AD BLOCKING
Implications and strategies for publishers

About the report

L

et’s face it: ad blocking was the
last thing publishers needed. The
digital advertising landscape was
already complex and challenging enough without users giving
publishers, and advertisers, a “full
frontal” exposing what we have all
known for a long time: most digital
ads leave a lot to be desired.

An international task force of leading publishers
around the world was created to meet regularly and
share best-practice.

Dean Roper
Director of
Insights,
WAN-IFRA

Quite simply, in the race to reap digital dollars to
replace the quickly diminishing print dollars, we as an
industry let our guard down. We knowingly allowed
bloated ads to run amok on news sites, packed with
enough tracking software to annoy readers to ad nauseam (no pun intended). All to the point where we are
today: borderline crisis mode.
Essentially, we cannot afford to run the risk of losing a
grip on publishers’ most precious asset: the trust and
goodwill of their audience.
While much of the publicity surrounding the topic has
emanated from Europe, especially in Germany, let’s
be clear: this is a global issue. Just check the headlines
from a couple of weeks ago about US publishers fighting with Brave. In China and other parts of Asia, ad
blockers will be ubiquitous in mobile browsers.
But amid any crisis lies an opportunity. The threat of
ad blocking offers publishers a great chance to redefine
how advertising works. And publishers, not platforms,
must take the lead.
That is why WAN-IFRA launched an initiative late last
summer to help publishers understand, address
and, ultimately, overcome the ad blocking
issue. That has set in motion a number of crucial
WAN-IFRA-led actions, all centred on ad blocking:
In September, publishers invited by WAN-IFRA met
in London for a roundtable discussion on the emerging
threat. PageFair helped initiate this conversation
among the group of major publishers and key industry
representatives.
WAN-IFRA and Digital Content Next issued a “Call to
Think” for the industry in how to respond to this
threat and make the most of the opportunity.

We made an initial survey of our global members to
assess their status and gain their feedback on ad blocking. Asked “How concerned are you about the potential
effects of ad blocking on your publication(s)?” more
than 75 percent said they were either “extremely” (32.9
percent) or “very concerned” (42.6 percent). Results of
our second survey can be found on page 20.
An Ad Blocking Action Day event took place in
February in Frankfurt, bringing together publishers,
ad tech providers, anti-ad blocking providers, and
privacy advocates from 14 countries. In addition, ad
blocking will be a featured session in several upcoming WAN-IFRA conferences.
A dedicated resource centre (www.wan-ifra.org/microsites/ad-blocking) was created for publishers to stay
up-to-date on ad blocking, featuring our latest articles,
other important news from the industry, presentations
from events, and more.
And last but not least, we were tasked to produce this
report with a big assist from the task force.
The aim of the report is to give an overview of implications for publishers, to share best-practice currently
deployed by publishers, to raise awareness about
potential challenging issues and pitfalls, including
legalities, and offer some clear recommendations,
including these:

▪ Improve the overall ad experience for users without
ad blockers

▪ Find ways to encourage users with ad-blockers to
agree to be served ads

▪ Focus on mobile-ready advertising opportunities
that diversify online

One thing we have learned quite quickly is that this
issue will not go away quickly. It has been on a slow
boil for a while. This is clearly an issue where we as an
industry need to work together to turn down the heat.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
So how did we get to this point of crisis mode regarding ad blocking, where estimates of nearly US$ 22 billion in lost revenue is at stake for the industry? As with
anything associated with the complex digital advertising
ecosystem, the ad blocking issue is equally complex. But
the good news for publishers is that they, not platforms,
can lead the change and leverage their most treasured
asset: trust with their audience.
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Introduction – time to get
in the driver's seat

The publishing industry appears to be facing a crisis, at
least partly of its own making. In some markets more
than a quarter of online users are so fed up with online
advertising that they’ve opted to download an ad blocker.
How did we arrive at this situation, and more importantly,
what can be done about it? The good news is premium
publishers are trusted brands and have an opportunity to
build on that trust – through communication, transparency and taking control of the ad experience.
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INTRODUCTION

R

ewind back to April last year
and the WAN-IFRA team was
getting ready to launch our
brand new Data Privacy Report. Its basic tenet was that
consumers’ concern for their online
privacy was growing and that publishers, by being open and transparent, could turn privacy policy
into a competitive advantage. To be
honest, while we were working on
that report it was evident that the
industry interest was limited.
And it didn’t really mention ad
blocking.
In April 2016 there are few publishers – at least in the West – who
are not acutely aware of consumer’s
concerns about being tracked online. Because they have told us so.
An estimated 200 million+ users in
the world have downloaded an ad
blocker to shield themselves from
increasingly intrusive advertising,
which interrupts the reading experience, slows down site performances, and gobbles up data about
what they do online.
Publishers can no longer afford
to close their eyes to their readers’ perspectives about the ad
experience they deliver – and the
tracking that goes with it – because
the inevitable consequence of that
impacts the bottomline. While
brands and advertisers are losing
access to their potential customers
– indeed the young, male, tech-savvy audience is becoming something
of a blind spot in some markets –
publishers are the stakeholders hit
in the pocket. Even quality publishers who do take an active role in
protecting their readers’ data must
take action as they will be caught in
the crossfire of their same readers
reacting to practices of less scrupulous websites elsewhere.

Good judgment?
Little wonder then, that the gut
reaction of many in the publishing

industry has been to go after the
enablers of the current crisis, the
ad block companies themselves.
In Germany, there have been a
handful of court cases brought
forward, in particular against Eyeo,
the company behind the most
downloaded ad blocker, Adblock
Plus. In fact, judgment in the first
one was passed almost exactly a
year ago. In that case – as in subsequent ones – the courts have found
consumers to have every right to
install and use ad blockers. In the
most recent case, the judge even
told the publisher it was up to them
to innovate.
The thing is, however publishers
feel about ad block companies –
or the users who download them
– markets tend to regulate themselves. Remember email marketing back in the 1990s? Marketers
suddenly woke up to this amazingly
personal, not to mention cheap,
way of reaching huge groups of
consumers. Send an email! It
worked for a few years (if that, in
fact). Consumers were understandably incensed at being bombarded
with unsolicited messages.
And where there’s a problem there’s
invariably an entrepreneur. Enter
companies like Spamhaus, who
created lists of bad actors, based
partly on what people marked as
spam. Their business model was
to sell those lists to email service
providers who would then block the
offenders. Sound familiar? Email
marketing has of course come full
circle, and today many publishers
build great relationships with their
readers through daily inbox roundups of the news they want.
In the (equivalent) current ad block
situation, the offenders are all the
stakeholders in the advertising
value chain – and that includes
publishers. Brands, agencies, ad
tech (including ad networks as well
as many of the tech companies who
have built their businesses on le-

veraging user data) and publishers
have all contributed to a situation
where users frankly have had
enough. This may be anecdotal,
but several people we’ve talked to
in the publishing industry admit to
using ad blockers themselves. What
does that tell you?

Take over the wheel
The basic message is take control
and clean up. It’s a tough one to
respond to, not least because it
involves forgoing short-term financial gains and to focus on the only
thing that really matters long-term:
keeping readers.
Here’s the thing: none of the research done indicates that consumers (on the whole) are against
online advertising per se. What
they object to is the intrusion and
interruption it carries with it today.
From a publisher’s point of view,
the easiest aspect to tackle should
be cleaning up the ad formats you
serve your users. And there may be
an opportunity to sell what you’re
left with at a premium – on desktop as well as mobile.
Mobile is serious business at Schibsted in Sweden. At its flagship title
Aftonbladet, mobile ad revenues
outperform print advertising.
Schibsted surveyed some 37,000 of
their mobile users in the first half
of 2015. The survey participants
were exposed to 30 campaigns
from 10 global brands in three
formats; static image, rich media
and video. The result showed that
compared with video and rich
media, a single static image is the
advertising creative that will most
likely trigger mobile users to buy a
product.
Schibsted’s result shouldn’t come
as a surprise – it’s in line with what
internet users in general have been
saying: ads that move and cover
the content are bad, and are part
of the problem that’s led to the
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huge ad block uptake. The point is,
that armed with insights like this,
publishers have an opportunity to
convince advertisers and agencies
to go for creatives that their target
audience, a) doesn’t object to, and
b) actually acts on. Furthermore,
publishers who can show proven
effectiveness, should also be able to
charge a premium.

And, of course, as a publisher, the
challenge is to keep your cool and
not worry that some advertisers
may go and buy huge pop-ups from
the competition. Which is why collaborations such as the one in Sweden (see page 55) have come about,
where everyone agrees about a set
of formats and (it is hoped) sticks
to them.

This leads us to a basic economic
premise; supply and demand. If a
premium publisher creates scarcity
in terms of ad placements, demand
should go up and CPMs (or whatever metric used) should follow. From
the advertiser’s point of view, their
message is then presented in a less
cluttered environment where users
are more likely to see and engage
with it.

Time to focus on
contextual advertising?

Most importantly, users would be
happy with the advertising experience and be less likely to google
“ad blocker”. And looking at it long
term, the publisher is building a
lasting relationship with the user,
who in turn maintains his trust in
the publisher’s integrity. Admittedly, the premise gets murkier as
publishers move further away from
direct sales and toward automated
sales.
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The second, and probably more
challenging, aspect of taking
control is getting on top of how to
protect your users’ data and keep
third-party ad tech players in line.
The latter is a tough nut. On the
face of it, the obvious answer would
be to bring ad serving in-house, but
that remains unrealistic for all but
very few publishers. Looking over
how publishers sell programmatically would be a start.
There also is an opportunity here
around contextual advertising.
Of course there’s nothing to say
publishers cannot include some of
the first-party knowledge they have
of their customers’ behaviour and
preferences to add value to that.
The key is to put safeguarding and

respecting your audience at the
front and centre of everything you
do. To this end it might also be time
for publishers to give customers more control of their own
advertising experience. A first step
would be to give them a direct
and easy way to give feedback, not
just through a customer services
department, but actually on each
page, in conjunction with the offending ad(s). Another opportunity
could be letting users create their
own profiles, in which they can set
up preferences for what categories
of marketing information they are
interested in – on quite a granular
level, both in terms of topics and
time periods.
For all the talk of data, your customers are actual people. They will
respond to how you treat them.
They may respond to explanations
about the cost of good journalism
and the value exchange. But first
and foremost, they need to know
that you’ll protect their interests
and that you care about and control
what is published on your website,
as well as who has access to the
underlying data. If we’re to stop
more people from resorting to ad
blocking, everything must flow
from this – trust.

INTRODUCTION

Background:
how we
got here
The issue of ad blocking is complex. Beyond annoyed
users and publishers losing revenue, there are many
stakeholders: the ad block tech providers, advertisers,
online retailers, platforms (notably Facebook, Apple and
Google) and anti-ad block tech providers.

What is an ad blocker?
Ad blockers are plug-ins to browsers, which block ads before they are
loaded by the browser. Ad blockers
use lists of rules (ad filters) to determine what should be blocked.
On desktop AdBlock Plus, developed by German company Eyeo,
is the most widely used ad block
tech, and it’s available for most
browsers. Ad blockers have existed
on desktop for many years, but
user adoption really took off during
2015. Most of the top ad blockers
are free to download.
On mobile, Apple enabled content blocking in the Safari browser
on iOS9, released in September

2015, which means developers can
now produce ad blocking apps,
downloadable from AppStore. On
Android smartphones you can
either use the Firefox browser with
AdBlock Plus, or use a browser like
Ghostery Privacy Browser. The default mobile browser Chrome does
not accept ad block plug-ins.
It should be noted that ad blockers
would not exist were it not for user
demand; ad blocking is very much
a user-driven business. You could
argue that attempts to deal with ad
blocking by suing the software companies behind them tends to glaze
over the real issue – the intrusive
and slow-to-load user experience
caused by bad display advertising
– and have indeed been fruitless.

The most recent was a case brought
against Eyeo by Süddeutsche
Zeitung in Münich in March 2016,
which the publisher lost. (More
about the legal implications of ad
blocking later in this report.)

Consumers
According to PageFair, which provides solutions for web publishers
to deal with ad blocking, the global
ad blocking user base (desktop and
mobile) will increase to some 230
million people in 2016.
Why has it come to this? There are
several reasons:
▪	Display advertising has become
ever more intrusive to the online
user experience. On the small
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form factor of mobile phones this
is an even bigger problem than
on desktop – many ad formats
completely or partially cover
the content the user is trying to
engage with.
	
A
▪ s described in WAN-IFRA’s
recent Data Privacy Report,
consumers are increasingly
concerned with their private data
being traded freely on the internet, including through cookies
and other trackers enabled by ad
tech.
	
▪ Page loading times are badly
affected by big ad files and server
calls from a panoply of players in
the digital advertising ecosystem
(illustrated in the LUMAscape),
none of whom have direct relationships with consumers.
In short: Consumers are installing
ad blockers to gain control over
their online experience, which
has been negatively affected by
an advertising ecosystem beyond
publishers’ control.

Publishers
Ad blocking constitutes a threat
to publishers, who stand to lose
ad revenue from every user who
blocks ads (as opposed to advertisers, who only spend their money
once an ad has been served). But
the current situation may also force

One of the main reasons people install
ad blocking software is because they are
increasingly concerned with their private
data being traded freely on the internet,
including through cookies and other
trackers enabled by ad tech. WAN-IFRA
addressed this topic in a report last year.

through some changes that will
benefit both publishers and users
in the long term (see below).
How much ad revenue is at
stake? According to the 2015
PageFair and Adobe report, the
estimated loss of global revenue
due to blocked advertising that year
was to reach $21.8 billion. Some
argued that this calculation did
not take into account the issue of
supply and demand of ad inventory.
However you count, it’s clear that
publishers can no longer afford to
ignore the issue.

What if publishers do nothing? If publishers allow ads on
their sites to continue to obscure
content, slow down websites, pry
into data, and break the audience’s
trust, then a large technology
platform company like Facebook
or Apple will have the opportunity
to step in and take control, driving
users to their own apps where ads
are unblockable.

What’s the good news?
The good news for publishers is
that they have a direct relationship
with consumers, and the oppor-

According to the 2015 PageFair and
Adobe report, the estimated loss of
global revenue due to blocked advertising that year was to reach $21.8 billion.
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Publishers have little or no control over ad calls as they are made through the ad tech ecosystem, slowing down load times and
spreading users’ personal data across the internet.

tunity to build on this. There are a
number of opportunities:
▪	Improve the overall ad experience for users without ad blockers, to ensure they do not install
them.
▪	Communicate with users who do
block ads, around the premium
content business, which requires
revenues to survive. Give them
a reason to buy into disabling ad
blockers for your site.
	
▪ Alternatively, offer them a digital
subscription. There’s a big opportunity here to explain (to all
users) that in order to keep consuming premium content, they
have to bring value to the table:
either as consumers of advertising or as paying subscribers.
	
▪ Ad blocking does not (yet) happen in apps, so on mobile there
should be a focus on migrating

users to apps, as well as creating
better ad experiences, such as
native ads, on mobile web.
There’s also an opportunity for
publishers to get in the driver’s seat
in relation to advertising. Much of
the current issues with slow loading
times and intrusive ad formats are
due to the complex ad ecosystem
and all the third parties. There
are a few publishers (like Swedish
Aftonbladet, see page 58) who are
working on bringing ad serving
in-house to gain complete control of
the ad experience on their sites.
Publishers need to start dealing
directly with advertisers. Cutting
out third parties would also mean
maintaining control of all first party user data, which can be used to
create added value to ad products

and campaigns. Some publishers
are already dealing directly with
brands around branded content
campaigns. Branded content provides a better experience for users
and improved engagement for
brands and will no doubt increase
in popularity as ad blocking increases and display declines.
What are publishers doing
today? Individual publishers
around the world are working to
manage the impact of ad blocking,
often on many fronts in parallel.
Actions include the ones mentioned
as opportunities above – please see
Chapter 6 for Publisher cases.
There are also some national level
industry collaborations going on,
including in Sweden and The Netherlands, where the IAB is involved
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in bringing publishers to the same
table, as well as in France. National
initiatives are covered in Chapter 5.

Platforms
By opening up iOS9 to ad block
apps, Apple’s strategy is to move
users away from the open web and
into Apple-controlled environments including the new pre-installed Apple News app, where
the company is not only in control
of the user experience (and data,
though this is not traded with third
parties), but also of the advertising
experience and (at least some of)
the revenue. Similarly, Facebook,
who are already in an extremely
strong position with its app on
mobile, are looking to make this
experience even stickier through its
Instant Articles feature.
Google faces a challenge. With its
reliance on the open web for its ad
revenues (through search as well
as its AdSense and Doubleclick ad
serving businesses) ad blocking
threatens the core of its business.
Indeed Google has paid AdBlock
Plus developer Eyeo to be included
on a whitelist, which will prevent at
least some of its adverts from being
blocked.

Advertisers
Ad blockers do not have the same
potential financial impact on advertisers as they do on publishers.
Advertisers only pay for digital ads
which have actually been served
to a user (impressions), and what
ad blockers do is prevent ads from
loading, i.e. stop them before they
are served.
For advertisers and ad networks,
the problem is that ad blockers pre-
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vent them from a) reaching their
target audiences with their ads and
b) tracking user behaviour/gathering user data.
Advertisers clearly need to be part
of the solution, i.e. engage with
industry efforts to improve ad formats. Indeed the IAB is at the table
of the WAN-IFRA/DCN talks.
As mentioned in the Publishers
section, there’s an opportunity for
advertisers to work directly with
publishers, thus eliminating third
parties, and improving the user
experience and in turn the value/
engagement for the advertiser.
Says Tobias Eidem, at the Swedish
Advertisers Association: “When I
talk to our members today, there’s a
general consensus that we need to
tackle this issue as an industry. For
advertisers, one key issue with ad
blockers is that young tech savvy
men, in particular, are becoming
a blind spot: they don’t watch TV,
most likely don’t listen to the radio,
block ads on the internet – and so
on.”

Anti-Ad Blockers
There are a number of companies
providing a range of services to
publishers – from measuring the
impact/extent of ad blocking on
the publisher’s website to blocking
ad blockers and offering ad blocking users other options, including
paying for content. What you need
to consider here is that there are
potential legal implications of
tracking who uses ad blocking as
well as circumventing ad blockers.
We cover these companies and their
services as well as the legal aspects
in Chapters 3 and 4.

Priorities
WAN-IFRA is heading up an
international effort with three
priorities:

▪	to improve the overall ad ex-

perience for users without ad
blockers, to help ensure they will
not install them.
▪	to find ways to encourage users
with ad blockers to agree to be
served ads again. This might
involve setting and adhering to
standards for online advertising.
▪	to focus on other mobile-ready
advertising opportunities that
provide alternatives to display,
such as branded content, instream ad formats, video and
audio, and e-commerce.
Importantly, WAN-IFRA has set up
an internal Ad Block Task Force
at the end of 2015. It’s made up of
some key publishers, big and small
and geographically spread across
the globe. The group has a threefold key focus / tasks:
1. Collect views on ad blocking and
share best practices and member
case studies that have relevance
to different market situations.
2. Determine which other industry
and consumer bodies WANIFRA should align itself with,
define the form and objectives for
such collaborations, and express
the views of news publishers in
high-level industry discussions.
3. Exchange ideas and promote
common principles for a user-friendly ad experience that
support a sustainable digital
news ecosystem.

INTRODUCTION

What consumers say
There have been a number of surveys done, “globally” as well as
in individual countries, to find out why consumers block ads – or
indeed what would make non-ad blocking users download such
software. The picture is not completely unified – but the trend is
clear: the biggest problem is the intrusive ad experience.

I

n the positively gargantuan
amount of press coverage there’s
been about ad blocking since the
now famous Adobe/PageFair report was published in August last
year, consumer research has often
been referred to more for effect
than for analysis.

In order to provide you with some
hopefully useful basis for your
analysis, on the next page is an
overview of some recent consumer
research done around ad blocking.

To fully grasp what is going on in
consumers’ minds, it’s important
to avoid comparing apples with
pears. For example: asking non-ad
blocking users to imagine a situation where they would install an ad
blocker is one thing, asking current
ad block users why they downloaded the software in the first place is
another. The results are not comparable in a meaningful way.

Norway: Users want to help:
In an effort to start a dialogue with
ad blocking readers, Verdens Gang
last year issued them with a survey,
asking “Why are you using an ad
blocker?” The question was accompanied by a message about how ad
revenue finances the journalism
on vg.no. The user was also given
a browser-specific guide on how
to whitelist the site. This initiative

Findings by publishers –
a couple of cases

reduced the overall amount of ad
blockers on the site from 18% to
14%.
The publisher then focused on the
25,000 who had been unwilling to
whitelist vg.no. “The majority [of
users] of ad blockers are truly
engaged, and they want to improve
the site. They don’t want to block
the site, but they are trying to make
us understand why they are doing
it,” said VG’s Elnaz Esmailzadeh
during a WAN-IFRA Ad Block
webinar in December. VG’s survey
showed that users of ad blockers
were willing to accept ads, albeit
with restrictions. These included
their willingness to whitelist VG
if: The site had a quicker load time
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NON-PUBLISHER RESEARCH
Survey/research:

Ad Blocking Report 2015

Commissioned by:

PageFair / Adobe (published Aug 2015)

Geography:

US

Number of respondents: 400
Type of respondents:

Internet users generally

Type of questions:

Multiple choice

Results:	The users who were not currently using ad blockers (unclear how
many) were asked what would cause them to install such a plug-in.
The biggest group – 50% – ticked “If I feel my personal data is being
misused to personalize the ads”, followed by 41% (57% of 18–34 year
olds) going for “If the quantity of ads increased from what I typically
encounter today”.
	Download: http://downloads.pagefair.com/reports/
2015_report-the_cost_of_ad_blocking.pdf
Survey/research:

Why people block ads – A global report

Commissioned by:

Teads (published Jan 2016)

Geography: 	Global (U.S., U.K., Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Spain, France, Germany,
Italy)
Number of respondents: 9,000+
Type of respondents:

Internet users generally

Type of questions:

Multiple choice

Results: 	When active ad block users were asked what motivated them to block
ads, 69% ticked “Ads are interruptive or annoying” and 66% “Negative
impacts on site performance” and 60% “Excessive ads” (so clearly it
was possible to tick more than one option). 84% of users said that they
would reconsider installing ad blockers if the ad experience provided
them with a choice). Pre-roll was ranked as the most intrusive ad format – 52% of users ranked this as “highly intrusive”.
For more, see http://info.teads.tv/ad-blockers-en
Survey/research:

IAB Ad Blocking Report (by YouGov)

Commissioned by:

IAB UK (published Feb 2016)

Geography:

United Kingdom

Number of respondents: 2,000+
Type of respondents:

Internet users generally

Type of questions:

Multiple choice

Results: 	64% of users running ad blockers had at some time received a message on a website asking them to disable their ad blocker. 54% said
they’d consider switching off their ad blocker if the website said this
was the only way to access content. Interestingly, that figure rose to
73% for 18–24 year olds. However, of those young people, 46% would
do it only for their favourite/frequently used sites. The survey also
found that 20% of people who’ve downloaded an ad blocker no longer
use it: not being able to access content they want being the second
most popular reason for doing this, after changing to a new device.
IAB member download only.
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(48% would consider whitelisting),
fewer ads were displayed on the site
(47%), moving ads were eliminated
(47%), pop-up ads were removed
(28%), relevant ads targeting
consumers were displayed (24%)
and Flash ads were removed (19%).
VG has started a dialogue with media agencies and their customers to
improve advertisement quality.

Germany: 85% resent
disruptive / excessive
advertising

Wilfer, Head of Product Development FAZ.net during WAN-IFRA’s
Ad Block Action Day in February,
which took place at the Frankfurter
Allegemeine’s headquarters. “We
wanted to start a discussion with
ad block users without generating
a lot of buzz about ad blocking that
might be noticed by non-users,”
he said. This meant, “inserting a
message on every page of FAZ.net,
in which we asked them to turn off
their ad blocker to support quality
journalism.”

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
collected responses from 31,000
website visitors. “We knew a lot
about reasons for ad blocking in
general, but not about the particular reasons of FAZ users,” said Nico

In terms of learnings, FAZ found:
▪ 85% used ad blockers because
they were opposed to disruptive/
excessive advertising on websites
in general. Only 15% said that
their ad blocker is activated due

to disruptive ads on faz.net

▪ 35% of their users said fear of
▪

malware was the main reason
they used an ad blocker
31% were concerned about data
protection

86% of participants were male,
compared to 66% of FAZ’s total
user base. Most survey participants
were heavy FAZ users – with 85%
of them visiting the site at least
weekly. While 52% of the survey’s
ad blocking users were between
18 and 39 years old, 30% were 50
years or older.
Importantly, 26% of survey participants said they would disable their
ad blocker in return for fewer ads
on FAZ.net.
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CHAPTER 2

PUBLISHER SURVEY
In late February 2016, we reached out to members of the
WAN-IFRA community to find out how ad blocking was
affecting their businesses as well as how they were planning to respond.
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Survey: 41% of publishers in talks
with advertisers to improve ads
WAN-IFRA has undertaken two surveys of media executives
and digital advertising specialists around the world. The first
survey was conducted in the autumn of 2015, and we published
those results in an article on our adblocking microsite at wanifra.org/microsites/ad-blocking. Here, we present the findings of
our second survey, which ran from late February 2016 through
the end of March.

A

n overwhelming number of
respondents (95.5%) to our
latest ad blocking survey
said they view ad blocking as
a continuing revenue threat
for publishers.
Furthermore, when asked whether
ad blocking has forced them to
rethink their online advertising
strategy, 27 of 44 respondents
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(61%) said “yes.” This question also
elicited the most comments (19) of
any in our survey.
“We have realized that advertising
will be less and less important
for the business, and we need to
focus more on content,” wrote one
respondent. “In that sense, the race
for clicks will become less important for the business, and good,

unique content will be more and
more important.”
“This is in response to a consumer
demand to interrupt some forms
of advertising,” said another. “We
need to respond to that. It means
we have to engage with advertisers,
ad agencies and other constituents
to find better, more consumer
friendly ways to serve advertis-

PUBLISHER SURVEY

ing and to understand consumer
behaviour.”

and content marketing as alternative revenue sources for instance.”

both soft (ask kindly) and hard (no
access to content) solutions.”

Several respondents noted they
were planning to increase their use
of native advertising/sponsored
content, with one adding they were
going to “redesign with more ‘naturally blended’ ads in website.”

Taking action

Ban the blockers?

To the question “Has your publication taken action to react to ad
blockers?” nearly 41% of respondents said “Yes,” and once again,
induced numerous comments with
many saying that they were trying to
get their readers to “whitelist” them.

To our question “Would your
publication ever consider banning
ad blockers from accessing your
site?” Nearly 68% said they were
considering it, and a small percentage (just over 2.3%) said they were
already blocking ad blockers, and
slightly more than 30% said they
are not considering this approach.

“We are encouraging an approach
to advertising that looks at ads as
content readers don’t want to miss,”
wrote another. “We are expanding
social media sponsorship opportunities; we have introduced native
advertising.”
Still another noted: “We are being
more disciplined about intrusive ad
formats, stepping up on native ads

“First, we try to convince the
users to deactivate the adblocker
or whitelist the domain. Further
steps are in the pipeline,” wrote one
respondent.
Said another: “Testing different
anti-ad blocking initiatives, i.e.

Asked what percentage of their
audience is currently using ad
blockers, the bulk of respondents:
▪ nearly one third of them
(30.95%) said it was in the “10 to
15%” range.
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▪ Just over 45% respondents
▪
▪

(45.24%) said 10% or less of their
audience was currently deploying
ad blockers.
That number was nearly evenly
split between the ranges of “0
to 5%” (23.81%) and “5 to 10%”
(21.43%).
Just over 16.6% told us that more
than 20% of their audience was
using ad blockers, while just
7.14% said it was in the range of
“15 to 20%.”

Engaging with advertisers
Asked whether they had engaged
with their advertisers in order to
improve the online experience for
their users, an encouraging 40.91%
told us that they had.
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“We are starting to educate advertisers about targeted advertising to
increase the relevance for readers
when they are served with ads,”
wrote one respondent. “The hope is
that readers would be less irritated if the right ads were served to
them, thus lowering the chances
of them activating the ad blocking
tech.”
Others mentioned specifics, for
example, “Help them in ‘modifying’ their banners in order to be
less intrusive but more effective.”
Another said that they were moving away “from banners to native
advertising.”
While the majority (59.09%)
said they have not engaged with

advertisers on this issue, some of
the comments indicated that more
publishers were planning to do so:
“We are still studying this,” said
one. “It’s still a open task,” noted
another.

Working with other
publishers
To a question about whether they
were working together with any
others in their country to come up
with a unified response to ad blocking, the vast majority (70.45%) told
us “No.” Of those who did say they
were working with others, most
seem to be from Sweden, (based on
the handful of brief comments that
accompanied the question), with a
couple of others within Europe.

CHAPTER 3

POSSIBLE WAYS
FORWARD
From WAN-IFRA's February Ad Blocking Action Day,
which brought together publishers, providers and
privacy advocates from 14 countries, the overwhelming
No. 1 takeaway was: Improve the overall ad experience.
There are other ways forward, but we start with that.
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Improving the ad experience

Improving online advertising is key to a long-term solution of the
problem of ad blocking. Results of consumer research vary, but
it’s clear that the main reason consumers resort to blocking ads
is the negative impact these have on the online user experience.
While there’s considerable debate in the publishing industry
around measures like denying access to users running ad blockers or even the benefits of moving to more branded content,
everyone agrees we need to clean up our advertising act.
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T

here’s wide consensus on
what are good versus bad ad
formats, based on extensive
consumer research. Pre-roll,
pop-ups, interstitials and
rich media formats in general are
not only seen as annoying by users,
but also contribute to long website
load times – another reason consumers take to ad blocking.
Publisher Verdens Gang in Norway
have been monitoring the rise of
ad blocking long before it became a
mainstream topic, and consequently, they have collected extensive
research on their ad blockers. They
began the process by sending out
a detailed survey to ad blocking
users visiting the site. The survey
indicated that users wanted to help.
“The majority [of users] of ad blockers are truly engaged, and they
want to improve the site. They don’t
want to block the site, but they are
trying to make us understand why
they are doing it,” said VG’s Elnaz
Esmailzadeh at a WAN-IFRA Ad
Block webinar in December last
year.
VG’s survey showed that users of ad
blockers were willing to accept ads,
albeit with restrictions. These included their willingness to whitelist
VG if:

▪ The site had a quicker load time

agreeing on a set of acceptable ad
formats by summer.

▪

Vice President & Chief Product
Officer Aftonbladet Online Andreas
Aspegren points out that by collaborating, individual publishers who
want to clean up their ad experience don’t risk losing traffic to the
competition.

▪
▪
▪
▪

(48% would consider whitelisting),
fewer ads were displayed on the
site (47%),
moving ads were eliminated
(47%),
pop-up ads were removed (28%),
relevant ads targeting consumers
were displayed (24%)
and Flash ads were removed
(19%).

VG has started a dialogue with media agencies and their customers to
improve advertisement quality.
If responding to users running
ad blockers is generally the realm
of individual publishers, working
to improve the ad experience is
something the industry needs
to do collectively. This is indeed
something WAN-IFRA’s internal
task force has identified as a key
task; exchanging ideas and promoting common principles for a
user-friendly ad experience that
support a sustainable digital news
ecosystem.

Ad formats: don’t
disturb the user
The collaborative initiative between 90% of Swedish publishers (see Chapter 5) is focused on

“It’s key that the buyer side are also
involved in the steering group," he
said. "Basically we’re agreeing that
what we’re selling – and what they
can buy – is a set of normal display
formats. So when an advertiser
wants us to create a new animated
pop-up, we will now be able to say
'no thank you' in the knowledge
that they will get the same answer
from our competitors. This is our
ambition.”
There are indeed signs publishers are cleaning up the clutter.
Speaking at the Newsworks Shift
2016 event in London in March,
Steve Chester, Director of Data
and Industry Programmes, IAB
UK, described ad blocking as “an
accelerator for change,” adding that
UK-based publishers have already
largely stopped using pop-up ads.
Eyeo, the company behind Adblock
Plus (ABP), the most widely used

“Basically we’re agreeing that what
we’re selling – and what they can buy
– is a set of normal display formats.
So when an advertiser wants us to
create a new animated pop-up, we
will now be able to say 'no thank
you' in the knowledge that they
will get the same answer from our
competitors. This is our ambition.”
- Andreas Aspegren, VP & Chief Product Officer,
Aftonbladet Online, Sweden
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“While at Shaw, we felt that by
utilizing each platform to its fullest
potential, we best positioned the
company for success in all content
channels. To capture growth in digital
revenue you must have the best
product possible for each platform
– and that includes a good ad
experience.”
- Ben Shaw, former Chief Digital Officer, Shaw Media,
USA, now Director of Global Advisory, WAN-IFRA

ad blocker, has operated an Acceptable Ads programme since 2011.
It is based on feedback from ABP
users. The criteria in itself might be
interesting to publishers as well as
advertisers – publishers whose ads
meet the criteria can apply to be
whitelisted (see page 38), but this
business model has been widely
condemned by publishers.
The general ABP criteria include
placement (ads shouldn’t intrude
on the reading experience), distinction (ads should always be recognizable as ads, and distinguishable
from all other content) and size
(this includes specific pixel dimensions as well as proportionality,
e g an ad placed above the fold
shouldn’t occupy more than 15%
of the visible part of the web page).
Also anything that moves, pops,
expands and autoplays (including
prerolls) is forbidden.

Tracking and targeting
– not what users want
The EU “Cookie Directive”, adopted
in May 2011, is a piece of privacy
legislation that requires websites
to get consent from visitors to store
or retrieve any information on a
computer, smartphone or tablet. In
fact, it’s not limited to cookies, but
covers all forms of online tracking.
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However, as any European internet
user knows, the so-called Cookie Law has had little impact on
tracking by ad tech. User choice is
frankly a bit of a joke, as cookies –
and other trackers – are generally
set on a consumer’s browser in an
instant – long before anyone has a
chance to give or deny consent.
Over the past few years, partly in
conjunction with programmatic
trading and real-time bidding, user
data has become the currency of internet publishing and advertising.
The market has exploded with ad
tech companies, all looking to harvest and trade in data. This has had
a number of detrimental effects.
The increasing number of thirdparty companies involved in each
ad call has created latency and slow
loading times. The data picked up
from users’ browsers has been used
to target and retarget across sites
making users aware and resentful
of being tracked.
With the online ad space getting
increasingly crowded, ads have become ever more intrusive, and personal data is used without respect
to individual’s privacy. As a result,
ad block installs have increased
exponentially.

Publishers are not blameless
in this development. In many
cases, short-term revenue gains
have taken priority over long-term
care of customer relationships
and trust. While many publishers
have started to deploy advanced
data systems, there’s not been an
equivalent focus on how the user
information gained should be used
to mutual benefit.
Considering the extreme pressures on an industry in transition
from print to digital, and beset by
competition from big platforms
like Facebook and new and agile
media pure players, the situation
is perhaps not surprising. Nevertheless, without customer trust,
news brands and journalism will
struggle to survive in the increasingly digital media world.
With most of its audience young
and male, publishers operating in
the pure tech and gaming sector
are dealing with ad blocking on
a high level. Many have come to
the conclusion that the only way
forward is to respect their users’
decision to block ads, and developing business strategies to cope.
Future, publisher of TechRadar
and GamesRadar, are working to
improve the ad experience across
their sites by seriously reducing the

POSSIBLE WAYS FORWARD
number of ad impressions it sells.
It’s also moved all its titles onto one
platform, which allows them to cut
out a lot of the third-party ad tech
which has slowed down page load
times, reports Digiday.
The clutter, noise and disenfranchised consumers constitute a
dire situation for advertisers and
brands as well. Not only are they
losing a key target group (young,
male, tech savvy) to ad blocking,
the over-crowded online ad space
devalues each ad and threatens the
advertisers’ marketing impact.
With all this in mind, these are
a few avenues open to publishers
to improve the ad experience and
re-establish user trust.
Creating scarcity. Instead of
selling more and more inventory
and impressions at ever lower
CPMs, by reducing the number of
ad placements and impressions, a
publisher's site will become a happier place to visit and at the same
time advertisers – though paying
higher prices – would potentially
achieve higher viewability and
engagement.

In 2012, Illinois-based regional publisher Shaw Media often
had unsold inventory at levels of
40–50%. They reduced the number
of ads to two placements per page
and increased the CPMs by 25%
and total display revenue by 16%,
as well as selling out.
"While at Shaw, we felt that by
utilizing each platform to its fullest
potential, we best positioned the
company for success in all content
channels," says Ben Shaw, former
Chief Digital Officer and Chief
Technology Officer at Shaw Media
in the US, who is now Director of
Global Advisory at WAN-IFRA. "To
capture growth in digital revenue
you must have the best product
possible for each platform – and
that includes a good ad experience."
Contextual advertising. It
worked so well for news publishers
in print. Exploring the opportunities of more sophisticated contextual advertising may win back
users tired of being tracked. And
that is not to say that first-party
data couldn’t add value. Creating
customised ad experiences in context – possibly with the customer

at least partly in control – may increase loyalty and deepen relationships with online readers.
Take control of ad serving.
This is a tough task. Indeed, to
most publishers it’s utopia. But
bringing ad serving in-house is
not impossible, and publishers like
Schibsted are doing it. Schibsted
is building its own publishing platform, which will include serving
ads from its own servers.
“All today’s third-party ad calls
means we have no real control over
what’s being published on our site,”
says Aspegren. “We have no idea
what’s coming because someone’s
bought the inventory programmatically. Some ads may be very heavy
and cumbersome and ruin the user
experience – and we’re responsible
for that. Once the ads sit on our
servers we’ll be in control of what’s
being published.”
Improving the ad experience is
about respect for the user, creating
long-term loyalty and maintaining
trust with our readers. We don't
need ad blocking to tell us that.

Shaw Media in the US reduced the number of ads on some of their sites to two placements per page and the result was: increased the CPMs by 25% and total display revenue by 16%, as well as selling out.
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Responding to users –
the value exchange
Can you get your readers to open their eyes (and
their pockets) to the value exchange they enter into
when they consume your content? Convincing customers who value journalism to consider compensating publishers, either by disabling their ad blocker or
by subscribing, is key. But are these efforts working?
This is the story so far.

I

n 2011 the news publishing industry began to seriously look at
setting up digital subscription offers, to begin generating revenue
from readers in order to make
up for the losses associated with
the transition from print to digital.
Until then online news had been an
almost entirely advertising-funded
business.
This is the back-drop to today’s
situation where some 25% of European users and 10% of Americans
install ad blockers with, generally,
no understanding of – or interest in
– the fact that there’s no such thing
as free content. Either you’re the
customer (subscriber) or you’re the
product (advertising audience).
The event of ad blocking is causing
– forcing – publishers to communicate with their users about this
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value exchange, and that can only
be a good thing. Approaches vary,
from low-key requests to denying
users access to content unless they
disable their ad blocker. It’s still
early days, and results of these efforts vary, too. Thus far not enough
has been made public to draw any
real conclusions as to what works.
And a message to users which
works well in one region may prove
fruitless in another, based on cultural differences.
Nevertheless, every step taken by
individual publishers contributes to
a fuller picture, and this is what we
know so far:

Asking nicely may
not be enough
The Guardian was one of the first
publishers in the UK to respond to

users with ad blockers installed.
Users are met with a brightly
coloured bar across the foot of the
web page, with the message “We
notice you’re using an ad blocker.
Perhaps you’ll support us another
way? Become a Supporter for less
than £1 a week” with a "find out
more" button next to it.
However, the publisher has found
the request to have little effect. In
November, Global Revenue Director Tim Gentry said the publisher
was exploring the possibility of
creating a customised ad experience “putting the user in control,”
reported Digiday. Since then, the
Guardian has started testing a
mix of messages served to users
with ad blockers installed: either
register, subscribe, whitelist or go
elsewhere. “What we’ve seen with
those tests is that the more loyal
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Guardian Users are met with a brightly coloured bar across the foot of the web page, with the message “We notice you’re using an ad-blocker. Perhaps you’ll support us another way? Become a Supporter for less than £1 a week.” with a find-out-more
button next to it.

the user, the more willing they are
to whitelist,” Gentry told Digiday.
Other publishers, including The
Atlantic, are asking users to consider supporting them – but with a
multi-pronged call to action: either
please disable the ad blocker or
support us by subscribing or using
some other services provided by
the publisher.

Denying access to
content: a gamble
that may pay off
Increasing numbers of publishers are taking more direct action
against users with ad blockers
installed, denying access to their
content unless they are compensated by the user in some way.

▪ The most high-profile example

in this category is Germany's
BILD, the tabloid daily from Axel
Springer, who as of October last
year greets ad blocking users
with the option of either turning
off their ad blocker, whitelisting BILD.de or paying €2.99 a
month to get access to an ad light
experience. A month into the new
anti ad blocking measure, Axel
Springer CEO Mathias Döpfner,
in a conference call with reporters, said that the proportion of
readers using ad blockers when
accessing the Bild website had
dropped from 23% to a “single-digit” when they were forced
to choose between switching off
the software or paying for a subscription, reported the Financial
Times. He also said that the action had created an additional 3
million “marketable visits” from
users who were no longer block-

ing ads. “For us, the crucial point
is that through this measure, the
marketable range [of readership]
has increased. From an economic
point of view, that’s a significant
improvement of the situation.”

▪ The financial freesheet City AM

also took action in October 2015
– the first UK publisher to do so.
Overlaying blurred article text,
it started showing ad blocking
users a message asking them to
disable any ad blockers from running on their website. After two
months, outgoing digital director
Martin Ashplant told the Guardian that one in four users had
heeded the request to switch off
their ad blocker. He said: “What
we’re reading into that is that the
people who’ve come to the page
with the ad blocker on and don’t
decide to turn it off for whatever
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reason seem to be the people
who only come for one page
visit anyway.” He also said they’d
recorded no noticeable bounce or
exit rate.

▪ Forbes started a test in De-

cember, blocking access to their
content for some of the users
running ad blockers, in return
promising them an ad light
experience. According to Forbes,
42.4% of the total 2.1 million visitors between late December and
early January turned off their ad
blockers when they were asked,
which led to the monetisation of
15 million ad impressions.

▪ In France, where ad blocker

uptake is as high as 30%, a group
of premium publishers carried
out a week-long campaign in
March, organised by the industry
group GESTE. The goal was to
a) explain to ad blocking users
that without the ad revenue
publishers cannot continue to
provide content, and b) to point
out that the system of selective
whitelists used by ad blockers are
potentially a threat to freedom of
information itself. Participating
publishers, including Le Monde,
Le Parisien and L’Equipe, all
ran their own messages. Some
just asked users to disable the
ad blocker, while others also

The Washington Post was among the first US publishers to take a hard line
against ad blocking users, which it tested in September 2015.

provided the option of subscribing to non-ad supported content.
According to a Digiday report on
the results, L’Equipe saw 40% of
their ad blocking users whitelist
their site, and Le Monde, which
used a softer approach, saw 13%
of users with ad blockers whitelist them.
Other publishers who have tested
– or are testing – the deny access
route include The Washington
Post, and recently The New York
Times, who are asking users run-

ning ad blockers to either subscribe
or whitelist nytimes.com.
While denying access to your content to users who are not willing to
be part of the value exchange may
be fair, this path carries with it the
risk, not just of losing traffic, but
also of alienating a segment of your
audience. On the other hand – perhaps this is not the user segment
on which you can build a lasting
publishing business anyway.

According to Forbes, 42.4% of the total 2.1
million visitors between late December and early
January turned off their ad blockers when they
were asked, which led to the monetisation of 15
million ad impressions.
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Native ads provide partial answer,
but proceed with caution
Over the past couple of years, there’s been a trend in the industry to try to reduce reliance on display advertising in favour of
selling native ads and branded content campaigns. Whether or
not this is a strategy that also mitigates the effects of ad blockers is not crystal clear, though there are some positive signs.

I

f anyone tells you that native
ads (such as in feed formats on
mobile) and branded content are
undetectable by ad blockers, they
are over-simplifying. In fact, asking industry representatives about
this, each person is likely to give
you a slightly different answer.

Technically (we’ll get back to the
ethical issues), the basic idea is that
while ad blockers work by blocking network requests to known ad
serving domains, by serving native
ads / branded content from other
domains, including from within
publishers’ own CMS systems, they
avoid detection.

There are a couple of problems with
this assumption. First of all, there
is no reason why posts marked as
“Sponsored by” or similar couldn’t
get detected by ad blockers. And
ad blockers are not static – what
is and isn’t blocked is managed
through lists, which in turn are
managed by the ad block commu-
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Ad blockers are not static – what is and
isn’t blocked is managed through lists,
which in turn are managed by the ad block
community, who can manually track and
block e.g. new native advertising players.

nity, who can manually track and
block, for example, new native
advertising players.
A case in point – to illustrate the
complexity of the situation, without
getting into too much technical
detail:
One of the lists associated with
Adblock Plus is Easylist. Last
autumn native ad platform Yavli
was up for discussion on its forum.
An excerpt: “Yavli advertising has
kept changing their domains and
elements to avoid being caught
in EasyList and this become too
frequent. So we have had to take
extraordinary steps to avoid the
list being flooded with hundreds of
Yavli domains. The only option was
to block third-party images and
scripts on these domains who use
Yavli advertising:” [listing some 80
domains].
When a web publisher complained
that this negatively impacted their
analytics capabilities, the response
was: “Initially Yavli started serving
ads via various javascript and
domains, which forced us to block
third-party javascript to the select
sites. Since then Yavli has now decided to serve ads via compressed
images (either first-party or
3rd-party). We’ve worked around a
few issues to limit the false posi-
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tives regarding blocking 3rd-party
image hosting. If it’s a major or new
issue that broke the site I’m fine
to whitelist it. But our hand was
forced because of this, otherwise
Yavli would just keep changing the
domains yet again this time serving
up images instead of a javascript.”
The situation has often – aptly – been described as a game of
cat and mouse, with ad blockers
and publishers trying to outsmart
each other. For a publisher getting
embroiled in such a game, there
may be a temptation to make the
native ads and/or branded content
campaigns harder and harder – for
ad blockers as well as users – to

distinguish from editorial content.
And if readers can’t tell ads from
editorial, ad blockers may be the
least of publishers’ worries – with
Regulators knocking on doors and
user trust hanging in the balance.
Indeed, the US Federal Trade
Commission issued an Enforcement Policy Statement on Deceptively Formatted Advertisements
as late as December 2015. The FTC
expressed concern that publishers
– in response to pressure from the
growing ad block uptake – will increasingly publish ad formats “that
are closely integrated with and less
distinguishable from regular content so that they can capture the

PageFair recently tested what would happen to The New York Times' branded content pieces if you were running an ad blocker. The result indicates
that there are no guarantees that any such campaign is immune from ad
blocking.
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“We need to change our tune and focus
on bringing value back to our consumers
through native advertising, and we need
to do it long enough and consistently
enough that we can earn back our
consumers’ trust.”
-Melanie Deziel, Branded Content Strategist

attention and clicks of ad-avoiding
consumers.” In other words; be
careful not to deceive users – or
compromise editorial integrity.

Ad blocking
not qualitative
A recent test by PageFair showed
that, for all the resources invested
in top branded content experiences, not even publishers like The
New York Times are immune to ad
blocking. Branded Content Strategy
Consultant Melanie Deziel was one
of the first three full-time employees at The New York Times T Brand
Studio, and the woman behind the
much-publicised “Women Inmates”piece created for the Netflix
original series, “Orange Is The new
Black." She emphasises that ad
blocking software is not qualitative.
“An ad blocker doesn’t care what’s
good or what’s not, or where that ad
leads if you click it. It unilaterally
blocks the defined items, which in
most cases means anything being

automatically ad served on a page.
If you are serving your native
advertising through an ad server,
then the ad blocker is doing exactly
its job in blocking your content
from appearing on the page. If,
however, you do not use an ad
server to promote your content and
instead use your editorial Content
Management System, then your
content would be less likely to be
hidden by an ad blocker, as it would
look just like the editorial content
on the page.”
She strongly believes that good
native advertising can be the route
back to user trust for publishers.
“By making obnoxious ad creative
that people don’t want to see, and
serving it through systems that
slow load times and drain battery
life, and by interrupting their experience by having these things popup, or slide in, or otherwise block
out the screen, without being easily
closed, we’ve turned digital advertising into something that people

understandably want to avoid…It’s
hard for us to change our tune, this
late in the game, and ask people not
to ignore us because we’ll change,
and we 'really want to bring something valuable and not disruptive
now, we promise!' It’s even harder
to say while we’re still using all
those old practices that made them
block us in the first place. It’s like
someone coming to your house,
wrecking all your things and then
begging for an invite to next week’s
bash… can you blame them for
locking the door?”
“We need to change our tune and
focus on bringing value back to our
consumers through native advertising, and we need to do it long
enough and consistently enough
that we can earn back our consumers’ trust and help them see the
value in letting us back in. But until
we earn that trust back and step up
to the plate, we can’t blame them
for wanting quality,” said Deziel.
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What about
ad block circumvention?
As in any changing market situation, a number of new companies have sprung up, eager to help publishers deal with the
issues related to ad blocking. The services on offer range from
measuring the impact of ad blockers to providing tools for user
choice in how to compensate the publisher – to circumventing
the ad blockers in some way.

T

he business model generally
used by these companies
is similar to that of other
ad tech companies such as
Google’s AdSense (and the ad
blockers for that matter). They all
take a rev share.

In an attempt to give an overview –
and provide comparison – we asked

some of the main companies in this
segment to answer a few questions.
The answers (in alphabetical order
by company name) have not been
edited (other than for spelling/
grammar), though sometimes paragraphs not directly answering the
question have been removed for the
sake of relevance and conciseness.

(Always be diligent in talking with
a potential provider about possible
compliancy issues with the latest
regulations, for example, what are
the legal implications of using any
technology that employs browser
side detection of ad blocking –
please see Chapter 4).

“With us, publishers can monetize on
an already established target group
as well as increase overall quality of
their ad campaigns.”
-Martin Grahn, MD, Adway+/New Broadcasting
Entertainment Scandinavia
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“We have partnered with media
companies (cumulatively serving
over 20 billion page views per
month) to restore advertising and
have operated uninterrupted from
counter-attacks by the adblocking
community.”
-Johnny Ryan, Head of Ecosystem, PageFair

Respondents:

▪ Adway+/New Broadcasting En▪
▪
▪

tertainment Scandinavia: Martin
Grahn, MD
PageFair: Johnny Ryan, Head of
Ecosystem
Secret Media: Frédéric Montagnon, Founder & CEO
Sourcepoint: Brian Kane, COO

Please briefly describe
the service – to deal with
ad blocking – you are
offering publishers.
Adway+: in short bypasses all
various ad blockers and displays
the same intended ad, which would
have been blocked by ad blockers. Therefore, we help both the
publisher and the media buyer
to receive and create a stronger
campaign, where we are able to
display these (the same ads) as the
publisher wishes. Adway+ works
with all browsers on desktop,
mobile phones (iOS9 and Android)
as well as on tablets, regarding
banners ads, video ads as well as
sound advertisements. In addition
to this, our analytical back-end tool
enables publishers to view statistics
such as impressions, Viewability
and CTR. Of course, all data is

verified by a third party. We also
display interesting information
such as what unit these adblock
visitors use (desktop, cellphone and
tablet) and in the case of desktop,
what browser they use etc.
PageFair: Analytics measures the
level of ad blocking on a publisher’s
site to help them gauge the extent
to which they are affected. From
there, PageFair offers a technological solution that restores the
publisher’s display advertising on
adblocked pages while respecting
the user’s security, privacy, and
bandwidth. PageFair has analyzed
the effectiveness of a) asking users
to stop ad blocking and b) preventing them from accessing content.
Neither of these methods are effective long-term solutions, nor do
they address the root causes that
drove users to adopt ad blocking.
The only sustainable solution is to
put the publisher’s ads back under
a model that respects users.
Secret Media: Ad blocking
is a consequence of an ad tech
overload: We help publishers
monetize ad blocking users: we
provide publishers with a solution
to restore their most valuable ad
impressions (whatever the format

is) on their ad blocking traffic. We
enable a publisher to serve ads
from their existing ad stack to their
ad blocking users. We go through
ad blocking with the ads, all the
tracking components (viewability
measurement, analytics, etc) and
all the data collection mechanism.
As far as I know, no other company
provide a solution for tracking and
data, which is the condition to work
with programmatic platforms.
At the same time, we help publishers focus on user experience to
build a sustainable ad strategy.
Sourcepoint: Provides publishers with technology, services and
a set of tools that enable them to
offer consumers choice in how they
compensate the publisher for their
content. Sourcepoint’s Content
Compensation Platform provides
publishers with the ability to monetize their content in various ways,
in the presence of an ad blocker.

What does your
technology actually do?
Adway+: Our technology bypasses all the various ad blockers and
therefore we are able to display
the indented ad for the ad blocking
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user even though their ad blocker is
activated. When we work with publishers, the only thing they have to
implement in order to draw benefit
from Adway+ are two communication scripts allowing communication between publishers’ server
and our server. Everything is run
and managed on our servers. All
ads served to ad blocking users
go through our server. The extra
revenue is then calculated by the
number of impressions we serve.
Of course this data is verified by
the ad server and third party, but
is also visible in our analytical
back-end.
PageFair’s solution re-establishes a connection between a user’s
browser and the publisher’s ad
server, and ad serving partners. Ad
blocking browser extensions are
neutralized by PageFair’s technology by redirecting ad calls through
a secure communications channel
over protocols that can not be accessed by adblock browser extensions. Adblock software can only
monitor and veto HTTP/HTTPS
traffic. Since PageFair does not
communicate over HTTP/HTTPS,
adblock software can not monitor
or interfere with PageFair’s ad
serving technology.

Secret Media. It makes sure the
ads cannot be blocked by ad blockers by:
1 We encrypt everything that
needs to be served to a user to
make sure the ads we display are
paid impressions. With all the
viewability and fraud issues on
the market today, the display of
a creative is worthless if you are
not able to deliver the trackers
the buyers use to verify the reach
of their ads.
2 Browser extensions are just one
type of ad blocker. There are
stand-alone software (ex: anti
virus), hardware devices and
network side ad blockers. Our
solution goes through everything.
3 Https requires CPU usage client
side. We don’t want to introduce
another latency for the users
That also covers data, viewability
measurement, analytics. It works
both on desktop and mobile, and
we connect to any programmatic
platform on the market.
We also provide a dashboard tool
to monitor latencies, bandwidth
consumption, etc. related to the
delivery of ads. Publishers have
no tool nor KPIs to measure how

ads impact user experience. This is
what we are building to help them
reducing ad pressure while raising
their revenues.
Sourcepoint provides publishers
with advanced analytics and detection software to enable accurate
identification of consumers who
are using ad block. We provide a
messaging toolkit/user interface to
enable publishers to create dialogue
with their users with respect to
content compensation choices.
We also provide publishers with
the various compensation choices
to offer their consumers:

▪ Publishers have the option of

▪
▪

using Sourcepoint technology to
“content lock,” and withhold content from ad block users unless
they compensate the publisher in
some way.
We enable publishers to ask their
ad block users to whitelist their
site and proceed with a traditional ad experience
We provide and connect to technology and payment processing
platforms for consumers to pay
for:
– a single site subscription with
the publisher
– a single piece of content (i.e. a

“We help publishers monetize ad
blocking users: we provide publishers
with a solution to restore their most
valuable ad impressions (whatever
the format is) on their ad blocking
traffic. We enable a publisher to
serve ads from their existing ad stack
to their ad blocking users.”
-Frédéric Montagnon, Founder & CEO, Secret Media
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POSSIBLE WAYS FORWARD
“Our technology enables publishers
to engage in dialogue with their
audience at scale about content
compensation preferences. By doing
so, publishers can offer their users
a more customized experience,
where consumers are agreeing to
compensate the publisher for their
content in a transparent and explicit
way.” - Brian Kane, COO, Sourcepoint

▪

▪

single article) with a micropayment
– a cohesive web pass, that
allows them access to a wide
range of content across multiple publisher sites
We provide the ability for publishers to monetize their content
via alternate ad experiences. (For
example, the ability to view one
video ad or answer consumer
surveys, in return for one day’s
worth of content).
In addition to the technology
above, we offer and connect to a
pool of high quality advertising
as a means of enabling publishers
to generate revenue from advertisements served to their users.

What is your business
model? Based on what
do publishers pay you?
Adway +. Our business model is
based on that we take a share from
the extra advertising revenues that
will be generated from the ad block
visitors (win-win).
PageFair Analytics is a free selfserve product. PageFair’s business
model is based on the restoration
of advertising for publishers, for
which a fee is charged that is
commensurate with the revenue
restored.

Secret Media. Our model is performance based. We charge a small
percentage of the additional revenue we generate for the publisher.
Sourcepoint’s basic analytics
product is free for publishers. We
charge publishers a technology fee
for more advanced services like
advanced detection, user choice or
ad recovery. Similar to ad server
pricing, publishers typically pay
a technology fee that is expressed
in a CPM for the products and
services they implement.

What is your USP from the
publisher’s point of view?
Adway+ With us publishers can
monetize on an already established target group as well as
increase overall quality of their ad
campaigns. Every publisher has
different needs and our service is
extremely flexible. For example,
one publisher might only want to
show ads for ad blocking visitors
on cellphones whereas another
only on desktop. Another publisher
might want to include micro-payments. Our service can do all of
these things.
If a publisher wants, we can include
an option for ad blocking visitors to
be able to close down the ad which
is displayed, for a period of hours

or days, depending on what the
publisher wants.
We also have developed a system
whereby a user can always hide
ads on a website, by right click and
hide. When Adway+ is active on a
publisher’s site, we have developed
a system that monitors how many
ad blocking visitors manually hides
the advertisements. If the amount
that manually do this reaches what
we call a critical mass, we have
the tools to put these ads back so
they become visible again to the
ad blocking visitors who manually
hid them. By monitoring this our
sustainability as a supplier increases towards other stakeholders, such
as media buyers and the publishers.
PageFair has worked to mitigate
ad blocking for five years (since
2011). With much deeper experience than any competitor (most
appeared on the scene in 2015), the
company’s extensive knowledge,
research, and thought leadership
are highly regarded. This is demonstrated by the fact that the PageFair-Adobe Ad blocking Report is
the most widely cited source of ad
blocking data in the media.
Every month PageFair analyzes
more than 11 billion page loads
across the web to identify ad
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WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH WHITELISTING? AN FAQ WITH ABP
AdBlock Plus is the most widely used ad blocker.
The company behind it, Germany-based Eyeo, has
won some high-profile court cases brought against
it by publishers in Germany over the past couple of
years. They’ve also recently made headlines inviting
advertising and publishing stakeholders to what they
coined Camp David meetings in New York and London. The meetings were a first step in setting up an
international independent committee to determine
what should constitute Acceptable Ads (something
the company did without consulting stakeholders
other than users in the past).
Eyeo’s business model is similar to that of many of
the anti-ad block service providers – it’s all based on
getting a slice of the publishers’ digital ad revenues.
One of Eyeo’s practices is the much-written-about
whitelisting – whereby a publisher can get its ads
exempt from getting caught in the Adblock Plus net.
There’s been a lot of conflicting reports about how
this actually works. In order to clear up some of the
misunderstandings (no, a publisher cannot pay to
have any and all ads bypass users’ ABP installs), we
asked Eyeo’s Ben Williams to answer our questions:
How can a publisher get whitelisted?
A publisher, advertiser or ad network needs to apply
to whitelist the ads in question. Next, the ads are
checked against our criteria <https://adblockplus.
org/en/acceptable-ads#criteria> , and we work with
the publisher to get the ads in line with our criteria if
changes are needed. Finally, the ads are whitelisted.
Do all publishers pay Eyeo to be whitelisted?
No. The majority do not, actually. About 10 percent
of the companies on the whitelist pay Eyeo, the company that manages Adblock Plus and the whitelist,
for its work. Importantly, no company can bypass
the criteria for money – whether one pays or not, the
criteria must first be met.
What are the criteria to determine which publishers pay for white-listing?
Only large entities have to pay. An entity is considered large when it gains more than 10 million additional ad impressions per month due to participation
in the Acceptable Ads initiative.
How much do they pay?
The base licensing fee represents 30 percent of the
incremental revenue made possible due to whitelisting
(because whitelisting creates more impressions/clicks).
When a publisher is whitelisted, does that mean
that all existing ads on their site are shown to all
users with ABP installed?
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No. Only the ads that have gone through the whitelisting process and verifiably meet the criteria of
the Acceptable Ads initiative are whitelisted.
Of course, a publisher can whitelist all their ads if
they meet the criteria. Or they can only whitelist a
few. While most users do not opt out of Acceptable
Ads, a small percentage do – so these few would not
see even the whitelisted ads.
What constitutes an Acceptable Ad?
An ad that meets the criteria outlined in the Acceptable Ads initiative. The criteria are essentially ad
format requirements. The specific criteria can be divided into three types of format requirements: as regards their size, placement and labelling. In short, an
ad mustn’t be too big (size), cannot disrupt content
(placement) and must be clearly labelled as an ad.
For a complete explanation, see the criteria here
<https://adblockplus.org/en/acceptable-ads#criteria>
By what process are Acceptable Ads defined?
The original criteria were developed based upon
feedback from Adblock Plus users. Since then (2011)
we have tested the validity of said criteria in various
ways: a study conducted by Ipsos, an eyetracking
study, user feedback, advertiser feedback and third
party studies. We amended them based upon all
that feedback in late 2015, and starting at the end
of this year, we will hand over control of them to an
independent committee.
Are Acceptable Ads enabled by default when a
user installs ABP?
Yes, but users can easily opt out.
What percentage of users disable Acceptable Ads?
It’s in the low single digits, around 8 percent.

POSSIBLE WAYS FORWARD
blocking behaviour. Upwards of
4,000 publishers have signed up
for PageFair services, including 9 of
the ComScore Top 50.
Advertising agencies recognize that
the blocker segment is a premium
audience comprised of tech-savvy,
generally younger, more engaged
users. And blockers are validated
humans because fraud-bots do not
install ad blocking extensions; only
humans do.
PageFair has partnered with media
companies (cumulatively serving
over 20 billion page views per
month) to restore advertising and
has operated uninterrupted from
counter-attacks by the ad blocking
community since the introduction
of its solution.
Secret Media. At first: increase of
revenue (generally 20%+). Secondly, improving user experience. Our
main focus is user experience: we
provide publishers with tools to
optimize their monetization.
Sourcepoint: We provide enterprise-grade technology that enables
premium publishers to provide
their consumers with content compensation options.

Many publishers see
rebuilding/maintaining
trust with users as key
to long-term viability for
the press. In what way
does your service help
build trust between the
publisher and the user?
Adway+. In terms of ad blocking users and publishers, we do
everything we can in order to help
maintain a good balance. In our
analytical back-end we monitor
social media. So when we work
with a publisher all reactions
from ad blocking visitors and the
publishers’ site will be visible in
our back end. In cooperation with
the publisher we decide how many

When it comes to ad blocker
circumvention tech, it is worth
considering the impact on user trust if
you serve ads to customers who have
taken the decision to block them.

ad placements will be visible for
the users who block ads, then we
analyze the social media in order
to establish if we should display
more or fewer ad placements – it
all depends on how many negative/
positive reactions there are. We
also monitor bounce rate and the
number of page views, which also
helps in strategizing the number
of ads /ad placements that will be
displayed. In addition to this we
also suggest to publishers to avoid
interstitials and very intrusive ads.
PageFair’s mission is to protect
the future of the open Web by
reestablishing a fair deal between
publishers and consumers. It is
working with WAN-IFRA, DCN,
INMA, the World Federation of
Advertisers, Mozilla, and other key
parties to define how to rebuild
trust between visitor and publisher.
PageFair’s technology mirrors its
mission: PageFair can technically
stand over user privacy in a way
that no competitor can. PageFair
technology conserves bandwidth,
reduces page load time, and limits
users’ security exposure by rejecting javascript ads.
This means that publishers can
show respectful, premium advertising that improves speed, data
use, and privacy in formats that
blockers accept. An overwhelming
majority of users that block ads are
content to see these ads. Clickthrough rates are smiliar to those
for non-ad blockers.

Secret Media. User experience
should be a focus for the industry,
but it’s not!
Reducing ad pressure and latencies is the solution. This is why we
provide tools to measure what a
UX is really, and what impact Ad
technologies have on UX.
I want to add one thing: when you
want to build trust, it’s important to clearly make a difference
between ads and content. Unfortunately, a lot of publishers start blurring the line to make short-term
money. This is not sustainable. I
like the idea that an ad is easy to
identify and there is no doubt when
you read an article or watch a video
when a brand sponsors it. It’s a
question of freedom of speech, and
democracy.
Sourcepoint technology enables
publishers to engage in dialogue
with their audience at scale about
content compensation preferences.
By doing so, publishers can offer
their users a more customized
experience, where consumers
are agreeing to compensate the
publisher for their content in a
transparent and explicit way. Sourcepoint believes that these “choice
moments” are critical to creating
a sustainable media ecosystem.
With the advent of compensation
choice, consumers and publishers will reach agreement on the
terms of content compensation and
ensure they can continue to fund
their content development efforts
and remain viable.
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USERS' RIGHTS
Publishers should be aware that some methods of circumventing ad blockers, even something as basic as
using code to detect if a visitor is using ad blocking software, might be in violation of a given country's privacy
regulations.
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The EU:
Mind the privacy legislation
Any law is only meaningful if it is enforced. Which could
be why nobody is really paying any attention to the EU
ePrivacy Directive. But it might be worth considering that
circumventing ad blockers – and even detecting which
readers are using them – may be unlawful.
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USERS' RIGHTS

T

he EU ePrivacy Directive is
not new – in fact the original
text dates from 2002. In 2011
it was amended to include
what’s become known as
the EU “Cookie Directive”. This
requires websites to get consent
from visitors to store or retrieve
any information on a computer,
smartphone or tablet. Importantly, it’s not limited to cookies, but
covers all forms of online tracking.
It’s due to this legislation that users
are served cookie statements when
they first visit European websites,
flagging what’s going on and asking
them for consent before they continue reading the content.
The problem is that trackers served
from the websites – and third
party ad tech – are set on the user’s
browser long before he or she has
had time to even notice the cookie
statement, never mind considering
whether to give or deny consent.
As (the amended) ePrivacy Directive is tech agnostic, and therefore covers all forms of trackers,
it also pertains to scripts sent to
user browsers in order to find out
whether they are running an ad
blocker. Such browser side detection is the norm in the anti ad block
industry today.

“Web publishers assume nobody
will take action. And that’s because
enforcement of the 2011 amendment has been woeful, very woeful,” says European Privacy Advocate Alexander Hanff, who lobbies
the European Commission, has
hosted ad blocking events at the
European Parliament – and was a
speaker at the recent WAN-IFRA
Ad Blocking Action Day.
Hanff believes things are about
to change. “I have spent the past
six months having meetings with
Data Protection Agencies in some
10 European countries and they all
agree: browser side detection, and
circumvention, of ad blockers, is
unlawful,” he says. (As this privacy
legislation is a Directive, rather
than Regulation, it can be interpreted slightly differently in each
member state.)
According to Hanff, any situation
in which a web publisher of any
kind stores or gains access to information stored on a user’s device is
unlawful. “Lot of publishers think
this just means cookies, because
that’s what the headlines have been
about that. But it’s about any tech
which provides access to any information stored on the device.”

There are exceptions:
1 Any service which has been
explicitly requested by the user
2 Functionality required to deliver
a service, e g session cookies
needed to keep items in a shopping cart between webpages
3 Security
“As it stands, nothing in the law
protects behaviour analysis as it’s
done by web publishers today. And
even if you only served the ad block
tracker after consent, the publishers' cookie statement would have to
specifically include ad blockers.”

Regulation of
circumvention of ad
blockers: own goal
for ad industry
While the fact that detection of ad
blockers is covered by the ePrivacy
Directive doesn’t leave much room
for interpretation, the circumvention of ad blockers is a more complex issue. “This is what I’ve spent
most of my time with regulators
focussing on,” Hanff says.
“I have argued that it should fall
under Recital 66 of Article 5(3),
which states that ‘a browser tool or
other application’ can be used as

“I have spent the past six months having
meetings with Data Protection Agencies
in some 10 European countries and they
all agree: browser side detection, and
circumvention, of ad blockers, is unlawful.”
- Alexander Hanff, European Privacy Advocate
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a means of indicating or denying
consent. And all the regulators I’ve
met with – in some cases after long
discussions – have agreed that ad
blockers are a legitimate tool to
deny consent.”
In other words, users have the
right to install an ad blocker and
use it to deny consent to receiving
ads – specifically the trackers that
are served with them. Ironically,
the ad industry lobbied hard for
Recital 66 when it was created. In
most browsers the setting which
determines whether to block third
party cookies is switched off by
default. “The advertising industry
knew that most users wouldn’t
change the default setting, and
would therefore, under Recital 66,
have given consent to being served
cookies and other trackers.”
So, if a publisher has detected that
an ad blocker is being used, he
therefore knows that the user has
denied consent (or he wouldn’t be
running the ad blocker). “If the
publisher then decides to circumvent the ad blocker they are in
breach of the consent requirements
of Article 5(3),” says Hanff.

Testing the waters
So far, no regulator, or any other
party, has ever taken formal action
based on breach of Article 5(3).
Hanff is planning to bring cases
against publishers in a number of
countries later in the year.
“Somebody needs to test the waters, to see what regulators will do,”
he says. “I believe some regulators
will respond strongly, others will
go through the motions but not
really do anything, because they
don’t want to upset the apple cart.
But generally we need a discussion on how to fix this situation,
and prevent millions of European
citizens having their privacy rights
breached.”
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“The situation can be fixed. As I
said at the WAN-IFRA Action Day
in Frankfurt, publishers need to
take control of their websites. Installing third-party scripts [whether from ad tech or anti ad blocking
tech] is opening yourself up to so
much liability – not just in terms of
privacy, but also for security reasons. Look at the situation with ad
networks; Google said it removed
780 million bad programmatic ads
last year. Premium publishers cannot afford to be serving malware.”

Legally, it would seem it is really
too early to tell how this will pan
out. The ePrivacy Directive is under
review at the moment (May 2016)
– a process Alexander Hanff is
involved in. Hopefully some clarifications will be made to address the
detailed technical issues pertaining
to anti-ad blocking. Failing that,
it seems a case would need to get
tested in a court of law to provide
some actual legal interpretation to
the clearly too-vague wording of
the Directive.

Latest developments
– end of April

In the meantime, it would be wise
for publishers to keep their eye on
the actual ball: A user with an ad
blocker installed is not the enemy,
but a potential customer, albeit a
disenfranchised one. Responding
to him by circumventing his ad
blocker may be completely counterproductive. Whether it’s legal or
not.

During the second half of April the
trade press suddenly woke up to
the potential privacy implications
of the ePrivacy Directive, and
several voices were added to the
discussion. It’s still too early to say
where this will land, but there are
some points to consider.
In the case of publishers (or their
tech suppliers) using Javascript
to determine which users have
installed ad blockers: Sourcepoint’s GM International Thomas
Mendrina, in an article in Digiday,
says that the tech isn’t actually
detecting if a user has installed
an ad blocker; it’s verifying if ads
have been delivered. According to
Mendrina no personal information
is gathered, the tech just shows
whether ads have been delivered.
“The Cookie Directive was meant
to answer some questions about
saving cookies in a user’s browser,
which is an entirely different thing.
No personal information is stored
on the user when detecting ad
delivery.”
Indeed other voices, notably in the
anti ad block industry, have made
some very technical arguments
around how Javascript does/
doesn’t work, specifically saying it
doesn’t require persistent storage
on a user’s system to work.

New site where users
can report publishers
On 2 May, Alexander Hanff
launched a website where users
can “report” web publishers who
circumvent their ad blocker – a
first step in Hanff’s effort to take ad
block-detecting publishers to court.
Quote from the site: “The purpose
of this website is to name and
shame publishers who are using
these illegal methods to detect your
use of an ad blocker. If you visit a
website and see a message asking
you to turn off your ad blocker,
there is a high chance that website
is breaking the law. So please complete the form above and submit it
to our database so we can investigate the site and if necessary take
the appropriate legal action against
them.”

USERS' RIGHTS

Suing the
ad blockers:
risky business
Germany has been the test ground for publishers taking
ad block software companies to court. There have been a
number cases brought against Eyeo, the company behind
Adblock Plus, and mobile ad block startup Blockr in the
last year. So far, it hasn’t gone well for the suing publishers – though appeals are pending.

G

ermany has one of the
highest ad blocking rates
in Europe, with more than
30% of online users running
an ad blocker online. So it’s
no wonder that publishers in this
market have fought ad blockers
on all fronts – including the legal

one. In fact, this is where the battle
started, long before anyone was denying users with ad blockers access
to content.
The most recent case was brought
against Eyeo by Süddeutsche
Zeitung. In a Munich court the

respected publisher argued that
there is a contract between publishers and visitors to their websites
whereby users have agreed to view
all the ads the publisher serves.
The court disagreed. In the March
ruling the court said users have a
right to block any ads, as no such
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contract exists. According to a blog
post by Eyeo’s Ben Williams, the
regional court also said that “the
law does not exist to save or uphold
publishers’ business model(s).
Rather, according to the ruling, it is
up to them to innovate.”
Axel Springer, publisher of top German titles BILD and Die Welt, in
September last year sued Eyeo in a
court in Cologne, arguing that it is
the constitutional right of the press
to advertise.
The court rejected Axel Springer’s arguments and ruled that the
Adblock Plus browser extension
doesn’t breach laws on competition,
copyright or market dominance.
One of the arguments made by the
lawyers was that “The core business of the plaintiff is to deliver ads
to its visitors. Journalistic content
is just a vehicle to get readers to
view the ads,” noted Ben Williams
of Eyeo in a subsequent blog. Axel
Springer said it would appeal the
ruling, according to Reuters.
Last autumn Axel Springer also
sought a preliminary injunction
against the company behind mobile
content blocking software Blockr.
According to the law firm representing Blockr, Axel Springer subsidiary WELTN24 GmbH applied
for an injunctive relief at the district court of Stuttgart, asking that
the court “forbid the developers to
offer, advertise, develop a software
that surpresses ads on www.welt.
de including mobile versions of the
website or to have these actions
carried out by a third party.” The
court denied the application, according to the law firm.
In the first 2015 case brought by
German publishers against Eyeo,
Handelsblatt and Zeit Online,
which operate Zeit.de, Handelsblatt.com, and Wiwo.de, filed
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a lawsuit, charging that Adblock
Plus should not be allowed to block
ads on their websites. After a four
month trial, the Hamburg court
ruled that the practice of blocking
ads is legal.
A month later the second case
came to a close. This time it was
broadcasters RTL Interactive and
ProSiebenSat1 who had charged, in
a Munich court, that Adblock Plus
was anti-competitive. However the
court ruled in favour of Eyeo, with
a court spokesperson confirming to
the Guardian that the software had
been found not to be anti-competitive because a) internet users were
choosing to install AdBlock Plus
and b) Eyeo did not have enough
market dominance to stop online
publishers from finding enough
users who would see their ads.
It remains to be seen how the
German courts react to appeals by
the publishers. WAN-IFRA will of
course closely follow developments.

American publishers
consider their options
The momentum for US publishers
considering legal action against ad
blockers is indeed heating up.
Most recently, 17 major American
newspaper companies threatened
legal action against Brave Software.
Mozilla co-founder Brendan Eich
launched his new browser, Brave,
earlier this year. Brave (available
on iOS, Android, OS X, Windows,
and Linux) blocks all ads by default
and offers to pay users in bitcoin
if they view alternative ads. The
company also says that the original
publishers will get about 55% of the
revenue generated by the substitute
ads.
The publishers obviously were not
impressed. The Newspaper Association of America (NAA), repre-

senting the 17 publishers, issued a
harshly worded cease-and-desist
letter to Brave.
NAA president and CEO David
Chavern told Rick Edmonds of Poynter that there were no prior negotiations with the company. "There's
not a lot to talk about,” Chavern
told Poynter. “We are never going
to be OK with someone blocking
our ads and sticking others in." It's
like someone taking $10 out of your
pocket, he said, and giving you $5
back.
Brave responded with its own
rebuttal saying that the letter "is
filled with false assertions. The
NAA has fundamentally misunderstood Brave. Brave is the solution,
not the enemy."
So it would seem a line has been
drawn in the sand, from both sides.
Research firm Medianomics
recently surveyed 42 websites
and multi-site networks which
represent an aggregate 2.2 billion
visits per month (ranging from
single digit millions to hundreds
of millions of monthly visitors), to
find out what strategies they are
considering in tackling the impact of ad blockers. While none of
the companies in the survey has
actually so far taken ad blockers to
court, taking collective legal action
was the most popular answer. 48%
of those surveyed said they were
“somewhat likely” and 36% that
they would “definitely” or were
“very likely” to support such an
action, reported Business Insider.
Legal action is associated with
financial risk, and judging by the
outcomes so far, the question is
whether it is fruitful.

CHAPTER 5

NATIONAL INITIATIVES
Ad blocking is drawing a variety of responses from publishers and national news publishing associations around
the world. As of this writing, in early April 2016, levels of
ad blocking usage vary widely from region to region. In
this chapter we look at how some national associations,
as well as other groups of publishers, are educating users
and trying to limit the potential damages of ad blocking.
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National associations take
diverse approaches to ad blocking

S

ome regions, most notably the
Nordics, UK and Western Europe, especially Germany and
France, are seeing relatively
high levels of ad blocking use,
in the range of 20 to 39 percent of
desktop internet users. However,
these numbers increase dramatically with younger users, those
aged between 15 and 25, where
some 50-59 percent of users in the
Nordic countries have deployed
ad blocking software, according to
a 4 April article on the eMarketer
website, citing a report from AudienceProject.
At the other end of the spectrum,
news publisher associations in
Australia and Asia report they are
seeing far lower levels. They say
the topic is of little concern to most
publishers in their areas. We’ll focus here on responses we received
from several national associations,

including Sweden, Finland, Austria
and the USA, which are seeing
higher levels of ad blocking use
among their readers.

Strategies being tested
Given the extent of the problem
in their areas, one of our main
questions was about the strategies
news publishers in their countries
are using to try to lower the impact
of ad blocking on their advertising
revenues.
“Individual publishers have
explored many different options
in response to the growth in ad
blocking from changing coding [in
order] to improve page load times
to encouraging readers to ‘whitelist’
the publication after explaining
the value exchange,” said David
Chavern, CEO and President of the
Newspaper Association of America

(NAA). “One publisher found that
over 40 percent of readers disabled
their ad blocker once informed
about the importance of advertising in supporting free or low-cost
news and information.”
“The key for publishers is transparency around who is using ad
blocking,” Chavern adds. “Many ad
blockers disguise the fact that users
have deployed them, which prevents
publishers from asking their readers
to whitelist their sites. Further, some
ad blockers are blocking messages
from publishers asking them to
consider not using ad blocking on
their sites.
"Ad blockers that block all ads and
deny users the ability to choose to
support certain sites are harmful
to the publishing ecosystem and
are a disservice to the user – over
the long-term – as less free or low

“We have held a webinar to educate
publishers on how they can assess
the impact of ad blocking on
their own sites, while encouraging
publishers to improve the user
experience by focusing on fewer,
high-value and less disruptive ad
units.”
- David Chavern, Newspaper Association of America
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“We tell [publishers] to focus on
educating their audiences... Rather
than feeling pestered by ads, users
should develop an understanding
that ads significantly contribute to
financing high-quality content.”

Foto APA

- Gerald Grünberger, VÖZ (Austrian Newspaper Publishers Association)

cost information will be available to
them,” he says.
Tobias Hedström of the Swedish
Media Publishers’ Association noted they have seen publishers “trying a number of different strategies, often more than one at a time.
Among the most popular ones are

blocking visitors with ad blockers,
appealing to their decency, using
native advertising to circumvent
the ad blocker, whitelisting, etc.”

The whitelisting route
The option of “whitelisting,” or allowing a publisher’s full content to

be shown despite the installation of
ad blocking software, is a concept
that can work two very different
ways. One way is for publishers
to ask their ad blocking users to
“whitelist” them – which a user
can elect to do through a couple of
clicks that will then allow all content from a domain to be shown.
The other form of whitelisting, and
by far the more controversial of the
two, is for a given publisher to pay
a fee to a company that makes ad
blocking software so that so-called
"acceptable ads" on their site will
be exempt from ad blocking to
users of that ad blocking software
(See box on page 38). This latter
form of “whitelisting” has drawn
the wrath of many in the industry,
including both publishers and publisher associations, who liken it to a
form of blackmail.
While publishers and associations
are in favour of the first sort of whitelisting, where users themselves
decide to exempt a publisher, most
are wholeheartedly against paying
the ad blocking companies themselves to take this action.

National associations, such as those in Sweden (top) and the US are taking a variety
of approaches to help their members keep up-to-date on ad blocking.

“The ‘business model’ underlying
such practices is not new; it has
been used for centuries, most
notably in Chicago in the 1930s,”
says Gerald Grünberger, Verbandsgeschäftsführer VÖZ, the Austrian
Newspaper Publishers Association.
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National associations
urge educating users
Interestingly, despite the prevalence of ad blocking, none of the
national associations we spoke
with are themselves leading up
a country-wide response to ad
blocking:
“No, we are not planning a nationwide action at the moment,”
says Geir Engen of MBL Mediebedriftenes Landsforening,
the Norwegian Media Businesses’
Association. “This is an issue that
is heavily connected to our members business strategy, and we are
keeping distance until our members have decided to join forces.
It is extremely important to have
all the major newspapers working
together, and at the moment they
have not decided on any actions.”
Instead, most associations are encouraging their members to stay on
top of the topic, seek out successful
case studies and educate their audiences.

“We tell them to focus on educating
their audiences with regard to ad
blocking,” says Austria’s Grünberger. “Rather than feeling pestered
by ads, users should develop an
understanding that ads significantly contribute to financing
high-quality content. Our experience has shown that users often do
not even know they are running an
ad blocker.”
Says Norway’s Engen: “We urge
them to get real numbers on the
amount of ad block users on their
site(s). At the moment there are
many assumptions, what we need
is knowledge. We have started a
project to monitor ad block usage
by implementing the same script on
a number of member sites.”
In the US, the NAA's Chavern
says: “We have not issued specific
recommendations to our member
newspapers as there is not a ‘one
size fits all’ approach. We have held
a webinar to educate publishers
on how they can assess the impact
of ad blocking on their own sites

while encouraging publishers to
improve the user experience by
focusing on fewer, high value and
less disruptive ad units. Publishers in large – and small markets
– are experimenting with ways of
countering ad blocking. As the data
points come in, we will push out
this learning to our members.”

Nationwide efforts
taking shape
While there might not yet be
official anti-ad blocking campaigns
coming from the national associations themselves, there are nevertheless some nationwide efforts
that are beginning to take shape.
On the following pages we take a
look at three such efforts, one an
in-the-works effort in the Netherlands being led by the national
chapter of the Interactive Advertising Bureau, a test campaign in
France and an effort to clean up ad
formats in Sweden.

“We urge [publishers] to get real
numbers on the amount of ad block
users on their site(s). At the moment
there are many assumptions; what we
need is knowledge. We have started
a project to monitor ad block usage
by implementing the same script on a
number of member sites.”
- Geir Engen of MBL, the Norwegian Media Businesses’
Association
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Publishers in the Netherlands
aim to improve user experience
In the Netherlands, a diverse group of approximately 20 publishers is working with the national chapter of the Interactive
Advertising Bureau (IAB) to take a unified approach to addressing ad blocking by improving the user experience.

T

he initiative started with IAB
NL holding a couple of meetings with several publishers
who were concerned about
the effects of ad blocking on
their digital ad revenue. The first
step was to run an extended campaign across all their websites. This
step had two goals – one was to
inform ad blocking users about the
effects of using ad blocking software on publishers and their longterm ability to continue presenting
their content for “free.” The second
goal was to get into a dialogue with

ad block users about the reasons
they were using an ad blocker.
“We had a piece of code built that
detects ad blockers,” said Jeroen
Verkroost, Director of IAB NL. “We
had a default landing page built,
and we had a consistent message
that was shown across the Dutch
internet on a number of properties
with a total reach that was relevant
enough – I think we reached more
than 90 percent of the ad blocking
users in the Dutch market after
a month, so people had seen this

message. A bunch of them clicked
on it and read the background
story. A smaller percentage actually
gave feedback [via drop-down text
boxes], but we had over 1,000 people giving responses.”

Evaluating responses and
developing an action plan
Verkroost said IAB then evaluated
the responses and gave the details
to publishers so they would know
exactly what it was that people
were finding irritating. The num-
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ber one offender was ads in the
“light-box” format, which appear
over a large portion of the screen
and cover up content for a period
of time. This was followed by ads
using poor messaging, “like you
buy something and you still get ads
for it. People really don’t appreciate
that,” he said. Over-the-page layers
in all forms were the third most
common reason for resorting to ad
blocking software.

Improving the product
Based on this information, Verkroost said IAB and the publishers
then discussed what they could do
to improve their products.
The idea, he said, is to improve the
product and then communicate
that to users. “So we can say [to
readers] ‘Ok, this is a dialogue.
We’ve asked you what your issues
were, we’ve taken note of them and
we are taking measures to address
those issues: We are removing
certain ad positions and are doing
things differently from before.’ And
in return, we can then ask people to
whitelist the specific property so we
can have this relationship together,
and we can still provide them with
free content,” Verkroost said.
A few people from different publishers within the Dutch market
were then chosen to draw up a
draft of ways to address the issues

of the users and improve the
experience for them. The draft of
about 15 guidelines was then edited
and revised. “Then we got feedback
from the entire group, and then
we fine-tuned the set some more,”
Verkroost said. “This set has been
checked and has been re-proposed
as the final set of 10, and it’s worded in such a way that I have good
hope that we can get commitment
for at least 80 percent of those 10
out of each and every publisher.”
“It’s very hard to come to any sort
of definition of ad quality guidelines that 20 separate publishers
with very different business models
can all approve because one is
completely dependent on video, the
next one is a printed content player
… so there’s a big variance of different business models and formats
used,” he said. “The idea of adhering to 80 percent is probably the
only way to get a group this size to
all commit to the same set of rules
because each one has one out of
those 10 that is probably completely impossible for them to follow due
to the exact nature of their business
model, so that is the consensus idea
that will be discussed in the next
meeting.”

‘A quality seal of approval’
If the proposal is approved and
the guidelines enacted/followed,
Verkroost said the publisher would

then qualify for an IAB “quality
seal of approval,” which they could
display on their website as a prominent way of encouraging readers to
whitelist their site.
“Any publisher that is willing to
commit to at least delivering 80
percent of those measures to his
audience, is somebody who can
state that they’ve really taken
efforts to improve the experience of
the end user and could be wearing
this small badge or seal of approval on their website that says ‘IAB
Certified Quality Environment,’” he
said “This is helpful to the consumers, but is obviously something that
could be used for the advertisers to
show them that you are a publisher who adheres to this quality
standard.”
While passing the first set of
proposed rules is obviously the top
priority, Verkroost also has an eye
to the future and acknowledges
that any set of guidelines cannot be
set in stone.
“It’s got to be a living thing, because in the end, the different formats will change and the different
types of usage of different positions
will also change, so I am expecting
that we may have to update them
on a yearly basis,” he said.
We'll keep you posted.

Foto Boi Reuter

“It’s very hard to come to any sort
of definition of ad quality guidelines
that 20 separate publishers with very
different business models can all
approve, because one is completely
dependent on video, the next one is
a printed content player...”
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- Jeroen Verkroost, Director of Interactive Advertising
Bureau, the Netherlands (IAB-NL)
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French publishers confront
their users to raise awareness
Protesting is something of a national sport in France, so it
should come as no surprise that a group of big names in
French online publishing came together to make their feelings
known to readers by blocking users who run ad blockers.

O

rganised by GESTE, the
organisation of online editors
and content providers, the
idea was to increase the
awareness of the consequences of using ad blockers by means
of a concerted effort from major
online publishers over the course
of the week beginning Monday, 21
March 2016.

The campaign goal was twopronged; firstly to hammer home
that without those adverts the
publishers could not continue to
provide the content that users were
enjoying, and secondly to point
out that ad blockers are no angels.
The campaign sought to explain
the system of selective whitelists
used by ad blockers, pointing out

the tools are potentially a threat to
freedom of information itself.
Such leading titles as L’Express, Le
Monde, 20 Minutes, Le Point, Le
Parisien, Europe 1, Marie Claire,
Lequipe.fr and music streaming site
Deezer took part in the week-long
demonstration, with each choosing
to make the point in its own way.
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"To allow our 400 journalists to bring you quality,
trustworthy, and varied information every day,
and to continue to bring you innovative service,
we have to be able to count on advertising
revenue."
- Jérôme Fenoglio, Editorial Director at Le Monde

Les Echos, Le Parisien, and
L’Equipe took the approach already
adopted by Forbes in the US and
Bild in Germany and simply denied
users access to content until they
deactivated their ad blockers.
Sports title L’Equipe, for example,
did this in a notably on-brand way
by greeting users of ad blockers
with an imposing photograph of
the All Blacks rugby team performing the Haka – a ritual challenge
to confrontation. It accompanied
the photo with a message asking
users to “Kindly deactivate your
ad-blocker to access the content,”
but it followed that stick with a carrot: a month of free access to paid
content for those who did.

Figaro opted for a subtle and
technically pleasing effect whereby users of ad blockers found the
content more and more blurred
as they navigated with a message
explaining the need to deactivate
the blocker in order to make the
content legible.

30 percent of French use
ad blocking software

Others served blockers with messages explaining the consequences
of blocking ads. Jérôme Fenoglio,
Editorial Director at Le Monde,
and Matthieu Croissandeau, Director at Le Nouvel Obs, explained
their point of view to readers.

Many, such as L’Express, simply explained how to add their favourite
news sites to the white list of their
ad-blocking software and most also
took the opportunity to try to drive
subscriptions to non-ad supported
content.

“To allow our 400 journalists to
bring you quality, trustworthy, and
varied information every day, and
to continue to bring you innovative
service, we have to be able to count
on advertising revenue,” wrote
Fenoglio.

Not all of the attempts to block
blockers were 100-percent glitchfree. For example, L’Equipe denied
access to this writer despite not
using an ad blocker. It might have
been confused by the use of a VPN
– though this didn’t confuse the
other sites in question.

“[Ad blockers] seriously threaten the economic model of online
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media,” Croissandeau said. “The
revenue we get from advertising
enables us to bring you quality information each day, to finance the
work of our journalists and to send
them out into the field, as well as
to offer new services, new applications, and new sites.”
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The campaign produced a certain
amount of counter-publicity with
a lot of chat room discussion (and
editorial) complaining about the
intrusiveness of the ads that they
were being asked to enable. The
campaign certainly generated debate, though it remains to be seen
if it will have a longterm effect on
the number of French users who
have ad-blocking software enabled.
A March 2016 IPSOS study of the
French market put the number of
ad blocker users at 30 percent of
all internet users, which explains
GESTE’s insistence on the point.
GESTE (Groupement des éditeurs
de services en ligne), which claims
some 130 members, including
most of the major news publishers,
hopes that it will. Its stated goal is
to “create the economic, legislative,
and competitive conditions that are
indispensable to the development
of electronic services and editions.”
To that end, its efforts against ad
blockers are unlikely to end with
this one week’s protests.
In April, the Digiday website
reported on the results of some of
the participating publishers. For
example, Le Figaro saw 20 percent
of its ad blocking users whitelist its
site. L'Equipe, which took a hardline approach, saw 40 percent of its
ad block users whitelist them, while
for Le Monde, it was 13 percent.

NATIONAL INITIATIVES

Swedish national initiative
strives to strike out intrusive ads

Ninety percent of Swedish publishers – some 20 companies –
are working on a collaborative approach to ad blocking. The
publishers, including some broadcasters, have agreed on two
main actions: identifying broadly what constitutes acceptable ad
formats, and communicating in a unified way with users who run
ad blockers. “The fact that we’ve even managed to all agree to
take these two actions is a major achievement,” says Aftonbladet’s Andreas Aspegren, who is on the steering committee.
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T

he Swedish initiative has
been launched as a result of a
decision late last year by the
board of Swedish Chapter
of the IAB urging a strong
focus on the issue of ad blocking.
The publishing groups, including
national publishers like Schibsted,
Bonnier, TV4 and MTG, as well as
local ones such as Mittmedia, were
invited by the IAB to explore what
could be done jointly.
"Individual publishers were worried about taking action, fearing
they might lose traffic to the competition. The only way to proceed
is for everyone to join together and
communicate in the same way with
users,” IAB Sweden’s MD Charlotte
Thür told Swedish site Medievärlden in March.

Agreeing on acceptable
advertising formats
The first step – agreeing on acceptable ad formats – is due to be
completed by summer. A number
of working groups are identifying
formats for different media. Schibsted, represented by VP & Chief
Product Officer Aftonbladet Online

Andreas Aspegren, is taking the
lead on video and display, as these
are particularly important for their
business.
“And it’s key that the buyer side
are also involved in the steering
group," Aspegren said. “Basically
we’re agreeing that what we’re
selling – and what they can buy – is
a set of normal display formats. So
when an advertiser wants us to create a new animated pop-up, we will
now be able to say no thank you in
the knowledge that they will get the
same answer from our competitors.
This is our ambition.”

Asking ad blocking users
to whitelist sites
The second step is about responding to users with ad blockers. The
final decision about the message
has yet to be made, but most likely
the publishers will agree to ask
users with ad blockers to whitelist
the site in question in order to gain
access to the content.
“I think this is the right approach
– as opposed to asking people to
uninstall their ad blockers," Aspe-

gren said. “There’s a group of users
who spend a lot of time on gaming
sites. By asking them to simply
whitelist us, our message is that
we don’t get involved in what they
do on the internet, but that Aftonbladet is about journalism, which
has to be financed. The alternative
could be that only public service
provides journalism, but then what
guarantee is there that we won’t
end up like Poland, where the government has given itself the power
to appoint and sack senior pubic
service staff. I think we can appeal
to 20-year-olds with this logic too.”
Aftonbladet originally suggested
implementing the messages in
time for UEFA Euro2016 in June.
They felt this would be a time when
users, especially in the young male
segment that are most prone to
blocking ads, would be particularly
keen to access the media sites and
would therefore be more likely to
whitelist. However, some publishers were concerned about the
potential negative impact of this
timing, and the messages will now
come into play as of August.

"Individual publishers were worried about taking
action, fearing they might lose traffic to the
competition. The only way to proceed is for
everyone to join together and communicate in
the same way with users."
- Charlotte Thür, IAB Sweden’s Managing Director
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PUBLISHER CASES
Does denying access to content to users blocking ads
work? Should you give them an ad light experience in return? What can you do to improve the ad experience on
your site starting today? And can you calculate the value of the users who decide to not install ad blockers as
a consequence? Publishers around the world are testing
multiple avenues in parallel – and there are lessons for
everyone in the industry.
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Aftonbladet:
Focus on a better ad experience
Swedish publisher Aftonbladet, part of the Schibsted group,
are fighting ad blocking on a number of fronts. However,
ultimately they believe that the only real solution to reducing the problem lies in providing an ad experience that users find acceptable. “It’s the intrusive formats that drive ad
blocking usage,” says Andreas Aspegren, VP & Chief Product Officer Aftonbladet Online. “These are the ads that generally generate a lot of revenue in a short time. However,
this short-term gain is now offset by more users installing ad
blockers, which also has a clear revenue impact attached.”
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A

ftonbladet is Sweden’s largest
news site with a daily reach
across platforms of some 3.5
million (in a country of 9
million people). On the desktop, the publisher experienced an
explosive growth in users with ad
blockers up until about September
last year, when it peaked at 25%.
Today the level is at 23%, but of
course there’s no guarantee it won’t
increase again.
Andreas Aspegren says that while
the situation is problematic, it has
provided the product team with
arguments against experimenting with ever more intrusive ad
formats.
“Let’s say an advertiser is offering
€75,000 for a three hour home
page take-over of some description.
In the past we’ve often opted for the
quick buck and as a consequence
kept stretching the limit of what
we’ve allowed in terms of intrusive
ads. Today when such a deal is on
the table I can counter with the fact
that the take-over will cost us, say
1,000 additional users installing
ad blockers – and they have a value
long term as our audience. Not least
because they are generally young.”
One reason Aftonbladet has tended
to accept these kinds of short-term,
high-revenue ad deals has been the
knowledge that if they didn’t, the
advertiser would simply approach
the competition. That avenue has

now been closed. In a unique collaboration, all the major Swedish
publishers and broadcasters, along
with Swedish IAB, have joined
together in an effort to a) provide
a better ad experience and b) respond in a unified manner to users
with ad blockers installed. (More
on the Swedish national initiative
on page 55.)
“The fact that we’ve even managed to all agree to take these two
actions is a major achievement,”
says Aspegren. “And it’s key that
the buyer side are also involved in
the steering group. Basically we’re
agreeing that what we’re selling –
and what they can buy – is a set of
normal display formats. So when
an advertiser wants us to create a
new animated pop-up, we will now
be able to say no thank you in the
knowledge that they will get the
same answer from our competitors.
This is our ambition.” Schibsted
have taken the lead on display and
web tv formats, and the goal is to
reach an agreement on allowable
ad formats by summer.
The publishers will also give users
with ad blockers installed a unified
response, beginning in August.
The final decision has not yet been
made, but most likely the message
to these users will be a request for
them to white-list the site in question in order to gain access to the
content. “I think this is the right
approach – as opposed to asking

people to uninstall their ad blocker.
There’s a group of users who spend
a lot of time on gaming sites. By
asking them to simply whitelist us,
our message is that we don’t get
involved in what they do on the
internet, but that Aftonbladet is
about journalism, which has to be
financed. The alternative could be
that only public service provides
journalism, but then what guarantee is there that we won’t end up
like Poland, where the government
has given itself the power to appoint and sack senior public service
staff. I think we can appeal to 20year olds with this logic too.”
Aftonbladet operates a successful
freemium model subscription solution. As part of the response beginning August, users who whitelist
the site will be rewarded with an ad
light experience. Aftonbladet are
considering following the model
implemented by Forbes; removing
all third-party and ad network
advertising, keeping only premium
formats.
“We’re going to have to extend this
ad light experience to our existing
Aftonbladet Plus subscribers as
well – we can’t give users with ad
blockers preferential treatment
over our loyal subscribers. However, this means we’ll lose a considerable chunk of money, as our Plus
subscribers are our most valuable
audience in terms of generating ad
revenue – they visit more pages

Aftonbladet is considering giving users who whitelist them an ad light experience. This would then
extend to the Aftonbladet Plus subscribers as well.
“We can’t give users with ad blockers preferential
treatment over our loyal subscribers,” says Andreas
Aspegren.
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“We can’t base our business on
creating increasingly hard-to-detect
commercial messages. We can’t
adjust the very core of our journalism
in order to avoid detection by ad
blockers.”
- Andreas Aspegren, VP & Chief Product Officer,
Aftonbladet Online

and return much more often – plus
of course, they actually pay us.”

Mobile: Survey supports
simple formats

is working on a new app, which
will be 80–90% native, providing
a clearly superior user experience.
It’s due out after the summer.

Native ads: yes and no
Ad blocking is currently a much
smaller problem in mobile – according to Aspegren, for most Swedish media sites it’s at somewhere
between 2–7%. Last year Schibsted
Mobile surveyed 37,000 of its mobile users. It showed that purchase
intent, as well as more generally
positive perceptions, were strongly
linked to simple, clear ads with
static images – as opposed to rich
media. “This is also useful in that
these static ads are much lighter,
preventing long load times, which
might drive ad block installs.”
Aspegren has some concerns that
mobile ad revenue is vulnerable to
forces outside Schibsted’s control,
including mobile operators setting
up ad blocking as a default, and any
future actions by the likes of Apple
and Google. But for now at least,
in-app advertising is relatively safe
from ad blocking – hence Aftonbladet is working to drive traffic
from mobile web to their app. “At
the moment we have a hybrid app
– in other words, it’s a native shell,
where things like geo-tagging sit,
around a htlm5 page. The difference in user experience compared
to the mobile web is small – in fact
sometimes the website is faster
than the app, because the latter
is more technically complex.” To
remedy the situation, Aftonbladet
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Aftonbladet has operated a Branded Content Studio since late 2014.
In terms of ad blocking, branded
content and native advertising
are affected to varying degrees
according to Aspegren. Native
ads – and these come in different
formats – are more vulnerable to
ad blockers because they are generally organised in server catalogues
with names like /partners or /
campaigns, which means they are
detected by blockers. Branded content campaigns are created on the
CMS and are usually placed in with
news or other regular journalism,
thus escaping detection.
“The thing is though – we can’t
base our business on creating
increasingly hard-to-detect commercial messages. We have to base
it on our journalistic integrity, and
stick to what we’ve decided editorial and advertising should look
like. We can’t adjust the very core
of our journalism in order to avoid
detection by ad blockers.”

Anti-ad blockers:
been there, done that
For a period, Aftonbladet tested circumventing ad blockers by enlisting
New Broadcasting Entertainment
Scandinavia, whose software

Adway+ bypasses the ad blocker,
showing the ad blocking user the
intended ad anyway. “It did what it
promised, the ads were displayed to
all users. The problem was, all ads
were routed through the software
supplier, and they took a share of
the ad revenue that was enabled by
their tech. This is the essentially
the same model as the one operated
by Ad Block Plus; routing the ads
through them and taking a cut.”
Aspegren is also concerned about
the legal aspects of bypassing users’
ad blockers. “The user has a right to
deny consent [to being served ads].
In the same way that we have a
right to deny access to our content.
This is the reason we believe in
communicating with our users and
asking them to whitelist us rather
than expecting them to uninstall
their ad blockers.”
In Aftonbladet’s research, most users give one of two reasons for using
ad blockers – either they want to
save on computer processing power
or they feel the ad blocker improves
the Aftonbladet user experience.
“It’s important to note that users are
generally not against advertising
per se, it’s how ads have come to
affect their online experience.”
“Ultimately this is all about individual decisions by individual
users. Are they prepared to either
whitelist us or pay for our journalism? Our job is to provide a good
enough experience for their answer
to be 'yes' – that’s what this all
comes down to.”
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Blocking the blockers – City A.M.
Financial free sheet City A.M. was the first UK newspaper to take
action against ad blockers in mid-October 2015 when it started to blur the text of news stories for anyone using the Firefox
browser (and only the Firefox browser) with ad blocker extensions enabled. City A.M.’s Chief Operating Officer, Charles Yardley, brought us up to date on how that trial has developed.

A

t the time of the trial’s introduction on 20 October, the
then-digital director of City
A.M., Martin Ashplant, told
the Guardian that around 8%
of the site’s 1.2 monthly browsers
used Firefox and of those, some
20% had ad blocking software
installed. That made it a suitable
sample size to trial with an ad
blocker detector that blurred out
text for those using blockers. Instead, those users were met with a
message saying:
“We are having trouble showing
you adverts on this page, which
may be a result of ad blocker
software being installed on your
device. As City A.M. relies on
advertising to fund its journalism,
please disable any ad blockers from
running on cityam.com then reload
the page to see the rest of this content. More info here.”
Initially the trial did not include
other desktop browsers, or any
mobile/tablet browsers since as
Ashplant told the Guardian in
October, the idea was to measure
the impact before moving ahead:
“We want to see what the impact
is and how many choose to turn

In October 2015, City A.M. began withholding its content from users
who had installed ad blocking software. They also had a Q&A page to
help ad blocking users turn off the software.
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ad blocking software off, and how
many bounce from the site versus
the normal rate,” Ashplant said.
“It’s a ‘see how it goes’ plan but the
strategy is we want to roll it out
further quite quickly.”

the trial has now become an ongoing policy for the company, which
is intent on continuing with it and
looking into updating its response
to keep up with the evolution of ad
block technology.

One in four visitors
complying

Asked if there had been a trigger moment for the trial, Yardley
explains that: “The ad blocker
discussion had been on the table
long before me joining [Yardley
joined City A.M. in January 2016,
having previously been MD and
publisher of Forbes EMEA since
2004], however, City A.M. took a
stance, discussed at length internally, worked closely with our tech
team and rolled out with no specific
target date in mind.”

By December, the decision was
taken to roll the ad blocker wall
out to all desktop browser users. A
story in the Guardian at the time
quoted Ashplant as saying that one
in four visitors were complying
with the request to deactivate their
ad blockers.
He also observed that while there
was an impact on the “bounce” rate
(the number of visits that consist
of a single page view), the readers
that were leaving were not felt to be
the prime audience: “What we’re
reading into that is that the people
who’ve come to the page with the
ad blocker on and don’t decide to
turn it off for whatever reason seem
to be the people who only come for
one page visit anyway,” Ashplant
told the Guardian.
Charles Yardley, the Chief Operating Officer of City A.M., is clear that

Yardley is clear that blocking the
blockers is not a temporary move,
but rather: “Permanent, albeit with
technology constantly changing we
may well modify our approach. In
February this year, roughly 10% of
our users had ad blocking software
installed. It’s a challenge within
the industry and we continue to
evaluate and monitor.”
As a free sheet the paper makes
no move to convert those with ad
blockers to a subscription model

but it is clearly sensitive to the
need to help people turn off their
ad blockers. It also doesn’t oblige
users to accept cookies so they can
choose to surf with browsers in
private mode, just not with an ad
blocker activated. Fully aware that
a large number of its core readership are in a corporate workplace
(City A.M. targets the financial
centre of London) it also instructs
readers on asking their I.T. departments to whitelist the site and its
ad servers.
And the feedback? “We have had
feedback, nothing drastic. Naturally some folks aren’t happy with
it and others are accepting and
turning off [their ad blocker] to
read the site.”
At the time of writing it is more
than six months since the first
move to block the blockers and
City A.M.’s strategy seems to have
grown from a tentative one-browser trial to a full-blown company
policy – at least on desktop. Like
many other publishers, City A.M.
chose not to take the same approach with mobile browsers, but
then it reportedly relies mostly on
the desktop for its revenue making
with mobile less of a priority.

“In February this year, roughly 10% of our
users had ad blocking software installed. It’s a
challenge within the industry and we continue to
evaluate and monitor.”
-Charles Yardley, Chief Operating Officer, City A.M.
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Forbes claims success
in converting ad blocking users

In late 2015, Forbes began experimenting with ways to respond
to ad blocking users. The publisher, most notably through a series of articles written by its Chief Product Officer, Lewis DVorkin, has been highly transparent about both what Forbes has
been trying and, perhaps most importantly for other publishers,
their results so far.

B

eginning in mid-December
2015, a percentage of people
coming to the Forbes website
with an ad blocker activated
received this message:

“Thanks for coming to Forbes.
Please turn off your ad blocker in

order to continue. To thank you for
doing so, we’re happy to present
you with an ad-light experience.”
What exactly this “ad-light experience” entailed was deliberately
left a bit vague because as DVorkin
later explained, Forbes was plan-

ning to test a number of different
options.
However, in a later article, DVorkin was a bit more specific, stating
that those who turned off their ad
blockers were served with fewer
ads for a 30-day period. “That
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means no Welcome ad, no video
ads inserted between paragraphs
and no insterstitial ads between
posts,” he wrote.

“The revenue generated by those
ads is not immaterial, and would be
a welcome addition to any editorial
budget.”

with an ad-light experience. We
are now playing with and testing
a dozen different variables on our
road map.”

In an article published on the
Forbes site on 5 January, DVorkin
wrote that the reasoning behind
the action was that they had
learned that approximately 13
percent of their readers were using
ad blocking software and “with 43
million domestic monthly visitors
to Forbes.com (as measured by
comScore), 13% adds up to a good
size city of people who aren’t seeing
ads on our site. And that adds up to
real money.”

While the experiment seems to
have been a solid success, Forbes
isn’t about to quit while they’re
ahead. DVorkin says they are
making more adjustments, such as
these, which they’ve already started implementing:

Or as DVorkin put it in one of his
posts: “There’s no right or wrong
way, only experimentation. The
goal for us as always is to offer the
best consumer experience that
works as a business ....”

Indeed it does. That 13 percent
equates to approximately 5.6
million monthly visitors, a number that would surely trouble any
publisher.

In addition, something else that
often annoys users would be going
away: the videos at the top of articles would no longer start playing
automatically.

44% of users turned
off blockers or
whitelisted Forbes

Furthermore, they were cutting
away a possible shortcut that some
ad blocking users were clearly
exploiting. “Visitors who turn an
ad blocker off and then back on (or
whitelist Forbes.com and then reverse that action) will be able to access only one page on a subsequent
visit before we close the off-on side
door,” DVorkin said.

However, their ongoing test seemed
to be paying off, because on 14
January, DVorkin wrote: “Nearly
44% of our test pool, or a total of
1.6 million visitors, has turned off
ad blockers or whitelisted Forbes
content and ads.”
“We delivered 29 million ad impressions since Dec. 17 that would
otherwise have never been seen,”
he added.
And things seem to have continued
in a positive vein, because on 10
February, DVorkin told readers:
“Since Dec 17, 4 million desktop
visitors, or 42.3% of those asked,
have either disabled their blockers
or whitelisted Forbes.com gaining
access to content and the ad light
experience.”
“With those blockers disabled, we
delivered 63 million ad impressions
that would have otherwise not been
seen,” he noted in that same article.
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“A/B testing of different messages aimed at ad blocking visitors,
with a link to instructions on how
to disable ad blocker software or
whitelist Forbes.com”

On the Adexchanger website, in an
interview with Mark Howard, Chief
Revenue Officer, Forbes, Sarah
Sluis asked: “With ad blocking,
why be early to tackle it and why be
public about what you’re doing?”
“You see the adoption of ad blocking occurring at a faster rate,”
Howard responded. “You can either
start to figure out why they’re
doing it and what they’re willing
to exchange for content, or wait
and hope the industry solves the
problem for you. We are going to go
forward and figure out the root of
the problem and put our solution
ahead of the curve. We decided last
year it didn’t have to be all or nothing, but to create a middle ground

The malware issue
One drawback to the Forbes test
was that some users who turned
off their ad blockers said they were
then served malware by ads on
Forbes site.
Malware is, of course, often cited
as one of the reasons that people
install ad blockers in the first place.
Andy Patrizio, in an article published on the Network World
website in January, addressed the
problem. “If you do a news search,
you’ll find a bunch of stories with
headlines all saying ‘Forbes serves
up malware’ in one way or another,
when it’s not Forbes’s fault, it’s their
ad network’s fault. Publishers are
going to have to lean on their ad
providers a lot harder so they don’t
get tagged with responsibility.”
Discussing the same issue in an
article on the ExtremeTech website,
also in January, writer Joel Hruska
noted: “Forbes may have been the
first website to ban ad blockers and
then serve its customers malware,
but it’s probably not going to be the
last. Long-term solutions to the
problem remain murky.”
Looking ahead, DVorkin recently
noted that Forbes’ “ad blocking initiative continues to move forward.
One big effort: to reduce false
positives, that is, counting a visitor
as having a blocker when in fact
they don’t.”
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German publishers find
that users respond to requests

G

erman publishers have been
hit hard by ad blocking users
with an estimated 25 percent of the country’s internet
users having ad blocking
software installed on their desktop browsers. It’s perhaps further
salt in the wound that the popular
AdBlock Plus is a product of a
German software company, Eyeo.
However, the nation’s publishers
are not sitting idly by and accepting the situation. Far from it. They
have been taking action through a
wide range of tactics from serving

up soft informational messages and
surveying readers about why they
are using ad blocking software to
outright banning ad blocking users
from their sites as well as taking ad
blocking software makers to court.
To date, taking legal action has
not been effective. In late March,
Süddeutsche Zeitung in Munich
became the most recent publisher
in the country to have their lawsuit
against AdBlock Plus thrown out.
It was the fifth loss for the nation’s
publishers against the company:

Axel Springer, Handelsblatt, and
RTL Interactive are among the others who have seen the courts side
against them.
However, as noted above, the legal
route is just one way German publishers are attempting to reduce the
negative effects of ad blocking use
on their digital advertising revenue.
In fact, as their legal actions might
suggest, German publishers are
taking ad blocking very seriously
and some of the biggest publishers
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in the country are taking hard-line
approaches towards consumers
using ad blocking software.
For example, last autumn, Axel
Springer announced that “from
now on” it would be testing an
“anti-ad blocker model” with the
country’s most popular daily, BILD.
Ad blocking users were put on notice that if they wished to continue
accessing BILD content, they had
two choices:
1 Turn off their ad blocking software
2 Buy a monthly subscription to
BILD.de
“Those who do not turn off their
ad blocker, or those who do not pay
the subscription fee no longer have
access to any content from BILD.
de,” the company said in a press
statement on 13 October.
Springer’s recommended option
is BILDsmart, which allows fixed
internet and mobile access to BILD.
de for a price of 2.99 euros a month
while also addressing some of the
issues that people typically have for
installing ad blocking software in
the first place. The company said
BILDsmart “will be almost ad-free
and with a loading time which is up
to 50% faster.”
“In this way, we are meeting
various user requirements and the

requirements of the advertising
market, which is very relevant for
us,” said Donata Hopfen, Chairwoman of the BILD Group Management Board in the statement.
“Even on the internet, journalistic
services need to be financed via the
two well-known income streams
– advertising and reader revenues – in order to continue to offer
independent journalism.”
In late March 2016, several months
after the BILD test began, Stefanie
Schlereth, BILD’s Senior Product
Manager Advertising, provided
us with an update: “We are very
satisfied with the results of our
anti-adblocker-initiative. We were
able to reduce the ad block rate by
80%. With this strategy BILD.de
increased the marketable reach by
10%, which is the relevant figure
for monetization. Though BILD.de
established a barrier for users with
activated ad blockers, it is Germany’s news portal with the most
unique users per month (AGOF,
2015-12). This not only shows that
BILD.de outperforms competitors.
It also proves that users of BILD.
de understand and support the
approach of ‘no ad – no content.’ ”
Speaking at WAN-IFRA's Digital
Media Europe event in April in
Vienna, Stefan Betzold, Managing
Director Digital for BILD, said they
have found that to date, “ad block-

“I think you need a mix of strategies,
one thing by itself will not work.”
-Lars Janzik, VP Product Management at Axel Springer’s
WELTN24
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ing is not a mobile problem, it’s a
browser problem, especially with
Firefox and Chrome.”
Betzold reiterated BILD's “no ad –
no content” approach saying “We
think publishers should really consider this model because this part
of your user group is not helping
you to monetize your content. You
might annoy some of your users,
but honestly, I think you will hardly
notice.” He further urged publishers not to pay for whitelisting.

WELTN24 takes
a mixed approach
While BILD has taken an “all or
none” line, Springer is testing a
variety of approaches at some of its
other properties.
“I think you need a mix of strategies, one thing by itself will not
work,” Lars Janzik, VP Product
Management at Axel Springer’s
WELTN24 told participants at
WAN-IFRA’s Ad Block Action Day
in February in Frankfurt.
He also noted that WELT.de had
seen a “dramatic increase” in the
number of visitors using ad blocking software after the update of the
Firefox browser in November 2015.
Before that, he said the average ad
blocking rate from desktop users
during 2015 had been below 30

PUBLISHER CASES
percent, but by January 2016, the
rate was above 30 percent.
Janzik said WELTN24 is working
on four different strategies:
▪	“No ad – no content” approach
▪	Legal approach – WELTN24 has
taken Blockr, an iOS ad blocker,
to court
▪	New technical solutions – “We
need more than one technical
answer,” he said, adding that research and experimentation with
an eye toward implementation
must be on-going.
▪	Improve the ad experience –
Users want a more relevant and
valuable ad experience, he said.
Therefore, Springer is looking at
a number of options, including:
Defining usability standards for ad
integration
▪	Fewer ads, higher CPM
▪	Personalised ads
▪	Advertising and ad channels are
changing – and now include
more native advertising, mobile
formats and through Google
AMP and Facebook Instant Articles

FAZ surveys readers
who use ad blocking
software
The Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung (FAZ) undertook a survey
of their readers using ad blockers

over a five-day period in mid-October 2015. The FAZ is among the
leading quality newspapers in the
world, with more than 1.1 million
readers in 50 countries around the
world. The paper’s website, FAZ.
net, has 7.3 million users and 42.9
million visits.
Because of the high rate of ad
blocking within Germany, the FAZ
decided to undertake a campaign
to better understand why their
users were installing ad blocking
software.
“We knew a lot about reasons for
ad blocking in general, but not
about the particular reasons of
FAZ users,” said Nico Wilfer, Head
of Product Development FAZ.
net during WAN-IFRA’s Ad Block
Action Day in February, which took
place at the Frankfurter Allegemeine’s headquarters.
“We wanted to start a discussion
with ad block users without generating a lot of buzz around ad blocking
for non-users,” he said. This meant,
“inserting a message on every page
of FAZ.net, in which we asked them
to turn off their ad blocker to support quality journalism.”
FAZ included a link in the message
to a short survey and to Wilfer’s
surprise, some 31,000 people
responded. While stressing that the

survey was not scientific, he said
the FAZ learned that:
▪	85% used ad blockers because
they were opposed to disruptive/
excessive advertising on websites
in general
	
▪ 35% of their users said fear of
malware was the main reason
they used an ad blocker
▪	31% were concerned about data
protection
▪	86% of participants were male,
compared to 66% of FAZ’s total
user base
	
▪ Most survey participants were
heavy users – with 85% of them
visiting the site at least weekly
▪	While 52% of the survey’s ad
blocking users were between 18
and 39 years old, 30% were 50
years or older
	
▪ Only 3% of the participants said
they did not even know they were
using an ad blocker
▪	Just 15% said that their ad blocker is activated due to disruptive
ads on faz.net
▪	33% said they would never turn
off their ad blocker
	
▪ 26% of participants said they
would disable their ad blocker for
fewer ads on FAZ.net
“The ad blocking campaign reduced the traffic share of ad block
users by 28% to an average of 18%
ad block traffic while the campaign
was online,” Wilfer said. “However,
this effect was not sustainable –

“The ad blocking campaign reduced
the traffic share of ad block users
by 28% to an average of 18% ad
block traffic while the campaign was
online. However, this effect was not
sustainable – today we are nearly
back to our old numbers.”
-Nico Wilfer, Head of Product Development,
Frankfurter Allgemeine
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today we are nearly back to our old
numbers.”
Going forward, Wilfer said “as ad
blocking remains a huge challenge
for our digital advertising business, we are working on better
mechanisms regarding adblock
users while discussing advertising
standards.”

Gruner + Jahr finds
three approaches are
better than one
Gruner + Jahr (G+J) is one of
Europe’s largest publishing companies. Wholly owned by Bertelsmann, and based in Hamburg, the
company has approximately 500
media properties, magazines and
digital offerings in more than 20
countries. Publications include
Stern, Geo, Brigitte, Gala, Capital
and Essen & Trinken, as well as
the German, French and Dutch
editions of National Geographic. In
2015, the company launched eight
magazines in Germany alone.
In late March, Gruner + Jahr
reported that it had generated total
revenue of nearly 1.54 billion euros
in fiscal 2015. G+J’s digital business has continued to grow, and in
2015, it contributed 20% of total
revenues in the company’s core
markets of Germany and France
(up from 17% in 2014). Therefore,
the threat of losing large amounts
of digital advertising revenue due
to ad blocking is something they
are taking very seriously.
“Ad blockers are doormen of
clubs they do not own,” Oliver
von Wersch, Managing Director
for Growth Projects and Strategic
Partnerships for G+J, told participants at FIPP’s Digital Innovators
Summit in late March in Berlin.
“Quality online journalism will
always cost money – either paid
by the advertiser or by the user,”
he said. To fight ad blocking, von
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Gruner + Jahr (G+J) websites such as Brigitte (top) and Urbia requested visitors using ad blocking software to deactive it before they accessed the sites.

Wersch said Gruner + Jahr is using
three different approaches:
1 User communication in the form
of notices on their sites to ad
blocking users to explain how ad
blocking is damaging to publishers. These include a link to a section on “questions and answers
about the topic of ad blocking.”
2 Limited access – Similar to what
BILD and others are doing, but
offers the user the possibility to
buy a one-day or one-week pass
to the site. For example, for
Geo.de, the price is 49 euro cents
to access the site for 24-hours
or the user can buy a one-week
subscription for 2.99 euros.
3 Technical circumvention through
outside partners, such as
AdDefend and Sourcepoint
“These approaches have successfully reduced ad block rates with
no negative effects on reach,” von
Wersch said.

For example, he said using the
“limited access” approach has
reduced ad block usage by 43% at
Geo, 27% at Living at Home and
38% for Essen & Trinken. The
“user communication” approach
has reduced ad block usage by 11%
at Brigitte, 4% at Gala and 27% at
Urbia (a parenting site).
Von Wersch believes publishers
are moving in the right direction
and that this year will be decisive.
“2015 was the year we recognised
the significance of the problem.
2016 will be the year of combat and
solutions from the publishers’ side.”
“Many users are not aware of the
financing and business model of
online journalism,” he added. “Publishers need to communicate with
them and draw attention to the
necessity of advertising. Nevertheless, online advertising has to
become better and less disturbing
for the users. We as publishers have
to work on that, too.”
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Norway’s VG acting
on feedback from users
“The majority [of users] of ad blockers are truly engaged,
and they want to improve the site. They don’t want to
block the site, but they are trying to make us understand
why they are doing it,” says VG’s Elnaz Esmailzadeh.

When ad blocking users visited the VG homepage, the blocked ad units displayed a message alerting users that ad revenue
finances VG’s journalism. There was also a button for restoring ad display.

A

s Commercial Product
Manager for Schibsted’s
Norwegian media group,
Verdens Gang (VG), Esmailzadeh and her colleagues
had been monitoring the rise of ad
blocking long before it became a
mainstream topic, and consequent-

ly, they have collected extensive
research on their users running ad
blockers.

zadeh described the strategies
VG has implemented to reduce ad
blocking.

As the featured speaker of
WAN-IFRA’s webinar on Positive
Approaches to Ad Blocking for
Publishers in December, Esmail-

Start a dialogue
with your readers
Esmailzadeh discussed the ac-
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tions VG took to engage with its
ad-blocking users, and this began
with issuing detailed surveys directly to the ad blockers when they
visited the site.

younger males aged 18-29. As Esmailzadeh stated during the webinar, this discovery was significant
as the majority represented VG’s
future audience.

The ad-blocking user was first
prompted to simply answer: Why
are you using ad blockers? This
survey gave VG their first opportunity to convert ad blocking users by
emphasising that the advertising
revenue generated from the website
finances their journalism.

The successive surveys were
targeted to tackle ad-blocker
user objections and also to glean
insights on how to improve the user
experience.

Accompanied with this reminder,
was a browser-specific guide for the
user on how to whitelist. This initiative, alone, decreased the overall
amount of ad blocking users to the
site from 18% to 14%.
While this method to educate users
was very successful, VG knew they
would have to take further action to
properly deduce why the remaining
users were unwilling to whitelist
their page or cease using of an ad
blocker.

Identify your ad blockers
and their motivation
for blocking ads
Verdens Gang’s next action required
them to focus on the approximately
25,000 remaining ad blocking users, to whom they sent out another
survey seeking to identify who represented the typical VG ad blocker.
The results determined that an
overwhelming percentage were
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The findings showed that users of
ad blockers were willing to accept
ads, albeit with restrictions.
These included their willingness to
whitelist VG if:

▪	The site had a quicker load time

(48% would consider whitelisting),
	
▪ fewer ads were displayed on the
site (47%),
▪	moving ads were eliminated
(47%),
▪	pop-up ads were removed (28%),
▪	relevant ads targeting consumers
were displayed (24%), and
	
▪ Flash ads were removed (19%).
VG has started a dialogue with media agencies and their customers to
improve advertisement quality.

Optimising the
user experience
The survey feedback galvanised
company change and this included addressing their most popular
ad-blocker user’s grievance: site
load time. Many internal depart-

ments cooperated together to improve site load time, and the launch
of lazy loading will take place this
year.
Verdens Gang also began an
initiative to address the recurring
user complaint of “annoying ads”
and started a dialogue with media
agencies and their customers to
improve advertisement quality.
Presently, rules and guidelines
are in place for on creating useful,
non-tracking and static ads for
consumers to benefit all parties:
publisher, customer and user.
Esmailzadeh said Verdens Gang
remains committed to combating
ad blockers, and this led to their
involvement in roundtable discussions with Norwegian competitors.
They view this as an industry-wide
problem that needs to be addressed
with a unified stance for publishers: if one decides to block their site
to ad blockers then the rest should
follow suit.
In addition, during WAN-IFRA’s
Digital Media Europe conference in
Vienna in April, Esmailzadeh said
VG is looking into other areas to reduce ad blocking use as well, such
as the server-side delivery of ads,
script tracking, continually improving the ad experience, driving users
to apps and how native advertising
might help.
To replay the webinar, visit:
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8pMVi_isArE

CONCLUSION
Publishers have an opportunity to redefine how
advertising works online and save the mechanism
of advertising that supports content on the open
web. Put your users first and focus on the positives.
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Cease fire, regroup and come up
with a long-term solution

How many times in the past nine months have you read
phrases like “publishers are joining forces,” “the battle
against ad blockers” and “how to combat ad blocking.”
But perhaps it’s time to take a step back and make sure
that, by declaring war on ad blockers, we are not also inadvertently declaring war on our users.
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CONCLUSION

C

onsumers love online content
and many are still indeed loyal to their online publishers.
News junkies, sports fans,
business people, music lovers,
political activists, fashionistas –
they all come back again and again
to listen to their trusted voice on
the internet. There is no particular
reason to think that they relish
the situation we all find ourselves
in any more than the publishing
industry does. They didn’t particularly want to install an ad blocker
– indeed as recently as 2011, in the
entire world, only about 30 million
users had done so. Outside this relatively small group of techies and
gamers very few people even knew
what one was.
Not any more.
We all know the reasons why and
we probably should have seen
it coming. But the truth is, the
exploding ad block uptake (quadrupled globally between Jan 2013
and late 2015, currently at around
220 million) took most publishers
by surprise. And, less surprising,
caused a very strong reaction followed by battle cries, and in some
cases, fairly drastic actions.
The ad block companies may operate under questionable business

models, but in some ways, that’s
beside the point. They pretty much
didn’t exist 10 years ago, and
there’s no reason why the publishing market couldn’t make them
redundant again. It won’t be easy,
and it will take time, but you are at
the top of the publishing food chain
and it’s you the consumers meet
every day. It may not feel like it, but
you have the power.
Here are three basic strategies to
use as a starting point. We recommend that you take action on all of
them in parallel.

▪	Improve the overall ad experience for users without ad
blockers
German publisher WELTN24,
speaking at the WAN-IFRA Ad
Blocking Action Day in February,
said they are trying several ways
to reach this goal, including:
–	reducing the number of ad
placements, thereby reducing
clutter, improving the experience and as a bonus driving up
CPMs.
– personalized ads
–	moving to more native ad formats

▪ Find ways to encourage

users with ad-blockers to
agree to be served ads

In a recent global study by Teads
(see page 16) 84% of respondents
said they’d reconsider installing
an ad blocker if the ad experience
provided them with choice. And
there’s reason to believe that
premium publishers are at an advantage here. German publisher
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
surveyed 31,000 ad blocking users, of whom 26% said that they
would disable their ad blocker for
FAZ.de if they were given an ad
light experience on the site.

▪	Focus on mobile-ready ad-

vertising opportunities that
diversify online
Your users are moving to mobile
devices and the good news is
ad blocking is much less of an
issue on these platforms. It
makes sense to focus resources
on building new mobile revenue
streams, as well as alternatives to
desktop display, including branded content.

Publishers have an opportunity
to redefine how advertising works
online and save the mechanism of
advertising that supports content
on the open web. Focus on the
positives. Focus on where you can
make a difference. Make your users
happy again.
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ABOUT OUR TECHNOLOGY PARTNER: SOURCEPOINT
Why we sponsored this report
Over the past year, there has
been a growing level of attention
paid to the issues that surround
the use of ad blocking tools. What started as a minor level of ad block adoption
in pockets of Europe is now a global phenomenon with a growing number of
users opting to block advertisements.
At Sourcepoint, we provide technology and services to premium publishers as
they wrestle with this climbing adoption rate and with each week there appears
to be a new ad block-oriented challenge that threatens the digital businesses
that publishers have worked so hard to build. What started as a desktop
computer-only issue, has quickly expanded to affect iOS9 and Android. And
with the advent of corporate ad blocking, ad blocking being built into personal
computers and mobile carrier level blocking – more so than ever – “ad blocking
by default” is becoming a reality.
We have all grown up with the idea of the internet being “free,” and something
we are entitled to. The proliferation of amazing content on the web has been
fuelled by this idea, but the growth of ad block presents a real and significant
threat to that which we have become accustomed. In the absence of action
being taken, media organizations around the world will struggle to ensure
sustainable content development efforts.
Our belief is that publishers and consumers must align on new models of
compensation. We believe, as do many of the largest publishers across Europe,
that the right solution involves engagement with their audience and moving
from an implicit relationship between advertising and free content, to one that
is explicit. In some cases, that move also entails publishers putting limitations
on the content a user can see while using an ad blocker, and providing choice
to consumers as to how they wish to pay for the publisher's content.
These are not easy decisions to make, however. In partnership with WANIFRA, we’re pleased to be sponsoring this report, which aims to shine a light on
some of the concepts, strategies and considerations that publishers should be
thinking through as they work to understand the nature of their own ad block
challenges and develop their strategies and plans of action.
Ben Barokas
CEO, Sourcepoint
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