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Less Ad Space, Higher Prices Shouldn’t Deter SMBs

There’s no shortage of challenges for the 32 million U.S. small- and 

medium-sized businesses*, which represent more than $16 trillion in 

annual revenue. Many headwinds are shared with large companies, 

including a tight labor market, increasing wages, inflation and supply 

challenges. Other complications are more unique, including what their 

recovery from the pandemic resembles. During the pandemic, many 

SMBs shifted their advertising efforts to online, given that shoppers 

weren’t in-store as much or at all vs. pre-pandemic, so now there’s 

equal pressure to increase traffic online and in-store. Inflation pressures 

have many SMBs pausing their tech investments at a time when digital 

advertising is in a strong growth mode — with 2026 spending projected 

to be $876 billion, a 59% increase from 2021, according to eMarketer.

The fall season brings with it new obstacles for SMBs, including limited 

and high-priced advertising space as midterm elections and holiday 

shopping ramp up. These companies face pivotal decisions regarding 

their strategy, allocation of budget and overall retention of shoppers at 

a time when even their most loyal shoppers are especially sensitive to 

prices. Just as shoppers make decisions on where and how to spend 

their money, so, too, do SMBs. But pumping the brakes on advertising 

should not be part of the consideration set.

History has shown that SMBs are susceptible to more dramatic impacts 

from decreasing or pausing media spend than their larger competitors, 

finding it much harder to reignite growth momentum after pumping 

the brakes. According to Harvard Business Review, acquiring a new 

customer is anywhere from five to 25 times more expensive than 

retaining an existing one. Retaining and growing the customer base 

should be the priority for SMBs, even — or maybe especially — in a period 

of high inflation.

SMBs are 
susceptible to 
more dramatic 
impacts from 
decreasing  
or pausing 
media spend.

*The Census Bureau defines small businesses as firms with between $1 million and $40 million in revenue and with 100 –1,500 

employees, and midsized companies as those with $40 million – $1 billion in revenue and 1,500 – 2,000 employees. 

https://hbr.org/2014/10/the-value-of-keeping-the-right-customers
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The Chill in the Air

Interference from the midterm elections in local, state and national ad 

campaigns, and upcoming competition from the holiday season, put 

SMBs in an ultracompetitive digital ad market, potentially cooling their 

efforts to sustain brand awareness and activate engagement. By their 

nature, midterm elections occur every four years and drive up the cost 

of — and increase competition for — digital inventory. They also create a 

lot of noise, which often has the unintended consequence of drowning 

out brands and companies running regional media campaigns — either 

because of din or consumers avoiding messages altogether.

Holidays, which are make-or-break for many SMBs, are an annual 

challenge, with increasing campaign costs and changing consumer 

behavior. Digital ad spend is also driven up by direct-to-consumer 

companies’ reliance on end-of-year sales. Digital ad costs can increase 

100% by the end of November, but it’s also when cash-strapped 

consumers, sensitive to soaring inflation, are looking for the best deals. 

When combined, increasing digital competition from midterm 

elections, holiday campaigns and inflationary pressures put SMBs 

at a disadvantage. But by strategically positioning an SMB’s value 

proposition, identifying the targeted audience and then mapping the 

right messages across media platforms, SMBs can realize genuine sales 

lift and increased shopper loyalty. 

SMBs that invest in online sales efforts have an advantage. Precision 

marketing helps inform personalized targeted messaging to build the 

awareness SMBs need to stay competitive and grow their business. 

SMBs can realize 
genuine sales lift 

and increased 
shopper loyalty 

without breaking 
the budget. 
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Connecting With the Right Audience 

Ongoing success with a loyal audience starts with connecting with likely 

buyers. SMBs can leverage purchase-based data to target those with a 

propensity to purchase what they have to sell. Beyond having the right 

products or services for a defined audience, marketers should also be 

aware of other factors that will influence a consumer’s purchase. With 

the current inflationary environment impacting marketing and media 

spending, SMBs need to be efficient and effective with every dollar they 

spend, so any budget should include measurable strategies that support 

the return on advertising investment. 

A shared characteristic among shoppers is their awareness of inflation. 

Regardless of financial health, consumers notice higher prices, and most 

are actively seeking ways to save money. Strategies include using coupons, 

trading down to more affordable options, forgoing premium purchases 

and, in many cases, shopping multiple stores. It’s the latter behavior that 

can be the greatest risk to SMBs. If shoppers are making fewer purchases 

at a store or are shopping multiple stores looking for a brand at a more 

affordable price, it could erode loyalty to a store or a brand. 

Currently, shoppers are switching brands and retailers in search of the 

best deals. IRI’s Promotions Index™ in mid-August 2022 was 93. Given 

that promotions have been down during the pandemic and promotions 

are compared to the prior year, consumers will have to look harder 

for deals. At the same time, IRI’s Channel Shift Index™ illustrates that 

consumers are shopping multiple outlets, with trips to Mass, Club, 

E-commerce and Grocery all ahead of a year ago. 

https://indices.iriworldwide.com/covid19/?i=3
https://indices.iriworldwide.com/covid19/?i=1
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Even as many brands and companies moved their offline advertising 

online during the pandemic, we know that 35% of shoppers report they 

enjoy shopping in-store for the experience, and an additional 24% like 

to see and touch products before they buy them. 

Knowing and 
serving the right 

audience is 
especially critical 

for SMBs.

But advertising and the awareness it generates are what gets  

shoppers in-store or to a business’s website. This is where an SMB’s 

value proposition must be strongly aligned with a specific audience 

and then communicated with the right message via the right channels. 

For resourced-strapped SMBs, technology and data solutions offer 

more precise audience targeting and identify cost-effective digital 

advertising, ensuring that investments work hard and smart. 

Note: n=1,000 ages 18+

Source: Raydiant, “State of the In-Store Experience Report,” Aug. 26, 2021 

Reasons U.S. Consumers Prefer to Shop  
at a Physical Location

% of respondents

Features/Activities That Are Important to U.S. 
Adults When Shopping Digitally

% of respondents

34.9%
Enjoy the experience of shopping in person/visiting physical locations

24.1%
Like to see and touch products before I buy them

13.2%
Can avoid high shipping costs

11.1%
Don’t want to wait for delivery

4.7%
Can buy local products I can’t find online

2.9%
Have no other option for getting what I need

2.8%
Returns are easier than online

2.6%
Find better deals that I can’t find online

2.2%
Less likely to be scammed/defrauded

1.5%
Other

Note: Numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Source: Jungle Scout, “Consumer Trends Report: Q3 2021,” Sept. 14, 2021 

Looking for the product with the lowest price on shipping

71% 22% 8%
Looking for the product with the lowest price

68% 23% 9%
Influenced by the product with the best ratings/reviews

63% 25% 12%
Looking for the product with the fastest shipping

61% 28% 11%
Influenced by product ratings/reviews that contain photos or videos

58% 28% 14%

Looking for the product with the most impressive features

57% 30% 13%
Consider purchasing products that are recommended to me

56% 31% 13%

Looking for pre-owned products

36% 27% 37%

Prefer shopping from retailers that offer flexible delivery options 
(click and collect, curbside, etc.)

57% 31% 12%

Prefer shopping from retailers that offer flexible or other payment options 
(click and collect, cryptocurrency, etc.)

48% 29% 22%
Often use deal-finding browser extensions and plug-ins  
(Honey, Pricescout, Amazon Assistant, etc.)

44% 21% 34%
Prefer shopping from retailers that offer subscription box services (Blue Apron, Dollar  
Shave Club, Stitch Fix) or subscription-based media (ClassPass, Prime Video, Netflix)

43% 23% 34%

Strongly/somewhat agree Neither agree nor disagree Strongly/somewhat disagree
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The Right Message at the Right Time

Precision marketing helps inform personalized targeted messaging 

to build awareness SMBs need to stay competitive and grow their 

business, a strategy that’s been successfully used by blue-chip 

companies. In fact, digital advertising might be the most level playing 

field in marketing, where strategies and tools can help companies of all 

sizes grow awareness and connect with the most likely buyers. 

With high levels of out-of-stocks at the outset of the pandemic, many 

consumers tried new brands for the first time. This was a win for small 

manufacturers that were agile enough to fill gaps left by large companies 

scrambling to meet demand. Data proves that connecting with new 

buyers with the right messages, consistently and over time, is needed to 

convert these one-time buyers to loyal customers. Remember, it’s more 

cost effective to invest in retaining buyers than acquiring new ones. 
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Consider Brand A, which realized a 32% lift in sales over a period 

of 16 weeks with optimally targeted ads (vs. buyers not exposed to 

advertising) deployed at a rate of at least once per week. 

That minimum cadence of ads is important to keep the brand or 

company top of mind with consumers, given that the return on ad 

spend (ROAS) decays by 50% every four weeks, and where that 

newfound lift is in danger of dropping off. 

Mapping the target audience against a platform also helps marketers 

identify the right messaging. Knowing and serving the right audience 

is especially critical for SMBs, which often seek to reach a limited 

audience, either by geography or interest. 

Cumulative Repeat Purchase Rate1

(Weeks After Initial Purchase)

Purchase Decay Rate2

32% Lift

Optimally Targeted

Optimally Targeted

Unexposed

Unexposed

1The cumulative weekly purchase rate for new brand buyers after their initial purchase
2The rate of change week over week of purchase rates for new brand buyers after their initial purchase

Source: IRI Lift Sales and Targeting Studies.  

0-4 Weeks

$5.91 $3.04 $1.35 $0.59ROAS

5-8 Weeks 9-12 Weeks 13-16 Weeks

Week 4 Week 8 Week 12 Week 16

36.7%
29.7%

20.4% 16.8%

8.0% 6.4% 4.7% 4.0%
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Reviewing the Media Landscape

Shoppers are looking for deals, but where, exactly, are they meeting 

the offers? Where in the media landscape should SMBs invest their 

precious budget? Ad platforms are also impacted in different ways: 

Programmatic advertising uses data insights and algorithms for buying 

advertising space with the goal of serving up ads to the right user  

at the right time, and at the right price. The challenge with midterms 

coinciding with the holidays means it might be harder to win bids  

on news sites, and the cost-per-thousand (CPM) impressions has 

increased since March 2022. 

Connected TV (CTV) — which supports video content streaming; think 

a Smart TV  — is also increasing in price and is expected to be one of 

the most negatively impacted areas during the midterm election cycle. 

Research indicates that 17% of ads run on CTV air while the TV is turned 

off, costing advertisers billions of dollars. 

Paid social posts are also experiencing higher cost per session  

due to increased competition. There’s a silver lining here on some 

platforms, including Pinterest’s ban on political ads, and Twitter,  

which “prohibits promotion of political content,” although SMBs  

will face holiday competition. 

Google Ads make a good bet because they are focused on keyword 

searches, so any shopping-related search is an area of opportunity. 

CPC, or cost-per-click, display ads measure the price advertisers pay 

for campaigns, and for marketers who are adhering to strict budgets, 

a winning campaign could be a losing proposition. Further, given 

competition from political campaigns, expect CPC costs to rise  

5% to 30% through October 2022. 

In-store activation, often overlooked as a platform, should also be part 

of the consideration set and, investment in video technology aside,  

it might be among the most affordable. But for in-store activation  

to do its work, retailers first need to get shoppers in the store. 

Ad space is at 
a premium this 
fall, but there 
are affordable 
options — both 
online and  
in-store.

https://www.insiderintelligence.com/content/ctv-ads-look-one-of-advertising-channels-hit-hardest-by-marketers-economic-concerns
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Refresh Your Digital Marketing Strategy

Holidays should always be a time for a fresh approach to marketing; 

midterm elections make it mandatory. SMBs should be hyperfocused 

on the performance of their campaigns and ROAS, continually 

reviewing and measuring for opportunities to further optimize their 

programs. No SMB has the budget for an ineffective ad. 

The 2022 holiday season will look a lot different from recent years,  

in part because in 2021, consumers were wringing out the last of their 

stimulus dollars. It was also ahead of the war in Ukraine and steep 

inflation. In 2022, supply chain challenges experienced in recent years 

might have shoppers starting even earlier in the hopes of spreading  

out their spending and taking advantage of the best deals possible. 

The challenge for SMBs is building their customer base and then 

retaining those loyal buyers. Purchased-based audiences allow 

for greater targeting based on specific lifestyle or geographic 

considerations. Lifestyle audiences can include diverse audiences 

from sports enthusiasts to allergy sufferers and holiday hosts 

to bakers. These affordable, scalable audiences also provide 

transparency from impressions to purchase and can be leveraged 

across an array of platforms. 

A confection manufacturer with a very small marketing budget 

executed a campaign of social posts for four very different  

nonchocolate brands within its portfolio. Historically, its social  

media campaigns leveraged lifestyle and interest-based audiences  

due to the wide, distinctive reach of each of the brands. 
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The manufacturer wanted to understand the impact of utilizing 

purchase-based data within its audiences, without abandoning  

the lifestyle-focused strategic approach to targeting. Each brand 

developed a variety of mutually exclusive lifestyle audiences, built  

from demographic, contextual and purchase-based (PBT) datasets. 

To inform in-flight optimization decisioning across each of the four 

brands, IRI Lift™ measured at the individual household level to 

understand the uplift of each audience cohort. The client shifted 

impressions to the audience groups driving their primary  

performance indicators of sales and household penetration.

Source: IRI Complete Audiences 

$/HH Lift by Audience

5.0%

4.0%

2.5%

1.4% 1.4%
1.8%

2.7%
3.0%

3.6%
4.0%

4.5%

3.2% 3.2%
3.0%

2.0%

1.0%

0.0%

PBT Category/Brand  
(100% deterministic data)

PBT Lifestyle  
(100% deterministic data)

Interest-Based Lifestyle  
(contextual data)

Purchase-based targeting 

helped a multibrand 

confection company see  

the greatest returns, with 

higher $/HH lift compared  

to interest-based tactics.

Sales attributed to lifestyle audiences built from 100% deterministic 

purchase data were 50% stronger in dollars by household than those 

built from nonpurchase data. Put another way, those deterministic 

households — the known buyers — would be those that might be part 

of the “back to school” audience and commonly buy products that are 

packed in lunches vs. households that have been identified on social 

platforms as “interested in back to school” in a contextual way, maybe 

talking about school memories or school activities. 

For all four brands, purchase-based lifestyle audiences drove both 

new and existing brand buyers to buy the brand, increasing household 

penetration more efficiently than contextual and interest-based lifestyle 

audiences. Within four weeks of launch, the total campaign realized  

a 2.6% average sales lift. 

Also noteworthy, purchase-based audiences for category-level buyers 

and brand buyers, built from 100% deterministic purchase data, were 

the strongest audience drivers of increased trips.

The total 
campaign 
realized a  
2.6% average 
sales lift.
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No Holiday Connection? No Problem

The upside of cereal is that it’s often consumed every day, year-

round. The downside as we enter the holiday season is that marketing 

messages will need to power through a lot of clutter to be heard, and 

not only from holiday and political ads. Hot cereals, while not a holiday 

meal, have seasonal appeal during cold months. One cereal manufacturer 

found tremendous success deploying targeted programmatic digital 

ads leveraging a mix of deterministic (known buyers) and modeled 

(propensity to buy) audiences, paired with a measurement study to 

learn how each audience type performed both independently and in 

conjunction to drive sales. 

The goal of this manufacturer was to extend its reach — but not its 

budget — while driving offline dollar sales and getting a healthy return on 

ad spend. The results were that both audiences drove distinct, positive 

impacts and were most effective when used in tandem to drive reach, 

deliver a sales lift and ROAS. IRI’s ProScores® Audiences drove reach 

among consumers likely to purchase cereal, particularly to households 

shopping at retailers like Walmart that don’t have frequent shopper 

programs to tap into. In this instance, ProScores identified three to eight 

times the number of qualified candidates vs. previous campaigns, all 

while reaching the sales lift index. ProScores was able to increase brand 

awareness and break through the clutter to the right audience. 
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Verified Audiences reached a smaller set of known buyers, but they 

responded very strongly to the campaign, driving three times the sales 

lift of previous campaigns. In short, Verified was able to convert sales 

among those already familiar with and buying the brand. Messaging 

proved to be a good reminder to buy more. 

The combination of ProScores and Verified Audiences — what IRI calls 

“Complete Audiences”— helped this cereal brand land its message with 

the right audiences and boosted the brand’s ROAS by 20% vs. previous 

campaigns, and deliver against the brand’s campaign objective of 

extending reach — by up to eight times, as well as a sales lift of 3X. 

925

1,563

2,537

100

100

100

Cold Cereal

Instant Oatmeal

Hot Cereal/Oatmeal

Indexed Sales Lift Reach

Verified ProScores

8x

7x

8x

 Activate, Don’t Hesitate

A strong value proposition targeted to a purchase-based audience 

via their preferred channels and with finessed messaging can deliver 

ROAS, even in a competitive market awash in political and holiday ads. 

Informed and empowered shoppers will vote with their dollars. 

“Complete 
Audiences” 
delivered a  
sales lift of 3X.
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P U R C H A S E - B A S E D  TA R G E T I N G  V I A I R I  AU D I E N C E S
Purchase-based audiences allow marketers to target consumers based on actual in-store shopping behavior, which is 

proven to deliver up to 3x – 4x the sales lift and 1.5x – 6x the ROAS of non-PBT (purchase-based targeting) and 2x – 3x 

the sales lift and ROAS of competitive PBT. IRI Audiences uses the largest repository of multichannel retailer data in the 

industry, including anonymized data from 500+ million shopper loyalty cards, to help marketers improve targeting and 

activation. Its audience solutions, which ensure consumer privacy is protected, include: 

• 100% deterministic IRI Verified Audiences 

• Propensity to purchase IRI ProScores® Audiences 

• The combination of both with IRI Complete Audiences can be requested via IRI’s full-service audience desk or 
created directly using IRI Audience Builder. They can be activated against all addressable, direct-to-consumer touch 
points, including online, social, mobile, email, direct mail and TV.

IRI’s self-service portal for SMBs allows you to create purchase-based audiences for your upcoming social campaigns 

that get delivered to your social platform in as few as five business days. Learn more.

mailto:Christian.Ayala%40IRIWorldwide.com?subject=
https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/iri-audiences-for-middle-market

