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CHAPTER ONE


The Silent Colosseum and the Noisy Bar




I received yet another email from the online travel booking site. Apparently, they wanted to help me complete my flight booking to Paris. In an ideal world, I would have embraced this and loved the fact that my data trail had led to an anticipation of my needs with a possible conclusion that was deeply satisfying and ended with me eating macaroons in a Parisian cafe. However, all I felt was frustration and anger. I had just spent a tidy packet booking business-class seats to Paris for me and my family on the same site just minutes before. Yes, I had tried multiple combinations over many days, but I had converted! I bought the damn tickets, didn’t I? Surely, that meant somewhere in some system, I should have been recognized as a conversion, a customer, or a person who didn’t need any more reminders of his desire to book tickets to Paris.


I entered the advertising industry twenty-five years ago, spent most of my time in media, the last ten in programmatic or addressable  media buying, and the last seven, additionally, on the resulting data explosion and how to integrate it into marketing, all with the hope of solving problems like the above. During this time, I also witnessed tremendous change in the craft of marketing over multiple markets and geographies.


In 1998, India was in the throes of a recession when I entered the industry as a media planner. It forced me to confront cost management in a risk-averse environment, where squeezing efficiencies and getting more bang for your buck was the only variable of success. In addition, India—with regional dialects and cultural differences across the country—was a very complicated case, including a variety of media. As I moved on in my career, China in 2005 was a complete contrast; it was a booming economy with few systems in place but also a complicated market that was still trying to formulate methodologies to accurately calculate media reach and frequency and one that relied on expats to set the standard.


Next, in 2008, Singapore was where I learned how to operate across cultures and budgets in a regional role where some markets resisted the idea of centralization, and others wanted the regional center to completely run the show. In 2013, the United Kingdom was a shock to the system; I was now dealing with marketing budgets for certain brands that would have been the total Asia-Pacific ad spend for all brands in a quarter across the agency. I was responsible for markets in Western Europe, Latin America, and Asia-Pacific. The cultural and spend differences were dizzying.


Ultimately, I landed in the United States in 2015, and my transformation was complete. I had gone from recession to opportunity, managing a mixed bag, and finally the world with the United States at the center.


Along the way, I started looking at my industry in a big-picture sense, and I realized we had significant problems—as anyone who has received digital ads over . . . and over . . . and over again can testify to. Not just repetitive ads but ones that are oftentimes not even useful to us or that miss the mark. I also love disruption and change. I have never been comfortable with the status quo. And I love marketing and advertising because as an industry it tends to reward disruption since ideation is a fundamental currency. I have experienced both humbling lows and ecstatic highs while taking massive leaps—and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love to call myself a pirate and have often branded my teams the same way. I collected an amazing bunch of people over the years who wanted to break things, make them better, and do them in iconoclastic ways.


And unlike a true pirate captain, I likened myself to the lookout posted on the mast. Come rain or shine, I was there chasing treasure and directing crews to change course over impending storms. I was right up there when the storms came barreling toward us, and I enjoyed the spoils of loot up in my lonely post on the mast.


And yet, I witnessed the promised land and/or loot-laden ships sliding past my portside like specks on the horizon despite my furious attempts at navigation, shouting down from my crow’s nest, waving my hands and pointing at the rocks and the channels we needed to pass through to get to our treasures safely.


I was no stranger to the promises we as a collective industry had made to people and society at large. As digital platforms scaled, data exhaust scaled, and the possibilities were exciting and endless.


These magnificent promises went something like this: Share your personal information and we will make your experiences and interactions meaningful so much so that you will love this new world. It will be automated, trustworthy, and very precise. We will know about you and respect you and care about your preferences. You won’t have to see meaningless ads for products you don’t want or care about, and this will be coupled with knowledge that will empower us to serve up interesting entertainment, brands, and cultural experiences tailored to you.


We promised or believed that data and the digital revolution that produced it would take marketing to new heights. Chief marketing officers (CMOs) and CEOs were convinced by technology platforms, data providers, data brokers, and analytics companies that this new world would be worth investing in. And the investment came in from multiple places. Almost a trillion dollars’ worth of spend behind marketing with almost 60 percent of that going into digital channels. If you removed the United States and other advanced markets, the digital percentages would drop.


In 2018, when I played a key role in the acquisition of Acxiom for IPG (Interpublic Group), and when we began the process of integrating it into our digital marketing and advertising capabilities across all agencies in the group, I believed that we had made a step change in our approach to making marketing more meaningful. I still believe that it was transformative.


And yet, if I put on my hat as a consumer, as a person who was just on the receiving end of digital marketing, I would be angry, annoyed, and frustrated with many advertising and marketing efforts. In March 2021, in a survey of US internet users and their thoughts about ads online, 22.6 percent reported that they hated ads. A mere 1.1 percent reported that they liked ads.1


I decided to come down from my lofty perch atop the mast and go down into the very depths of the ship and figure out why the efforts to make marketing better and advertising more meaningful had failed. And I realized that while I had been busy focusing on the promised land and the myriad ships where our treasure was borne, I had lost touch with those small shifts in current, the waves that prodded us away from our direction, and the differing interests of the crew, which meant that we were working at cross-purposes.


This book is one of discovery—both for leaders of business and for me. I’ve tried to take both the view from the crow’s nest and the view from the deck, as well as the view from the engine room, of the various factors impacting marketing and integrate them into one construct. And in order to rededicate myself to the promised land of relevance and consent, respect and entertainment, where people tolerated ads because they found them relevant and sometimes even enjoyed them because the ads spoke to them, made them laugh, or were for a product they genuinely needed or wanted.


Before we begin this journey though, let’s get some definitions straight because marketing and advertising are two terms that keep getting used interchangeably even though they are not the same.


Philip Kotler, in 2018, defined marketing as the “process by which companies engage customers, build strong customer relationships, and create customer value in order to capture value from customers in return.”2 Advertising is a marketing tactic; it’s an act of promotion that involves paying for space where messages can seek to influence people. Advertising budgets are part of marketing budgets. Marketing budgets also include PR, events, promotions, marketing  technology investments, creative production, celebrity endorsements, sports sponsorships, direct marketing, and the like. Because marketers advertise and because paid advertising is a large expense in most marketing budgets, the two words are often used interchangeably.


The other reality is that these budgets don’t necessarily sit in the same place. There might be a marketing budget under the CMO, and multiple budgets underpinning those efforts that sit under the chief information officer (CIO), who makes marketing technology decisions in certain organizations, or the chief digital officer or chief data officer (CDO), who may have separate budgets to help support marketing efforts.


But I focus on the sum total of all marketing efforts because consumers do not differentiate or classify channels. They get an impression (or not) about a product or a brand based on all efforts, not just that of paid advertising. There are very limited, accurate estimates of marketing budgets; mostly it’s ad budgets that get tracked and focused on.


This is also why I frequently use terms such as marketing and advertising interchangeably. As a CMO, one might make distinctions between the PR budget and a media budget for advertising; the consumer doesn’t and therefore I don’t either.


Back to my journey of discovery.


As I indicated, advertising, which was supposed to have become markedly better over the last few years, has worsened. Take any measure, and you will see ad avoidance at a high. In a June 2021 survey conducted by Hub Research and cited by eMarketer, 57 percent of US TV viewers said they can tolerate some ads, but they’d abandon a service if there are too many. In addition, 17 percent said they would never sign up for an ad-supported video service.3


Adblockers are frequently used. When asked, “Which of the following online activities have you done in the last thirty days?” 38 percent of respondents said they had used an adblocker in an Integral Ad Science report done jointly with YouGov in August 2022 in the United States.4


On the flip side, privacy activists, regulators, and politicians have begun targeting advertising and marketing as bad actors in society, with some overcompensating for perceived excesses. This school believes in shutting down observational advertising, data collection, and eliminating many of the platforms that exist. Between Cambridge Analytica, Mark Zuckerberg’s testimony to Congress, Apple’s privacy claims, and the antitrust move on Google, marketing in some shape or another has provided convenient fodder for the press. Many press outlets, such as The New York Times, that have criticized data collection get a sizable contribution from digital advertising (61 percent of ad revenue amounting to $318 million in 2022).5


The irony is shocking if not ludicrous. One of my favorite pieces of research is The Economic Impact of Advertising in the US Economy 2018-2026 conducted by IHS Markit in November 2021 for the Advertising Coalition.6 The report identifies the combined impact of advertising expenditures, advertising-driven sales, supplier sales, interindustry sales, and sales due to employees of these firms respending some of their wages in their communities.


To quote the report,


In 2020, the US economy posted $36.7 trillion in sales activity. Of that, $2.8 trillion in sales were directly stimulated as a result of the $325.6 billion that companies spent to advertise their products and services. Thus, about 7.6 percent of US sales activity is directly stimulated by advertising. However, fulfilling the direct sales initiates follow-on activity throughout the economy as dollars flow through supply chains, driving an additional $2.0 trillion in indirect sales. The economic stimulation does not end there: companies and their suppliers hire and pay employees, who, in turn, spend some of their income in the economy on consumer goods and services. These induced consumer effects amounted to an additional $2.0 trillion in 2020. Thus, the initial $325.6 billion in ad spending drove an additional $6.8 trillion in sales. This equates to each dollar of ad spending in 2020 leveraging almost $21 in sales activity. The combined $7.1 trillion (ad spend + stimulated sales activity) means that 19.4 percent of the $36.7 trillion in total sales generated in the US economy was attributable to advertising expenditures in 2020.7


In addition, advertising supported about 19.5 percent of jobs in the United States. And they aren’t bad at pay. The average salary of jobs supported by advertising was 12 percent above the national average at $73,000 a year.8


Many of the sentiments and proposals in the legislative space are guaranteed to eliminate some of these jobs. And that’s before friendly AI (artificial intelligence) has raised its head. Most politicians struggle to understand that constraining technology platforms and observational advertising will have an impact on the economy for which we are not yet prepared.


And the entire marketing ecosystem is helping these legislators and politicians by either staying silent or by burying its collective head in the sand to avoid becoming the center of attention or allowing others to speak on its behalf, some of whose interests are not necessarily aligned with those of marketing. For an industry that earns its bread by helping brands communicate with people, it doesn’t do a great job in telling its own story.


It’s time to defend marketing and the vital role it plays in a democracy, any economy, and all our collective futures. Free press only remains free because advertising pays for content to be generated and distributed. Multiple opinions and their distribution are expensive; someone needs to pay the bill. And often consumers don’t quite realize that what they pay as subscription fees is not enough to sustain content production. Ask your local TikTok creator and they will tell you how dependent they are on brand promotions and ad fees. As with most issues about our society, interconnectedness means that often the laws and policies we enact to protect ourselves are the ones that end up hurting us the most. In that respect, love and laws are quite similar.


However, a defense cannot be mounted until we in the marketing and business community accept and fix some glaring issues that have allowed people to dislike us and feel disconnected from our vision of inclusion and diversity and believe that we are in it for just ourselves.


Marketing as a profession is ripe for disruption. Between CMOs being under the gun (Professor Scott Galloway recently insisted that CMOs had about eighteen months to survive9), new structures where CFOs have marketing departments report to them since marketing is seen as a cost to be controlled, and the incredible risks that executives have to take to bridge societal issues, the marketing ecosystem is very interesting to say the least.


As I write this, Anheuser-Busch has put Alissa Heinerscheid, VP of marketing for Bud Light, and Daniel Blake, who looks after marketing for Anheuser-Busch’s mainstream brands, on leave. Dylan Mulvaney, a transgender influencer, had posted a video on a social media account to promote a Bud Light contest. And so began a series of boycotts and buycotts that resulted in sales dropping. Both executives were harassed online and had their lives examined through an unedifying lens.


Target removed Pride Month products due to threats against employees, while Walmart took a strong stance in support of being inclusive and keeping certain merchandise in store. Starbucks workers protested managers removing Pride memorabilia from certain stores. The list goes on.


I haven’t even gotten into the use of data yet or the incredible power of narrow AI tools to wreak havoc on ideation, process workflow automation, eliminate intermediaries, and clean up a supply chain that has become a trough for agencies to treat as their backstop for all the commitments made to their clients.


Most importantly, the tale of the following (fill in product) remains. If you’re an adult who shops online, you’ve probably experienced this at some stage. You chose shoes, airline tickets, lingerie, or cat food and decided not to buy it and left the cart behind. And then everyone in your household just saw ads for lingerie for the next month. You have to ask yourself: if marketing was so sophisticated, and we knew everything about consumers, how did we not know when to stop harassing people?


To begin to understand the mess we have created and find ourselves in, I invite you to step into the worlds of the Silent Colosseum and the Noisy Bar. I deliberately chose these terms with contrasts to mirror both the sizes of the two constituents and the fact that you get to hear so much more from the smaller set that claims to represent a large swath of society without truly doing so.


In the Silent Colosseum, you will find a varied set of characters ranging from marketers, agencies, technology platforms, data management companies, social platforms, media companies, and consultants of all ilk.


In the Noisy Bar, you will find privacy activists, regulators, politicians, industry associations, lobbying groups, and the media, which often finds itself challenged to understand this space and indeed sources of its own funding that enables its existence.


Between the silence of the colosseum and the noise of the bar with its narrow focus on rights seen through an even narrower lens stand the rest of us (I’ll put myself in this group for the moment), the consumers and viewers of advertising, the targets of marketing—frustrated by what they experience, dismissive of many brands, appreciative of the free content they find online or “cheaper” streaming options for content, with little knowledge of the economics driving content creation and distribution.


Marketing is hugely satisfying; it’s also hugely irritating and avoidable at times. But if you follow the money, there is no denying that many aspects of democracy are funded by marketing, and it is such an important barometer of our culture.


Getting the colosseum to speak or communicate with one voice and quieting the bar a bit might help both sides to understand each other a bit better. You must understand the colosseum and the bar first to fix them.


The Silent Colosseum


PLAYER 1: THE MARKETERS


Marketers are increasingly expected to play multiple roles. I got a firsthand taste of this when I was invited to attend the Forbes Most Influential CMOs luncheon in Cannes in June 2023 by the ever-gracious Seth Matlins, managing director of the Forbes CMO Council. In a room full of the top CMOs of the world in the Carlton hotel on the Croisette, the themes were striking. Most CMOs spoke about the changing demands placed on their time. Their roles ranged from having to guide the organization through digital transformation, retail transformation, and the rise of AI to managing risk by avoiding social gaffes and respecting privacy—all this while inspiring people to engage with their brands and buy them using thought-provoking ideas and creativity. And before you take a breath, they have to do this with multiple partners and vendors, technology providers and agencies in the mix, many of whom would rather step on each other’s toes than do the tango.


What went unstated in the room that day was the expectations placed by their bosses who increasingly included CFOs. And most of those expectations centered around growth, sales, or some variant of that. Critical to meeting that expectation is the ability to tie brand building and media budgets to business outcomes.


Why is it so hard to quantify the success of marketing, brand building, and the like? That’s a whole book in and of itself (welcome to this one!), but marketing faces the trouble with accurately quantifying its contribution to sales. We will examine this later, but this fundamental issue creates a chain of consequences. It’s a vicious cycle: if you cannot prove your value conclusively, you become a cost, and a big line item at that. Hence, over the last decade or so, procurement has become more involved, and decisions around marketing are led by cost control.


Combined with this is the fragmentation of control over data, analytics, and technology. The CIO or the CDO have, in some cases, ended up creating separate fiefdoms in organizations with their own budgets and promises of driving accountability. Technology challenges are a mess; costs increase, and procurement has to step in again. If your ability to drive return on investment (ROI) is questionable, and you have competitive functions vying for the same budget and procurement as the only unifier, then decisions around marketing are not being made in the interest of the consumer. They are being made as one would toward a necessary but questionably important ingredient in a product.


Marketers in many cases are looking over their shoulders, looking for quick wins that will buy them time and cost control to not run afoul of the CFO. If they get big campaigns or activations wrong, their bosses will read about it in the press. When the economy is uncertain, although it’s intuitive that creating demand for your product is crucial for your sales team, most senior leaders prefer to cut budgets with the belief that brands and marketing cannot drive people to buy during a recession. It sort of questions the very premise of marketing itself.


To top it off, CMOs have their jobs made harder by their partners and other parties in this ecosystem.


PLAYER 2: PLATFORMS


Platforms have replaced most vehicles of marketing and have usurped a giant share of advertising spend, which is a really big component of total marketing spend. And they have constructed an architecture of preferences that has created silos that are beneficial to them. Aided by policy and privacy laws, many of these platforms have become isolated islands. (More on this in the chapters ahead.)


Marketers are left with only two choices: you can choose an open internet without certain preferred inventory, or you could choose preferred inventory without much data coming back in return. Let’s break that down a bit. In the first case, as a marketer you get access to engage with audiences on multiple websites or apps where you have the ability to collect data and leverage it to better engage with consumers. For example, you would be able to see that I browsed news around sports and then bought a jersey, thereby letting you know that I am willing to spend on sports. If you’re a sports-betting site, that’s valuable information for you. But in the walled gardens of Google, Amazon, Apple, or Meta, you get high-quality opportunities to engage with people, but your ability to collect information and use them is limited.


In the end you are faced with a Hobson’s choice (two equally unacceptable alternatives). As a marketer, you are really looking to engage your audience, and you’re less bothered by the medium or platform that you use to achieve that goal. But you can’t really do that when you are presented with a weird rule set that disadvantages you more than helping you succeed.


Social platforms are a different kettle of fish. They are vital to dropping cost per exposure (cost per million impressions or CPMs). And there is enough research behind exposures leading to a positive impact on awareness at the very least. Also, it is great for showing procurement officers and CFOs how you’re driving costs down. Social platforms are of course able to achieve this because they present content that is so addictive that people continue to want to engage more. This then leads to content, objectionable or otherwise, getting more airtime than what a society would like. You can see how easily marketing enables some of these practices by pursuing a proxy objective only because the real objective cannot be pursued. Proxies are such a devilish bunch of numbers; they seduce and lead you away from what is truly meaningful. And trust me, proxies populate advertising and marketing.


Platforms hold many of the aces in this colosseum. The only defense they have is that of investment, funding, and expectations. They are expected to produce outlandishly positive results and before we diss them, let’s not forget the pension funds and teachers’ retirement accounts that are betting on those outlandish returns.


Platforms face scrutiny and criticism of their policies, but they do make a pot of gold as well. Just look at how Meta’s earnings bounced back after the Apple privacy changes. (Apple had instituted a new policy that gave consumers a choice on whether they would allow an app to track them or not across other apps or properties owned by other entities. Opt-in rate right now is around 29 percent. That means only one-third of people are OK with allowing apps on their phone to track them. That diminishes the ability of the likes of Meta to understand and profile their users. The less they know about their users, the harder it is to monetize them.)


Cambridge Analytica and Facebook started this whole circus when it came out that information about Facebook users had been obtained and used to profile and manipulate people into voting for specific candidates. The personal information about users was meant to be released for academic purposes and was instead used to drive voting campaigns. As a case, it was bad for marketing and the data industries.


The media and shows like The Great Hack drove a narrative that all data-driven marketing was conducted in this fashion. Hate to be the party pooper, but in many cases we in marketing struggle to figure out if we have reached enough people. The question of manipulation is a joke given I can’t even tell you how many people watched an ad across platforms without using models or estimations, which could be accurate or wide off the mark.


I couldn’t watch more than thirty minutes of The Great Hack, I have to admit. It was like eating a dehydrated old chocolate bar that had better chances of breaking your teeth than a well-aimed punch. For a documentary claiming to be about exposing data, I was surprised that they couldn’t find the obvious issues and instead focused on dramatizing inaccuracies.


PLAYER 3: AGENCIES


Agencies across the spectrum (creative, media, PR, health, events, etc.) sit in a very interesting position right at the center of all this chaos. Having been with one agency or the other throughout my twentyfive- year career, I should know. Agencies are the ultimate expression of a conflict of multiple interests. They are primarily aligned to their clients (marketing departments of big companies) but have been one of the victims of marketing being seen as a cost; their fees have taken a hit during the last decade—a result of frequent pitches called by ever-changing CMOs. The faster CMOs turned over, the faster agencies did too. Very few lasting relationships remain. And crazy new words like floats and supply chain finance have made an appearance. For an industry focused on ideas, it has been shocking to see how they are so undervalued.


And so, agencies have turned their eyes elsewhere: to publishers and technology platforms to make up for the shortfall. I’m not here to defend or object to lack of transparency in media buying or shed light on the topic because others have done so much work on this. The reality though is that agencies are often caught between multiple interests: their own and that of their clients. And increasingly both of those don’t align. Their clients are looking for more efficiency (as I mentioned earlier, CMOs are being asked to reduce cost by both CEOs and CFOs since attribution in marketing is sketchy and difficult to achieve). Agencies are therefore looking to cut cost of delivery, but if they did do that by using technology, for example, they get paid less. Since they are getting compensated on the number of people working on a client’s business, there is not much incentive to reduce that number. The latest round of the ding-dong battle is around outsourcing. Agencies are looking to outsource repetitive tasks to cheaper destinations; clients want to know where and are of course looking to get the benefit of lower costs.
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