
Opportunities from
the last five years'
digital buying trends

P O W E R E D  B Y  T H E  K I T E  F A C T O R Y



The media industry has always been guilty of the emperor’s new

clothes syndrome; marketers are like magpies, constantly seeking

the next shiny new thing. Back in 1996, Bill Gates wisely said, “We

always overestimate the change that will occur in the next two years

and underestimate the change that will occur in the next ten”, and 26

years later, that still stands true.

We have decided to look back at the last five years of aggregated

client digital investment data to identify trends and opportunities. As

it’s aggregated data for the agency, the clients spending with us

each year have changed in terms of sectors, campaign objectives

and marketing approach; however, these haven’t distorted the data

to a point where macro-level insights are lost.



2020-2022 - Paid Social investment has declined
and been spread across other channels with Paid
Search being the biggest winner

When we visualise the annual data, we can see
that there are 2 clear phases:

2018-2020 - Paid Social took investment away
from Programmatic

C H A N N E L  L E V E L  I N S I G H T S :  A N N U A L
I N V E S T M E N T  D I S T R I B U T I O N  B Y  C H A N N E L



S O ,  W H A T  C A U S E D  P A I D
S O C I A L  T O  P E A K  I N  2 0 2 0 ?

Programmatic was hit by new GDPR legislation in
2018 and Apple stepping up its attack on the cookie
in 2019. This reduced trust in the channel, nervous
DPOs began vetoing DSPs, and marketeers began
questioning measurement methodology.

At the same time, Meta continued to roll out new
formats and reporting that provided strong instant
linear results. Seeing performance against business
KPIs so clearly in a channel that provided scale made
it the backbone for plans heading into 2020.

In 2020 the pandemic and a full lockdown meant
that already high social media usage reached record
highs as people scrambled for UGC and ran out of
TV series. Social platforms' role in our lives changed;
they became even more integrated and pivotal but
by the time restrictions eased, people had reached
social media burnout. They could return to real-life
experiences, and when they were ready to return,

Meta wasn't the winner. TikTok took over and
had all the momentum (we will come onto why
media investment didn't simply switch from
Meta to TikTok later).

Meta performance wasn't just impacted by
dwindling user dwell times. The updates from
Apple had a significant negative impact caused
by a reduction in data to power the conversion
maximising AI and incomplete tracking, causing
underreporting. It still hasn't been able to
provide solutions to either challenge, so spend
has been redistributed to better-performing
channels to maximise performance.



W H A T  H A S  L E D  T O  P R O G R A M M A T I C
R E C O V E R Y  S I N C E  2 0 2 0 ?
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Programmatic isn’t a channel; it’s a buying methodology that can be applied
to multiple channels. Buying DOOH, digital audio and even Connected TV
using traditional ATL methods would always be challenged at some point. The
barriers have been infrastructure and media ownership models, but the
programmatically available inventory has been growing since 2020 and owner
attitudes towards automated buying are changing. Most of the growth hasn’t
come from traditional Display Banners but from other formats and channels.

R&D departments at programmatic tech companies had been solely focussed
on cookieless solutions until 2021. They had to

ensure their product was futureproofed for industry legislation and planned
Chrome browser updates. After significant progress, it became apparent
Google would delay their plans for Chrome and these departments could re-
allocate resource back to improving their product. We saw huge increases in
the performance of Display Banner campaigns across platforms such as
Quantcast and Hybrid Theory. For the first time in many years, account
managers were re-distributing spend from Social to Display in weekly
optimisation cycles.

V I D E O S T A N D A R D  D I S P L A Y N A T I V E S P O N S O R E D O T H E R
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SOURCE: IAB SPEND REPORT 2021



2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

500 

000 

500 

000 

500 

£0 

W H A T  W E R E  T H E  D R I V E R S  B E H I N D
2 . 3 X  P A I D  S E A R C H  G R O W T H ?

Google has focussed its attention and considerable resource on the most
profitable areas of the business, i.e., Search and YouTube and neglecting
display. Greater automation in how AdWords worked meant greater
exploitation of the optimisation AI. Features such as performance max,
dynamic search ads, responsive search ads, universal apps campaigns and
many more all took reliance on manual setup and optimisation away and
replaced it with AI which would make continuous data driven decisions.
The results have been greater ad engagement and site conversions hence
more investment.

E-commerce has been steadily growing, but lockdown drove a huge step
change, and although numbers dipped as the restrictions reduced, it fast-
tracked behaviours by several years. The youngest generations use social
media to discover new products to purchase, but most of the UK audience
still uses search either by text or voice. Overall, search and especially
shopping have seen volumes continuously increase as even the
technology laggard sections of society have embraced e-commerce. 
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P A I D  S O C I A L  D E E P  D I V E  –  A N N U A L
I N V E S T M E N T  D I S T R I B U T I O N  B Y
P L A T F O R M

When we review our annual data, we can see that change in investment is much slower than you would expect
given the changes in the market and users behaviour.

When we drill into 2022 to date and compare it to TGi platform dwell time data, is shows the scale of
discrepancy where the UK audience spends its time and where we are investing our media budgets.



3.
M E A S U R E M E N T  
Facebook has the most robust

measurement setup versus core KPIs

throughout the funnel and supplies

broader insights invaluable for

campaign optimisation. Apple

updates and GDPR legislation have

affected data accuracy and

granularity, but it is still ahead of other

social platforms.

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Facebook 

Whatsapp 

Instagram 

Tiktok 

Twitter 

Facebook Messenger 

Snapchat 

Imessgae 

Pinterest 

Reddit 

F I V E  R E A S O N S  W H Y  C L I E N T
S P E N D  I S  S O  M I S - A L I G N E D
V E R S U S  A V E R A G E  D W E L L  T I M E

F O R M A T S

1. 2.

4. 5.

The Meta platforms have supported

paid advertising at scale much longer

than the likes of TikTok and Twitter,

and over time they have expanded

the creative formats available to

support multiple objectives and

refined them for maximum response

rates.

F U N C T I O N A L I T Y  
Alongside established formats, Meta

also has a comprehensive offering for

campaign setups using AI to optimise

towards objectives and detailed

audience targeting options, even post

GDP. These factors drive a higher

propensity for client sign-off initially

and in future campaigns.

T A R G E T  A U D I E N C E  
The data above compares agency

spend versus the UK average person,

and none of our clients targets the

whole UK population; they have

specific persona profiles they target.

While we have clients covering a vast

array of sectors, we have more

targeting an older audience than a

youth demographic, so this will skew

spend into Meta platforms versus

TikTok and Twitch.

D I S P O S A B L E  I N C O M E
&  R E S P O N S E  R A T E S  

For clients running acquisition or direct

response campaigns older audiences

engage with ads more and have a

higher conversion rate due to their

higher disposable income and online

behaviours. 

Favourite social media platforms
% of internet users aged 16 to 64 who say that each option is their
'favourite' social media platform

SOURCE: GWI FEB 2022
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F I V E  A C T I O N S  T O  E N S U R E  C L I E N T
S P E N D  F O L L O W S  C U S T O M E R
E Y E B A L L S

3.
E M B R A C E  N E W
M E A S U R E M E N T
F R A M E W O R K S  A N D  K P I S  

As digital marketers, we have been used to
accurate, granular performance reporting but
with impacts from GDPR, Apple and Chrome, we
need to embrace more modelled and holistic
reporting for campaign plan impact on key
metrics. This would unlock spend in channels and
across strategies that don’t support linear
measurement.

C H A L L E N G E  T H E
S T A T U S  Q U O
M O R E  

1. 2.

We try to ensure there is constant testing with our
70:20:10 planning approach, but too often the
decisions made are too risk averse. If we stick with
what we are comfortable with, the 10% is dropped
which makes our plans a management of slow
decline rather than future proofed. By constantly
testing new media channels you can both scale your
activity and futureproof your marketing strategy.

4. 5.

S T O P  U S I N G  A  D A T A
S A M P L E  O F  1  A N D  B E
M O R E  D A T A - D R I V E N  

We still hear decision-makers saying things like “I
don’t use those platforms” and “I don’t know
anyone that uses those platforms”. Media plans are
too often impacted by personal experiences and
perceptions of platforms rather than being data-
driven using the likes of TGi and YouGov. If
decisions are led by robust data sources then their
propensity for success increases significantly. 

I N V E S T  I N  C O N T E N T
P R O D U C T I O N  /
M A N A G E M E N T

Adding more social media channels to your
marketing plan increases the requirement for
more content production. You cannot simply re-
purpose the same assets across all social
platforms, so new platforms increase workload
significantly and can therefore be blocked.
Content production requires more focus, more
investment and more resource. Greater content
origination and versioning will drive substantially
more engagement increases ad recall and site
traffic.

L E T  G O  O F
C O N T E N T
C O N T R O L  

Brands currently demand too much creative
control across social platforms. There are very few
brands people actually want to hear from, so
collaborations with content producers, from
ambassadors to micro-influencers, should grow.
While there needs to be a sign-off process for
brand protection, we need to empower those our
audience listens to, to promote our brands in an
engaging and relevant way.

SOURCE: GWI FEB 2022
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Get in touch...
For more information or to discuss any of the
topics included in this report, please contact:

tel:+442073076106

