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INTRODUCTION

In 2017, Marc Pritchard, the chief brand
officer of Procter & Gamble, made a
call to the industry to fix ad experiences.
His rallying cry for better ad experiences was coupled
with a goal for mass personalization of marketing to drive

Bad ad experiences are not merely annoying to
consumers, they can be deleterious for companies
and their brands. Consumers turned off by bad
ad experiences often turn away from brands
altogether, taking their loyalty and dollars
elsewhere.

greater relevancy. This was a major step and part of a
major movement by companies to improve the digital
experience for their customers by being less loud and
more on point – moving towards personalized relevancy

Marketers hear the call for change. In fact, their
awareness of the damage inflicted by bad ad
experiences is high. Research conducted for this
guide reveals that 74 percent of CMOs cite Brand

and away from intrusive gimmicks such as pop up ads,

Loyalty as one of the top concerns regarding the

non-personalized retargeting, or excessive frequency to

impact of bad ad experiences, followed closely

stand out.

by Customer Acquisition cited by 70 percent of
respondents. But are they heeding this call for change
with a requisite sense of urgency?
This CMO Club Solution Guide peels the layers
off this issue to reveal obstacles, insights and actionable solutions, and lays out a case for why marketers
should care about the ad experience and how to
create good ones for consumers and brands alike.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A MARKETING MANDATE:

Righting the wrongs of bad ad experiences
Marketers are human, too. Not immune to the idiosyncrasies of their industry, they find bad ad experiences as
irksome as any other consumer. In his spare time, Mike
Linton, chief marketing officer with Farmers Insurance,
indulges his green thumb by growing roses. “Last spring,
I ordered a special variety of roses online. After that one
purchase,” he says, “it seemed like every online seller of
roses was advertising to me for the next three months.
But I had already made my purchase for the year. I wasn’t
going to be buying roses again for another year,” Like
many consumers who have had similar experiences,
Linton found this attempt at targeted advertising annoying
and ill-informed. It demonstrated the ‘me-too’ advertisers’
lack of understanding of who he was and where he was in
his buyer’s journey.
Banner ads at the bottom of mobile devices not only
interfere with the user experience, finds Jeni Golomb,
CMO/Head of Marketing with Daisy Brands, “they are
intrusive be-cause they make assumptions about who I
am as a customer that aren’t necessarily true and fail to
engage me in the right way.”
Ultimately, “Bad ads feel like the brand doesn’t know
what it’s doing,” as Sachin Ghadvi, Vice President,
Growth Marketing at Cars.com puts it bluntly.

The damage is done

perpetrators. Traditional media delivers its fair share of
bad ad experiences, from excessively high frequency
television ads during a sports or special event broadcast
to direct and/or email marketing campaigns that run
concurrently and contradict different products within the
same brand.
Regardless of the form or frequency of bad ad experiences, the potential fallout is the same. They can damage a
brand’s reputation, weaken customer loyalty and deter
customer acquisition. “Bad ad experiences can jeopardize the entire digital advertising space,” observes
Chip Schuman, Senior Vice President of Marketing,
Consumer Products, with Sargento. “It has become
increasingly imperative for marketers to put a plan in
place to create positive experiences.”

“Bad ads are an indication that a
marketer lacks an understanding
of consumer behavior.”
Chris Moloney
Chief Marketing Officer
TAXSLAYER

Bad experiences are served in many forms: retargeted
ads for a recently purchased product from the very same
company; ads delivered to a customer ad nauseam with
no change in creative or content; sticky, flashing, rollover
or pop-up ads; ads that block or interfere with content.
The list goes on, literally. Online ads are not the only
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Recognizing the need for change
As P&G’s Pritchard signaled in his call to the industry,
the time is NOW for marketers to face the issue of bad
ad experiences head-on and begin serving more
personalized, relevant content to consumers. According
to research for this guide, CMOs could not agree more.
In fact, Brand Loyalty, Customer Acquisition and
Public Perception were cited as the top three
concerns regarding the impact of bad ad experiences;
(see Fig. 1) and 57 percent said Relevancy, serving a
targeted message to the right person, has the most
impact on ad experience (see Fig. 2).

To address this rising mandate for better brand building
through better ad experiences, The CMO Club in thought
leadership with Thunder Industries surveyed of 82 CMOs
from a range of business-to-consumer brands across all
verticals, as well as in depth, one-on-one interviews with
senior marketing executives of leading consumer brands
including Cars.com, Daisy Brand, Farmers Insurance,
Sargento Foods, and TaxSlayer.

What do you believe most impacts an ad experience?
(Select your top 2)
What concerns you the most regarding the impact of bad
ad experiences? (Please select your top 3)

57%
Relevancy - serving a targeted message to the right person

74%
55%

Brand loyalty
47%

70%

Frequency -

not over serving the user the same ad too many times or too few times

Customer acquisition

41%
51%

26%
Public perception

Consistency treating customer consistently across channels and having consistent messaging

30%
45%
Purchases (Frequency, Amount, etc.)

Safety -

serving the ad in the right context

13%

37%
Media Efficiency (ad blocking, wasted budget, etc.)
4%

how the ad was seen/presented alongside content

1%

Not concerned at all

Other

FIGURE 1
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SECTION 1

Identifying Weak Spots,
Overcoming Obstacles
The first step to addressing bad ad experiences is
admitting you have a problem. Asked to rate ad
experiences for their brand, from Not a Problem to
Inexcusable, marketers were forthcoming in their
responses (see Fig. 3). The number one experience
rated Inexcusable by 78 percent was “Ads for products
the customer already bought.” Sound familiar?

The top four ad experiences rated an Annoyance by
respondents include:
• Getting too many ads from the same brand (59%)
• Ads that cover content (auto-expanded rich media,
pop-ups, etc.) (57)%
• Ads that force users to interact with brand before
getting content” (53%)
• Ads aren’t relevant to the targeted customer (52%)

How would you rate these ad experiences for your brand?
Scale: Inexcusable, Annoyance, Tolerable, Not a problem, and Not Applicable
78%
Ads for products the customer already bought

59%
Getting too many ads from the same brand

● Inexcusable
● Annoyance

57%

● Not a problem

Ads that cover content (auto-expanded rich media, pop-ups, etc.)

● Not appliable

52%
Ads that force users to interact with brand before getting content
52%
Ads aren’t relevant to the targeted customer

FIGURE 3

Solving Bad Ad Experiences
in thought leadership with

6

Frequency capping
battles fatigue
Many bad ad experiences are attributed to frequency.
For example, companies with multiple products, each
with their own set of objectives, target consumer and
campaigns, of-ten serve overlapping ads in the digital
and mobile space causing burnout amongst consumers.
Such fatigue can be avoided with frequency capping,
an ad serving feature that limits the number of ad
impressions a visitor can see within a period of time,
a fact CMOs acknowledge. Seventy-one percent of
those surveyed cite this feature is important to their
brand experience (see Fig. 4).

Do you believe frequency capping how often a person
sees your ad is important to your brand experience?

Complicating this issue, however, is marketers’ lack
of confidence in their reported frequency data. Asked
“How confident are you in the accuracy of your reported
frequency per person for cross-device or cross-channel
ads?” 60 percent cited Not Confident (see Fig. 5).
Yet being able to identify consumers consistently across
channels, devices and times using people-based marketing technologies like an identity graph combined with an
ad server help marketers solve for how often they serve
an ad to a person and what they know about him or her.
This, in turn, allows brands to deliver personalized and
relevant ads.

How confident are you in the accuracy of your reported
frequency per person for cross-device or cross-channel ads?
1%
7%

29%
71%

32%

60%

● Yes

● Not confident

● No

● Confident enough
● Highly confident
● Not reported

FIGURE 4
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Personalization hits the target
“When an ad misses its intended target, or gets the
message wrong, you may lose good customers before
you gain new ones,” Chris Moloney, Chief Marketing
Officer with TaxSlayer, explains. That is where personalization – using data and segmentation or persona – is so
important, he says. “If you have high confidence that your
ad will be hyper-relevant for 80 percent of your customers, it will outweigh the other 20 percent it’s not relevant
for.”
His point speaks to the many other obstacles to
delivering a better ad experience identified by marketers.
Among the top four (see Fig. 6):

Please rank the largest obstacles you have in delivering
a better ad experience.

75+%

70%

69%

64%

Knowing customer

At Cars.com, personalized ads are critical to leading
consumers through the car buying journey, an online to
offline experience. The marketplace website leverages
data to personalize information and deliver a relevant
experience, from upper-funnel editorial content to
inventory-related personal recommendations for those
further down the funnel. “Depending on where the
customer is in the journey,” Ghadvi explains, “we have a
certain set of creative and channels we focus on.”
This is where the research reveals a disconnect
between awareness and action. While nearly all (95%)
of marketers surveyed agree that personalization
improves ad experiences (see Fig. 7), only 41
percent cite actually doing so (see Fig. 8). This is
because activating personalization requires two
components to be setup and integrated: an identity
graph and an application to translate that identity into a
new experience for that user for a given media format.
Brands have been investing in resolving their customer
identity and connecting cross-device identity over the last
year so it is natural that the industry is now approaching
a tipping point where brands have begun planning
investments in applications of that identity with X%
planning for the next year.

Knowing impact of ad experience

“Serving good ad experiences
Knowing What Customer is interested in

Knowing someone saw ad

comes down to having your data
in order and understanding who
your customer is; then having
breakthrough creative that is
meaningful to them.”

FIGURE 6

Chip Schuman

Senior Vice President of Marketing,
Consumer Products
SARGENTO FOODS
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Do you think personalization improves ad experiences?
5%

● Yes
● No

95%

FIGURE 7

Do you personalize your digital advertising?
6%

● Yes
41%

53%

● No, but planning to do so
in next 12 months

● No, not planning to do so
in next 12 months

FIGURE 8
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SARGENTO FOODS

Partners with a plan
Planning for good ad experiences is an integrated
system at Sargento Foods, literally and figuratively.
The company combines a traditional brand management
structure with an internal integrated marketing
communications team that serves as a center of
excellence for digital, social, e-commerce and shopper
marketing capabilities.
“Every year, our brand team, the IMC (Integrated
Marketing Communications) group and agency partners
come together for an all-day briefing session on all
product lines,” describes Chip Schuman, Senior Vice
President of Marketing, Consumer Products at
Sargento Foods. “Together, we establish our objectives,
strategies, audience and budgets.” With everyone on
the same playbook, the agencies and IMC then create
a completely integrated marketing plan, including
traditional media as well as digital and mobile channels,
which is presented to the brand teams. Schuman
explains. “Nothing is planned in a vacuum.”
The end result is an overarching brand campaign with
different creative designed specifically for the audience
segment being served – the perfect recipe for better ad
experiences.
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SECTION 2

Unify Your Team
and Message
Ad experiences begin at home, in the heart of the
marketing department, where internal and external
partners develop the strategy, media plan, audience
segmentation, and creative that seal the fate of their
campaigns.

Moloney echoes a similar sentiment. Regardless of the
team structure or organization, he says, “it is absolutely
critical to make sure the team has the same understanding of who the customer is, how the they will respond to
the ad, and what action you want it to elicit.”

Creating good ad experiences is incumbent upon having
those teams unified in their objectives and the message
they are delivering. This requires clear answers to: who
owns the marketing and message, who is responsible for
delivering ad experiences and how is the message unified
across different business units?

Even something as simple as sharing integrated ad and
campaign calendars across functions, divisions and
product lines, Solomon has experienced, is a fundamental way to prevent conflicting messages that deliver bad
ad experiences.

Align the teams
“We treat our external media and creative agencies as
partners that work together with our internal team to help
develop and execute the big story from a marketplace
perspective,” says Linton. Although organized by function, internal and external teams share the responsibility
of meeting a set of shared marketing objectives. He says
this fosters good synergy and results because the partners are compensated by marketing outcomes rather
than functional outcomes. “Everyone works together to
achieve a good team score, rather than just within their
own function.” (See “Everyone is responsible” on
page 16.)
Cars.com employs a team cross-pollination of sorts.
Performance creative team members are embedded with
the performance marketing team to optimize the creative
outcomes. The key to making this work is ensuring that
both teams and functions are aligned. “Whoever is
developing the creative needs to understand the
business and the metrics,” Ghadvi explains, “and needs
to be aligned with the media team and its objectives.”
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“Whoever is developing the creative
needs to understand the business
and the metrics...and be aligned
with the media team and its
objectives.”
Sachin Gadhvi

Vice President, Growth Marketing
CARS.COM
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Begin with the brand message
CMOs interviewed agree on a critical point: good ad
experiences begin with a focus on overall brand
message. In the end, “Consumers buy the whole story.
It may come through multiple channels, but if the story
isn’t tight and right, it’s hard for any one channel to do its
job,” Linton says. “That’s why our brand strategy carries
across everything we do.”

The content team serves as traffic cop at TaxSlayer.
“Everything goes through the content team before it goes
live,” explains Moloney. “They give every ad one last
check to make sure everything is accurate and on target.”
TaxSlayer also employs a “three Amigos” veto system
that gives final say to three team functions before an ad
ever appears. (See “The Three Amigos Rule” on page 13.)

The same is true at Cars.com. The brand team leads
the creative process there, providing internal and
external teams with a unified message to be developed
into performance creative and customized for the various
platforms utilized.
Emotion plays a part in the brand messaging at TaxSlayer.
“We consider the emotional aspects of how customers
feel about our products and service and how they affect
their lives.” Moloney explains, “It becomes less about
selling and more about helping or exciting the customer.”
With the messaging on point, better ad experiences are
likely to follow.

Institute checks and balances
Brands finding success in serving good ad experiences
have systems in place to serve as traffic cop, keeping
messages aligned and in line with their intended targets.
At Daisy Brands, this is handled by an internal social
media/digital coordinator who oversees all social, digital
and web activity internally and makes sure it aligns with
traditional media efforts from its external agency across
their two product lines. Golomb says this checks-andbalances function ensures that the left hand knows what
the right hand is doing at all times.
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TAXSLAYER

The “Three Amigos” Rule
Three is better than one at TaxSlayer. As Chris Moloney,
Chief Marketing Officer with TaxSlayer, says, “No one
leader or department owns a marketing communication
product. Everything is a team effort.” That means
the responsibility and accountability for accuracy,
consistency and messaging of an ad is shared among
multiple functional areas or individuals.
“Before any ad goes live, we give veto rights, not merely
approval rights, to ‘three amigos’ or three different
functional areas,” explains Moloney. “Each will look at it
from a different perspective and ask different questions,
and any one of the three has veto power over an ad.”
This goes a long way toward identifying potential issues
and preventing bad ad experiences.
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SECTION 3

Using Data to Serve
the Right Content to the
Right Customers
Capturing, analyzing and using data insights is the
cornerstone to serving positive ad experiences. First,
second and third-party data can help marketers extend
their reach, but customer lifecycle messaging and ad
testing is proving vital to more successful personalization.
Marketers are well aware of this and working towards it
(see Figs.9 and 10).
Running A/B test on the impact of content is an ongoing
effort at Farmers Insurance. “If your content is interesting,
informative and entertaining, you may have less chance
of a bad experience,” Linton explains. “And if you are
constantly trying to sell to someone, you have a greater
chance of creating a bad experience. One way to track
this is through A/B tests.” Often, the company tests ads
designed for one media in another channel to maximize
their investment in the creative campaign.

“In the long run, customer
content management will
be a huge focus for just about
everybody in the marketplace.”
Mike Linton

Chief Marketing Officer
FARMERS INSURANCE

The company can use its testing data to help recalibrate
its messaging. “If we find that the consumer isn’t in the
purchase cycle at the moment, we can send a different
message, rather than focusing on the point of sale.”
He believes this is where all of marketing is headed eventually – always-on campaign but messaging based on the
current customer life cycle stage. Rather than relentlessly
selling to customers with a “buy me” message, which
can also contribute to bad ad experiences, he says that
brands need to know what the messaging sequence
should be. “And it will not be the same for every
consumer, even if they look alike.”
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Do you think ad testing leads to better ad experiences?
6%

● Yes
● No

94%

FIGURE 9

Do you currently test different ads at the
same time for the same campaign or brand?
6%

● Yes
44%

50%

● No, but planning to do so
in next 12 months

● No, not planning to do so
in next 12 months

FIGURE 10
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FARMERS INSURANCE

Everyone is responsible
Who is responsible for delivering ad experiences across
channels at Farmers Insurance? “My whole lead team
is responsible,” states Mike Linton, enterprise chief
marketing officer with Farmers Insurance. Rather than
individuals or teams being separately responsible for
brand outcomes, performance marketing numbers or
personalization results, which immediately splinters
the group, he says all three are in charge of all three of
those functions – and are compensated for overall brand
performance. “Each function should work together to
benefit the brand as a whole and be rewarded based on
marketplace outcomes, not functional outcomes.” This
can lead to better ad experiences, he says, because
reaching consumers today is all about the overall
experience, not an individual channel.
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NEXT STEPS

BREAKING
BAD

Given that frequency and personalization have a tremendous
impact on the ad experience and CMOs believe bad ads impact
brand loyalty and customer acquisition, they should explore a
“people-based” marketing approach that applies cross-device,
persistent person IDs for:

Next steps
to creating
good ad
experiences

• Personalization – Customize creative messaging based on who
the customer is and where they are in the customer lifecycle.
Test out what works for what type of customer. This strategy
requires recognizing a customer across devices and time to be
successful.
• Frequency – Media targeting in terms of how often to serve
an ad to a person. Requires being able to identify someone
consistently across channels and then limit or require certain
amount of exposure to optimize for positive impact.
• Tracking – Understanding the impact of the ads by person by
tying total ad exposure with omnichannel conversion events,
which is only possible through a persistent, universal ID.
“Bringing together online, offline and data team members can
prevent bad experiences,” Moloney surmises. With the discriminating eyes of these “three amigos” and a laser focus on the three
aspects above, marketers will be well positioned to serve a better
ad experience.
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The CMO Club
The CMO Club is the world’s most engaged and inspired
community of Senior Marketing Executives who help each
other solve their biggest challenges, within a candid, trusted
and sharing environment. Collaboration fueled by inspiring events
and within the members-only Digital Solutions Clubhouse raises
the standard for what is required to be a successful Chief
Marketing Officer. With more than 850 members, The CMO Club
is the go-to center for today’s Senior Marketer for peer-based
personal and career success support. For more details, please
visit www.thecmoclub.com.

Thunder
Thunder Experience Cloud solves bad ads. Brands use Thunder
to personalize, measure, and optimize their ad experiences across
channels using a cross-device, persistent ID. Thunder activates
people-based marketing for personalization, targeting, and measurement through its suite of applications for marketers including
a Creative Management Platform, Dynamic Creative Optimization,
and Experience Measurement solution. Makethunder.com
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