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For marketers, the digital revolution has introduced a 
profusion of new channels to supplement banner 
advertising, including rich media, web video, search, 
sponsorships and pay-for-performance network buys. What 
holds constant is that the success or failure of a campaign is 
directly tied to the interactions, synergies and overlap 
between these channels. Overlap is defined as users seeing 
ads across multiple publishers or placements. While overlap 
across publishers has tremendous implications for campaign performance, most advertisers are blind 
to its true magnitude and impact. This is largely because they still subscribe to the industry standard  
that attributes a sale to the last ad seen. Encouragingly, leading marketers are now going beyond the 
last ad and reviewing all the touch-points with consumers to help make better media decisions.  

Over half of a campaign’s 
users see ads across 
multiple placements, and a 
third of users see ads 
across multiple publishers. 

 
Why is overlap so important? This research indicates that, while a minority of users are reached across 
multiple sites, they consume media at a much higher rate than the users exclusively reached on single 
sites. Moreover, this overlapped group is often responsible for the majority of conversions. In this 
Digital Marketing Insight, we illustrate the amount of overlap that is occurring in the marketplace and 
begin to reveal the impact of that duplication on conversions.   

Methodology 
The Atlas Institute analyzed sixteen advertisers who track their media campaigns with Atlas for the first 
quarter of 2007. Users are classified as either ‘exclusive,’ which means that they were reached by a 
single publisher, or ‘overlapped,’ those who saw ads on two or more publishers. Overlap for users who 
converted was categorized on the same basis.  Primary conversions considered for this study were 
sales, lead, or registration confirmations. The analysis spanned over 300 million cookies, five billion ads 
served, and 1.7 million conversions. Like all research done at the Atlas Institute, the analysis eliminates 
the bias of cookie deletion by using only stable, long-lived cookies. 
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Chart 1: 30% of users 
reached by a campaign 
view ads on multiple 
publishers. Half of users 
view ads across different 
placements. 

 

    



 

Overlap’s Impact on Reach, Frequency and Conversions 

 
On average, 30 percent of users saw ads from multiple publishers; whereas, 53 percent of users saw 
ads from multiple placements. Within a campaign, overlap among the sites varied from 8 percent to as 
high as 60 percent. Placement overlap showed similar variety, ranging from 35 percent to 72 percent 
overlap per campaign. In addition, increased overlap dramatically drives up frequency. On average, 
the impressions consumed by site-overlapped cookies was 4.4 times higher than that of those reached 
on a single publisher site.  

Conversion Overlap Results 
Duplication amongst converters is even more extreme than for impressions. On average, 66.7 percent 
of users who triggered a primary action tag saw ads from multiple sites (see Chart 2). At the placement 
level, 86 percent of conversions came from the overlapped group. Chart 3 illustrates the variability of 
overlap across the sixteen campaigns. Higher volume campaigns experienced significantly higher 
conversion overlap than smaller ones. Users reached on multiple publishers account for a higher share 
of conversions; on average, they represent only a third of the total users reached but they account for 
two-thirds of conversions. A user reached across multiple publishers is twice as likely to convert as one 
reached only on a single publisher.  
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Chart 2: Two-thirds of 
converters view ads 
across multiple publishers 
and 86% saw a placement 
other than the last ad 
seen.

 
Chart 3: Campaign conversion overlap for each of the 16 advertisers.

 
 

 

What this means for Advertisers
It is critical to understand the drivers of overlap. Not surprisingly, large buys show much greater 
overlap than small buys. Additionally, buys that advertise heavily on networks or large portals show 
much higher overlap than those that do not. The degree to which overlap impacts conversions will 
differ greatly from advertiser to advertiser as there is no consistent correlation between reach and 
conversion overlap. With that in mind, here are the recommendations for using these findings. 
 

 



 

 

Overlap’s Impact on Reach, Frequency and Conversions 

-  Measure the overlap in every campaign: Overlap varies wildly across campaigns. Spend levels, 
the composition of publishers, placement choice and the usage of ad networks all dramatically  
swing the amount of user duplication experienced. Overlap should be viewed and weighed 
within the context of achieving the overall campaign goals.  

-  Maximize overlap for branding: Brand advertisers prefer to surround their target demographic 
with their messaging and increase brand awareness by maximizing overlap. Identify buys that 
have high reach on your target demographic and then seek publishers that have high overlap 
with those buys. The ability to identify the exact amount of duplicated reach and conversions 
during campaigns provides a powerful negotiating tool with ad networks and traditional 
publishers. 

-  Manage overlap’s impact on frequency: The Atlas Institute’s Optimal Frequency study1 proved 
that increased frequency correlates with diminishing returns for direct response campaigns. 
Overlap drives up frequency without the advertiser being aware of it.  So, dropping buys with 
high overlap and reallocating the dollars towards publishers with superior exclusive reach is an 
easy first step to increase efficiency. Look for publishers that do a good job exclusively reaching 
converters.  

-  Keep buys that deliver targeted reach: The ubiquity of overlap amongst converters highlights 
the shortcomings with current reporting standards that attributes 100 percent of the conversion 
to the last impression or click.  Making smart media planning and creative design decisions 
requires an in-depth understanding of a user’s behavior throughout the purchase cycle. Some 
buys are great at reaching your target audience but do not take credit for conversions because 
they are not the last ad seen. Understanding how your buys are reaching converters may provide 
important justification for more expensive media buys like rich media, web video and 
sponsorships. 

 

About the Atlas Institute 
The Atlas Institute is the research and education arm of Atlas, a provider of accountable marketing 
tools and expertise for agencies, marketers, and publishers. The Institute publishes Digital Marketing 
Insights, a series of publications by Atlas senior marketing analysts and digital marketing experts that 
help our customers improve their digital marketing effectiveness. Many of these findings are also 
made available to the digital marketing industry at large. Each Digital Marketing Insight is designed to 
help marketers more successfully build value with their customers, throughout the customer lifecycle: 
from awareness to acquisition and from retention to growth. The Atlas Institute also provides 
education in digital marketing to Atlas customers and partners. To view a full listing of the Atlas 
Institute’s Digital Marketing Insights, please visit www.AtlasSolutions.com/insights . 

                                                          
1 Atlas Institute, Chandler-Pepelnjak & Song, Optimal Frequency: “The Impact of User Frequency on Conversion Rates” 
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