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A Special President Predicts by J. Walker Smith  
Consumer-Placed Media

The biggest trend in media is consumer-generated content.  But consumer control of content is only the beginning.  Soon enough, 
we predict, consumers will control the media placement of advertising, too.  Paradoxically, this will give marketers more control as 
well. This week’s special MONITOR Minute explores the origins and future of this evolving form of consumer control. 

Three dynamics are coming together to make this prediction a reality.   
 
1. On-going consumer resistance to marketing:  It’s not that consumers dislike marketing.  Rather, consumers don’t like clutter.  
Intrusive, irrelevant and time-consuming, consumers are using technologies and regulatory safeguards to shield them from 
marketing they don’t want. 

Consumer resistance to marketing is a kind of reverse consumer-controlled media placement in which consumers block the delivery 
of marketing placed in various media to reach them.  Spurred on by two other dynamics, the next phase will see consumer control of 
media placement to receive marketing rather than just to block it.  These two dynamics are rising media costs and innovations in 
media buying.

2. Rising Media Costs: Marketers can’t afford to continue with clutter and saturation-based marketing.  It simply costs too much to 
reach people who aren’t interested in or relevant to the advertising or content.  Yet, the growing fragmentation of both consumers 
and media means that targeting is more expensive than ever as well.  The answer to the rising costs of clutter is not simply better 
targeting.  It is better targeting that can be delivered and placed more affordably.  A new solution is needed.

3. Media-Buying Innovations: New media buying systems are on the horizon.  Google is pushing to aggregate all media buying on 
its software platform by selling ads for radio, TV and direct mail through the auction system it now uses for search ads.  Yahoo has a 
deal to sell online ads for 176 newspapers, a relationship that may grow to include offline ads, too.  eBay is developing an auction 
system for advertisers to use in buying offline ad space across a variety of media, staring with cable TV.  The Newspaper 
Association of America is considering a centralized system for buying and selling ad space in different newspapers. 
 
It is anticipated that these and other innovations in media buying will bring down costs by introducing more transparency and control 
into the process.  More importantly, though, these innovations are going to crack open up the traditional ways in which media have 
been bought and placed.  The overarching imperative of bringing costs under control will force changes in media systems, thus 
giving consumers an opportunity to take control of yet another marketing process that heretofore has been beyond reach.
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The Next Level of Consumer Control 

There are two sides to media and advertising, the content or creative side and the buying or placement side.  Content is created.  
Then content is placed.  These are two distinct activities.

Already, content has been taken over by consumers.  Participatory engagement is the common characteristic of all new media, 
technologies and consumer electronics.  The result has been a proliferation of media and technology styles in which consumers are 
taking control of content – blogs, social networking, online video and more.  Once access was opened up, consumers took control.  
Access became available because marketers saw the revenue potential from offering these new technologies and opportunities to 
consumers.

The same sort of evolution is now shaping media placement.  The economics favor change and new systems are being developed.  
Access will soon be available to consumers who are poised to take over media placement with no less determination and intensity 
than they took over media content.consumers to spend time with their marketing communications.  Marketers want the time and 
attention of consumers, yet this is the scarcest consumer resource.

A Matter of Time 

Time has become the most valuable currency in the marketplace, trumping money as the epitome of success and the essence of a 
good value.  Consumers feel extremely time-starved, so they have become very jealous of their time.  This is at root for much of the 
marketing resistance being practiced by consumers.  Clutter and irrelevant marketing waste precious time. 

The way in which consumers will take control of media placement, we predict, is by using auctions to exercise stronger control over 
access to their time.  Consumers will use advanced technologies to block marketing and then put their time up for auction.  They will 
receive and view the ads of the highest bidders, and of no one else.  They will devote time to marketing to the extent they feel it is 
worth it to do so. 

In all likelihood, these auctions will be held for blocks of consumers rather than individuals.  But over time it is likely that auction 
systems will become sophisticated enough to aggregate bidding for individuals rather than just facilitate bidding on aggregates of 
individuals.

The Marketing Upside 

Marketers should welcome consumer control of media placement.  It is always better to enable consumers to do things for 
themselves rather than forcing or tricking them into doing things they’re trying to avoid.  Marketers will find receptive audiences who 
feel they are being treated fairly rather than skeptical audiences who feel their time is being hijacked or used unfairly. 
 
In particular, marketers will know that their ads are being sent directly to consumers with the right interests and needs.  Those who 
get the ads won’t view them as clutter, and only those who should get the ads will receive them.

Marketers would be able to do smarter pricing.  The greater the cost of obtaining access to particular individuals, the greater the 
price for the content or the product.  When pricing can be tailored to the costs of reaching particular individuals there will be a fairer 
There are many ways in which consumer control of media placement could occur, but the most likely scenario involves the very 
systems being used by marketers themselves to open up media buying: auctions.  Media placement is a process by which 
advertisers get allocation of overhead, thus creating an incentive for consumers to auction more of their time at a cheaper price.  
This works to everyone’s advantage.



Consumers would be able to receive smarter marketing.  Not only would consumers be able to auction their time, they would be able 
to auction their time at particular IP addresses.  So, consumers would be able to direct different types or amounts of marketing to 
their choice of devices – some to their TVs, some to their handhelds, some to their email addresses, and so forth.  Depending upon 
how marketers prefer to deliver content and ads, different pricing could be used. 

Verification of advertising exposure would also be more certain.  Since marketers would be buying time and attention, they would 
want to confirm before paying.  By certifying viewing, consumers would be free of clutter.  After all, clutter is the byproduct of 
saturation to ensure exposure. 

Bottom Line 

Consumer control is the force majeure  for the future of marketing.  Consumer control will affect all areas of marketing, even 
those such as media buying and media placement that have long been hidden from the public eye.  Marketers must prepare now for 
a marketplace in which everything is in the hands of consumers.
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