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Introduction
In recent years, the prevailing model of banner advertising that 
grew up alongside online content has begun to suffer from 
suspicions, fear and doubt. As mobile usage increases, click-
throughs prove hard to link to customer action and banner 
blindness becomes endemic, digital advertisers and publishers 
have sought new ways to fashion a sustainable model for 
reaching today’s consumer.  They have had to – the current state 
of online advertising is broken: advertisers are not reaching their 
customers as they would like and are cutting back. As a result, 
publishers are making less and less money. 

As well as innovative efforts to reshape banner ad units for 
the modern web era and the mobile generation, we have 
also seen the rapid development of “native” advertising. 
This phenomenon has generated intense interest and debate 
from publishers, advertisers, industry groups and regulators. 
Questions have abounded around transparency concerns and 
the scalability of native advertising. 

As a result, in the autumn of 2013, Hexagram (www.hexagram.
com) and leading professional services and B2B PR consultancy 
Spada (www.spada.co.uk) designed a survey to gather input 
from the key stakeholders most likely to be involved with and 
affected by the rise of native advertising: publishers, brands, and 
agencies.

The purpose of the survey was to assess views and usage among 
these central interest groups. The survey was carried out over 
a 10-week period in September 2013. It represents the largest 
and most comprehensive survey of its kind, with over 1,000 
respondents from the U.S., U.K., and around the world. 

The following report presents the survey results. It provides 
a de!nitive and comprehensive guide on the state of native 
advertising today and a picture of how the medium will grow. 
The report will help set the agenda for future developments. 
We hope that the report spurs an informed discussion within the 
wider advertising and media community about what new forms 
of advertising mean and where they are going in the future.

…the current 
state of online 
advertising is 

broken… As a result, 
publishers are 

making less and 
less money. 
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We welcome 
feedback 
and would be keen to hear from 
interested parties who would like to 
collaborate with us on these issues. 
If you are interested in learning 
more, please contact us.

research@hexagram.com 
spada@spada.co.uk
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Background
The following report presents the key !ndings of the !rst native 
advertising survey, conducted by Hexagram and Spada, including 
responses from over 1,000 publishers, brands, and agencies.

De!ning native advertising has not always been easy; the Internet 
Advertising Bureau in the United States recently set up a taskforce 
to do just that. Commonly, the term is thought to cover pretty broad 
ground: content marketing, sponsored content, search advertising, 
advertorial, promoted/sponsored social media content and content 
recommendations, among other formats. At its heart, however, 
native advertising involves providing content to the consumer that 
they !nd valuable in their current context. 

The purpose of this survey is to provide additional knowledge about 
this new form of marketing: from assessing how different groups 
de!ne native advertising, to current and future levels of use, to 
insights about the process of developing content and measuring 
effectiveness. The report offers important new evidence about how 
key stakeholders – publishers, brands, and agencies – are using and 
driving the rise of native advertising. 

By all accounts native advertising is on the rise, yet many are 
confused about what it is exactly, how effective it is, and how 
different stakeholder groups are leveraging it. 



5

Key Findings 

Defining Native Advertising

‘SPONSORED CONTENT’ VIEWED AS A POSITIVE DEVELOPMENT 

Professionals consider a variety of advertising content to fall 
under the category of ‘native advertising’, with the most popular 
de!nition being ‘sponsored content’ (53%). 

Most brands (56%) and agencies (50%) have positive views 
towards native advertising. Only 11% of both groups have 
negative views of publishers who offer it.

Usage

SUPPLY-LED MARKET, ADVERTISERS SOON TO BRING  

INCREASED DEMAND 

Publishers are driving current use, with 62% of publishers 
currently offering native advertising and another 16% planning to 
do so within the year.

Brands and agencies’ take-up of this new inventory is currently 
smaller, but growing: 41% of brands and 34% of agencies 
currently use native advertising, with an additional 20% of brands 
and 12% of agencies planning to begin using it within the year. 

The most popular forms of native advertising are blog posts 
(65%), articles (63%), and Facebook (56%).
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Developing Content

MAJORITY BELIEVE NATIVE ADS ADD VALUE FOR READERS 

The vast majority of publishers (84%), agencies (81%), and brands 
(78%) believe that native advertising adds value for consumers. 

Most brands (66%) say that they create content used in native 
advertising campaigns on their own; however a signi!cant 
minority work with agencies (24%) and/or publishers (24%).  

Transparency

PLAYING STRAIGHT WITH CONSUMERS A PRIORITY FOR PUBLISHERS

Most publishers (79%) clearly label native advertising campaigns 
to distinguish them from editorial content, and the majority of 
publishers and brands have not received complaints as a result 
of native advertising campaigns.

The most popular way of indicating ad content was ‘Sponsored’ 
(64%), followed by ‘Brought to you by’ (34%) and/or ‘Featured’ 
(29%). 
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Measurement

SIZE OF AUDIENCE IS PREFERRED METRIC 

Publishers (70%) and brands (66%) prefer to use traf!c or 
audience !gures to measure the effectiveness of native 
advertising campaigns, followed closely by social media sharing 
and engagement.

Publishers think the most effective forms of native advertising for 
monetization are blogs (58%), articles (56%), and videos (53%); 
agencies and brands agree but rank videos number one and are 
also more positive about Facebook and infographics.

Publishers expect revenues from native advertising to increase 
by approximately 10% within a year: from an average of 20.4% of 
overall revenue today to 30.1% in one year’s time. 

Agencies, too, expect an increase in native advertising; they 
expect to increase the time and resources they spend on native 
advertising campaigns from 25.5% today to 27.9% in one year.

Future Growth

ALL GROUPS FORECAST GROWTH, ESPECIALLY PUBLISHERS  

AND AGENCIES 

Client-side marketers are more ambivalent: while those that 
currently use native advertising expect spending levels to 
increase from 27.5% to 33% of their overall budget in one year, 
overall brands expect to be spending 24.3% of their budget 
on native ads in one year (!gure includes all brands surveyed, 
regardless of whether they currently use native advertising). 

The biggest obstacles to increased use of native advertising are 
budgetary resources (44%) and lack of information about traf!c 
sources and other metrics (30%). 
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Methodology 
This report relies on data collected in an original web-based 
survey of publishers, brands, and agencies throughout the 
world. The survey invitation was sent multiple times to email 
distribution lists sourced from Hexagram’s contacts and 35,000 
brands, agencies and publishers in September 2013. The 
recruitment process yielded a total of 1013 completed surveys. 
These are made up of 374 individuals working in publishing, 302 
working in advertising or PR agencies, and 337 in marketing/ 
brand management (see Figure 1).  

Note that not all respondents answered all questions, so the 
sample sizes in questions and !gures vary. In the following 
analyses, when differences between groups are not observed at 
conventional levels of statistical signi!cance the report says there 
are no differences, although because of the small “n” for certain 
comparisons, there may still be unobserved differences.

We believe that the survey sample looks similar to the 
demographics of the publisher, brand, and agency populations 
overall; however, men (76%) and U.S.-based companies (73%) 
might be overrepresented. Respondents come from a range 
of small to large companies, with the plurality (47%) working 
in small companies with 1 – 9 employees, 32% working in 
midsize companies with 10 – 250 employees, and 21% in large 
companies with over 250 employees.

Figure 1. 
Survey Sample by 

Stakeholder Group
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Survey Results
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Defining 
Native Advertising 

Most broadly, the survey asked all respondents which types of 
content they considered to be native advertising. One of the 
problems with understanding attitudes and usage of native 
advertising is the term itself: ‘native advertising’ means different 
things to different people. Before giving a de!nition of this new 
form of marketing, the goal of the survey was to explore how key 
stakeholders de!ne it.  

The survey found that professionals consider a variety of 
advertising content to fall under the category of native 
advertising, with the majority of respondents choosing 
‘sponsored’ content as the most !tting description, followed 
closely by ‘featured’ content and content ‘brought to you by’. 

Figure 2.  
De!nitions of  

Native Advertising 

Sponsored Content 53%

Featured Content 47%

Content ‘brought to you by’ 45%

Micro Sites 25%

Company branded pages 38%

Question wording

“Which of the following would you consider to fall under the 
category of native advertising?”
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There were signi!cant differences between stakeholder groups. 
Publishers are more likely to identify native advertising as 
‘sponsored’ content (69%) than agencies (49%) or brands (41%), 
while brands are more likely to think of native advertising as 
content ‘brought to you by’ (50%) than either other group 
(31% and 33% of publishers and agencies chose this option, 
respectively). 

In open-ended responses, many respondents commented about 
their lack of knowledge about native advertising, saying that 
they did not know what the term referred to or had never even 
heard it. The survey provided the following de!nition of native 
advertising, which was taken from Wikipedia, after asking this 
question to ensure respondents understood the basic concept 
throughout the rest of the survey: 

Native advertising is a web advertising method 
in which the advertiser attempts to gain attention 
by providing content in the context of the user’s 
experience; for example, ads appearing alongside 
search results are ‘native’ to the search experience. 
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Mostly positive perceptions about  
native advertising 

To investigate how brands and agencies viewed the general 
concept of native advertising, the survey asked these two 
stakeholder groups about their perceptions. Most brands 
(56%) and agencies (50%) had positive attitudes towards native 
advertising. Agencies were more neutral in their views (37%, 
compared to 30% of brands), but these differences between 
groups were not statistically signi!cant. 

Question wording

“What is your perception of native advertising?” Response 
options range from mostly negative to mostly positive. 

The survey also asked brands and agencies their views about 
publishers who offer native advertising opportunities. The 
plurality of both groups were neutral about this: 46% of brands 
and 42% of agencies said they had no strong opinion. However, 
only 11% of both groups had negative perceptions of publishers 
who offer native advertising. Some of this indifference may be 
due to lack of awareness and/or use. Indeed, of agencies that 
have worked with native advertising, 59% have a positive view of 
publishers who offer native advertising, and similarly of brands 
that have used native advertising, 58% have positive views of 
publishers offering it. Overall, the evidence suggests that key 
stakeholders view native advertising either as a blank slate or a 
positive development. 

Figure 3.  
Perceptions of  

Native Advertising
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Implications

DEFINING NATIVE ADVERTISING, SETTING THE AGENDA 

Uncertainty and disagreement about the very de!nition of native 
advertising will make it dif!cult for the industry to establish best 
practices that further the discipline. It is important to applaud 
the IAB’s efforts in the United States in creating a task force and 
working with its members to establish an agreed de!nition. 
As this effort develops, the industry must continue a dialogue 
around de!nitions and associated best practices to ensure that 
all views are represented. High-pro!le campaign examples 
should be examined in detail to establish how campaigns are 
received and executed, and what lessons can be drawn from 
these experiences.
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Usage

Publishers lead the way, with over 60% 
o!ering native advertising 

The survey asked about the extent of use of native advertising 
among the three stakeholder groups, and found that publishers 
have the most experience, with 62% currently offering native 
advertising opportunities for advertisers. 29% of publishers say 
that they currently acquire audience through paid distribution or 
native advertising services such as Hexagram, Outbrain, Taboola, 
or nRelate. Of those that do not, a full 85% say that they would 
do so if they could !nd a way to make a margin, suggesting that 
audience development for publishers through native advertising 
is in its infancy and has plenty of room for growth. 

Levels of take-up amongst brands and agencies are somewhat 
smaller, although still signi!cant. The differences between 
groups shown in Figure 4 below are statistically signi!cant, with 
smaller percentages of brands (41%) and agencies (34%) using 
native advertising compared to publishers. 

Question wording

“Do you use/offer native advertising?” or “Have you ever worked 
on a native advertising campaign?” (Agencies). 

Figure 4.  
Have You Used  

Native Advertising? !"#$"%&"'
Publishers AgenciesBrands

Yes          No
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For agencies and brands, usage is related to company size. 
While only 22% of agency staff and 35% of brand management/ 
marketers working in small companies of 1 – 9 employees had 
experience with native advertising, these !gures rise to 44% and 
45% respectively for those working in large companies of over 
250 employees. Interestingly the same trend does not apply to 
publishers: the majority (64%) of the publisher sample work in 
companies of 1 – 9 employees, and the survey found that 59% of 
these offer native advertising.

Future Use

PLAN TO START USING / OFFERING NATIVE ADVERTISING  

WITHIN THE YEAR

The survey asked those who do not currently use or offer native 
advertising about their plans for the future. A large percentage 
of publishers and brands said that they were planning to 
use/offer native advertising in the near future, with 48% of 
publishers that don’t currently offer it planning to do so in 
the next year. Similarly, 36% of brands that don’t currently use 
native advertising say that they are planning to do so within 
the next year. 47% of agencies said that they would offer native 
advertising when asked for this service by a client, with a further 
20% planning to offer it within the year regardless.

Question wording

“Do you plan to offer this in”. Option ‘When asked’ was given to 
agencies only.  

Figure 5.  
Plans for Future Use
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In terms of the overall sample, this translates into 16% of 
publishers, 20% of brands, and 12% of agencies planning 
to begin using or offering native advertising within the year. 
Recalling that 62% of publishers, 41% of brands, and 34% of 
agencies already use native advertising, this suggests that within 
a year’s time the majority of these key stakeholder groups will be 
working with native ads. 

While overall the evidence suggests widespread take-up, some 
respondents were more hesitant: 34% of publishers who don’t 
currently offer native advertising said that they had no plans to 
offer it in the future, as did 42% of brands and 30% of agencies 
currently not using native advertising. These !gures correspond 
to 11% of the total sample of publishers, 23% of the total sample 
of brands, and 18% of agencies. 

The survey asked these respondents an optional, open-ended 
question about why they didn’t plan to use native advertising 
at all in the future. Many publishers cited a desire to remain 
‘unbiased’, and to keep clear distinctions between advertising 
and content, while others said that they weren’t sure how 
to implement it or lacked a system designed for their site. 
Brands/marketers were more likely to respond that they don’t 
know what native advertising is, although a minority brought 
up ‘unacceptable’ blurring of lines between editorial and 
advertising. Finally, some agencies viewed native advertising to 
be irrelevant to their business, just ‘not something we do’. 
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Most Popular Forms of  
Native Advertising

BLOG POSTS, ARTICLES, FACEBOOK 

The survey asked respondents which types of native advertising 
they had used in the past, giving a wide range to choose from: 
videos, articles, blog posts, thought leadership text, data & 
statistics, infographics, interactive (games etc.), quizzes, tweets, 
podcasts and audio, presentations, Facebook, Instagram, Vine, 
Tumblr, and an ‘Other’ option. 

Overall we found that the most popular were blog posts 
(65%), articles (63%), Facebook (56%), videos (52%), tweets 
(46%), and infographics (35%). Publishers and agencies have 
the most experience with articles (65% and 64%, respectively), 
while brands most often use Facebook (66%). It is interesting 
to note that, compared to brands and agencies, publishers 
say they have signi!cantly less experience with many forms of 
native advertising, including Facebook, videos, tweets, and 
infographics. 

Question wording

“Which of the following forms of native advertising have you 
used/worked with?” Note that only the most popular responses 
are shown.  

Figure 6.
Popular Forms of Native 

Advertising
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Why Use Native Advertising? 

A MORE RELEVANT MESSAGE AND CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT 

The survey asked brands and marketers about what motivates 
them to use native advertising over more traditional forms 
of advertising. The most popular responses were: provide a 
more relevant message (67%), increase consumer engagement 
(63%), generate awareness or buzz (62%), create word of 
mouth (48%), and combat ‘banner blindness’ (43%). The survey 
also asked publishers and agencies why they think marketers 
use native advertising, and the results show that they have a 
good understanding of what motivates brands. Brands use 
native advertising not to simply generate click-through to the 
marketer site or even to generate sales. Instead it represents 
an opportunity to provide a more relevant message and ratchet 
up engagement with consumers. Publishers in particular 
commented that native advertising is ‘better aligned’ with 
the media used today and offers additional credibility over 
traditional advertising.

Implications

COMMUNICATION, KNOWLEDGE SHARING KEY TO  

CATALYZING INVESTMENT 

It is not unusual for large brands and agencies to be more 
experimental with advertising methods – they are willing to try 
new things with small portions of deep campaign budgets in 
order to !nd new ways of increasing ROI. Smaller companies 
and accounts have less wiggle room and are therefore more 
conservative with new formats. To mobilize the long tail 
advertisers, therefore, and thus bring true liquidity to the 
native advertising market, it will be crucial that big players are 
open about the successes and challenges of their campaigns. 
Publishers’ sales departments need to prioritize capturing the 
success of larger clients and translating that into pitches to 
smaller clients. This will need to involve communication between 
account managers owning the large corporate and agency 
relationships, and the sales managers working with a high 
volume of smaller ad buyers. Knowledge sharing from top to 
bottom will help to catalyze investment in native advertising. 
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The gap between buyers’ and sellers’ future plans for native 
advertising is not insigni!cant. History has taught us that demand 
traditionally lags behind supply with new media and ad formats. 
This can create a number of challenges, not least establishing a 
typical market value for the inventory in question. The industry 
will need to come together to establish an infrastructure that 
establishes fair market price for inventory: preventing a race to 
the bottom among publishers where inventory has "ooded the 
marketplace while ensuring transparency and avoiding arti!cial 
price in"ations. 

For publishers, the demand gap will mean a careful calculation 
about how much inventory they want to offer to buyers and 
the sales resource they throw behind this effort. The charm 
offensive will have limited effect unless publishers can document 
compelling results in support of native campaigns. 

And what of the naysayers? Clearly some publishers will feel that 
native campaigns are not appropriate for their audience and the 
brand of their publication and nor will they ever be. It is certainly 
understandable that many will be reticent to blur lines between 
editorial and paid content and fear that it will erode consumer 
trust. Some may hold !rm to this resolution while others will 
undoubtedly be convinced. With supply outstripping demand, 
the temptation might be for proponents of native advertising to 
rest on their laurels. Yet, native advertising must be careful not to 
fall into the trap of remnant inventory from second tier media.

With brands like Mashable, The Washington Post and The 
Atlantic already using native advertising, that does not appear 
likely to be the case, but advocates must be concerted in their 
efforts toward convincing all publishers of the potential mutual 
value in native campaigns.

It is promising, however, that brands and agencies see that native 
advertising has the potential to help them deliver more relevant 
messages to consumers. This demonstrates an appreciation 
of the real value proposition – delivering valuable content in a 
highly appropriate context to consumers. If this can be achieved, 
consumers will receive more relevant messages, advertisers will 
develop more fruitful communication with their customers, and 
those brands will then invest more with publishers.  
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Developing content 

Brands drive content creation, but often 
collaborate with publishers and agencies

The next set of questions was designed to !nd out more about 
the process of how content is created for native ads. The survey 
asked brands who use native ads how they develop the content 
for them. Findings show that the majority (66%) say that they 
create the content themselves, with 24% working with publishers 
and/or agencies respectively. 

Question wording

“How do you develop the content used in your native 
advertising campaigns?” Respondents could select all options 
that applied.  

Figure 7. 
Brand Development of 
Content for Native Ads
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Of those publishers that offer native advertising, 52% say that 
they work with marketers to develop the content of native 
advertising campaigns. 49% say that they use editorial staff 
to work on native advertising campaigns. The use of editorial 
staff to develop content for native ads has been somewhat 
controversial, with some claiming that it leads to ‘blurred lines’ 
between sales and advertising. The survey asked publishers to 
comment on using editorial staff for native advertising, versus 
keeping advertising and editorial separate. Most took the view 
that native advertising should be integrated with other content, 
albeit labeled in some way. Publishers say that they prefer to be 
able to edit the content to make sure it’s a good !t for their site. 

“We want to make sure that all native advertising !ts the 
tone of our site, so prefer to edit the content ourselves, if 
possible.”

“I usually write all content… The posts are always in the style 
of my blog, but pertain to the advertiser’s business.”

One respondent described the process in detail:

“Our goal is to have sponsored content be just as engaging 
and thoughtful as any story we organically produce. So 
having our Edit team brainstorm concepts, write with the 
site voice, and design the page like our standard stories 
creates a compelling experience that feels native to the site. 
This ensures we deliver the best material for our users…”

The theme of making advertising more relevant to the site’s 
readers also came out in comments about the processes 
publishers put in place to ensure their control over the content. 
One publisher said, “There are strict guidelines in place on what 
the client can approve or alter”, and another claimed, “It is 
mandatory that editorial create native and treat it as importantly 
as other content.” This suggests that many publishers see 
the ‘blurred lines’ between editorial and advertising as a step 
forward and a service to their readers rather than the other way 
around. 
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Agencies

PROVIDING STRATEGY AND WRITTEN CONTENT 

The survey asked agencies about their work on native advertising 
campaigns, and those who had worked on one in the past said 
that their role was most often to provide strategy (61%) and 
written content/copy (53%). 

Question wording

“How do you work with brands on native advertising campaigns? 
[Select all that apply].” 

The survey also asked brands about their views on collaboration 
with agencies. There was no consensus on the type of agency 
brands view as best placed to create and manage successful 
native advertising campaigns: 36% thought a digital agency 
would be best, while 30% said a content creation agency, 25% 
a full service ad agency and 9% a PR agency. One marketer 
elaborated, “A full service agency should have all the tools at its 
disposal to craft a strategic, all-encompassing native advertising 
campaign, but content creation and digital agencies should also 
have the skills to create compelling content”. 

Figure 8. 
Agency Work on Native 

Advertising

Provide strategy 61%

Written content

Design

Research
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Interactive
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The importance of good content was a theme in many brands’ 
comments on this issue: “if the content is solid it performs well”; 
“truly focusing on the content and creating the experience for 
consumers”. When asked to rank the qualities brands look for 
when working with agencies on native advertising campaigns, 
content came !rst, quickly followed by geographic targeting, 
good service, and eCPM.

Understanding the Audience is  
Key to Keeping Content Relevant 

The evidence presented so far suggests that content is 
paramount for native advertising, so how do brands, publishers, 
and agencies keep it relevant?  Marketers responded that 
research and understanding the audience are paramount: 

“Research and a true understanding of the advertiser’s 
audience and their interests”; “packaging it into compelling 
content that drives brand image by getting to the heart of 
what it’s about in a meaningful and engaging manner.” 

One agency described their process of understanding the 
audience: 

“We focus in on the types of keywords our client is targeting 
and then research trending topics and chatter to see what 
interests the audience the most in real time. We then try to 
construct content that is both timeless (how to guides, tips, 
etc.) and newsy.”
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…And Focusing on Relevant Content 
Adds Value for Readers 

More time spent researching and understanding the audience 
translates into added value for readers, according to all of the 
stakeholder groups. 84% of publishers, 81% of agencies, and 
78% of brands thought that native advertising adds value for 
consumers. 

Question wording

“Do you think native advertising adds value for consumers?”

Figure 9. 
Agree that Native Advertising 
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The survey asked respondents to comment on how they 
thought readers viewed native advertising. Responses to this 
open-ended question suggest some degree of skepticism, with 
some commenting that native ads can be intrusive or seen as 
an annoyance, but overall the response was positive. Brands, 
publishers, and agencies said that the more relevant the content 
is, the better for readers. When content is non-intrusive and 
high-quality, native ads are viewed as a complement to the 
reader experience. 

Question wording

“How do you think readers view native advertising?” 

Figure created in Wordle (www.wordle.net), which uses the number of times the 
word appears in text (here, the question comments) to set the size of the word 
in the visualization.

Figure 10. 
Comments on How 

Readers View Native 
Advertising 

(by Word Frequency)
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Clear Labeling and Reader Comments 
Are the Industry Standard 

The use of two practices has garnered much press recently: the 
labeling of native advertising and whether reader comments 
are allowed. Consumer advocates want publishers to clearly 
label ads so that they aren’t confusing or deceptive for readers. 
The survey asked publishers whether they clearly label native 
advertising campaigns to distinguish them from editorial content 
and found that the vast majority (79%) do. The most popular 
way of indicating ad content was ‘Sponsored’ (64%), followed by 
‘Brought to you by’ (34%) and/or ‘Featured’ (29%). 

Another issue of concern is whether publishers and brands 
allow readers to comment on native advertising. The Atlantic 
got into hot water recently for posting a sponsored story about 
Scientology which included only positive reader comments. The 
survey shows that this practice is not the norm: 83% of publishers 
and 92% of brands say that they allow reader comments on 
sponsored content. Of those that do not, the reasons given were 
that it was too much work to moderate comments, or it results 
in too much spam. The survey !nds no evidence that editorial 
staff are disallowing only certain comments. Instead, the survey 
suggests that publishers and brands view reader comments as a 
welcome method of increasing reader engagement. 
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Backlash to Native Advertising Rare, 
Especially Compared to Traditional 
Advertising 

Finally, the survey asked stakeholder groups whether they had 
received any backlash from native advertising campaigns. The 
majority responded that they had not: 79% of publishers and 
66% of brands who have used native advertising said that they 
had experienced no backlash at all. Of those that had received 
complaints (18% of publishers and 29% of brands), they were 
minimal. Compared to traditional advertising, 0% of publishers 
and 3% of brands said that they had received far  
more complaints. 

Question wording

“Have you received any backlash from native  
advertising campaigns?” 

Figure 11. 
Backlash to 

Native Advertising

80

Publishers
Brands

None Some 
Complaints

Above 
Average

Far More

0

%

20

40

60



28

Implications

CLEAR LABELING IMPERATIVE FOR LONG TERM RELEVANCY; 

OPPORTUNITY FOR AGENCIES 

It was surprising to hear that brands are managing the vast 
majority of content creation. The most valuable support agencies 
can provide to their clients is, of course, directional strategy, so 
it is not surprising that this is seen as the majority of their role. 
There is a huge opportunity for agencies to bring in additional 
work by turning copywriting talent to work on some of the 
content clients currently handle internally.

Traditionally, editorial staff at premium publishers have been 
kept fully removed from conversations with advertisers, and the 
only way to reach them and the editorial sections was through 
traditional earned media approaches like PR. The separation of 
church and state in this regard is beginning to become less of 
a clear delineation. The consensus seems to be that consumers 
don’t see ethical compromise, as long as they feel that the 
publication is being transparent with them. In this context, 
the requirement to have clear labeling becomes even more 
imperative – and something that all ecosystem players need to 
be cautious and thoughtful about. Highly active self-regulation 
on this issue must be practiced with exceptional vigor. 

It is revealing that brands narrowly indicated that they rely on 
digital agencies for native advertising campaigns, slightly above 
content creation agencies. The skill set sought here is likely 
expertise in devising campaigns and media buying online, rather 
than expertise as content marketers. Combined with the fact 
that many brands continue to build this content themselves, 
this is perhaps indicative of a feeling that one of the major 
challenges is managing the buying process. Some formats, such 
as sponsored series, require greater collaboration between 
publisher and advertiser, whereas others, such as recommended 
content, involve complicated optimization processes to achieve 
maximum results. Clients will rely on agencies to help them !nd 
solutions to some of the buying challenges and how to manage 
campaigns on an ongoing basis. 



29

Of course, developing relevant and powerful content also 
came out as a priority, and there is recognition that consumers’ 
positive reception of native advertising will only last as long as 
content remains relevant and engaging to them. At the moment, 
complaints remain minimal, but this relies on both transparency 
and relevancy over a longer period of time. 

Keeping content highly relevant and of a high quality will be 
more dif!cult as native advertising scales and brands begin 
to seek ef!ciencies. The industry will need to build a robust 
infrastructure that allows native advertising to be bought and 
sold in volume while offering solutions for understanding context 
and creating valuable content that !ts that context. 



30

Measurement

Tra"c and Social Media Sharing Most 
Popular Ways to Measure E!ectiveness

The survey asked stakeholder groups a series of questions 
about how they measure effectiveness, and what forms of 
native advertising they viewed to be the most effective for 
monetization. According to survey data, publishers (70%) and 
brands (66%) use traf!c to measure effectiveness, followed 
closely behind by social media sharing (used by 44% of 
publishers and 49% of brands). Agencies say that the brands 
they work with are more likely to use time spent engaging with 
content (62%) or social media sharing (55%). The next most 
popular choices were time spent on the page and source of 
traf!c, with 30 – 40% of each group using these methods. Finally, 
the least popular choices were cost per view, cost per click, and 
cost per action respectively. This suggests that quality traf!c 
performance is more valuable than paying a low cost per click or 
price point for traf!c sent to native advertising content. 

Question wording

“How do you measure the effectiveness of native advertising 
campaigns [Check all that apply]?” Or for agencies, “How do 
the brands you work with measure the effectiveness of native 
advertising campaigns [Check all that apply]?”

Figure 12. 
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Blogs, Articles, and Videos Viewed 
as Most E!ective Forms of Native 
Advertising 

The survey asked publishers about their perceptions about which 
forms of native advertising are most effective for monetization. 
Blog posts (58%), articles (56%) and videos (53%) are seen to be 
the most effective, followed by Facebook (34%) and infographics 
(31%). For brands and agencies, too, videos, blogs, and articles 
topped the list of the most effective forms of native advertising. 

Question wording

“Which of the following forms of native advertising do you 
think are most effective?” or for publishers, “most effective for 
monetization?” Note that only the most popular responses are 
shown. 

It is interesting to note that while brands and agencies agree 
that blogs, articles, and videos are most effective, they rank 
them in the opposite order to publishers. Brands and agencies 
view videos to be most effective, followed by articles and then 
blog posts. They are also more positive about Facebook and 
infographics compared to publishers. 

Finally, recall the most popular forms of native advertising that 
publishers, brands, and agencies have used in the past (Figure 
6) and note that there is high correlation between the types of 
native advertising that groups view to be most effective and the 
types that they actually use – with one exception. Although most 
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have experience using Tweets, this form of native advertising is 
not viewed to be very effective by any of the stakeholder groups. 
Only 25% of publishers and brands view Tweets to be one of the 
most effective forms of native advertising (the !gure is slightly 
higher for agencies at 32%). The survey suggests that resources 
might be better spent on other forms of native advertising. 

Implications

BETTER METRICS FOR ROI NEEDED TO MEASURE ENGAGEMENT 

The industry will need to establish metrics that are more closely 
associated with ROI if native advertising is to realize its full 
promise. Traf!c on a piece of sponsored content is in some ways 
the most appropriate measure of success of that content, but 
ultimately brands are going to want to see a direct correlation 
with consumers’ engagement with the content and a higher 
propensity to buy among those consumers. 

Social sharing is certainly an interesting metric and, with the 
exception of viral video spots, not something that is typically 
associated with ad-related content. Brands and advertisers 
should continue to focus on this as a measure of success as 
native advertising invites advertisers into the social media 
conversation more than any other previous format.

Publishers demonstrated more skepticism over social media as 
an avenue for native advertising than brands and agencies. This 
is perhaps because promoted tweets and Facebook posts don’t 
need to involve a publisher and they could be cut out of the 
loop at a time when brands are already migrating some media 
spend to social networking sites. The IAB’s task force includes 
prominent executives from major social media sites as well as 
brands, agencies and publishers. Publishers will need to develop 
compelling offerings around selling space on their own social 
media channels.
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Future Growth

Publishers Predict Growth in Revenue 
from Native Ad Campaigns

In order to gauge where key stakeholder groups think native 
advertising is going in the future, the survey asked publishers 
about their opinions on native advertising as a source of 
revenue. The !ndings show that 85% of publishers believe native 
advertising represents a new revenue stream.

To measure the extent of future take-up, the survey asked 
publishers to estimate what percentage of their online 
advertising revenue comes from native ad campaigns now, and 
what percentage they expect this to be in one year’s time. Please 
note that only publishers who use native advertising were asked 
to estimate their current revenues from it, while all publisher 
were asked to predict revenues from native ad campaigns in 
one year’s time, regardless of whether they currently use native 
advertising. 

Question wording

“What percentage of your revenue would you estimate comes 
from native ad campaigns?” and “Thinking about the future, 
what percentage of your online advertising revenue would you 
expect to be derived from native ad campaigns in one year’s 
time?”

Figure 14. 
Publisher Growth 
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The survey found that publishers expect their revenues from 
native advertising to increase by approximately 10% in the 
course of a year. Publishers that use native advertising estimate 
that a mean 20.4% of their revenue currently comes from native 
ad campaigns. Looking to the future, publishers estimate that 
an average of 30.1% of their revenue will come from native ad 
campaigns in one year. 

Future Use for Brands Less Clear

BOTH DECLINE AND GREATER INVESTMENT PREDICTED 

Turning to brands, the survey asked marketers what percentage 
of their advertising campaign budget is spent on native ad 
campaigns and then asked them to estimate what this would 
be in one year’s time. Please note that only brands who use 
native advertising were asked to estimate their current budget 
spending on it, while all brands were asked to predict their 
budget for native advertising in one year’s time, regardless of 
whether they currently use it.

Question wording

“What percentage of your advertising budget is spent on 
native ad campaigns?” and “Thinking about the future, what 
percentage of your advertising campaign budget would you 
expect to go to native ad campaigns in one year’s time?”

Brands that use native advertising estimate spending a mean 27.5% of their 
budget on native ad campaigns today. In one year, brands estimate that an 
average of 24.3% of their budget will be spent on native advertising. Recall 
that the latter forecast is for all brands, not just those who currently use 
native advertising. Considering only those brands who currently use native 
advertising, they estimate that a mean 33% of their budget will be spent on 
native advertising in one year’s time.  

Figure 15. 
Brand Growth Forecasts: 
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Survey data suggest that brands currently using native 
advertising expect to increase the amount of their budget 
spent on native ad campaigns by approximately 5%. Whether 
or not they currently use native advertising, brands expect to 
be spending, on average, roughly a quarter of their budget on 
native ad campaigns within a year. 

Agencies Expect to Increase Time 
and Resources Spent on Native Ad 
Campaigns 

Question wording

“What percentage of your time/resources goes to native ad 
campaigns?” and “Thinking about the future, what percentage 
of the work you do on advertising campaigns would you expect 
to go to native ad campaigns in one year’s time?”

Survey results show that agencies expect the time and resources 
they spend on native advertising to increase by approximately 
2.5% in the course of a year. Agencies that currently work with 
native advertising estimate that a mean 25.5% of their time and 
resources are spent on native ad campaigns. Agencies predict 
that this will rise to an average of 27.9% in a year’s time. 

While native advertising is not the core business of agencies 
yet, these numbers suggest that agencies do expect it to be a 
growth area and plan to accommodate clients by spending more 
of their resources on native ad campaigns in the future. 

Figure 16. 
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Publishers are expecting a nearly double-digit percentage 
increase in the revenue they garner from native advertising over 
the course of the next year. Eight percent of publishers expect 
native advertising to form 80% or more of their revenue. 

Given that brands are slightly more circumspect, it is important 
that the ecosystem begins to take measures to redress the 
gulf between supply and demand and some of the challenges 
that presents. As previously discussed, a market where supply 
outstrips demand can suffer from volatility of pricing, a factor 
that doesn’t increase certainty in ROI. 

Regardless of the disparity, it is a wonderfully positive sign that 
brands expect to spend a quarter of their budgets on native 
advertising. Publishers will certainly take this as a positive sign, 
and it is likely that we will see increased innovation in the types 
of native ads that publishers serve up as they seek to monetize.  

Agencies, too, expect to see growth in this area. Full service 
agencies have had to constantly evolve, fostering digital and, 
more recently, mobile expertise. This means hiring sprees, wars 
for talent and signi!cant retraining of existing staff. The report 
indicates that agencies will need to upskill in content marketing 
areas to match the increase in this domain as a practice area. 
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Obstacles to Growth 

In order to better understand what prevents brands, publishers, 
and agencies from implementing native ads, the survey asked 
their views about the main reasons they were not implementing 
more. Findings show that budgetary resources (44%) and lack 
of information about traf!c sources and other metrics (30%) are 
the biggest obstacles to growth, especially for brands. Lack of 
transparency to readers (23%), lack of relevance to the brand 
(23%), and greater potential for backlash compared to traditional 
forms of advertising (22%) were also deemed to be important, 
although to a lesser extent. Agencies were likely to say that their 
use is driven by client demand (45%) but also mentioned budget 
and lack of information as important reasons preventing them 
from using more native ad campaigns.

Question wording

“Which of the following do you think prevents you from 
implementing more native ads? [Select all that apply]”. The 
option “lack of client demand” was available to agencies only. 

Very few respondents thought that the problem was that native 
advertising is not as effective as traditional forms of advertising 
(14% of brands and 9% of publishers believed this to be the 
case). 

Figure 17. 
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Future Innovations

Finally, the survey asked respondents from all major stakeholder 
groups where they think native advertising is headed in the 
future, especially with regard to potential innovations. 

Question wording

“What potential innovations do you see for online and native 
advertising in the future?” Figure created in Wordle (www.
wordle.net), which uses the number of times the word appears in 
text (here, the question comments) to set the size of the word in 
the visualization. 

Responses suggest that native ads within mobile apps will be 
a growth area, that native ads will make progress on better 
integrating with mobile and other platforms, and that in the 
future readers can expect better targeting of products and ideas 
to consumers overall. Some also mentioned that more intuitive 
metrics for measurement will be developed in the future, thus 
helping brands better de!ne success.

Figure 18. 
Future Innovations in 

Native Advertising 
(By Word Frequency)
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Implications

OPTIMISM, ESPECIALLY FOR MOBILE, SIGNALS ROOM FOR GROWTH 

While it is initially disheartening to see that budgetary 
constraints are hampering many brands and agencies from 
investing more in native advertising, this becomes less of a 
hurdle when taken in the context of the distinct lack of cynicism 
about the ef!cacy of these formats. New advertising trends are 
typically accompanied by a crushing wave of skepticism which 
is dif!cult to overcome, and it is a highly positive sign that this 
remains absent. With faith in the premise, the purse strings are 
exponentially more likely to loosen up.

Respondents also "agged a very important consideration in their 
assessment of the future of native ads – going mobile. Inventory 
will need to be optimized for all different forms of mobile (across 
form factors, across different devices) moving forward. This will 
be a technology headache for brands, agencies and publishers 
alike. An ecosystem of supportive technologies is likely to 
emerge fairly rapidly as faith and investment in native advertising 
grows. Industry bodies should therefore include ad tech players 
amidst all discussions, in order for common standards to be 
adopted and thus create a sustainable and ef!cient marketplace 
for native advertising. 
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Conclusion 
Clearly, the appetite for advancing the proposition around native 
advertising is strong both for those selling ad space and for 
those buying it. Yet, these ad formats will only "ourish given a 
supportive environment. The acceptability of native advertising 
to consumers and regulators alike will rely upon a commitment 
to transparency and clear labeling where appropriate. 
Reassuringly, the survey demonstrates that publishers 
understand their duty of care to the audience on this issue. It is 
imperative that brands and agencies also recognize that it will 
not serve their interests to invest in advertising that deceives 
consumers under the guise of impartial editorial. Brands, 
agencies, publishers, regulators and the ad tech community 
must work together, and in consultation with consumers, to 
establish best practice around when and how it is appropriate to 
label sponsored content and other forms of native advertising. 

Over time, it will be critical that publishers build an arsenal 
of statistics surrounding the power of their native advertising 
offerings and the results that make this format different or better 
than more traditional offerings. Pure traf!c is currently the most 
common metric, but over the past decade advertisers have 
learned the hard way that in online advertising impressions and 
even click-through are not enough to prove the ef!cacy of a 
campaign. Publishers will need to work with advertisers to make 
native advertising demonstrably impactful to the bottom line of a 
brand’s business.  

The acceptability of 
native advertising 
to consumers and 

regulators alike 
will rely upon a 
commitment to 
transparency…
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Once the value proposition is apparent, more advertisers will 
come to the marketplace. But, with publishers expecting a 
greater share of revenue owing to native than advertisers expect 
to spend, there will need to be a concerted effort from supply 
side operators to increase the ef!ciency of buying native so 
that the bene!ts are not negated by the strain of cumbersome 
buying infrastructure. With new formats and media we have 
traditionally seen a lag between supply becoming available 
and demand meeting it. It was clear in the early days of online 
ads and it is true today of the mobile ad ecosystem. Innovation, 
inspiration and certainly perspiration will be needed by the 
bucket load in order to create a fully liquid market in native 
advertising. 

Our survey also highlighted a concern for agencies. The fact 
that brands feel comfortable generating content and managing 
native ads internally, and indeed expect this to be a bigger 
part of day-to-day operations than agencies do, should raise 
eyebrows in agency land. While agencies currently envisage 
their role as primarily strategy led, they are leaving dollars 
on the table if they are not seeking to help their clients with 
development of applicable content for native advertising. 
Agencies should seek to envisage how they can add maximum 
value for their clients’ campaigns, in turn establishing their most 
viable business model as the native advertising marketplace 
develops. 


