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Executive summary 

New research identifies $45bn untapped profit opportunity for brands 
globally from optimising marketing spend, in contrast to recent trends 
to cut marketing budgets. 
                    

Global media spend still delivers a clear positive return on investment with 
a profit ROI of $2.83 on every $1 invested. 
                    

Our research analyses 2,500 campaigns over three years representing 
$375bn in global ad spend. 
                    

Landmark study is the first global estimate of profit opportunity as a direct 
result of better optimised channel allocation. 
                    

Findings build on recent Ebiquity Advanced Analytics studies for 
Radiocentre, Thinkbox and ThinkTV. 
                    



Marketing as a profit driver

❝
In total, our analysis 
covered $375bn of 
advertising spend, 
or around 76% of 
all global investment 
in advertising.

Background
We launched this research study to better 
understand, at a global level, to what extent 
marketing investment still delivers a positive 
ROI. We also wanted to know the opportunity 
for increased profit that brands can generate by 
properly optimising spend in all media channels.

At Ebiquity, we often partner with brands who 
have an imperative to cut out wasted advertising 
dollars. Our approach and philosophy are to help 
ensure that our clients’ key stakeholders treat 
marketing as an investment and not a cost. We 
do this by working with our clients to analyse the true 
profit-level ROI that their marketing investments 
generate, and to optimise campaigns and marketing 
activities going forward. From our experience, 
cutting spend in order to reduce costs runs the risk 
of brands missing out on an opportunity to drive 
incremental profits for their stakeholders, especially 
as aresult of long-term brand building activities.

Our 2018 research: what we did

Our Advanced Analytics team analysed 2,500 
marketing campaigns that ran over three years. 
While many of the campaigns in the sample 
were flighted in Western Europe and the US, the 
analysis was regionally weighted to build a truly 
global model. The campaigns are stored in our 
centralised marketing effectiveness database, 
which collates key input data (e.g. spend, ratings, 
message type) and key output data (e.g. ROIs, 
uplifts, halo sales). By extrapolating to a global 
level, we can calculate the value of sales at different 
levels of marketing investment, by channel 
and industry sector, and then the optimal level 
of spend that maximises profit return.

 
 
We focused on media channels where we could 
study the profit impact at different levels of spend: 
namely, TV, radio, digital video, press, digital display 
and out-of-home. The analysis did not include 
search, social, in-app display advertising and 
direct mail. In total, our analysis covered $375bn 
of advertising spend, or around 76% of all global 
investment in advertising. Results were designed 
to represent a global approximation and vary by 
geography, sector and individual firm, where market 
and firm-specific dynamics are likely to lead to 
different optimisation opportunities. For example, 
where some channels have lower ROI in certain 
markets, they may have higher ROI in others.
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Market context
Over the past two years, several major brand 
advertisers have been reducing marketing spend 
significantly, often in concert with broader cost 
reduction activity. For example, as part of a $10bn 
cost reduction programme, P&G announced that 
it would remove $2bn from marketing by 2022. 
Danone plans to cut spend by $1.1bn by 2020, with 
contributions from marketing. And Unilever has 
said it will cut the number of ads it produces by 
30%, frequency by 10%, creative agencies by half.

The narrative of marketing for many of the world’s 
biggest brands is dominated by talk of cost-
cutting, zero-based budgeting and minimising 
wastage in investment. This has been partly driven 
by the increasing involvement of procurement in 
marketing investment decisions, sometimes with 
positive outcomes for marketing costs. For instance, 
in early 2018, P&G announced it had already 
cut $200m in digital marketing spend with no 
reported impact on sales performance. Indeed, the 
company actually increased digital reach by 10%. 

Big brands’ decisions to cut marketing spend also 
come in the wake of a growing number of significant 
challenges that have become apparent in the 
marketing ecosystem, particularly digital. Together, 
these have caused many advertisers to question 
the value they receive from marketing and caused 
disruption to brands. These challenges include:

•  Facebook being forced to admit on several 
occasions that its claimed video views and 
audience universes were overstated.

•   Concerns about brand safety and ad 
misplacement, most notably on YouTube, with 
ads from numerous large brands appearing 
alongside extremist, terrorist and fake 
news content. Hundreds of brands pulled 
advertising from YouTube as a result.

•  Value erosion in the digital marketing supply chain 
caused by lack of viewability, ad fraud, and bots.

•  The Cambridge Analytica scandal in which the 
personal details of tens of millions of Facebook 
accounts were accessed without permission.
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These developments reflect a growing trend among 
the world’s major advertisers to drive accountability 
in marketing. This was kick-started by the US 
Association of National Advertisers (ANA)’s report 
by K2 Intelligence in 2016, which revealed for the 
first time non-transparent practices in the US 
media-buying ecosystem. This was followed by the 
ANA’s transparency recommendations, developed in 
partnership with Ebiquity and FirmDecisions, which 
has led to more big brands reviewing their agency 
relationships and a greater focus on agency pricing.

As a result, global growth in advertising spend has 
lagged behind growth in GDP, with a particularly 
significant divergence in 2017 – a shift that has 
been most pronounced in the US. Growth in 
advertising is predicted to lag behind growth in 
GDP until at least 2020, as shown in Figure 1.
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Source: WPP, Preliminary 2017 Full-Year Results Analyst Presentation, 1 March 2018

Figure 1.  
Growth in advertising and global GDP nominal year-on-year change
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Our analysis showed that global media spend 
delivers a clear and positive ROI. On average, 
media spend delivers a Profit ROI ratio of 2.83. 
This means that, for every $1 invested in media 
globally, this investment delivers a positive return 
of $2.83 to bottom-line profits. See Figure 2. 

This is an important reminder that, despite 
the challenges marketers face, media spend 
nevertheless has a positive impact on the bottom 
line. Marketing still plays a critical role in delivering 
profitable growth for brands, and analyses of 
this sort provide marketers with the ammunition 
they need to make the case for investment to the 
CEO, CFO and other board-level stakeholders.

Findings

❝
CMOs all over the world are facing similar 
growth challenges and opportunities. The CMO 
Growth Council offers an important platform 
for marketing leaders from around the world 
to discuss, collaborate, and take actions to help 
drive the entire industry forward.

Mark Pritchard 
Chief Brand Officer  
P&G
Source: Campaign “Cannes Lions partners with  

the ANA to launch new CMO Growth Council”  

https://bit.ly/2JTLMN2
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Source: Ebiquity Analysis. Note: Based on ~2,500 campaigns over a 3-year period - see 
research notes for further details of the data methodology and analysis used

Figure 2.  
Current and optimised profit ROI for global media spend, including long-term effects

Every $1 invested into paid 
media delivers $2.80 to  
bottom-line profits

Potential ~4% increase  
in global Profit ROIs

https://bit.ly/2JTLMN2


Marketing as a profit driver

$b
ill

io
n

We went on to calculate the additional profit that 
global brands could generate, had all spend been 
optimised according to the ROI contributions of 
each channel. We found a potential for a 4.3% 
increase in global Profit ROI, which could generate 
approximately $45bn more in global bottom-line 
profits for brands, annually. See Figures 3 and 4.

Figure 4.  
Current global profits vs potential profits from optimised marketing spend, net of media spend

Figure 3.  
Current and optimised global media spend
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Source: Ebiquity Analysis. Note: Based on ~2,500 campaigns over a 3-year period - see 
research notes for further details of the data methodology and analysis used
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Finally, we also looked at whether there was 
an opportunity for brands to deliver the same 
level of profitability while also reducing media 
costs. We found that optimising channel 
allocation could generate $15.3bn in media 
investment savings for brands and continue 
to deliver the same level of return, as shown in 
Figure 5. Achieving this would require a similar 
reallocation of media mix, but at current levels, 
as achieving the $45bn profit opportunity.
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Figure 5.  
Potential savings in overspent media

Current Optimised

450

350

250

150

50

0

Out of home

Digital display

Press

Digital video

Radio

TV

Source: Ebiquity Analysis. Note: Based on ~2,500 campaigns over a 3-year period - see 
research notes for further details of the data methodology and analysis used

Potential $15bn savings
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This new research shows that brands could be 
delivering much more from their advertising 
investments – approximately $45bn more in profit, 
globally. With proper measurement and analytics, 
brands can re-evaluate how they allocate their 
spending, and could potentially drive additional 
profitability growth for their stakeholders.

This study is an important reminder that 
media spend still has a positive bottom-line 
impact, and that marketing spend should 
be treated as an investment, not as a cost. 
Advertisers who gain a deep understanding 
of how to improve their performance and ROI 
can truly unlock growth and profitability. 

As media, content and customer experience options 
proliferate, brands fundamentally need to know 
what works well for them and what doesn’t. This 
means a precise understanding of the relative 
and absolute contributions of each channel, and 
a combination of market mix modelling and 
attribution modelling can help brands achieve this. 
By getting clarity on the right mix of activities 
that deliver real and tangible ROI, and the value 
of different marketing touchpoints, marketers 
can make ever-smarter investment decisions.

Implications for brands

❝
We are missing a trick in terms 
of ad optimisation opportunities, 
especially in the digital world. It’s 
becoming vital for us and we need 
to be more impactful than ever. 

Adam Palenicek
Senior Insights Manager  
for Western Europe  
Coca-Cola 

Source: Campaign “Cannes Lions partners with 

the ANA to launch new CMO Growth Council”  

https://bit.ly/2JTLMN2

❝
From the board level, the need to prove 
and show the commercial viability of 
our marketing activities is very strong, 
and hence the pressure to demonstrate 
a return – both short and long term – is 
incredibly pressing. The challenge for 
the marketer is to stay media agnostic. 

Mark Evans 
Marketing Director  
Direct Line Group
Source: Ebiquity Interview. Note: Interview was 

conducted prior to the release of this study

❝
Brands could be 
delivering much more 
from their advertising 
investments – 
approximately $45bn 
more in profit, globally.
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Research notes

Contributors

This study was conducted by our Advanced Analytics practice 
area, which delivers a variety of marketing effectiveness solutions 
to clients. We work with leading brands to determine how a 
wide range of marketing activities drive business performance, 
and to identify optimisation opportunities that improve 
the return on key marketing investments in the future.

Econometrics was employed for this study, which examines the 
trading history of a brand and aligns the changes in ‘stimuli 
pressure’ (e.g. media) to movements in a business KPI (e.g. 
sales). This allows us to establish how key levers are influencing 
consumer demand and, specifically, to understand the role 
of media within this by channel, message and campaign.

We centralise our marketing effectiveness work into a single 
database, which collates key input data (e.g. spends, ratings, 
message type) along with the key output data (e.g. ROIs, 
uplifts, halo rates). We used this database for this study, 
which includes ~2,500 campaigns covering a three-year period, 
in order to establish how media is operating by sector, by 
channel and by region. The database predominantly comprises 
Western European advertisers and is then extrapolated to 
a global level using Statista data, while adjusting for spend 
distribution differences across geographies. Worldwide spend 
on eligible channels for this study totals $375.3bn, or covering 
roughly 76% of the total global advertising market. Results are 
designed to represent a global approximation only and vary by 
geography, sector and individual firm, where market and firm-
specific dynamics are likely to lead to different optimisation 
opportunities. For example, where some channels have lower 
ROI in certain markets, they may have higher ROI in others. 

Eligible media channels are TV, Radio, Print, OOH, Digital Display 
and Digital Video, which includes broadcaster Video on Demand 
(VOD) and internet VOD (e.g. YouTube). Analysis excludes search, 
social, in-app display and direct mail channels due to the fact that, 
for some channels, the relationships between spend and profits 
–  known as ‘response curves’ – cannot be calculated, or due to 
insufficient data from low client spend. Profitability figures should 
be read as approximations only, as accounting standards and 
methods vary from firm to firm (e.g. costs are not always consistently 
allocated and definitions of profitability may vary from firm to firm).

Crucially, we have been able to calculate the value of sales 
at different levels of marketing investment, by channel and 
industry sector, for an average client. This then allowed us to 
establish the relationship between spend and profit return 
and, consequently, calculate the ROI at each spend level, along 
with marginal ROI of spending more or spending less. Using this 
data, we calculated the optimal spend levels that maximise 
profit return. We then compared current distribution versus 
the optimised distribution and calculated the efficiency and 
profit gain; in other words, how much more return on spend 
could be achieved by reshaping the media channel mix.

Sources 
Ebiquity database of ~2,500 campaigns covering 
roughly three years 
Statista, worldwide spend by channel, 2016

Christian Polman
Chief Strategy Officer 

Christian is Ebiquity’s Chief Strategy Officer, 
responsible for helping define the strategic direction 
of our business, leading our approach to M&A and 
partnerships, and shaping our profile by leading 
core marketing and corporate communications 
efforts. Christian brings with him a passion for 
business strategy, leadership, innovation and 
business transformation, and previously spent 
time at Bain & Company leading strategy projects, 
DigitasLBi as a digital measurement strategist and 
at Google in their Strategy & Operations team.

Nick Pugh
Head of Effectiveness 

Nick leads Ebiquity’s UK Effectiveness division, 
which is responsible for delivering marketing 
and promotional analytic solutions to clients 
– leading to significantly enhanced return on 
their investments. He has been part of the 
group since 2003. Prior to this, he successfully 
completed a PhD in Optimisation Methods.



We are a leading 
independent marketing 
and media consultancy
 
Our focus is on helping brands make better 
informed marketing investment decisions

With 20 offices globally, we offer full coverage of the world’s largest advertising markets:

• Working with 80 of the world’s top 100 global advertisers

• The global leader in financial transparency and marketing data analytics

• One of the largest pools of advertising spend data

• An award-winning marketing data analytics team
 
• 900 employees in 20 offices and 14 markets 
 

750+ consultants and experts work with market-leading local and global brands across four key areas: 

• Ebiquity Media 
 Achieving greater transparency of media spend and performance

• Ebiquity Analytics 
 Building evidence-based marketing programmes rooted in data and analytics

• Ebiquity Tech 
 Deploying the right technology effectively to create a single customer view

• Ebiquity Intel 
 Gaining deep competitive and consumer insights about advertising 
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ebiquity.com 
@ebiquityglobal 
linkedin.com/company/ebiquity-plc 

http://ebiquity.com
https://twitter.com/ebiquityglobal?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ebiquity-plc/

