phone numbers) and had to measure the incremental impact of sending the messages – and again, being marked as spam was an issue.


Today, in the 2020s, we have push notifications. The principles on delivery, measurement and impact have remained timeless across these channels. And guess what? Whatever new channel comes along, these principles will still stand. This guiding principle holds true across most of our work in online marketing. Recognizing these commonalities will help you leverage the collective marketing knowledge developed over decades, even if the tools to utilize it seem overwhelming at first.


The second guiding principle is that incremental results are everything. An incremental result is one that you can prove happened because of your actions. In other words, if you hadn’t done the marketing, would anything have happened? Ideally the answer is no. But generally, if we appropriately self-scrutinize, the answer is yes, and the real question is how much (if any) less would have happened without that marketing?


One of the most canonical examples of this guiding principle is the online search work by Professor Steve Tadelis, of the University of California, Berkeley, when he was at eBay, years after I left the company. The company had bought the keyword ‘eBay’ so ads for the online marketplace appeared when you searched for the word. Tadelis hypothesized that those users who clicked on the ad would have converted without eBay buying the ad. Therefore, it was paying to acquire users who would have converted regardless. He then ran experiments that proved the vast majority of users eBay’s internet marketing team thought were coming from the search term ‘eBay’ would have come to and used the platform anyway. The company was wasting money buying ads that were doing next to nothing for them – according to this research, they were not generating many incremental results to those that would have happened without the marketing in the first place. This is the core difference between tracking what happens after someone clicks on your ad versus running proper experiments to see what impact your ad created.


Fraud is another reason tracking incremental results is so important. Uber is my favorite example here. During the late-2010s land grab for ride booking apps, they spent hundreds of millions of dollars on ads. In 2017 their CMO, Kevin Frisch, found that when he turned off some of the ads that supposedly drove their growth, there was no actual drop in growth. Shocked, he dug into the data further and realized that a group of companies was using Uber’s tracking improperly, taking credit for user registrations and defrauding Uber of millions in the process. Uber won a resulting court case, and saved the company hundreds of millions of dollars over the years to come. (It is rare that these fights become public and so this case is a favourite because some details, at least, are publicly available to discuss.)


These two guiding principles – tools evolve, but principles are timeless and incremental results are everything – have served me throughout my career, and they remain relevant no matter the scale of your business. And though this is advice I often give, it really only scratches the surface of the awe-inspiring powers of digital marketing. The details of the practice are complex and nuanced, and to just give you these two principles and send you on your way would be misleading. Yes, they guide me in all my work, but to really tackle all the ins and outs of digital marketing requires a full book – like the one you hold in your hands right now.


WHY WRITE THIS BOOK?


When I started to think about writing this book, everyone I talked to – from friends who are experts in the internet marketing industry, to book publishers, to business school professors, to other business leaders not tightly tied to internet marketing – said there was a gap in this topic. There was nowhere you could go to learn the basics of digital marketing for the internet age, and I agreed. I am regularly asked for a resource to share, but I’ve never been able to find one I wholeheartedly believe in. There are countless books on traditional creative and brand marketing, including the legendary Ogilvy book I reference throughout this book, but a comprehensive good book on digital marketing doesn’t, in my opinion, exist. But it should. Not only is this a major industry, but as a tool, anyone can access growth through digital marketing, as long as they know how to use it. That fact, more than any, inspired me to write this book. I also felt I was a good candidate for the job, and I wanted to give back to the industry that has given so much to me.


In fact, my background in online marketing starts far earlier than my jobs with eBay and Meta, and it stemmed, somewhat, from necessity. My parents gave me an awesome upbringing. I am lucky they understood the benefit of a good education, and I am endlessly fortunate that they were able to provide one for me by making sacrifices and sending me to a great private school. By the end of my high school, though, my family’s financial situation had changed, and money was tighter still. I needed a scholarship to continue at the school (which I won and am forever grateful for) and gained a needs-tested bursary, another type of scholarship, to get started at Cambridge University. (These factors changed my life, and for that reason I am proud to say all of my royalties from this book will be going to charities to help others get the best possible education without having to worry about money.)


Although my parents would have put themselves under more stress to help me pay for university, I was determined to self-fund my life after high school. On top of the bursary, I still needed spending money, textbooks and the ability to pay for my rowing career (kit, travel and training camps added up). To do so, I took my small GeoCities website about paper airplanes, among other topics, which I had used to make a little money on the side, and turned it from a hobby into a real income generator. In the 1990s, GeoCities was one of the few hosting services where you could set up your own website, a somewhat Wild West precursor to the standardized, sleek sites of today.


My site surprisingly started to get visitors from search engines, at that time mostly AltaVista, and all on my paper airplanes section because someone had added a link to it on their, far more popular, website. It was a revelation – the link was more valuable for the search ranking power it gave me than for the direct visitors clicking on it. I wanted to get more visitors and so, over time, I learned SEO. My experience with the site exposed me to SEO’s power, and I was able to use SEO to rank first in Google for ‘Paper Airplanes’.


Over time, I created more websites, which were user-generated, one on making cocktails, another on butterfly tattoos. Both ranked highly in Google for terms with large volumes of searches. When these sites began getting more traffic, I added ads to them from banner advertising networks and, eventually, Google AdSense. This resulted in thousands, and then tens of thousands, of dollars of revenue. It even resulted in me writing my first book, on paper airplanes, which sold (I am told) 150,000 copies.


The move from running sites for fun to understanding SEO and choosing topics where I could add value, but also win significant traffic and make real money from ads, was foundational for me. Everything I learned through that experience was the basis for my career today and that training is, mostly, still relevant. Importantly, it was also a turning point in my career path. I had been planning on becoming an academic and rower, but I found a passion for digital marketing and analytics. I decided to make my hobby my career, and I know I’m incredibly lucky to be one of the small group of people who can say that.


By promoting my websites, I learned which online marketing techniques drove impact. I found that, often, impact could be attributed to a new digital marketing action that didn’t have any incremental effect on the bottom line. The fact that the outcomes were integral to my quality of life caused the lessons I learned to really stick. When I started at eBay in the UK, I noticed that many business and marketing leaders did not follow what would become my second guiding principle. They rarely considered whether the actions they took were driving incremental results or were just busy work. Without this scrutiny, large marketing programmes (like partnerships with specific websites or buying the keyword ‘eBay’ from search engines) delivered nothing, and fraud – which could amount to many millions of dollars – went unnoticed. Meanwhile, affiliate marketers took credit for conversions (like new user registrations) that would have happened without them anyhow.


You may be familiar with the John Wanamaker quote: ‘Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don’t know which half.’ In fact, the problem expressed by this turn-of-the-twentieth-century businessman and marketing pioneer is much greater – in some instances it is the entirety of a marketing channel that gets wasted. Clearly the tools have changed, moving from offline to digital marketing, but need for incremental returns has stayed the same.


So how do we solve that problem? In many ways, it’s the same approach I took to running my GeoCities websites in the 1990s and websites in the 2000s – testing. This concept is one I spend a lot of time on in the book, so I won’t belabour it here, but the fundamental point is that testing is key. These tests can be super-clever and multivariate, using advanced statistics, or they can be as simple as a before and after comparison, and everything in between. If you lead a large business growing just a few percent year over year, then you probably care about small effect sizes (e.g., growing year-on-year revenue 0.5 percent faster). But for most business owners and leaders, if you need a data scientist and microscope to find out if your marketing had an impact, I can save you a lot of time, money and effort – it didn’t. In terms of timeless principles, this topic was explored over a hundred years ago by Claude C. Hopkins in Scientific Advertising. Again, though the tools may have changed, Hopkins’s principles of split testing and tracking remain the same.


BASICS, INFRASTRUCTURE AND CHANNELS


This book is based on my over twenty years of experience, highlighting the most applicable, actionable lessons I’ve learned. My goal here is to ensure readers gain a basic grounding in how to correctly measure the incremental impact of digital marketing and can use digital marketing tools to be successful in any of the new channels that have grown up this century. As such, the book is split into three main parts: the basics, which walks through my high-level view of how to think about marketing; the infrastructure, necessary to setting up any successful internet marketing operation; and the channels, consisting of detailed descriptions of the current main channels of online marketing and how to best leverage them.


Nothing matters more in online marketing than getting the basics right. Too often I consult with startups and companies that lack clarity on the actual goal of their marketing efforts, especially at the most basic level. For example, as a travel company or small hotel, are you trying to maximize revenue or occupancy? If one person at the company advocates for steep discounting to drive occupancy, while another refuses since this approach will not maximize revenue, you clearly have a problem. Both are correct, and both feel they are doing what they were told to, but that’s because leadership hadn’t clarified the most basic goal. So, in Part I: The Basics, I address the most foundational principles, including conversion (What are you trying to get people to do?); channel (Where are you trying to find them to convert them?); targeting (Who are you trying to get to do it?); and creative (What are you showing them to convince them to take action?).


Next up, in Part II: The Infrastructure, I move to the infrastructure that needs to be in place in order to make things happen. One initial note on this topic: today’s marketing technology, unfortunately, is often presented in a way that scares or overwhelms those without a technical background. I am not a genius programmer by anyone’s definition – I learned coding PHP and MySQL from a book aptly titled PHP and MySQL for Dummies, but I have some programming skills. I think you should too because some technical proficiency is necessary (especially in situations where you find yourself in a room with twenty engineers).


That being said, you don’t need to get beyond the level of a ‘for Dummies’ book to be useful in directing the work or even implementing it for most small businesses. So, Part II explains what it takes to set up the technology, teams and talent to be a successful internet marketer, including how to perform incrementality measurements, what skills to look for in agencies and team members, and how to work with cross-functional partners. I hope it does it in an accessible way that will help anyone be able to set up a team, small or large, to build the infrastructure that enables incredible digital marketing.


Part III: The Channels provides an in-depth exploration of the four most important channels of online marketing:


•  Product-led channels: Using your own product as a marketing channel. Offline, product-led channels include branding on the side of your delivery truck or little promotions sticking out into the aisle as you walk around a supermarket. Online, this means emails, push notifications, merchandising units inside your app or website and navigation elements.


•  Partner-led channels: Working with affiliates to market your service or product. This channel may include buying ads to promote your product on retail advertising networks run by companies such as Walmart or Amazon, or using classic web portals to display ads.


•  Search marketing: Ensuring your websites, products and services appear through search engines. These days, that mostly means working with Google, but there are interesting developments coming with AI and potentially other engines that answer specific questions, as compared to just providing a page of links. I believe in that transition classic search marketing will still matter as its principles will hold true, even as the tool changes in the AI future.


•  Social media marketing: My home turf, and now the largest channel in online marketing, utilizing Meta, YouTube, TikTok and all the incredible social media channels that exist now and will exist in the future.


I present the timeless principles of these channels, their history, and modern examples that will illustrate how you can get the most from each one in your own marketing efforts.


THE NEW GOLDEN AGE OF MARKETING


My hope with this book is not just that I can give you a flavour of the journey I embarked on at the beginning of my career, but that I can empower you with the techniques and tactics to make the most of your business, company, organization, or even self through the undeniable power of online digital marketing. Whether big or small, new or old, anyone can leverage these tools to be successful.


The internet has spawned a new golden age of marketing tools to help you reach your maximum growth potential. It has given small and medium businesses opportunities that only huge companies could previously access. Today, you can connect with people around the world more efficiently than ever before, providing them with the products and services that can help them lead their best lives, even in small niches. This book provides ideas and knowledge for anyone who wants to leverage digital marketing as a tool to get better results. When you understand the tools, the timeless principles behind them, and the actual, incremental results those tools drive, you can not only allocate your time and budget effectively, but also advocate for investment with your peers, colleagues, CEO and finance departments.


Again, growth is good. A rising tide lifts all boats. Growth is also a choice. Today, one of the most effective paths to growth is the always-evolving online marketing world. I’m honoured to be your guide on this journey. Let’s get started.
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THE BASICS


Mastering the basics of any discipline is key to success.* In general, the most effective business marketing to clients we do at my day job is when we get them to adopt the basic best practices they are not already using. For example, one of our most successful suggestions has been that the creative must match the channel: if a business is showing an ad in one of our video channels, we tell them to not just make a video, but also shoot it in the orientation the viewer has their phone and include music like the videos before and after it. (Such marketing has provided Meta with extra revenue during my time as CMO.) The truth is, in my experience, no business is perfect at implementing the basic best practices.


In fact, as I wrote the chapters you are about to read, I repeatedly kicked myself as I thought of examples where my teams and I were not getting the basics right. Implementing best practices across a thousand people is hard, and if we were to do everything outlined in this part of the book alone, we’d get materially better at what we do. Throughout my career, every time I have zoomed in from high-level strategy and grounded myself in the basics, two great things have always taken place: I’ve delivered better results with my team, and I’ve found inspiration that has helped me move that larger strategy forward. The basics matter – do them well and they will reward you at any scale.


The most basic advice is to be clear on your goal and how you will measure if you have achieved it. Note, goals are not metrics – metrics describe goals. After identifying your goal, ask, what marketing do you need to achieve that goal? Start with the marketing funnel: are enough relevant people even aware your product or company exists? If they are, then work through to getting them to take action, and understand why they haven’t previously.


Once you have diagnosed what you are trying to do, how you’ll measure it and where in the funnel you have issues, I will dive into details on how to practically implement your measurement. Doing so allows you to drive incremental results, optimize your conversion flow, target the people you want to convert and then show them digital marketing that will make them convert in the right channel, with the right message, at the right time.


______________


* At times, this book refers to, discusses or suggests data tracking, collection and use, which should always be read and understood to be in the context of companies working with their lawyers, legal and compliance departments to ensure that all such practices comply with all applicable laws and regulations. This book reflects the author’s personal views and experiences and not those of any company.










1. THE NORTH STAR



Great growth requires great marketing, and great marketing requires clarity on what you are trying to achieve – the main goal at hand. I refer to this goal as a North Star, a clear, bright navigational aid that everyone on the team can see and work towards. This means that a goal, and a metric to measure progress towards that goal, are both essential. You, your team and your entire organization need to be aligned on that North Star. It could be as simple as ‘maximize income’ or as high-minded as ‘connect the world online’ (Facebook’s goal when I began there in 2007). If done right, the North Star will be ambitious and clarifying.


NORTH STAR METRICS


The greatest threat to your North Star is your number two goal. This second goal is often a good thing to work on – it might even be better than the North Star. But flipping back and forth between the North Star and your second goal means you are splitting resources, probably competing internally and failing at both. Unfortunately, it can be hard to maintain the disciplined leadership to make sure your people and teams use the North Star to question everything they do and that their actions align with that ultimate goal. Great goals have real tradeoffs, and as my former colleague Deb Liu likes to say, ‘It isn’t prioritization if it doesn’t hurt.’


When a North Star is complex, detail matters. ‘Connect the world online’ is a wonderful North Star, but break it down and questions arise. For example, are these online users registered users or are they monthly, weekly or daily active users? Does ‘the world’ mean only current online users, or does this imply expanding the internet? What even defines ‘active’ to begin with – a logged-in visit, a post, a like? The metric to gauge success must also be crystal clear. For example, the goal for revenue might be ‘annual revenue’ or ‘annual free cash flow’ or ‘annual EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization)’. Or the metric could be quarterly, not annual, or a five-year plan.


The metric for Facebook was monthly active users (MAU). A user was considered ‘monthly active’ if they had logged into the service at least once in the last thirty days. Revenue must be in service of driving that goal. And that meant revenue couldn’t be made in a way that reduced MAU by, for example, running paid ads that annoyed users so much they stopped using the site. This settled a lot of disagreements on how to make money.


That’s one of the most inspired ideas Mark Zuckerberg had in the early days of Facebook. He made it clear that MAU would serve the North Star goal of connecting the world online. This North Star has continued to inform the company and its culture; it is fundamental to our entire marketing philosophy, from how we plan campaigns to how we attract new users across platforms. But, at the time we formed it, there was no guarantee it would work and many investors and talking heads thought the top focus should be revenue. Of course, they were wrong.


CONNECTING THE WORLD ONLINE


Shortly before I joined Facebook, the company almost sold to Yahoo! At that point Mark’s leadership team were very keen on the exit, but Mark determined they would not sell. His goal was to connect the world through social media – and he believed the best way to do this was as an independent company – not to quickly exit and become wealthy. This plan was not universally popular, and many executives left. I joined in the aftermath of this shakeup as a naive man in my early twenties; I thought it was obvious Facebook was awesome and would be used by the whole world, so it would be absolutely foolish to sell.


I now see that this decision involved a difficult tradeoff. There was no guarantee Facebook would make money from an, as yet, unproven business model. Typically, the goal of a startup is to grow, sell and make investors, employees and founders rich. Today, twenty years on, it feels natural that a mission-oriented business could work, and that Facebook would be huge and valuable, but at that time it was a bold bet. Coming out of that moment, though, I entered a company that had a North Star goal that was forged in fire.


Not only was the North Star clear, so was the metric that measured it. As mentioned, this metric was MAU, and though that may seem standard now, it was unusual at the time. Most people then quoted registered users – the number of people signed up for a given platform – to describe their user base. Of course, someone could be registered and not have used the service for months or years, so this was mostly a vanity metric. Mark and Facebook were the first large company that completely did away with that metric for public reporting, and it truly moved the industry forward.


The combination of the goal and metric was extremely clarifying for my and my teams’ work, and it settled many arguments without needing to escalate them to Mark for a decision. With less debate and more action, we were able to move faster and get things done quickly. For example, our North Star helped us make decisions about our monetization product that stopped us from making revenue decisions recklessly. At the time, the company needed money – we weren’t profitable, so we needed our ad product to succeed. The ads team had lots of ideas on how to do this.


One idea was to try out ‘homepage takeovers’, which other social media companies were selling. In a homepage takeover, an ad that could simply not be ignored would appear on the homepage of a site, dominating it entirely. On MySpace, for example, I remember an ad in which the Hulk ‘smashed through’ the homepage, jumbling up icons and bouncing the text and other features around for a few seconds. These takeovers made the companies a lot of money, but they harmed the user experience, blocking new users on those days from ramping up their usage and connecting with friends. Since that hurt the MAU, this extreme monetization option was proposed and killed without senior review as far as I could tell (and so were hundreds of others). This led to an ad system that has little tax on user engagement and, indeed, for many users, is a positive.


MOVE FAST AND STAY ALIGNED


The other reason the MAU metric was so clarifying was that many colleagues felt you couldn’t be counted as an active user if you only visited the site once a month. They felt only daily active users (DAU) was a valid way of counting actives. There is some merit to this idea, but I disagreed overall, as I still do. DAU is more a measure of usage and engagement, while MAU is a measure of people using your service. MAU is the skin in the game that gives you an option to upsell someone to use your service more heavily. With DAU, you have already won most of the battle in getting someone ramped up to be fully engaged with your service.


The way we worked, and how most companies I’ve advised work, is that we designed the product for ourselves and we became power users. This gave us insights that we likely wouldn’t have had otherwise. Take notification defaults. We found that notification defaults set for someone who engaged with the site throughout the day would have to be different than for someone who only visited once a day, or who was just starting to use the site.


The notification experience is very different between those two sets. If you are just ramping up on using a service, you want to know everything that’s happening. The notification for the first ever like you receive, for example, is a deeply meaningful experience. If on the other hand you have made a post on which you got a thousand likes, you really want to mute those notifications, or your phone will be unusable. A focus on MAU forced us to confront the marginal user who did not use our products like we did, and they still provide a counterbalance to this day on such decisions.


One caveat: the MAU metric could, of course, be abused. We could count a single click on an email as ‘being active’, and in response, send loads of emails that get one click from the recipients, but that delivers nothing for us in the long term. Sure, it might look good in the short term for MAU, but in the long run you are not adding actual value. Still, I have seen approaches like this done in various companies and teams both deliberately to game a metric and accidentally from inexperienced folks. So, we did have a metric to act as a guardrail too, which was to take into account the percentage of MAU who were weekly active. This consideration helped us to stop acquiring low-quality or low-engaged MAU, deliberately or not. (I discuss guardrail metrics in more detail in Chapter 7 on measurement.)


With a clear North Star of connecting the world and a simple metric that properly described it with MAU, we were able to move fast and stay aligned with what our leadership wanted us to deliver, without endless meetings, reviews and escalations. This approach doesn’t just apply to those teams and companies involved in digital marketing – it’s important for everyone. Do the work to develop a clear North Star goal and metric to describe it and you set yourself up for success in everything that follows.










2. THE MARKETING FUNNEL



The marketing funnel is an old concept – but far from outdated. The original idea is widely attributed to Elias St Elmo Lewis who created the ‘AIDA’ model – Awareness, Intention, Decision, Action – right around the turn of the twentieth century. In time, the model would develop into a funnel, with awareness at the top and each subsequent stage moving ‘down’ the funnel. There are many different versions of the funnel out there, but I especially like the original. I see it as a description of where your target audience is overall, as compared to a tool for understanding any individual person.


I use the funnel to think about the right campaign at the right time in your company’s, product’s or service’s existence. For example, if someone is not aware of your product, you probably shouldn’t be focusing on convincing them that the price point is right. Rather, you should be making them aware of your product as an option that exists and that would be useful for them. Now, there is debate about the funnel – marketing folks argue how much it is actually used in decision making, how effective a model it truly is and which version is the best. In my opinion, the AIDA version is an excellent, accessible way to help plan campaigns and is foundational in understanding marketing as a whole, and digital marketing in particular.
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