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INTRODUCTION


To win a game, you need to know two things: the rules and how to read a crowd. From pool to poker, mahjong to marbles, the rules of the game don’t change, but your environment does. The winners can sense changes and adjust their strategy in real time, allowing them to gain a significant advantage over their competitors.


The same is true when you buy and sell online media. Unlike traditional marketing, the ad exchange is happening in real time as a live auction. It’s like the stock exchange, but it never sleeps. Consumers are on their devices, engaging with ads and content, 24/7. So many things affect your bidding and buying strategy online—seasonality, competitiveness, sociocultural issues, and even weather impact a company’s results and overall marketing spend.


When you buy traditional ads, the price is fixed, and after the media negotiation takes place, the final price-per-spot, page, column, card, etc. are agreed upon, and an IO (insertion order) is created, locking in the rate. Then, you trust that the projected impressions you were promised will be delivered. On the other hand, if you work with a big media buyer who uses comprehensive software that proves that the expected or promised TRPs (total rating points) from a spot aired during a broadcast show did not occur, a credit may be issued. Generally, there isn’t a refund, but the advertiser may get “make good” ads to ensure that your brand achieves the reach that was paid for.


I remember working at my first agency and attending the annual “sweep” screenings with our media director to preview all the new shows airing that season. Each network came out with a list, and those shows with projected high popularity would command premium rates. Sometimes the networks were right, but many times they were wrong, and the show would fail to perform as projected. Nevertheless, if the network guessed incorrectly, at the end of the season, we would tally up the delivered TRPs, and then the network would run extra spots to “make good” on the promised impressions. These are estimates, of course, and were based on the number of TVs that are on or “tuned in,” but they didn’t account for when grandpa slept through the commercials or when someone forgot to turn off the TV. That wasn’t the fault of the network or station. And it was fair. It was also something they could prove. For example, if we had any doubt that our spot aired on the day and time promised, we could request a report from Nielsen. They record every station nationwide and can pull a copy of your TV spot. Scarborough does this for radio, and there are companies that audit print publications for distribution to make sure that copies of magazines or newspapers are delivered. There are even organizations that hire people to stand on the side of the road and click the number of cars that drive past billboards to assure advertisers that the promised results are delivered. You get the idea.


Now, what if I told you that there is no third-party oversight for online advertising?


That’s right, there is no way to prove, using an unbiased entity, that your ad or impression ever ran. That should scare you. That’s why picking the right partners and asking the right questions are critical. Business owners must stop believing in the promise of “guilty until proven innocent,” and instead assume the worst when it comes to buying media online. Your partner must prove themselves worthy of your trust.


Sadly, many agencies and media partners are not honest. I don’t believe this is universally a grand scheme to hurt business owners, but rather it’s the result of a total lack of industry knowledge that has trickled down and tarnished the industry. Digital marketing didn’t become a dark art by itself; it has become that way from years of rapid and untamed growth.


But the good news is that business owners can master the art of online marketing and take back control by learning the fundamentals of how media is bought, sold, and consumed online. This book will uncover the “game” and arm you with Covert Code strategies that will prepare you to fight the battle today and win the war for years to come. From picking the right partner to knowing when it’s time to push the brakes and regroup on your digital strategy, you can and will be able to target the right people, with the right message, at the right time, achieving your desired ROI without the aid of a big agency or high media spend.


Why am I so confident? Because I have done it for myself over the last twenty years and, in the process, built Covert Communication, the largest digital marketing firm in Hawaii. I’ve worked with clients of all shapes and sizes, helping them to achieve their business goals. Although my agency specializes in digital marketing, we’re full-service and my team has a rich background in traditional media buying, breakout public relations, creative production, website and application development, email marketing, social media, sales funnels, and branding. We’ve done it all and have leveraged our deep knowledge of foundational advertising from both client and agency perspectives to drive exceptional online results, earning the reputation as a leader in digital marketing while providing transparent media solutions that work.


Since 2019, we have worked with hundreds of companies worldwide, with a focus on SunPower and Panasonic solar companies and manufacturers developing API technology solutions. We’re featured as preferred marketing partners for their extensive dealer networks. In addition to the solar space, we have worked in hospitality, banking, real estate, retail, insurance, travel and tourism, transportation, technology…. The list is long. We’ve been hired to provide high-end consulting for Fortune 500 companies, because time and time again, our marketing solutions work better than the rest. Covert is so bold that we will even guarantee clients that, by spending their current budget and using our strategies, they will experience a minimum 20 percent increase in results.


It’s not magic. It’s math mixed with a pinch of persistence, and any business owner can replicate those results by following The Covert Code. Our clients not only spend less out of the gate but, over time, have doubled and tripled their revenue year-over-year, resulting in more agency referrals and business than we can accept. Our model is unique in that we don’t believe in media commission. When we do our job right, through robust and thoughtful online optimization, clients spend less, not more, making the traditional model of compensation archaic. We believe in transparency and sharing knowledge, numbers, and strategies. Our clients view us as part of their internal team. That’s how it should be. They can trust us because our interests are aligned and anything we recommend is because we believe it will make more money, not because we’re taking a cut. As a result, every day the emails and calls flood in with client referrals and Zoom meetings filled with celebrations of milestones achieved.


That’s precisely why I knew that now was the time to write this book and share my knowledge with the business community at scale.


The truth is that today it’s rare that a company would have no experience with online advertising. Even the smallest mom & pop business has a Squarespace/Wix/GoDaddy website and has listed an enhanced profile Yellow Pages map ad, purchased a search engine optimization (SEO) package, or tried to boost a Facebook post. I speak with clients every day, and it doesn’t matter their size, industry, or budget, the story is the same. By the time they’ve reached me, they’ve already been through three or more agencies, spending hundreds of thousands of dollars online, and without the promised result.


I’m tired of hearing the sad stories and outrage from hardworking business owners who are just trying their best and can’t afford to place trust in all the wrong places. My clients have been victims of digital marketing fraud in all forms, across all networks—Google, Microsoft, Facebook, Geofencing, Yelp, SEO, the list is long. My agency has been a victim, too. The result? I know how to spot a fraud and win online. I believe that, by writing The Covert Code and sharing my experiences while learning these tools, I’ll be able to prevent business owners like you from being taken for a ride. I want to help you win online.


We’ll begin by learning the basics of how media is consumed online and options for reaching the right target audience through networks, ad types, and bidding strategies. Then, we’ll identify our customers’ online journey and how to set the correct online budget and project results from your campaigns. As you build knowledge in each chapter, we’ll shift the focus to core elements of your media strategy and learn how to drive traffic to your site from both paid and organic sources, as well as to ensure that every dollar spent has the greatest opportunity to convert. We’ll dive deep into remarketing, SEO, bots, paid search, and social media. Each section you’ll find cheat sheets online to help you get control of your campaigns immediately and start improving results in real time. For those readers who really want to “get their geek on,” additional breakout content and online quizzes are available to ensure that you’ve mastered the code chapter by chapter. To maximize your results and achieve immediate value, it’s recommended that you gain access to all of your accounts using the “getting started” reference guide and also print out “Anna’s tips,” which will appear in each chapter.


Lastly, as things happen fast online, please be sure to subscribe to our newsletter so you can be notified of any new cheat sheets or updates from the Covert team on campaign settings that offer opportunities or threats to your online performance. Now, take a deep breath and have fun unlocking the code!



 

CHAPTER ONE

THE RULES FOR DIGITAL MEDIA



My journey in business started at Bentley College in 2001–2004 (yes, I graduated early), where I learned about traditional marketing, management, finance, accounting, economics, philosophy, and next to nothing about technology. In fact, there wasn’t even a chapter on digital marketing in Advertising 1.0. It was all about the purchase funnel and how to move the customer through, via push or pull marketing strategies using the 4 P’s: Product, Price, Place, and Promotion. Websites were used as digital brochures, just a static way for companies to connect with customers who already knew them, and were purely to establish credibility. Even today, as digital media becomes the most critical part of the media mix, the mothership of all brand communication, it is still a mystery to most and thus offers the greatest opportunity for businesses to meet and exceed sales goals through optimization.

The fundamentals of advertising haven’t changed. What has are how the 4 P’s are deployed and which media tools should be used to influence customer action.

It’s for this reason that I always begin every new client meeting, public speaking engagement, or corporate training session with a big picture of the purchase funnel. For those who have never had the opportunity to work with an advertising agency during the initial discovery call, I go through a pitch that goes a little something like depicted in the graphic here.
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Our job as marketers is to move our target audience or customer from the top of the funnel to the bottom through the four stages: Awareness, Consideration, Intent, and Action.

At each level of the funnel, we use different marketing tactics and media to influence our target audience. Each stage of the funnel comes with expectations of results and will vary by media type. In traditional advertising, there is an equation for how to reach what we refer to as “critical mass.” Essentially, marketing is a math problem and we know that we need to target 98 percent of our target audience with four to seven messages over seven to ten days, and if we do that, we will get a 2 percent conversion. Here’s an example: you have heard about the McRib from McDonald’s, right? Every year, this popular product comes back for a limited-time, one-month-long promo. You might ask yourself why would McDonald’s spend all that money on something that is only in-store for one month? Their goal is to steal market share from similar quick-service competitors like Burger King, Carl’s Jr., etc. They hope (and have data to back it up) that, for whatever reason, they can influence a consumer’s long-term behavior. As an example: Joe goes to Burger King loyally several times a week for a burger and shake, but this week he decides to go to McDonald’s to get the McRib during the limited promotional window. When he does, for whatever reason, this cosmic shift occurs that changes his meal-buying pattern forever. Maybe McDonald’s is a faster drive from his house or the parking is easier, maybe he has a crush on the cashier serving his meal. Whatever the reason, the result is that he switches loyalty and continues to go to McDonald’s, even after the promotion ends, to purchase his regular burger and shake. As McDonald’s knows about Critical Mass Messaging, they are not going to wait seven to ten days to show the required four to seven ads (impressions) because then they only have two more weeks left in the promotional calendar (and, for the record, they run way more than seven ads). Instead, they jam as many TV commercials as they can into the first five days and then extend it over the following promotional period with a combination of fifteen-second TV bookends and radio with supporting print. They always start with TV because when the customer hears the ad later on radio or sees a print ad, they rerun the TV spot in their minds, which essentially extends the brand impact—more bang for your bucks! That is why you might see several commercials back-to-back. The human brain needs multiple reminders to move us from the top of the purchase funnel to the bottom. The more we see the same thing, the faster we move from awareness to action. That is true for all media types, traditional to digital. So, in our example, if we were selling McRibs in Hawaii, our target audience would be adults over the age of eighteen, or roughly one million people. We expect that around 70 percent slip into consideration—“Oh boy, it’s back, I might want to go.” Of that, 30 percent make it to intent—“Where is the closest store to me, and what day works for my schedule?” Finally a minimum of 2 percent (approximately 22,000 people) will actually get to the counter and buy the promotional item.

[image: img12.jpg]

It worked in the past and still does. The problem has always been that mass marketing is expensive and hard to track. To quote that famous retail magnate John Wanamaker, “Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don’t know which half.” And it really isn’t fair to small companies that can’t afford to spend money and hope that the person who needs whatever they’re selling happens to stumble upon their quarter-page ad and act. Traditional marketing is semi-targeted and an expensive luxury afforded to the bigger and more established companies that can afford to waste funds. This old way of advertising creates more significant barriers to entry, making it hard for entrepreneurs without deep pockets to succeed. Just because you can overspend doesn’t mean you should. That being said, we know that traditional marketing does work if you do it right and will always have an important place in the media mix. The part that is lost to most is “How exactly do you effectively buy media online,” which is why you’re reading this book. So, let’s start with the basic concepts, and then we’ll go into each tool in detail.
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THE AD EXCHANGE EXPLAINED

When I first got my toes wet in an online search over a decade ago, there weren’t many options. Google basically had a monopoly and dominated the “ad exchange,” and still does to a large extent, which is the current subject of several lawsuits1 (do a quick search of “google lawsuits” to learn more). But what, pray tell, is the ad exchange? An ad exchange is an online marketplace where advertisers buy digital ad inventory from publishers, often through real-time bidding (RTB) auctions. An ad space could be inventory on a website or mobile app, or seconds of air time during a podcast or video stream. Typically any website that has over 10,000 unique daily visitors can qualify to participate as a seller and be collectively referred to as a publisher. That means that they can open inventory up on their website pages (domain URL, app, video streaming service, social media platform) and then get paid by offering those spaces to advertisers to fill gaps in the content (banner ads, text ads, content ads, and video ads). This was a big deal when it first came out because, before that, digital ads were sold the same way as traditional media. It was the “build it and they will come” model. Media companies like CNN, magazines like People, and large established retailers like Walmart went to their existing network of ad buyers and offered them the chance to extend their reach by adding a digital package to their print, broadcast, or in-store promo. Just like opening the newspaper on Sunday, as subscribers or loyal followers went to the site, your company’s ad would show a specific number of times, that is, impressions. It seems reasonable right? Well sure, if you want to spend more than you must. Now, let’s identify all the various ways that media can be bought and consumed online today, starting with networks and content types.

BANNER ADS

These are the most common online content types available. Today, there are thirty-five sizes that banner ads can be formatted to maximize a business’s opportunity to be seen across web and mobile display. We’ll talk more about why this matters in chapter 8, when we dive into remarketing, or as I lovingly refer to it, “cyber-stalking.” Banner ads can be static, animated (my personal favorite), video, or dynamic, which is most commonly used for retailers or real estate companies that have product catalogs of some kind. This type of display ad is more tailored because it can show specific items to your target audience based on their browsing or search behavior, that is, you see the same products you added to your shopping cart or viewed during your recent visit. Static ads and animated ads can be formatted several ways but must remain between 150 and 500 kb and load within thirty seconds, with loop or without, and available sizes vary by your media distribution partner. Recently, some media publishers like Criteo, Quancast, and StackAdapt have even opened up selected video banner ads in three sizes—horizontal, vertical, and square (thirty seconds)—offering advertisers even more opportunity to engage with customers on the page using sight, sound, and motion.

NATIVE ADS

These are often referred to as “click bait” and disguise themselves as article content. They use a combination of a text headline and image with the goal to increase website traffic to learn more, and can be very effective to generate clicks. However, they often result in high bounce rates (which means that the customer got to your site but then left immediately). This can inflate the cost of your campaign and be ineffective without a remarketing campaign and clear key performance indicator (KPI) goals in place, which we will review in chapter 8.

PRE-ROLL VIDEO

These are like a traditional TV commercial but run online before other video content rolls. For example, if you go to a news site and want to watch a debate or other content, a pre-roll video commercial may run before the user has the opportunity to watch the free content from that publisher. Pre-roll video is most commonly fifteen seconds, thirty seconds, or sixty seconds in length. For some publishers like YouTube, the customer can choose to “skip” the ad after seven seconds. It is for this reason that I do not recommend using a publisher with skip options, but for those who wish to run ads on YouTube, make sure that your logo and CTA (call to action) are in the front of your ad versus the end, to maximize brand value and impression share.

TEXT ADS

These ads are just as you’d expect and contain a text headline (up to three lines) and then one or two lines of description copy. They are the most ineffective form of online advertising when used outside of a search engine network. We’ll dive deeper into that when we get to our chapter 7 on search engine marketing (SEM).

To distribute ads online you must use a publisher that offers various options for targeting:

Display Advertising

Ads are shown on URLs that qualify to be on the ad exchange in the form of any banner ad, pre-roll video, or native ad. Whenever an ad is displayed, the URL (such as yahoo.com) will be paid by the publisher for impressions displayed. You can easily identify if the content is being delivered by a media publisher because, on the top right corner, you will see a tiny blue cone and, if you hover over it, it will show you advertising preference and which publisher is distributing the content, that is, AdSense, Criteo, AdRoll, StackAdapt, Quantcast, etc. If you do not see the cone, it means that the ad was purchased directly by the advertiser with the website owner. This happens frequently on news sites when advertisers extend their traditional advertising campaign online.

Native Ads/Pre-roll Video

Native ads and pre-roll videos run on the display network and appear as featured content inside of the main URL’s or app’s content. You can identify them by looking at the subject line above the block of ads, which will say “paid partner content.” You pay for the impressions served and the prices will vary depending on the site that the ad runs on.

Search Network

Search ads appear inside of the search engine’s landing page (Google.com, Bing.com, etc.) and are purchased by the advertiser directly with the search engine or their ad exchange partner.
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Search ads that appear within Google or Bing are essentially free to the platform. They have an opportunity cost versus hard cost.





Partner Networks

Partner networks are essentially the way that search engines increase reach by serving text ads outside of their domain. Ads can appear above or below search results on Google/Microsoft Search. They can appear next to, above, or below search results on the Shopping tab, Images, Maps, and the Maps app. So, if you allow your text ads to be shown across the partner network in GoogleAds, your text ad could be shown across hundreds of non-Google websites but no clear list is provided (the same is true for Microsoft). This is very ineffective overall and increases the advertiser’s total cost exponentially, as there is no way to block bots outside of the search engine.

Programmatic Advertising

Programmatic advertising offers an alternative to traditional trading desk distribution (single-channel media partner inventory) and is referred to as a DSP or Demand-Side Platform. DSPs are AI-driven, digital marketing platforms that reach new markets, audiences, and channels and are bid on in real time in a live media auction by advertisers. We can use these platforms to reach users cross-device, worldwide, with Display, Native, Video, Audio (Webs Streaming, Digital Radio, Podcasts), Connected TV (CTV) Advertising, In-Game, and Digital Out-Of-Home (DOOH) based on our target’s geography, audience demographics, interests, and 1st-party/3rd-party data, and can access inventory across multiple media publishers in real time.

DOOH

DOOH is any digital advertising that is found outside of the home, and in a public environment. This fairly new form of media can be integrated with programmatic technology to automate the buying, selling, and display of ads on selected screens in venues like bus stops, airport displays, shopping mall displays, gas stations, gyms, movie theaters, office buildings, residential buildings, restaurants and bars, retail locations, street furniture, transit, universities, convenience stores, and even city squares. The types of ads that can run on DOOH include static, dynamic, video, and even interactive experiences. The way that media partners charge is based on what is called the Impression Multiplier or a one-to-many channel type. Impression multiples are third-party audited by premium geolocation and device ID vendors. Advertisers can purchase ads based on a loop or static inventory.

There are three types of common DOOH inventory types:

• Large format—billboards to bus shelters, best viewed by pedestrians and street foot traffic.

• Place based—located in contextually relevant environments like gas stations, taxis, restaurants, and others.

• Point-of-purchase—which is considered a subcategory of place-based inventory and happens within point-of-purchase signage in retail locations that influence action in store. These are like traditional “shelf talkers,” but are animated and controlled digitally.

In-Game Advertising

Blended In-Game advertising allows companies to reach a highly engaged audience at scale. Blended In-Game ads are available in display and video formats and can be targeted based on geography, third-party audiences, custom segments, look-alike audiences, and retargeting audiences. How does it work? Based on the type of customer you are trying to reach, you can select gaming networks to show your ad over desktop/laptops, tablets, mobile devices, and consoles like Xbox along with a variety of other publishers. The benefits of In-Game advertising are that with this non-distributive messaging the user is captivated and unlikely to be multitasking. In-Gaming can reach a global audience with access to players in North America, EMEA, and APAC. As there is no “click” ability, it’s no surprise that the only way to bid is by impression or CPM. Companies like StackAdapt allow programmatic reach through the open exchange and PMP deals, allowing companies to bid for impression share with control and narrow in on gamers across all genres, that is, Action, Adventure, Casual, Sports, Racing, Role-Playing, and more! One of the most exciting parts about this new advertising type is that it’s private and safe following compliance standards.2 Plus, unlike with so many media publishers, the invalid traffic (IVT) rate is <1 percent, which confirms that the impressions were seen by real people (not automated software, a.k.a. bots) across all formats. Yes reader, this means you can trust what you purchase!

These formats use Automated Aspect Ratio Matching, meaning the ad will render to match the environment where the ad is appearing and can include display ads or video ads. In terms of trackable metrics, we can see impressions, unique impressions, viewability rate, video completion rate, IVT rate, and domain and game name where the ad was served.

PROGRAMMATIC AUDIO

Programmatic audio is the ability to target via audio ads and is billed by CPM (typical pricing starts around $15), but advertisers can evaluate campaign effectiveness from the Cost-per-Completed-Listen (eCPCL). Delivery options include inventory of fifteen- or thirty-second spots. Advertisers can serve ads across three different types of listening content.

• Music streaming—Spotify, Pandora, or other streaming services and are automatically served an ad after listening.

• Podcasts—ads are inserted dynamically using RTB and ads play during a podcast sponsored slot.

• Digital radio—Same ad placements as traditional radio but ads are inserted dynamically using RTB online.

CONNECTED TV

This refers to the method by which most over-the-top (OTT) content is delivered to users beyond cable devices, that is, TV, mobile, tablet, apps, or desktop. CTV can connect to the internet and allow users to access their on-demand content, meaning your ad could appear on smart TVs, Apple TV, Roku, Amazon Fire Sticks, and gaming consoles like PlayStation and Xbox. Ads in this digital medium are billed by CPM (typical starting price $40 eCPM) and can be delivered in fifteen-, thirty-, or sixty-second varieties via MP4.

PRICING MODELS

Each media publisher has its own pricing model, but they boil down to three types of billing options: cost-per-thousand (CPM) impressions, cost-per-click (CPC), or cost-per-result (CPR), which can be further broken down by completed watch, listen, etc. Depending on where the ad runs and the type of content, the model and pricing vary. The most common pricing model is CPM, but this comes with more risks than rewards for business owners.

To add to the challenge of decoding all of these acronyms, CPM is sometimes referred to as eCPM, which means estimated CPM impressions. If you see the “e,” that’s good. It means that whatever exchange you’re using is more transparent because, as we target users through the digital networks, the cost may vary from site-to-site or content-to-content type. For example, native ads or pre-roll video ads cost more than traditional display ads and the cost is also dependent on where they are shown. Depending on the publishing partner, the ranges can swing radically, but a good baseline for display CPM should be $3–$7. For native and pre-roll, a good target is $7–$20, and for DOOH ads, the range can vary drastically depending on location, time, and even weather. The more “weight” the company or venue has (or is perceived to have), the more they can charge. Golf.com charges more to run your thirty-second TV commercial before the clip showing Tiger Woods putting on the 18th green than Buzzfeed. com does before their videos. Why? Because that audience is worth more, or at least that’s what they lead you to believe. I’m not saying they’re wrong, but when we really expose CPM for what it is, it’s just a view or single impression. The customer didn’t click on it; they saw it for a few seconds (maybe).
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