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It’s no exaggeration to say that good measurement 
is a fundamental pillar of good marketing. The ability 
to measure with a greater degree of accuracy was 
an early tenet behind investing in Paid Search and 
continues to be a core driver behind the ongoing shift 
in spend from offline marketing channels to digital 
media. However, much of this measurement was, and 
is, focused on an understanding of ad exposure – and 
measurement of the results of that media has been 
trickier.  
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There have long been three typical ways in which to measure digital media on a 
performance basis.  

The first is represented by the traditional solutions used to help measure offline 
marketing. Most notably, this is in the form of marketing mix modelling (MMM). MMM, 
or econometrics, is the mathematical process of understanding the relationship 
between marketing investment and the action you’re trying to drive, whilst also 
accounting for other external factors. The result is fractional credit assigned to each 
marketing channel, in addition to a “base” (conversions which would have occurred 
anyway through existing brand equity, for example) and other external factors which 
drive conversion. There are challenges to using MMM to measure digital. Firstly, 
comprehensive MMMs often involve stitching together and modelling data from 
multiple different sources. This makes the build of a model a lengthy process and is 
one reason why MMMs are often conducted quarterly or annually. This means you 
lose the ability to optimise your marketing spend in the agile way that the channel 
offers. And the final option for many brands is the huge disparity between traditional 
media and digital media spends, meaning the model cannot look at digital in enough 
granularity to make the output useful.   

The second solution is cross-channel attribution – the process by which a brand ties 
together a user’s different marketing interactions into a “path” and analyses this path 
data to build a picture of which channels and tactics are driving the most value. Cross-
channel attribution has always been a fragmented landscape, with different vendors 
facing different challenges. The most recent challenge to cross-channel attribution 
has been the shifting privacy and cookie landscape in the past few years. This is 
the primary driver behind businesses’ need to have a plan for measurement in a 
cookieless world. 

The third is to rely on platform-specific conversion tracking, e.g. floodlights in Search 
Ads 360. This is a vital part of running effective bidding strategies but is siloed by 
nature and cannot help with the broader understanding of your customer journey. For 
most of their existence, these have also given the credit for a conversion to the last 
interaction within that channel. In the past couple of years, the introduction of data-
driven attribution models within buying platforms has overcome this obstacle but it 
largely remains a solution for single-channel optimisation rather than cross-channel 
measurement. 

In the last few years, cross-channel attribution became the most used approach in 
the marketing industry, due to its implementation speed and flexibility (compared to 
MMM) and the ability to overcome siloed reporting (in contrast with platform-specific 
tracking solutions). However, recent legislation mean that the solution has limitations. 
Towards the end of 2017, although there were warning signs in the form of Apple’s 
Intelligent Tracking Prevention (ITP) 1.0 (June 2017) and with the EU’s General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) around the corner (May 2018), the attribution landscape 
was in a reasonably good place. There were several vendors who were offering a 
reasonably complete solution. That means that they had a data-driven, algorithmic 
attribution model, with deterministic cross-device tracking baked in. They could track 
all or most marketing channels and they had integrations with buying platforms to 
inform the in-channel bidding. If there wasn’t a model or vendor that you trusted, 
it was commonplace for brands or agencies to build their own custom attribution 
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models using the raw data available from various vendors. It is worth stressing that 
these solutions weren’t necessarily without their drawbacks but effectively we were 
in a place where the data from these platforms was strong enough to reliably action 
directly in bidding platforms.  

Shortly into 2018, GDPR came into force, Apple released ITP 2.0 and the 
measurement technology landscape was dramatically impacted. Overnight, Google 
redacted the DoubleClick ID that existed in their raw data files, meaning custom 
attribution models could no longer link impressions tracked in Google’s Campaign 
Manager, with the associated clicks and conversion. Several prominent vendors 
retreated from the now more complex EU market, including cross-device identity 
companies like Drawbridge. Google rolled back its beta product Attribution 360 and 
the walled gardens (Facebook, Amazon in particular) focused heavily on their own in-
channel measurement and attribution offerings.   

Since then, we’ve rightly seen a continued focus on global consumer privacy, 
notably with the California Consumer Privacy Act, amongst several others worldwide. 
We’ve also seen the continued move away from a cookie-based world through 
the Enhanced Tracking Prevention (ETP) introduced in Firefox and Google’s 
announcement that they were aiming to phase out third-party cookies from Chrome 
by 2022. All of this within an evolving consumer landscape, particularly in the use of 
multi-device behaviour. 

These obstacles have made digital media measurement a more complex job and the 
paradigm has shifted. It’s no longer feasible to accept attribution results and push 
them directly into bidding platforms. Instead, attribution must be used in conjunction 
with other measurement solutions and be directive in a brand’s shift to an embedded 
test-and-learn approach to media optimisation.  

Building a comprehensive measurement solution for media 

The first step in building measurement solutions is to have organisational alignment 
around marketing objectives and to develop a KPI framework. This KPI framework 
should be simple and consistent and for performance media is usually very simple – 
it’s to drive the sale, sign-up, donation or other key action at the bottom of the funnel. 
A KPI framework is not an endless list of media metrics that it is possible to optimise 
towards, but it is a useful exercise to understand what media metrics are available to 
help drive that KPI, and to what degree.   

When it comes to measuring brand and performance, where the dual objectives 
are to increase brand awareness or product preference, and drive sales, the KPI 
framework will be more nuanced. It is vital to establish the relationship that each KPI 
has with your end goal and we recommend building a blended score which accounts 
for this – we call ours the ‘Experience Score’. This allows for the incorporation of 
upper-funnel media metrics within optimisation strategies without losing sight of the 
ultimate objective. I would urge all marketers currently investing in this type of media 
to go through this exercise; this is not a gut-feel endeavour. Linked to this is the short-
term vs. long-term nature of different branding activities, and how that’s accounted for 
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in a more holistic metric, like Experience Score. The second step is to build a through-
the-funnel KPI framework which starts to incorporate customer retention and loyalty 
– starting to link the above KPIs to customer-centric metrics like lifetime value or Net 
Promoter Scores (NPS). This in itself is a broad topic that would require its own article. 
Here, we’ll focus on the solutions for performance media. As discussed, it is 
necessary to blend different measurement solutions together, but this should not 
come at the cost of absolute clarity as to what the role of each solution is. We use the 
following measurement framework to highlight how a brand might typically combine 
different measurement solutions, though this is not exhaustive: 

Effective, attribution-led in-platform solutions remain the key for single channel 
optimisation, but cross-channel measurement is reached through a combination 
of traditional attribution measurement, econometrics and testing. Testing is the 
single most critical component of this model, as it’s the only true way to develop an 
understanding of incrementality. 

As discussed, digital attribution has been affected by several changes in recent 
years, which can cause doubts as to the validity of the data. However, there are many 
reasons why starting here is a brand’s best option to cross-channel measurement. 
The first is that many brands will already have the building blocks of this solution by 
using a platform that has attribution capabilities. Whether this is Campaign Manager 
or Google Analytics 360, Adobe Analytics or a dedicated attribution vendor such as 
Neustar or Nielsen IQ (formerly Visual IQ) - if you’ve already got the tags deployed 
on your site then you’re already in a place to start using this data. As ever, a data 
audit is required to ensure the accuracy of the data and there will be some in-
platform configuration and linking required but this is generally a light-touch entry 
into attribution. All these platforms offer non-last-click models, with most having a 
native algorithmic, data-driven attribution model. Depending on your media mix, 
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it is also possible to start “calibrating” between different attribution solutions to 
get an even better understanding of the respective performance of channels, for 
example Facebook Attribution and Google Analytics. The key thing is that although 
these solutions have their imperfections, we already know how inaccurate last-click 
measurement is, so consider this your first step away from this. 

The other emerging measurement solution in recent years has been the advent of 
data clean rooms. A data clean room is a place where multiple parties can bring data 
together to build insights without sharing the raw, unanonymised data itself. In the 
context we’re discussing, the major advertising players – Google, Facebook, Amazon 
– have built walled gardens to allow brands to either merge their first-party data with 
the walled gardens ad exposure data or to run queries on the ad exposure data itself. 
Google’s Ads Data Hub for example, sits on top of Google’s BigQuery and a user can 
write a query to return an aggregated result. These are developing solutions and can 
be used for both custom requests – around viewability, frequency capping or reach 
for instance – and to form the basis of attribution, for example by pulling out different 
paths to conversion. Brands with sufficient clout over the walled gardens are also 
able to build their own, such as Unilever or Procter & Gamble, whilst many agencies 
will also offer data clean rooms, depending on the data legislation in the particular 
market. 

Given the challenges with cross-device, the lack of a single place to measure all 
marketing interactions and wider concerns over cookies, we also use a solution which 
is unaffected by these challenges. The solution we offer also takes into account the 
high likelihood that privacy regulations are only set to become more expansive. Our 
recommendation is to use a mathematical approach which explores the relationship 
between activity on different marketing channels and tactics, and the end KPI. By 
understanding when a brand spent on different online and offline marketing channels 
and the associated sales (or other conversion metric), by day, we first examine the 
relationship between the different channels and the conversion. We build on our 
understanding by looking at the effect of diminishing returns, time lags and the ad 
stock of the marketing. We layer in external factors like promotions, weather and any 
other predictable indicator, and calculate the “base” number of conversions too – 
the number that would have occurred as a result of the brand’s existing awareness, 
equity and reputation. This allows us to output the fractional contribution of each 
channel + tactic, and attributed ROI / CPA. And, as we have this understanding, 
we’re also able to provide forward-looking impact of budget changes or help with 
identifying the optimal spend in each channel. Our solution is called Scenario Planner. 
Scenario Planner is a standalone product that we use for media measurement and 
understanding but can be used in conjunction with data-driven attribution. Most 
likely this is in the form of using one set of results to calibrate the other model; or 
in identifying the different roles that each play. Either way, the key principle behind 
both tools is that they should be seen as directional cues to inform testing. We see 
Scenario Planner as the most important way a brand can successfully navigate a 
cookieless future, one that will be rife with privacy protections for consumers.
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How to set yourself up for success with testing 

The challenge with testing is that it’s too simple. It is very easy to one day switch 
off an element of your marketing in a specific area of the country and sit back to 
see what happens without much of a plan. This does not mean you will get reliable, 
statistically significant results. The key to understanding incrementality within 
marketing is by embracing a testing mindset and employing the processes and 
techniques to run
effective tests. 

It all starts with the set-up of your marketing activity and particularly in the naming 
convention. This is a well-worn tale now but having a single, consistent and simple 
naming convention means you’re easily able to switch off/on different tactics and 
targeting types easily and simply. The critical part of this is making sure naming 
convention is cross-channel and strictly adhered to.  

The second component in embracing a testing mindset is thinking about how tests 
will run concurrently, or sequentially without skewing the results. You don’t want to be 
inadvertently running a test in Paid Social at the same time as a Brand Paid Search 
test within the same regions, as you’ll invalidate the results. Even avoiding running 
tests in parallel does not completely solve the issue of skewing. You need to consider 
what you’ve been doing in tests one and two whilst planning the third. For example, 
if you’ve switched off one channel in test one and a different channel in test two, 
using the same cities, it’s not a fair test to run a third experiment in the same region. 
The brand awareness in that region will be significantly reduced by the time of your 
third test. At this stage you’re effectively looking at whether turning off a channel 
in a region that’s not had any previous activity, has an impact compared to a region 
that’s had a previous activity. Testing factors concurrently can be done, it just requires 
further application test design principles – using similar methodologies as used in 
pharmaceutical trials (such as randomised block design).  Embracing testing means 
you should plan your testing roadmap for the next 12 months, accounting for how 
many tests, what can be multi-factor (i.e. channel A off in one region, channel B off 
in another, both off in the final region vs. a control) and what the regions you’ll test in 
look like.  

Another important aspect with testing concerns an overlooked concept, statistical 
power. This is the likelihood that a test being run will lead to a reliable, statistically 
significant result. It’s the difference between setting a test live and then switching it 
off at an arbitrary time later, accepting that result, versus understanding how long a 
test will need to run in order to identify a valid result. We’ve developed a tool that 
allow our clients to understand the critical elements of running a test. Most commonly, 
there are considerations around length of time the test will run for, the proportion of 
the population to include, the amount of money to invest and the expected difference 
between the groups. Simply put, if you want a test to be concluded quickly, you 
either need to accept spending more money, include a greater proportion of users or 
expect a greater difference between the groups. If you expect to see a more subtle 
difference between the two groups and don’t want to include too many users in the 
test, expect that it will need to run for a longer period of time. This insight is again 
critical when it comes to planning the 12-month testing roadmap that we’ve discussed.  
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Finally, testing should not be considered a throwaway exercise. It’s imperative to start 
to create a testing repository to store results against key dimensions – particularly if 
you have a multiple brands and/or cross-market presence. Being able to assess the 
channels, publishers, targeting or tactics that seem to consistently drive incremental 
conversions, versus those that don’t is critical in ensuring that testing is not 
duplicating unnecessarily across your business.  

Measurement in a cookieless world can be achieved with structure and 
planning 

Understanding the true performance of media channels is complex but the 
businesses that will succeed are those that truly embrace a testing mindset. This 
takes planning, cross-business collaboration, effective ways of working, and an 
understanding of what constitutes a statistically valid result.  

Additionally, brands need to use the available resources to build up directional 
insights to inform the direction and prioritisation of testing. Whilst attribution, data 
clean rooms and in-platform solutions have their limitations, this should not mean they 
are disregarded, but rather used as cues for the next steps. 

Layering in insight from a tool unaffected by the recent privacy and legislative 
changes should also be used to form a rounded view of performance. Whether this 
is via a comprehensive MMM solution or agile digital-focused econometrics-based 
tool, this can help to inform the ‘size of the prize’ – i.e. what you’d get as a result of 
a different budget allocation. This should be used as further evidence to inform the 
testing you embark on. 

All of this should be used to deliver as robust as possible a testing program. There 
are foundational elements to get right which focus on naming convention and 
communications between agencies and channel teams. There are process elements 
to get right to ensure that the deployments of tests are planned and communicated 
to deliver statistically valid result. Finally, there are functional elements to ensure the 
results of tests are stored properly, shared consistently and that different region and 
brands are able to leverage the combined testing mindset. 

Understanding the true performance of media is, and has always been, a vital part 
of digital marketing. It has become more complex as the landscape has evolved but, 
with a layered and well-thought out measurement approach, it is still achievable. In 
fact, with a bigger emphasis on testing, it’s arguably more likely to give you a true 
understanding of incremental performance than before.    

If you’d like to discuss how you can improve your media measurement capability, 
do get in touch. Or, if you’d like to read more about this year’s Merkle Marketing 
Imperatives, you can download the paper here and our on-demand webinars here.
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