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PREFACE

 ABOUT THIS GUIDE

In this fragmented media world, retailers and 
service providers of every industry have multiple, 
often overlapping, opportunities to connect with 
consumers. Though tried-and-true channels like 
printed flyers can still be highly effective, there’s no 
single channel that reaches everyone, and as digital 
channels develop and grow, every retailer in today’s 
market — no matter the sector — is facing tough 
business decisions around integrating their cross-
channel marketing strategies. 

We’ve developed this Guide as a resource to help 
marketers in the retail sector. For the last 40 years, we 
have been in the business of building engagement 
between brands and consumers. Through our 
marketing services and advertising offering, we’ve 
empowered Canada’s leading brands to successfully 
integrate new and exciting digital products and 
platforms into their marketing-communications 
strategies, and have partnered with major retailers 
across Canada to bring their most valuable 

promotions to consumer audiences — all with the 
goal of improving seller-buyer engagement at every 
step along the consumer path to purchase.

We invite you to read this new Guide, which expands 
upon our experience in the marketplace, and offers a 
comprehensive view of the Canadian retail ecosystem 
and best practices for the creation and distribution of 
promotional content in Canada. 

In the following pages, we aim to educate 
stakeholders involved in promotions delivery and 
distribution within Canada, and view the retail 
promotions ecosystem as a network of major factors 
that influence the seller-buyer relationship. The 
Guide will inform you about key nuances in consumer 
buying behaviour and offers recommendations 
on how you may use insights on such themes as 
audience composition, market categories, location-
based, and promotions listing usability, to build 
better engagement and drive increased sales with 
your most valued target audiences. 



CHAPTER 1
MARKET AND CATEGORY TRENDS
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 INTRODUCTION

Canadian Retail Trend

Just as no two consumers are exactly the same, 
so too does each retail category differ in size, 
composition, and many other factors. Opportunities 
and challenges are unique to each category — be it 
Grocery, Pharmacy, Home Improvement, Electronics, 
Sports…

Let’s set the scene: In the 1980–90s, suppliers 
overwhelmingly held the power in the retail sector, 
as they determined which products to market and 
established the importance of national brands — the 
“what” of retail. In the 2000s, the “what” was replaced 
with the “where,” as retailers gained the upper hand 
through SKU rationalization, the growth of private-
label products, and the emergence of mega-format 
stores.1 With the rise of the Internet and the many 
new communication tools of the 2010s, power 
has shifted again. As we’ve now begun the second 
half of this decade, it’s clear that consumers (the 
“who” of retail) are at the forefront: they continue to 
demand increasingly individualized, segmented, and 
locally targeted offers that fit with their interactive 
lives, making collaboration between retailers, 
merchandisers, and all other players in the value 
chain need to raise their marketing savvy to stay in 
the retail game.2

This chapter brings together the “what,” “where,” and 
“who” to focus on recent trends in the Canadian retail 
market, with particular emphasis on the importance 
of digital promotions to marketing and sales success 
in diverse retail categories. In Part One, we review high-
level trends in the current retail landscape in Canada. 
Part Two explores the evolution of retail categories 
over time. Finally, Part Three uncovers the history 

of Product Listing Advertising (PLA), and provides a 
summary of the most influential marketing tool in 
retail — the flyer — as well as seasonal opportunities 
affecting each retail category. (Note: For more details 
on the role and influence of consumers on retail 
categories, see Chapter 2.) 
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 PART ONE

Current Retail Landscape in Canada
 
The vast majority of retail headquarters are located 
in just four Canadian provinces, and there is a clear 
correlation between the size of a retailer’s business 
and locale:3

60%93%
ALMOST 60% OF 
ALL EMPLOYER 
BUSINESSES IN 
CANADA ARE LOCAT-
ED IN ONTARIO AND 
QUEBEC4

AMONG ALL RETAILERS 
IN CANADA, THE PER-
CENTAGE OF WHICH 
MAINTAIN A HEAD-
QUARTERS IN ONE OF 
THE PROVINCES

2,597 THE TOTAL NUMBER 
OF RETAILERS IN 
CANADA WITH 3 OR 
MORE LOCATIONS 
(142,709 LOCATIONS 
IN TOTAL)

MOST RETAIL STORE 
HEADQUARTERS ARE 
LOCATED IN ONE OF 
FOUR PROVINCES:91% 55%

19%

10%

7%

ONTARIO

QUEBEC ALBERTA

BRITISH COLUMBIA

THERE IS A DIRECT CORRELATION BETWEEN A RETAILER’S 
HEAD OFFICE LOCATION AND THE OVERALL SIZE OF THE 
RETAILER’S BUSINESS:
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LEADING RETAIL CATEGORIES IN CANADA (BY SALES)5
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 PART TWO

Exploring the Evolution of Retail Catego-
ries Over Time
Each retail category has unique opportunities and 
challenges, but we’re keeping our sights set on five 
important trends that we’re confident will continue 
to affect Canadian retailers as a whole over the next 
couple of years:

1. Acquisitions and Consolidation 

The Canadian retail landscape has already experi-
enced immense change in the first half of 2015 with 
big chains shuttering their stores — Target, Mexx, and 
Future Shop, among a handful of others. But as you 
likely know, the retail landscape is in constant evolu-
tion, with significant changes happening every day:

• International retail brands on Canadian soil: A 
growing influx of American and foreign companies 
into Canada means that homegrown retailers 
must maintain unique offerings if they’re to 
stay competitive. Here’s a quick snapshot of the 
expected movement in the remainder of 2015 and 
beyond:

GROWING CANADIAN BUSINESSES:
Alton Gray, Aritzia, Harry 
Rosen,7 Holt Renfrew,7  Judith 
& Charles, La Maison Simons, 
Lolë, Maison Birks, Rudsak, 
Saje Natural Wellness, etc.
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American Girl,7 Bloomingdale’s,8 
Chico’s,8 Designer Shoe 
Warehouse, Dylan’s Candy 
Bar,8 Jimmy Choo,8 Kate Spade, 
Marshalls,7 Nordstrom, Saks 
Fifth Avenue, Saks Off 5th,8 
Rockport, Tiffany & Co., Tory 
Burch, Whole Foods, etc.

AMERICAN RETAIL EXPANSION INTO 
CANADA: 

• Canadian acquisition play: Some Canadian 
retailers are staying competitive through 
acquisition, combining two leading retail 
companies into one market-busting player. 
Examples include Loblaw Companies Limited’s 
acquisition of Shoppers Drug Mart and Sobeys’ 
merger with Safeway Canada.

• Second-hand shopping growth: Second-hand 
stores are gaining retail ground, and now represent 
approximately 15% of the value of new goods 
purchased, or $30 billion annually.9 And even 
within this sector, there’s a distinction between 
how sales are transacted: Online platforms tend 
to be the marketplace of choice for consumer-to-
consumer transactions, while bricks-and-mortar 
still dominates in the retail-to-consumer space.

o Consumer-to-consumer: eBay, Craigslist, Kijiji, 
family and friends, social media

o Retail-to-consumer: Goodwill, Talize, Value 
Village

2. The Pursuit of Omni-channel for Buyers and 
Sellers Alike  

The omni-channel approach — a true continuity of 
consumer experience across brands, formats, and 
devices10 — continues to be the Holy Grail for retailers. 

But to execute well, retailers need to find a way both 
to understand and to meet the needs of a wide swath 
of consumers, whether they’re looking for a product 
on their site or on a competitor’s. Brands need to 
lead this initiative together with retailers in order to 
influence customers’ decisions, while keeping many 
factors top-of-mind, including the 4 Ps (Product, 
Place, Price, and Promotion), as well as relationship, 
service, and brand continuity.

Yes, omni-channel is critical, and not just for 
traditional retailers. Need more proof? Look no further 
than the trend for eCommerce pure-players to move 
into the bricks-and-mortar space. Birchbox, Warby 
Parker, Bonobos, and JustFab are notable American 
examples, but it’s happening in Canada too: Frank & 
Oak, the Montreal-based men’s clothing retailer, has 
opened six stores in Canada and is now planning to 
expand into the US market.11  

We attribute this trend to several factors:

• More consumers than ever before still prefer 
shopping in physical stores than shopping 
online.12 

• Amazon is undercutting all digital pure-play 
retail on fulfillment costs at the expense of their 
own profitability, making it almost impossible 
to make money from home delivery of goods. 

Jaeger-LeCoultre, Lao 
Feng Xiang, MCM, Prada, 
Suitsupply, UNIQLO, etc.

FOREIGN RETAILERS COMING TO CANADA: 
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• Physical stores can function as small, flexible 
warehousing to provide lower cost fulfillment for 
online orders, with most located near large urban 
centres.

Retailers are also finding that they’re able to better 
build their brands within their physical stores by 
making them into showrooms — not just to move 
goods, but to set the standard for an aspirational 
lifestyle (e.g., Frank & Oak houses cafés and barber 
shops in their physical footprints). 

3. Technological Innovation

The latest technical innovations allow retailers to 
connect with consumers in new and exciting ways at 
every stop on the shopping journey. However, with 

the introduction of so many new ways to connect 
with users, retailers should keep in mind:

• Technology without strategy does not drive sales: 
Successful retailers know their unique selling 
propositions (USP),14 and use technology as a 
tool to help them to move that value forward to 
consumers — whether it’s to simplify shoppers’ 
buying experience, to provide a seamless 
customer experience, or to give users more 
options to explore when connecting with their 
brands (be it online, in-store, or both).

• Retail trends evolve quickly: To stay afloat in the 
retail game, marketers need to stay up-to-date on 
the latest technological tools and processes that 
facilitate the retail experience, including mobile 
payments, cross-border eCommerce, attribution 
modelling, messaging platforms, and more.15 As 
some of these are still reasonably new, marketers 
may find that they’re in the proving stages, and the 
most successful retailers will be flexible enough 
to evolve their businesses as these technologies 
grow and change over time. 

• Working in the interest of the informed consumer: As 
discussed above, consumers have more power in 
the retail space than ever before, thanks in part to 
the widespread availability of information about 
products and brands. Consumers feel empowered 
to research and crowd-source information about 
brands, and are more than happy to call out 
retailers for inconsistent product offerings or 
pricing strategies.15 This is putting retailers in the 
position of catch-up when it comes to aligning 
their products and services across markets.

• The importance of mobile: Canadians are avid 
mobile consumers — 81% of all Canadians aged 
13+ use smartphones16 — and 84% of CEOs in 
Canada confirmed that mobile devices are the 
most important strategic digital technology for 

CATEGORIES PURCHASED DIGITALLY BY 
DIGITAL BUYERS IN CANADA, DEC. 201413

% of respondents

Clothing
Books
Flights/travel reservations
Consumer electronics
DVD/Blu-ray discs
Footwear
Children’s toys
Personal care products
Jewelry
Cosmetics
Meals (delivery/pickup)
Household care products
Furniture
Pet supplies
Groceries
None of the above

Note:  n=3, 790 ages 18+; via any connected device

49%
46%
43%
35%
23%
22%
18%
18%
15%
14%
11%
10%

7%
7%
5%
1%



102015 www.tc.tc  |  info@tc.tc

CHAPTER 1 : MARKET AND CATEGORY TRENDS 

customer engagement.17 Retailers across North 
America are capitalizing on the widespread 
interest in mobile technology by introducing 
innovative concepts like the experience at grocery 
retailer Clifton Market (Cincinnati, OH). Using 
the Zingo app, personalized offers are sent to 
consumers’ mobile devices during their shopping 
trip, while the content displayed on digital signage 
and store architecture (e.g., columns and walls) 
updates based on the participating shopper’s 
preferences.18

• The shift towards digital brings access to data for 
retailers and consumers: According to a study of 
CEOs in Canada, 75% believe that data mining and 
analysis are the second-most important digital 
technologies to influence our marketplace.19 
Using information from mobile, retailers can gain 
a better understanding of customer behaviour 
and then, transform these insights into business 
opportunities — to develop better consumer 
experiences or new products, or perhaps, build 
interesting partner offers.

4. Industry Disruption 

With evolving technology and access to more data and 
information, entrepreneurs are seeing opportunities 
emerge in some business sectors where market 
regulations haven’t kept pace with the evolution of 
the businesses themselves,20 and the sometimes-lax 
regulations provide a foothold for disruption (think: 
Uber in the transportation sector and Airbnb in the 
hospitality sector). Entrepreneurs are making gains 
by capitalizing on the sharing economy and social 
communities to provide new offers for consumers 
who are eager to explore and embrace new business 
models and unique concepts.

Meanwhile, diversified business models are gaining 
momentum. Take Priceline’s ‘Name Your Own Price’ 
service: Consumers are empowered to choose the 
price, location, and star-level of a hotel property, while 
the hotel agrees (or not) to the customer-selected 
price. Could this model be applied to the retail space, 
where consumers would create a shopping list and 
retailers would bid on the products? Researchers at 
Harvard think so: Work is underway at the Berkman 
Center for Internet & Society, led by Doc Searls. A 
study called “ProjectVRM” (Vendor Relationship 
Management) encourages the development of 
tools that empower individuals to take control of 
their relationships with organizations, especially in 
commercial marketplaces.21 This is, in effect, the flip-
side of CRM, and would be a game-changer in the 
retail sector.

5. Improving Industry Standards  

Evolving technology in the marketplace also brings 
with it the likelihood for 
more rigorous standards 
and regulations dictated 
by governments, media, 
watchdog groups and 
other stakeholders.22  
Whether it’s related to the 
environment, data privacy, or other issues, retailers 

Learn more about 
data privacy and 
CASL in Chapter 6!

And disruption is happening in the marketing sector 
too: Over the past decade, we’ve seen programmatic 
and real-time bidding (RTB) technology change the 
way that advertisers purchase media placement, 
and new, dynamic ad spaces hold the promise of 
true 1:1 cross-channel marketing based on based on 
consumer preferences, behavioural indicators, and 
other data points.
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will have to adapt to this new era of accountability 
and responsibility. 

When we look at these trends in context against 
the current retail climate, it’s clear that some 
categories are further ahead in the digital evolution 
than others. 

In a study relating omni-channel shopping behaviour 
to digital purchases, McKinsey & Company found 
three clusters among the various retail categories 
in the European marketplace:23

• The ‘Still in Store’ cluster includes categories 
that hold little competitive advantage for retailers 
(such as grocery and household products); these 
product categories are mainstays on weekly 
shopping lists, in contrast to clothing, furniture 
or leisure, which are purchased on a more 
discretionary and occasional basis. Generally, 
retailers in this cluster haven’t invested in 
eCommerce platforms, because many of the 
related consumer items are subject to preference 
(e.g., hard or soft avocados; baby powder-
scented or sport antiperspirant; dryer sheets 
or bar). Finally, perishable items present more 
of a challenge when dealing with both delivery 
and returns: Delivery services would require 
refrigerated and freezer compartments to keep 
products fresh, and they’d need to be quick 
and easy for consumers. Many mergers and 
acquisitions would need to take place before 
these categories move towards digital.24

• The ‘Digital Battleground’ cluster includes 
categories that still require consumer input and 
decision-making even after they’ve researched 
their chosen products online. Among the product 
categories are furniture, clothing, footwear, 
home décor, and health and beauty products 
— all of which raise important considerations 
for consumers: Which red shirt fits best? What 

product would be best for me after I test it?  Which 
couch will suit my living room décor? Retailers 
in this grouping are particularly concerned with 
making consumers’ lives easier, and may employ 
such customer-centric policies as worry-free in-
store returns and longer exchange periods.

• The ‘Gone to Digital’ cluster includes retail 
categories with relatively standardized products 
and very little guesswork required on the part 
of consumers to make purchasing decisions. 
Considered new-commodity products by some, 
this cluster’s consumer electronics, books, 
DVDs, and similar products are driven by price. 
Since every retailer will offer the same, basic 
products (e.g. the latest bestseller or Hollywood 
blockbuster; the same Sony TV or MacBook Air), 
there’s very little room for retailers to differentiate 
themselves within this cluster. 

In Canada, our landscape is similar, where food, 
pharmacy, and household products have low 
purchase and shopping rates online. With the sheer 
size of our country, retailers need to find the balance 
between the online and in-store experience in order 
to stay competitive and drive revenues.
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 PART THREE

History of Product Listing Advertising (PLA)
In order to understand the future of promotions, we need to have a decent grounding in where marketing 
promotions have come from — including various technologies that have been developed over time and have 
changed the face of advertising through the ages.

1000 BC  
An Egyptian landowner 
advertised on a piece 
of papyrus — the 
first form of direct 
advertising.25

1971
The first email was 
sent.31

1845   
The first mail-order 
catalogue was 
introduced in North 
America.27

1976   
TC Transcontinental 
Printing prints its first 
flyer.

1870
Airborne leaflets were 
released from a French 
Balloon during the Franco-
Prussian War, the earliest 
example of such use.26  
Although uncertain, this may 
have been the event that 
launched the term ‘flyer.’

1984
The Electronic Mall 
was launched, the first 
comprehensive electronic 
commerce service in the US 
and Canada.

1872 
Aaron Montgomery, 
Ward of Chicago, 
created the first mail-
order catalogue to 
promote his business. 
It was composed of a 
single 8” x 12”–sized 
sheet of paper.28

1994 
The first banner ad ran 
online on Hotwired.
com, the website for 
Wired Magazine.33

1886  
Asa Candler, a partner in 
the Coca-Cola Company, 
used paper tickets (now 
called coupons) to 
distribute free glasses of 
Coca-Cola to patrons as a 
means to increase sales of 
his product. 29

2004  
Facebook launched.

1969
The Internet 
was born.30

2005
YouTube was 
created.

1875
Canada’s first printed 
mail-order catalogue was 
mailed by Eaton’s.27

1999/2000
TC Media creates its first 
eFlyer.

17TH CENTURY  
European merchants 
promoted their offerings 
through posters and 
handbills.26

1973  
The first hand-held 
mobile phone was 
created (it weighed 4.4 
lbs or 2 kg!).32
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2006
Twitter was founded.

2009   
The click-to-buy feature 
was created, now called 
Shoppable Video.34

2008
The first mobile apps appeared. 2010

Pinterest was created.
Product Listing Advertising 
(PLA) was launched.35

As the above timeline suggests, in the recent past it 
was relatively easy to run promotions — you designed 
a page, sent it to the printer, and then distributed 
copies to each of the households in a certain 
targeted neighbourhood This approach worked well for 
suppliers who promoted a limited number of offers 
on the brands they exclusively represented.18 But 
over time, as mass retailers began to spring up and 
broaden the selection of products and brands that 
could be offered within the footprint of their bricks-
and-mortar locations, promotions became a method 
of differentiation in the increasingly challenging 
battleground of retail sales. This also means that 
consumers were conditioned to seek out deals even 
before digital came along to facilitate deal-seeking 
behaviour.

“When making a purchase, nearly two-thirds of 
Canadian consumers consider the lowest possible 
cost the most influential factor.”36 

We’ve touched upon the influence of digital 
technologies on the retail space to date. But, as 
global communities further embrace the digital 
realm, consumers will continue to request (and even 
more so, expect) that they be given to more and more 
information in order to make educated decisions 

about the products and services they’re buying. 
And so, marketers must necessarily keep pace to 
ensure that promotional content — via PLA or other 
channels — feeds through to consumers in a timely 
and effective manner.

The good news is that data-gathering technology 
continues to advance, and with it, the opportunity for 
marketers to communicate with consumers in more 
nuanced ways: It’s now not just the weekly paper flyer 
that brings promotions to consumers’ doorsteps; it’s 
also geo-targeted emails deployed throughout the 
week that incorporate contextual promotions that 
speak to the recipient’s individual (or semi-individual) 
experience (e.g., If it’s raining in Edmonton but sunny 
in Toronto, a marketer can advertise umbrellas and 
board games for the former and BBQs for the latter). 
(See the discussion on ‘Location’ in Chapter 3.) And so, 
in this way, different forms of promotional advertising 
work hand-in-hand, and savvy marketers understand 
the complimentarity of both print and digital formats 
to communicate more effectively with varied target 
audiences, where data on context and location has 
the greatest potential to transform daily (digital) 
promotions and weekly offers running in print or in-
store, leading to better promotional effectiveness and 
higher return on marketing investment.
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Every retailer can leverage multiple contexts to promote weekly flyers and attract consumers. Because we know 
that context can influence the consumer, retailers have advantages to leverage seasonal topics. To once again 
show the complexity of the service, compiled here is an overview of more than 50 themes and events: 

The Canadian retail ecosystem is complex, and differs by the type of retailers and channels. Here is a simple 
example of how a promo initiative for a traditional and an eCommerce pure-play business might play out. 

PROMO 
OPPORTUNITIES

RETAIL CATEGORIES

GROCERY
PHAR-
MACY

HOME 
IMPROVE-

MENT
ELEC-

TRONICS SPORTS LEISURE APPAREL
AUTO-

MOTIVE
PERSON-
AL CARE SERVICES

GENERAL 
MERCH

W
IN

TE
R 

Cyber 
Monday x x x x x x

The Art of 
Hosting x x x x

Winter 
Fashion x X

Boxing 
Week x x x x x x

Oysters &  
Champagne x x x x

Super Bowl x x x x x

Chinese
New Year x x x x x x

Travel x x x x x x x x x

Quit 
Smoking x x x x x x

Winter 
Sports x x x x x x x x

Flu 
Remedies x x x

Freezing
Temper-
atures

x x x x x x x x

Snow Days x x x x x x

Valentine’s 
Day x x x x x

Family Day x x x x x

BRICKS-AND-MORTAR STORES eCOMMERCE AND DIGITAL RETAILERS 

DISTRIBUTION OPPORTUNITIES Weekly flyer Weekly offers and daily promotions

DETAILS TO COMMUNICATE Static promo information Enriched promo information

FORMAT Print Digital
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PROMO 
OPPORTUNITIES

RETAIL CATEGORIES

GROCERY
PHAR-
MACY

HOME 
IMPROVE-

MENT
ELEC-

TRONICS SPORTS LEISURE APPAREL
AUTO-

MOTIVE
PERSON-
AL CARE SERVICES

GENERAL 
MERCH

W
IN

TE
R Get Back 

into Shape x x x x x x x x

Cocooning x x x x

SP
RI

NG

March 
Break x x x x x x x

Women’s 
Day x x x x x x x x x

St. Patrick’s 
Day x x x x

Easter/
Passover x x x x

Seasonal 
Tire Change x

Renova-
tions x x x

Maple 
Sugaring 
Time

x x x x

Allergy 
Season x x x x x

Seafood 
Season x x

Earth Day x x x x x x

Hockey 
Playoffs x x x x

Spring 
Fashion x x x

Spring 
Cleaning x x x x

Mother’s 
Day x x x x x x x x

Victoria Day x x x x x x x

SU
M

M
ER

Gardening x x x x

BBQ & Cele-
brations x x x x x

Summer 
Fashion x x x

Father’s Day x x x x x x x x

Seasonal 
Fruits & 
Vegetables

x x x
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PROMO 
OPPORTUNITIES

RETAIL CATEGORIES

GROCERY
PHAR-
MACY

HOME 
IMPROVE-

MENT
ELEC-

TRONICS SPORTS LEISURE APPAREL
AUTO-

MOTIVE
PERSON-
AL CARE SERVICES

GENERAL 
MERCH

Canada Day x x x x x

Summer 
Sports x x x x x x

Graduation 
& Weddings x x x x x x

FA
LL

Back to 
School x x x x x x x

Labour Day x x x x

Harvest 
Time x x x

Start of 
Hockey 
Season

x x x x x x x

Lunch Ideas x x

Fall Fashion x x x

Thanksgiv-
ing x x x x x x

Car Dealer-
ship Sales x x x

Preparing 
Your Home 
for Winter

x x x

Halloween x x x x

Hunting 
Season x x x x x x

Rainy  
Season x x x x x x

Black Friday x x x x x x
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 CONCLUSION 

No doubt about it, the 2000s have been a time of 
immense change in the retail industry in Canada. A 
fluctuating global economy has led to a ‘tightening 
of the belts’ for buyers and sellers alike. With the 
growth of innovative new communications channels 
that reach shoppers at every turn, companies that 
are fighting for consumers’ heard-earned dollars 
face intense competition from all sides — on the 
ground (e.g., bricks-and-mortar stores, traditional 
flyer distribution); online (e.g., websites, eFlyers, ad 
placements); and more than ever before, mobile 
technology (e.g., apps, Location-based Advertising).

To excel in this era where consumer engagement 
can, to a significant degree, make or break a brand’s 
sales cycles, the onus is on retailers to learn and 
understand as much as they can about their target 
audience’s path to purchase. And we’re here to help 
in that process!

In Chapter 2, we review the key role that consumers 
play in promo delivery solutions, including major 
Canadian trends in flyer usage (both traditional/
paper and digital formats), as well as key insights on 
promo engagement that can make a difference to 
your stores’ bottom lines.
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 INTRODUCTION

Defining Promotions

promotion  noun pro·mo·tion \prə-ˈmō-shən\  

1. something (such as advertising) that is 
done to make people aware of something 
and increase its sales or popularity. 2. the act 
of furthering the growth or development of 
something; especially: the furtherance of the 
acceptance and sale of merchandise through 
advertising, publicity, or discounting.1 

 
As marketers, you know that promotional marketing is 
deceptively nuanced — many factors come into play 
that affect the timing, placement, price, and pretty 
much every other detail that goes into promotions 
delivery. But at the heart of it (and by virtue of its 
very definition), ‘promotions’ are only considered 
‘promotional’ if there are shoppers willing and able to 
purchase your products.

We’re in the midst of an industry paradigm shift 
that’s defined just as much by consumers’ concerted 
efforts to engage with brands on their own terms, as 
marketers’ interests in reaching shoppers who can 
make the difference to their businesses’ bottom lines. 
Promotional marketing across North America and 
around the world continues to evolve, as new digital 
technologies (including both consumer devices 
as well as platforms to personalize and distribute 
digital promotions) influence the ways that marketers 
conceptualize, create, distribute, and promote their 
products and brands. 

Here at TC Media, we’ve been in the business of building 
engagement between brands and consumers for 40 
years. In this chapter, we focus on the fundamental 
role of consumers in the ongoing successes of digital 

promotional marketing in Canada, and share key 
learnings that we’ve developed through our data 
insights work, including proprietary research on flyer 
engagement by region and retail category. In Part One, 
we set the groundwork by reviewing major trends 
in Canadian digital usage and behaviour, including 
browsing and buying habits related to digital media 
availability. Part Two digs deeper into consumer 
engagement with promotional content. We explore 
flyer usage patterns across Canada, including both 
demographic and psychographic characteristics, to 
define three major audience segments of promotional 
media consumers. Finally in Part Three, we provide a 
retail analysis of flyer engagement, and dissect key 
learnings from a recent study of promotional content 
from our clients’ weekly, seasonal, and special 
product flyers and catalogues. 
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 PART ONE

Major Canadian Trends in Digital Usage 
and Behaviour 

This section is meant to put Canada’s digital 
promotions consumers into context, both locally as 
well as temporally. Thus, we start broad — with data 
on Canada as a whole — and then, break out various 
statistics by region, in an effort to reveal some of the 
varied digital consumption patterns that exist across 
this diverse country.

Slow but steady population growth in 
Canada    

As we discuss in Chapter 3: Location in Context, 
Canada is an immense country when it comes to 
our geography, but the majority of our population 
lives within the boundaries of about a dozen major 
metropolitan centres. According to Statistics Canada, 
census metropolitan areas (CMAs) and census 
agglomerations contain about 80% of Canada’s total 
population, although these cover a tiny fraction of 
Canada’s overall land area.2

Canada has experienced a modest population growth 
through the first half of the 2010s — from 34.1 million 
people in July 2010, to about 35.5 million in July 2014 
(a total addition of 1.54 million people).3 The greatest 
share of this growth took place in four provinces: 
Alberta, Quebec, Ontario and British Columbia. 

During that same period, the retail trade in Canada 
saw a slight increase of about 2% — from $438,958 
billion in 2010 to $505,008 billion in 2014,4 led by 
growth in two of those same four provinces:5 

Internet Users in Canada    

In 2014, 28.3 million people identified that they’d used 
the Internet (or about 80% of the total population),6  
and by halfway through 2015, values appear to bear 
out the same rate, with an estimated 28.9 million6 

people  visiting online sites over the course of the year. 

11%

29% 25%

19%

16%

ALBERTA

QUEBEC

ONTARIO

BRITISH 
COLUMBIA

OTHER 
PROVINCES

POPULATION 
IN CANADA
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+$20.442 BILLION, OR  
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+ $18.733 BILLION, OR  
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Users Who Browse Online
In 2014, 20.2 million people in Canada browsed, 
researched or compared products online. This figure 
is expected to rise to 22.5 million users by 2018.7 

Online Shopping Patterns
eMarketer suggests that 66.7% of Internet users8 (or 
16.9 million Canadians overall8) made purchases 
online in 2014. When we segment this value, retail 
eCommerce sales are said to have accounted for 
US$24.63 billion in 2014, and are projected to grow to 
US$42.67 billion by 2018 (equal to about CAD$32.25 
billion and CAD$55.87 billion, respectively).9  

Meanwhile, a recent study conducted by Mindshare 
indicates that about 75% of people surveyed said that 
they would use mobile devices while shopping in-
store (especially respondents aged 18–39, men aged 
25–54, and women aged 25–54). Further, almost 5% of 
Internet users had made a purchase via smartphones 
in the previous month (versus about 6% via tablets).10 

This reinforces the trend we continue to see, of 

AMONG CANADA’S POPULATION

INTERNET USERS 

(80% of the population)

DIGITAL BROWSERS 

(59% of the population)

DIGITAL BUYERS 

(66% of Internet users)

‘always-on’ and hyper-connected consumers and the 
devices they choose in different steps along the path 
to Chappuis. See Chapter 3: Location in Context for 
more details.
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 PART TWO

Consumer Engagement With Flyers 
Many Canadians have grown accustomed to seeing 
print flyers in their daily lives — on their doorsteps 
on Friday morning; in a display near the front door 
of their local retail stores; tucked into their Saturday 
papers, and many more places as they go about their 
days.

According to the Flyer Distribution Standards 
Association, more than 16 billion print-format flyers 
were distributed in Canada in 2010. This means 
that Canada’s 13.7 million households receive on 
average:11   

• 1,178 flyers in a single year

• 98 flyers per month

• 22 flyers per week

And while it’s been suggested that 98% of people 
surveyed have taken some kind of action based on 
viewing a print flyer,11 we feel that there’s a much 
more important story that’s waiting to be told about 
Canadian consumers’ interactions with promotional 
flyer content (in both print and digital formats), 
including nuances related to region and retail 
category. 

The following section features data from a proprietary 
study conducted by third-party research firm Ad Hoc 
Research on behalf of TC Media. The focus of the 
research was to obtain results on two main questions: 

1. What is the current situation in terms of flyer 
usage in Canada? 

2. Is the tipping point in flyer usage near?

CONSUMER FLYER ENGAGEMENT – A STUDY 
CONDUCTED ON BEHALF OF TC MEDIA12 

BACKGROUND
Ad Hoc Research was commissioned by TC Media to 
conduct a study on print and digital flyers among the 
general Canadian population. 

METHODOLOGY
Data collection: A hybrid method was used, consisting 
of a web panel and a telephone survey. The telephone 
survey was included in order to allow for the inclusion 
of non-Internet users who represent a non-negligible 
proportion of the population (close to 10%, according 
to various estimates), and who are likely to exhibit 
different behaviour than Internet users, especially 
when it comes to a subject like attitudes towards and 
use of print flyers.

Sampling design: A non-proportional sampling 
plan was used as a means to provide flexibility in 
terms of analysis, in order to drill down into several 
sub-groups of consumers (by age, gender, province, 
region, urban/rural, retail categories, etc.) 

The web panel (n=3,993) and a telephone survey 
(n=209, or 5% of total sample) were conducted from 
November 15–30, 2013. The average length of the 
survey questionnaires was 19 minutes (web) and 16 
minutes (telephone).

TARGET POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS
• Canadian residents
• Aged 18 years or older
• Living in one of ten provinces in Canada
• Having primary or shared responsibility in the 

purchasing decisions related to at least one of 
the following retail categories: Grocery; Drug/
Pharmacy; Home Improvement; Electronics; 
Sporting Goods; General/Mass Merchandise. 

• Having made a purchase in a category in which 
they have primary or shared responsibility: 
o In the past month for Grocery or Drug/

Pharmacy
o In the past six months for Home Improvement, 

Electronics, Sporting Goods, or General/Mass 
Merchandise.
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NON- 
CONSULTERS

7%

General Flyer Use
Flyers — whether print or digital — are consulted by 
a very large proportion of the Canadian population 
(94%):12

• 61% consult both print and digital flyer formats;

• 28% consult print flyers only; and,

• 5% consult digital flyers only.

PRINT ONLY

28%

DIGITAL ONLY

5% 

DIGITAL CONSULTERS

66%

TOTAL 
CONSULTERS

94%

PRINT +  
DIGITAL

61%

DUAL-FLYER USERS (61%) PRINT-ONLY FLYER USERS (28%) DIGITAL-ONLY FLYER USERS (5%)

AGE Younger than print-only, but older 
than digital-only

Older Young

HOUSEHOLD 
SIZE

Larger households  Smaller households Smaller households

RELATIONSHIP 
STATUS

Married or in common-law 
relationships

Single

EDUCATION Well-educated Less educated Well-educated

EMPLOYMENT 
STATUS

More likely to work Less likely to work More likely to work as a professional

HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME

High Low Moderate

FREQUENCY 
OF SHOPPING

Highest shopping frequency of all 
users

Moderate shopping frequency across 
retail categories (in between the less-
frequent digital-only users and the 
more-frequent dual-flyer users)

FREQUENCY 
OF FLYER 

USAGE

Heaviest total flyer usage, consulting 
the most categories — print consul-
tations alone are higher or equal to 
print-only users

Moderate total flyer consultations 
and number of categories consulted

Lowest total flyer consultations 
across all categories, consult fewer 
categories overall

TECH-
SAVVINESS

Moderate advancement: More likely 
to own the latest tech equipment 
and to have strong presence on 
social networks

Less tech-savvy in terms of device 
ownership and presence (or lack 
thereof) on social networking sites

Most technologically savvy: More 
likely to own multiple digital 
devices and to be present on social 
networks

When we look at these three main categories of usage, we can quickly see some major differentiators among the 
respective users:
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Very Light Print Users (21%): Represent a fifth of 
the population, but account for only 4% of all flyer 
consultations.

• Current flyer usage: Annual frequency of 
consultation significantly lower than other 
segments (non-users excluded). They’re definitely 
more likely to use print flyers compared to digital, 
both in terms of incidence and share of use. 

• Future flyer usage: Usage of digital flyers will 
increase at the expense of print flyers.

• Demographics and psychographics:

-  More likely to live in the western provinces and 
to be less educated, when compared to other 
segments

-  Tend to skew male

- Technologically speaking, they’re less likely 
to possess equipment associated with tech 
readiness (smartphone, wireless Internet, etc.).

Heavy Users – especially digital (14%): Represent 
more than a tenth of the population, but a fifth of total 
annual consultations.

• Current flyer usage: They over-index on all 
categories when it comes to frequency of 
consultation (both print and digital flyers). 
However, their digital index is almost twice as 
high as their print index, hence the qualifier 
“especially digital.” But in the grand scheme of 
things, their share of consultation still favours 
print.

• Future flyer usage: They intend to use more 
digital flyers in the next 2 years. 

• Demographics and psychographics:

-  A greater proportion live in Ontario

-  More likely to be college-educated, to work and 

A segmentation analysis was further performed on the 
actual frequency of flyer usage for each medium, 
and each category was evaluated. Based on this, 
seven user groups were discerned:

Moderate Print Users (35%): Represent a third of the 
population and 12% of total annual consultations.

• Current flyer usage: Mostly print in terms of 
incidence, annual frequency of consultation, and 
share of use. Even though they over-index on the 
print side, they’re called “Moderate Print Users” 
because other segments use print flyers even 
more.

• Future flyer usage: Digital usage will increase 
somewhat, while print usage will remain 
relatively stable.

• Demographics and psychographics:

-  More prominent in Quebec

-  More likely to be older and female

- Not very tech-savvy, with lower incidence of 
owning technological devices.

BASED ON 
USAGE

VERY LIGHT USERS

MODERATE  
PRINT  
USERS

HEAVY  
PRINT USERS

NON-USERS

HEAVY  
USERS (P&D)

HEAVY USERS  
(ESP. DIGITAL)

DIGITAL USERS

35%

8%14%

7%

10%

5%

21%



282015 www.tc.tc  |  info@tc.tc

CHAPTER 2: THE KEY ROLE OF CONSUMERS IN PROMO DELIVERY SOLUTIONS

to have a higher household income

-  Tech-savvy, owning more technological devices 
than most.

Digital Users (10%): Represent a tenth of the 
population, but only 8% of total annual consultations.

• Current flyer usage: They use digital flyers 
about 3 times more often than print flyers. Their 
share of consultation heavily favours digital, 
representing three-quarters of their usage. 

• Future flyer usage: They will use less print flyers 
in the next 2 years, but definitely more digital 
flyers.

• Demographics and psychographics:

- Predominantly in the West or the Atlantic 
provinces.

- Have attained more education and are more 
likely to work.

- Very techy, over-indexing on ownership of all 
technological devices.

Heavy Print Users (8%): Represent less than a tenth of 
the population, but account for a fifth of total annual 
consultations. 

• Current flyer usage: Even though they sometimes 
use digital flyers, they’re definitely still “Heavy Print 
Users.” Their annual frequency of consultation is 
about 6 times higher for print flyers than for digital, 
and they use print flyers almost twice as much as 
those in the “Moderate” segment. 

• Future flyer usage: When looking at past and 
future usage, they seem to have reduced their 
usage in the past 2 years, but the next 2 years 
indicate a potential increase be it for print or 
digital. 

• Demographics and psychographics: They are 
not strongly tech-focused, with a lower incidence 
of ownership of some technological devices.

Non-Users (7%): These people represent the core of 
non-users.

• Current and future flyer usage: Their past 
usage was not very high (less than a tenth were 
using flyers often or sometimes) and their future 
usage will not be substantial (5–11% will use 
flyers sometimes or often in the next 2 years).

• Demographics and pyschographics:

-  Tend to be less educated and are less likely to be 
part of the workforce

- Own fewer technological devices than other 
segments.

Heavy Users – print and digital (5%): This is the 
smallest of all segments, but these users account for 
more than a third of total annual consultations.

• Current flyer usage: They use print and digital 
flyers heavily and in the same proportion. Usage 
is predominant in all retail categories measured. 

• Future flyer usage: It appears as though they 
will be using even more digital flyers in the next 2 
years.

• Demographics and psychographics:

-  Found in greater proportion in Ontario.

-  More likely to work, to have larger households 
and more children.

- Technologically speaking, they over-index on all 
advanced devices.
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Flyer Usage Based on Retail Category
When we review flyer usage as it relates to other 
factors, such as whether a flyer’s category makes a 
difference in terms of frequency, some clear patterns 
emerge. Taking into account both print and digital 
formats, at least once in the previous 4 weeks:

• 86% of respondents had consulted Grocery flyers 

• 68% of respondents had consulted Pharmacy 
flyers 

And at least once in the previous 6 months:

• 78% of respondents had consulted General 
Merchandise flyers 

• 60% of respondents had consulted Home 
Improvement flyers 

• 58% of respondents had consulted Electronics 
flyers 

• 36% of respondents had consulted Sporting 
Goods flyers

Regional Differences in Promotional Flyer 
Consumption
In very general terms, some difference in usage exist 
between eastern and western provinces: 

• Eastern provinces (specifically: Atlantic and 
Quebec) tend to be keener on paper flyers, to 
consult in greater proportions and to be more 
interested in sales. 

• Western provinces (specifically: Alberta and 
British Columbia) tend to prefer digital flyers, but 
they also consult in lesser proportions than their 
eastern counterparts. 

• Central provinces (specifically: Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan) are least likely to use flyers. When 

they do consult flyers, they are less likely than the 
national average to use digital formats, and are 
more frequently sole-print users.

Different User Groups Connect with 
Different Flyer Formats
Upon reviewing the data, and especially analyzing for 
potential relationships between user characteristics 
(including regionality), and the actual frequency 
of flyer usage for each medium, we can recognize 
that, when it comes to flyer consumption, users fall 
into one of four categories: Completely Engaged, 
Digitally Engaged, Traditionally Engaged, or Generally 
Disinterested. (NOTE: Because we’re primarily 
interested in users who can make a difference to 
marketers’ businesses, we’ll focus here on the first 
three user segments, and will not cover the ‘Generally 
Disinterested’ segment in this section.)

1. Completely Engaged: Enthusiastically Use 
Digital + Traditional Media

Much like the dual-flyer users discussed above, 
this group of ‘Completely Engaged’ consumers 
enthusiastically make use of both digital and 
traditional media. They tend to be younger than 
the print-only users, but older than the digital-only 
consumers. They live in larger households and 
are family-oriented, often married or in common-
law relationships. They have a reasonably high 
level of educational attainment, and a resulting 
higher household income overall. This group is 
tech-savvy, and are more likely to own the latest 
in digital devices (including smartphones and 
tablets). 

Two big drivers encourage flyer usage among the 
‘Completely Engaged’ group:
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• They’re deal seekers, and they have a great 
hunger for more deals and more information. 
As a result, they use all available promotions, 
and view the two different formats as 
complementary to each other, rather than a 
substitute for each other.

• They’re sensitive to timing, and will consult 
whichever medium they receive first. As such, 
depending on the week and the category, 
they’ll consult either print or digital.

The ‘Completely Engaged’ group tend to be the 
heaviest users and most frequent shoppers overall 
— their rate of print consultation alone is equal to 
or higher than that of print-only users, and their 
share of consultation slightly favours print flyers 
across all categories. Their shopping frequency is 
the highest of all users surveyed, and they consult 
more categories more often than any other group.

By category, there are more ‘Completely Engaged’ consumers in Grocery and Electronics: 

GROCERY ELECTRONICS
PROVINCE Alberta (51%) and Ontario (49%) British Columbia (39%)

AGE
Younger: 18–34 years old (55%) and 35–54 
(52%)

Younger: 18–34 years old (48%) and 35–54 
(38%)

SEX Women (49%) Men (44%)

HOUSEHOLD
Three or more members: 
 3 people (49%) and 4+ (54%)

Three or more members:  
3 people (41%) and 4+ (43%)

WORKING 
RESPONDENTS  52% 42%

HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME

$50,000–79,999 (52%) and $80,000–
119,999 (53%)

$50,000–79,999 (40%), $80,000–119,999 
(40%), and $120,000+ (46%)

EDUCATION University degree (53%) University degree (41%)
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2.   Digitally Engaged: Go Online Prior To and After 
Trips, Tend Not to Engage with Traditional Media

Like the digital-only flyer users above, the 
members of the ‘Digital Engaged’ group are 
technologically savvy, and eschew traditional 
print media when possible. This group is 
composed of younger professionals; they’re often 
single and live in small households.

Though this group exhibits the lightest flyer 
usage across all categories, the single biggest 
driver for their consultation of digital flyers over 

print is the availability of added-value content 
and technological functions (such as search or 
product ratings) that make their shopping trips 
more efficient and the use of the items they 
purchase more helpful and fun. Secondarily, 
though still relevant, is their interest in sharing 
deals online. This behaviour is significantly 
more common in the categories they most often 
engage with — Home Improvement and General 
Merchandise.

By category, there are more ‘Digitally Engaged’ consumers in Home Improvement and Sporting Goods:  

GROCERY ELECTRONICS
PROVINCE Ontario (30%) British Columbia (20%)

AGE Middle-aged: 35–54 years old (31%)
Younger: 18–34 years old old (25%) and 
35–54 (18%)

SEX Men (31%) Men (21%)

HOUSEHOLD
Two or more members: 2 people (29%),  
3 people (27%), and 4+ (31%)

Three or more members: 3 people (30%), 
and 4+ (23%)

WORKING 
RESPONDENTS  29% 21%

HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME

$50,000–79,999 (31%), $80,000–119,999 
(33%), and $120,000+ (34%)

$120,000+ (23%)

EDUCATION
College/technical degree (29%) and 
university degree (30%)

University degree (20%)
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3. Traditionally Engaged: Most Engaged with  
Print Media

In contrast to the ‘Completely Engaged’ and the 
‘Digitally Engaged’ groups outlined above, the 
‘Traditionally Engaged’ tend to stick to the tried-
and-true print medium to expedite their shopping 
routine.

Users that fall within the ‘Traditionally Engaged’ 
group tend to be older and live in smaller 
households. They often have a lower level of 
educational attainment, and are less likely to 
be working. Their household income is typically 
lower than that of other flyer users, while their 
shopping frequency across categories is generally 
between that of digital-only users (the least 
frequent shoppers) and dual-flyers users (the 
most frequent shoppers).

‘Traditionally Engaged’ users tend to be low-tech 
— they don’t own the latest and greatest digital 
devices (or possibly any devices at all) and have 
little to no presence on social networking sites. 

Multiple drivers motivate ‘Traditionally Engaged’ 
consumers:

• Ease of access and use: They believe it’s easier 
to see and read items in print-form, and a 
proportion of these users feel uncomfortable 
with online flyer access, in that they dislike 
computers, feel they already spend too much 
time on them, and find them too complicated, 
time-consuming, or hard to navigate.

• Motivated by sales and promotions that 
they feel more comfortable with reviewing in 
paper-format versus on a digital device.

• Leisure activity or out of habit: While they 
simply don’t enjoy reading on-screen, they do 
take the time to peruse sales and promotions, 
to satisfy their curiosity on products and 
brands, and to keep informed on new products 
(no one mentions this for digital). 
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In Summary
Insights from our own proprietary study, along with 
more general statistics presented by the likes of 
Statistics Canada, support the notion that, while 
digital promotional offerings (e.g., eFlyers, digital 
product listings, etc.) continue to take a greater share 
of younger, technology-savvy consumers’ attention, 
there’s still a place for traditional print flyers in the 
Canadian market.

In this next section, we discuss the results from a 
second study that measured interactions with our 
own clients’ promotional marketing work, in an effort 
to uncover additional retail-oriented insights that 
can help you to better position your brands in the 
Canadian marketplace.

By category, more ‘Traditionally Engaged’ consumers consult flyers in frequent-purchase categories, including 
Pharmacy and General Merchandise: 

PHARMACY GENERAL MERCHANDISE
PROVINCE  Ontario (33%) British Columbia (43%)

AGE
Young to middle-aged: 18–34 years old 
(35%) and 35–54 (32%)

Younger to middle-aged: 18–34 (48%) 
and 35–54 (41%)

SEX Women (32%) Women (42%)

HOUSEHOLD Four or more members (33%) Three members or more (46%)

WORKING 
RESPONDENTS 33% 43%

HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME $50,000–79,999 (34%) $120,000+ (40%)

EDUCATION University degree (34%)
College/technical (43%) and university 
degree (43%)
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 PART THREE

Retail Flyer Engagement in Canada  

In such a fast-paced and ruthless marketplace, where 
retailers live and die by the number of consumers 
they can attract to their stores (both bricks-and-
mortar and online), it makes sense that competitive 
players keep a close eye on any and all factors that 
could influence shopper engagement, and hopefully, 
buy-in, with their products and brands. 

We’ve reviewed the state of the Canadian retail 
marketplace  with a view to exploring how 
demographic factors (like marital status, household 
size, and educational attainment), as well as 
environmental factors (like geographical location), 
can come into play in the types of interactions that 
consumers have with retail category promotional 
material.

Now, using research based on a panel of digital 
promotional material from 37 participating retail 
organizations with a total of 125 unique banners, 
we discuss five key insights that will help you 
to further position the role of consumers in your 
digital promotions delivery. (See Box, right, for more 
details on the Retail Digital Flyer Engagement study 
conducted on behalf of TC Media.)

RETAIL DIGITAL FLYER ENGAGEMENT – A 
STUDY CONDUCTED BY CUSTOMETRICS 
ON BEHALF OF TC MEDIA12 

BACKGROUND
A study was conducted by third-party researcher 
Custometrics on behalf of the TC Media Data 
Insights team, to investigate trends in digital flyer 
engagement among participating retail client 
organizations across Canada and the US.

METHODOLOGY
Data collection: Digital flyer usage/traffic data 
was collected for all participating retail banners 
for the period of January 1–December 31, 2014. 
An analytical dataset was produced at the distinct 
session level, and the data was compressed from 
850 million events to 60 million sessions. Filters 
were designed and applied to eliminate data 
anomalies: sessions with multiple publication 
titles; multiple Visitor IDs per session or without 
Visitor ID. Sessions with a duration of >3 hours were 
excluded from the analysis, as they may represent 
inactive sessions. 

Sampling: Data was collected from 850 million 
events into 60 million unique sessions. These 
events were gathered from across a population of 
37 participating retail organizations throughout 
Canada and the US, for a total of 125 unique retail 
banners’ promotional material, including flyers 
and catalogues. Promotional content was sourced 
primarily from flyers and catalogues, but also 
includes some retailer magazines.
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Insight 1 – Hit fast and hard.
You have a short window of opportunity to make an 
impression on consumers, so you’d better make that 
first impression impactful and eye-catching.

While 55% of measured sessions clocked in between 
30 seconds and 10 minutes, only 19% of those lasted 
for 1–2 minutes, and almost half of all users (48%) 
only flipped through flyer pages. 

Recommendations: Providing a simply flip version of 
the digital flyer will meet the needs of half of all users. 
The others are looking for richer content, and are 
eager to engage with new and exciting features, like 
recipes, videos, and advanced product searches.

Insight 2 – Format matters.
Users interact differently with flyers than they do 
with catalogues. Shoppers show slightly greater 
engagement with flyer content than catalogues, 
though the breadth and depth of content in 
catalogues tends to drive a greater number of overall 
interactions.

Recommendations: A number of factors may 
influence the length of time and the depth 
of interactions that consumers expend on 
promotional materials such as flyers and 
catalogues. Testing should be completed to 
explore whether adding more content to flyers 
increases consumer engagement and interest in 
the products being promoted.

FLYERS13

An average of 14.5 interactions were tallied in 
each session (including an average of 2 clicks on 
promotions, promotion details and/or search).

Ways that users interact with the content:

CATALOGUES
An average of 45 interactions were tallied in each 
session (including an average of 4.5 clicks on 
promotions, promotion details and/or search).

Ways that users interact with the content:

19%

12% 67%

2%

Activity between 
pages

Click on promotions

Click on promo details 
and search

Other activities, i.e. 
search for a store/
publication, change of 
store/publication

7%
9%

83%

1%
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Insight 3 – Engagement levels correlate 
with Canada’s population distribution
Across all of the Canadian store locations measured, 
the level of consumer interest expressed in specific 
stores generally aligned with overall population 
distribution,14 especially in:

• Ontario – 45% expressed interest (38% of Canada’s 
population)

• Quebec – 26% expressed interest (23% of Canada’s 
population)

• British Columbia – 8% expressed interest (13% of 
Canada’s population)

• Alberta – 6% expressed interest (12% of Canada’s 
population)

Recommendations: Digital retailers with local bricks-
and-mortar presence can drive additional buy-in 
from consumers by pumping up their regional and 
local promotional interconnections. (See Chapter 4: 
The Art and Science of Promotions Distribution for 
more insights into how to integrate ‘the local’ into 
your digital promotional delivery.) 

Insight 4 – Your retail category influences 
the level of consumer engagement.
Two-thirds of the data that flyer visitors used during 
their sessions pertained to Food, Pharmacy, and 
Home Improvement categories, while consumers 
spent significantly more time with Specialty 
Merchandiser’s promotional material — particularly 
because these retailers tend to use catalogues to 
display their products and brands. 

Cross-category data indicates that the longer the 
publication (i.e., the more pages a publication 
includes), the more time that consumers will spend 
browsing it (as measured by page views), and the 

greater the rate of interaction it will receive (as 
measured by clicks). 

 
2/3 OF THE DATA USED BY CONSUMERS IS RELATED TO 
FOOD, PHARMA, AND HOME IMPROVEMENT RETAILERS

 

So, while Athletic Apparel, Sporting Goods, and 
Pet products gain a certain level of interest from 
consumers, categories that take up greater real estate 
in the pages of flyers, such as Specialty Merchandise, 
Mass Merchandise, and Electronics, tend to garner 
better interaction rates.

Food (Grocery as 
well as Specialty 
Food & Drink)

General Merchandise 
(Computers/Office 
Supply, Department/
Mass Merchandiser, 
Specialty 
Merchandise and 
Gift)

Pharma

Home Improvement 
(Home Improvement, 
Paint and Paper, 
Furniture and Home 
Decor)

Services

Electonics

Sporting Goods

Apparel (Athletic)

Leisure (Pet)

Other (incl. Automotive)

11%

5%

12%

44%

5%

1%1%

2%
2%

17%
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Recommendations: Think of ways to integrate 
complementary content into your promotional 
material. This may mean developing partnerships 
with like-minded or corresponding brands, or 

capturing content that shows the depth of your 
products’ diversity, and will keep consumers engaged 
in your content for longer spans of time.
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Insight 5 – Engage / Interact / Inspire = It’s all 
the same thing!
Unsurprisingly, consumers engage more and for 
longer periods with inspirational categories, and 
spend less time and energy on frequently-purchased 
product categories. The data bears this out: The four 
categories that received the greatest engagement (as 
measured by percentage of all events) were:

• Automotive (23%)

• Electronics (22%)

• Specialty Food and Drink (20%)

• Furniture and Home Décor (17%)

Recommendations: Whether your products fall under 
the ‘frequently-purchased’ label or they’re included 
within categories that consumers consider to be more 
aspirational, there’s room for inspirational content in 
all of your promotional material. By applying creative 
design and layout strategies, and conceiving of ways 
to pump up the excitement and interest of your 
products and brands, you’ll be able to take advantage 
of consumers’ quest for inspiration, even within the 
everyday of Grocery, Pharmacy, and other frequently-
purchased categories.

 CONCLUSION

When you consider where promotional marketing 
has come from — think back to 1886 and good ol’ Asa 
Candler’s coupons for glasses of Coca-Cola, or even, to 
1976, when TC Transcontinental printed its first flyer, 
to 2006, when Twitter was introduced — it’s impossible 
to discount the fundamental role that everyday 
people have played in evolving the marketplace to 
its current state today. Now, promotional marketing 
unfolds in an entirely connected and interconnected 
network, where people (consumers, shoppers, 
users… of every shape, size, and type) negotiate 
brand-, product-, and category pathways, in an effort 
to learn more about what’s being offered, in order to 
make educated buying decisions. 

The introduction of new technological advances in 
communications and commerce are fast-improving 
this process, but at the same time, continue to 
muddy the marketplace waters, as consumers make 
additional decisions everyday on how they will or 
will not choose to interact and engage with brands.

This chapter has focused attention on the main 
lynchpin in all of this — those consumers who make 
decisions on brands, products, and communication 
mechanisms, and act accordingly. Beginning with a 
broad review of Canada-wide trends, we introduced 
new ways to think about the factors that make 
Canada’s retail sector unique [em dash] some of the 
nuances that influence interaction and consumption 
across this vast land.

Key insights derived from proprietary retail industry 
research offers a different perspective on promotional 
flyer engagement, and set the groundwork for 
Chapter 3, where we explore the concept of context 
in retail promotions distribution, especially the 
interplay of tried-and-true retail tools (e.g., paper-
flyer distribution) with more advanced promotions 
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distribution tactics (e.g., eFlyers, Location-based 
Advertising) that’s set to change the buyer-seller 
relationship in the years to come.
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 INTRODUCTION

Winning Promotional Delivery  

As we’ve discussed above, though the end-goal of 
marketing promotions may still be ‘to connect buyers 
with sellers,’ we know that a one-size-fits-all product 
or brand message is just not good enough to meet the 
individualized needs of today’s consumers. 

Consumers are bombarded with countless 
promotional messages throughout their days, and 
the shift towards an ‘always-on’ and ‘always on-the-
go’ culture means that consumers’ abilities to discern 
key value-points from among these many stimuli 
is made even more complicated by the channel 
through which they receive these messages. So while 
smartphones have become mission-critical to daily 
living (to the point where well over 70% of mobile 
users say that they wouldn’t leave home without their 
devices1 ), and a large proportion of internet traffic has 
shifted from PCs to mobile devices in the past decade 
(including a plethora of smartphones, tablets and 
other handheld devices2 ), so too are we experiencing 
a paradigm shift in the way that marketers target their 
advertising messages to consumers. 

The increasingly common use of location-based 
services that function in each mobile device is edging 
us ever closer toward the kind of context-specific 
marketing deployments that we witnessed thirteen 
years ago in the movie “Minority Report.” Now, we’re 
not quite at the point where consumers merely 
walk by store entryways to be spoken directly to by 
a friendly and informative eGreeter who promotes 
products that would suit their shopping needs based 
on preferences and previous buying habits. But we’re 
also not that far off, either.

And though it used to be said of the real estate industry 
that the three most important factors are ‘location, 

location, and location’ . . . We believe that that same 
adage is true of marketing too. 

This chapter focus on the location, and by extension, 
the devices upon which consumers are being targeted 
with promotional messages, as key factors in the 
success of brand marketing initiatives. In Part One, 
we’ll lay the groundwork by defining location-based 
marketing (or LBM) and looking at how the ‘3 Ps of 
Marketing’ are evolving with the expansion of digital 
media and devices. In Part Two, we’ll review the role 
of mobile devices in consumers’ daily lives, where an 
underlying ‘always-on’ attitude continues to drive 
shopping interactions, intent and behaviour. Finally 
in Part Three, we explore how context and channel 
matter just as much as content in the LBM game, and 
helps to underscore how the use of different push 
and pull techniques can have varying effects on the 
success of your marketing campaigns, especially 
when it comes to distributing eFlyer promotions.

WITH IMPROVED TECHNOLOGY 
COMES NEW OPPORTUNITIES TO GET 
PERSONAL WITH CONSUMERS 

In 2012, only 10% of all ad requests contained 
location data. In 2014, 68% of ad requests 
include location data.3
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 PART ONE

Defining Location-based Marketing

Local marketing has been a part of the media mix for 
many decades — think about those local flyers that 
landed on your doorstep each Friday that advertised 
weekly sales at the grocer down the road. But we’re 
now living at the junction-point where the offline 
and online worlds meet on the mobile devices we 
carry around every day. Only with increasing mobile 
penetration in Canada (including smartphones and 
tablets), and associated technical advancements that 
make it possible to bring ‘the local’ into the hands of 
on-the-go consumers, have so many options opened 
up for consumers to interact and transact with brands 
whenever and wherever they choose.

For the purposes of this chapter, we define location-
based marketing (LBM) as marketing-communications 
messaging that’s

• hyper-targeted to individuals based on geo-
localized data points [including physical position 
(GPS coordinates) and digital location (via IP 
address)], and 

• distributed to consumers via their mobile devices. 

Let’s break this down to two key components: location 
and channel.

Putting ‘the Location’ in Location-based 
Marketing

Whether it’s ‘geo-targeting,’ ‘geo-fencing,’ ‘hyper-
local,’ or some other permutation, the ‘location’ 
element can’t be emphasized enough, because it’s 
a functionality that has been made possible only in 
the last decade or so, through the development of 
increasingly sophisticated location-based services 
that have allowed consumers’ whereabouts to be 
tracked on a more precise basis. 

Location-based services (LBS) are a general class 
of computer program-level functionality that uses 
location data (most often, GPS coordinates), to 
control technical features and operations of a mobile 
device.4 These services include identifying a location 
of a person or object, such as finding the nearest 
convenience store or locating a friend or employee at 
a venue.

As you may know, LBS has been around for many years 
— think of the colleague a few cubicles away who 
became ‘the Mayor’ of your local Starbucks based on 
his Foursquare check-ins! But only in the past three-
to-five years have we seen all new handheld devices 
in Canada become technologically advanced enough 
to collect and transmit geo-specific data points that 
can be used for location-based ad targeting or search 
purposes — making mobile technology the best way 
for sellers to attract and inform buyers while they’re 
on-the-go.
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SMARTPHONES USERS TABLETS USERS AGE

The Channel (or Device) Matters

Though we still lag behind markets in Asia, 
Scandinavia, and some European countries, more 
Canadians than ever before go online via mobile 
devices — an estimated 15.8 million users, 1.5 million 
of whom are exclusively mobile unique visitors.5 Here 
are some ways to understand how Canadians are 
staying connected while on-the-go:

• 81% of all Canadians aged 13+ use smartphones.6

• 62% of people aged 18+ and 84% of 18-34 years 
old have smart phones, while 42% of people aged 
18+ and 18-34 years old have tablets.7

• Mobile-only unique visitor numbers continue 
to gain momentum, with an increase of 16% 
between Q3- and Q4-2014.8 

And not only are Canadians making use of a wider 
range of media devices; they’re using them for more 
varied activities: whereas the bread-and-butter 
business of smartphone usage used to reside in 
mobile check-ins and basic web searches,9 a recent 
study conducted by Mindshare indicates that about 
three-quarters of people surveyed said that they 
would use mobile devices while shopping in-store 
(especially respondents aged 18–39, men aged 25–
54, and women aged 25–54). Further, almost 5% of 
Internet users had made a purchase via smartphones 
in the previous month (versus about 6% via tablets).10 

All this underscores the fact that among the  
‘3 Ps of marketing’, a fourth ‘P’ (‘Place’) now takes just 
as much precedence as Product, Promo and Price. 
And in a country where a significant proportion of 
our population spends anywhere from 40 to over 100 
hours per month on the Internet,11 this is the time to 
dig deeper into the opportunities that location-based 
marketing holds for brands — big and small and 
everyone in between. 

THE ‘Ps’ OF MARKETING - TRANSFORMED 

PRODUCT – evolved from a focus on the corporate 
brand selection to cater increasingly to customers’ 
unique wants and needs

PROMOTION – progressed from one-size-fits-all to 
a more individualized experience based on direct 
marketing, mobile interactivity and social media

PRICE – while still an ongoing concern in a tight 
economic climate, more competition among 
brands has driven marketers to get smarter about 
the value-to-cost ratio they provide to savvy 
consumers and now also . . . 

PLACE – reaching consumers when they’re most 
attentive to a marketing message, and on the most 
appropriate device, to drive conversions

18 - 34

84%

18  42% - 34
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CONSUMERS WON’T TRAVEL FAR TO GET THE BEST DEALS

 PART TWO

Shopping vs. Buying Behaviour 

The shopping and buying market is going increasingly 
more mobile every day. But note that we differentiate 
‘shopping’ from ‘buying’ here, because, while 
some users might prefer to window-shop via their 
smartphones — looking for items that they may not 
necessarily need right now, but may purchase in the 
future, or for the best offer that will entice them into their 
local bricks-and-mortar store — others are searching 
with the clear intent to buy. And though in Canada, 
this latter group still lags behind other markets (with 
just 21% of Internet users in Canada reportedly using 
a mobile device to make a purchase12), given the 
opportunity, these ‘buying intenders’ can be enticed 
to conduct their transactions online more and more. 

Four interrelated factors that affect the 
shopping and buying behaviour of Canadi-
an consumers, especially in relation to the 
influence of digital promotional media:

1. Where they live 

Canada is geographically immense, but the vast 
majority of our population lives within the bounds 
of a dozen or so major metropolitan centres. This 
has implications on the visibility and uptake of retail 
promotions: whereas relatively few paper flyers reach 
consumers in shared-living situations like apartment 
or condo buildings, digital media can deliver the same 
types of marketing message, but with better targeting 
based on proximity to local stores.

80%

77%

77%

OF CANADA’S TOTAL 
POPULATION 
LIVE IN MAJOR 
METROPOLITAN 
AREAS13

1 in 8 of an estimate 13 million Canadian households 
live in high-density, shared-living situations (i.e., 
condominium dwellings), the majority of which are 
located in a handful of CMAs across the country.14

of spending takes place 
within 25 km of the 
home15

OF SHOPPERS WILL 
TRAVEL UP TO 9 KM 
FOR THE BEST PRICE 

Urban and suburban 
consumers will travel   
shorter distances, while 
rural consumers will travel 
up to 25 km15
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2. What they’re buying  

Omni-channel behaviour16 is more common in the 
purchase of high-ticket durable products, while items 
of a perceived lesser value (e.g., fast-moving consumer 
goods or items that are deeply discounted) continue 
to be the more common target of bricks-and-mortar 
shopping trips.17

59%
56%

49%
47%

45%

14% 11%14%
10%

42%

32%

20%

MOBILE WEB

APPS

NO PREFERENCE

26%

28%

22%

25%

25%

31%

3. The mobile technology they’re using  

Though apps aren’t quite taking over for mobile 
web usage in Canada just yet, we do see some 
differentiation in the types of activities performed 
via mobile web browsers versus apps. Similarly, 
consumers are starting to distinguish between their 
smartphones and tablets usage, especially when it 
comes to key retail dimensions around shopping 
versus buying behaviour.

SEARCH

SHOPPING

NEWS

LOCAL DIRECTORY

21%

31%

25%

MORE CONSUMERS PREFER MOBILE WEB FOR SEARCH 
PURPOSES, WHILE APP-WEB PREFERENCE IS ABOUT 
EQUAL FOR SHOPPING, NEWS, AND LOCAL DIRECTORY 
INFO18
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WHILE A HIGHER DEGREE OF USERS IN 
THE US SHOP ON THEIR SMARTPHONES, 
TABLET USERS REPORT SPENDING MORE 
DOLLARS ON AVERAGE FROM THEIR 
DEVICES:20

18%

20% 19% 19%

14%

10%
Finding store 
locations
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shopping lists
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30% 46%

$20+ $20+
/ month / month

73% 45%

RESPOND TO ADS AT LEAST WEEKLY, 
PARTICULARLY TO ‘SHOPPING,’ ‘FUN,’ 
OR ‘COUPON’- ORIENTED ADS

ACTIVITIES ASSOCIATED WITH PLANNING 
A SHOPPING TRIP ARE MORE COMMONLY 
CONDUCTED VIA MOBILE APPS:19 

IN CONTRAST, CONSUMERS TEND TO SHOW 
GREATER INTENT TO BUY THROUGH THEIR 
MOBILE WEB USE:

And across all tablet users:

• Ads related to something they’re shopping for ranks 
highest on receptiveness.

AMONG ‘TABLET HIGH SPENDERS’: 

SMARTPHONE TABLET

SMARTPHONE TABLET

Across a multitude of studies, results indicate that consumers choose to use different digital devices, depending 
on their shopping or buying intent.
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4. The context  

Because newer mobile devices have built-in 
capabilities to contextualize ads — that is, to 
introduce better relevancy and personalization based 
on past online search and purchasing behaviour21  
means that consumers are increasingly seeing the 
value of receiving promotional messages while on-
the-go. And more and more, they’re taking action 
based on those ads, especially if they’re optimized to 
the user’s mobile device and arrive at the right time to 
incentivize buying behaviour.

Contextual relevance drives interest in promotional ads:
Among both smartphone and tablet users in the US, 
the top three ad types more users responded to featured:

• Coupons related to shopping items

• Something the user was shopping for

• Favourite brands.22 

The actions that mobile users take after interacting with 
ads vary, but the majority are indicative of intent-to-
buy: 22

• Investigating a product or service

• Receiving a coupon

• Visited a local business

• Making a purchase 

In a case study by Google, the high-end online private 
shopping club Beyond the Rack saw their mobile 
conversion rates double and their mobile revenue 
jump from 10% to 21% of total sales, by introducing a 
high-performance mobile site that was optimized for 
smartphone use, plus new, mobile-friendly emails that 
incorporated responsive design.23

 

In summary, we know that there are countless 
dynamics that can influence the buying behaviour of 
consumers, including socioeconomic characteristics 
like age, gender, household income, ethnic 
background, and other factors too numerous to cover 
here. 

But digging deeper into four particular factors — the 
where, what, how, and why of consumer behaviour 
(especially as they relate to retail) — allows us to 
understand some of the dynamics that motivate 
consumers to become shoppers and buyers. And it’s 
that fourth element — context — where marketers 
are able to apply the most influence, because the 
more targeted you can get with your advertising 
message (based on what you know of your targeted 
audience’s individualized characteristics, combined 
with the qualities you can deduce based on their 
shopping behaviours both on- and offline), the better 
interactions you’ll have, and the more likely you’ll be 
to build a relationship that leads consumers to act on 
your promotional marketing messages.
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38% 37%
30%

18%

49%
51%

35%

46%

SMARTPHONES USERS TABLETS USERS
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 PART THREE

Contextualizing the Notion of Context 

‘Context’ is a multifaceted concept in the marketing 
world. On the one hand, context refers to the set of 
circumstances that surround an event. In the case of 
your marketing message, context can relate to the 
channel or device your ad is delivered on. But it can 
also refer to the dynamic nature of ads themselves, 
which can be adapted to speak more directly to a 
consumer’s particular qualities, wants and needs.

Context is important, because it’s something that 
marketers can control, especially as ad delivery 
mechanisms become increasingly sophisticated 
and consumers become more attuned to receiving 
promotional messages that are relevant, personalized, 
and deliver value — almost like knowing what 
consumers want before they’ve even made up their 
own minds themselves.

Let’s look at some of the ways that contextual 
marketing can impact consumer retail behaviour :

Using Contextual Marketing in Push-Pull 
Promotional Marketing Tactics 

Broadly distributed digital advertising can be useful 
for brands who are trying to build as much reach as 
possible. By spreading the wealth of their branding 
campaigns across a wide variety of sites that draw 
huge unique visitor numbers (like search engines 
and other pull mechanisms), their corresponding 
impressions will be high, and one would assume the 
same of their one-time visibility rates. But this rarely 
helps to close the sale with consumers who are ready 
to buy. Why? Broadly targeted sites like search engines 

have become cluttered with messages from a slew of 
marketers who are trying to attract anyone 

and everyone — like throwing several handfuls of 
spaghetti at the wall and seeing what sticks. 

A better approach is to consider both who your 
customer is now, and the type of behaviour you want 
them to perform in the future, and use location-
based marketing (by way of push- and pull-marketing 
tactics) to deliver targeted promotional messages 
that are suited to the devices and contexts that each 
consumer uses the most. 

It sounds a little like you’ll need to invest in a crystal 
ball or tea leaves, but it’s actually fairly simple: The 
idea is to use available data about your consumers to 
deploy push-marketing methodologies (like dynamic 
ad (re)targeting on websites or apps) to promote 
products and keep them top-of-mind with prospective 
buyers. Or use pull-marketing methodology (like 
promotional email and mobile messaging, push 
notifications, or newsletters) to attract a specific 
consumer to your promotion — an especially useful 
tactic for time-sensitive or limited promotional offers, 
where the more you know of your prime consumer 
audience (including their whereabouts when you’re 
sending them notifications), the more likely you’ll be 
to convert them into buying customers. 

Taking this a step further, not quite at “The Minority 
Report”-level, but closer to that pinnacle of location-
based marketing, is geo-targeted marketing that 
deploys ads to consumers when they’re within a 
certain physical proximity to a brick-and-mortar 
location, based upon the GPS coordinates of their 
mobile device.24 Picture it: you receive a text message 
from the coffee shop in your office building that tells 
you to reply with ‘LATTE’ to come by and pick up your 
favourite hot beverage, just the way you like it (half-
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sweet, no foam, extra hot!) And if you respond now, 
it’s 10% off!

Now, though this sounds like it would provide the 
best ROI for marketers’ ad spend, marketers in 
Canada would be wise to tread carefully. We’ve seen 
that not all shoppers are ready to be as connected 
with marketers, and especially retail brands,25 as this 
technology makes possible. There’s a fine line between 
being a consumer’s best friend and their ‘Big Brother,’ 
both from the standpoint of consumer perceptions 
around the amount of data that’s now available to 
be gathered about connected, on-the-go consumers, 
and the privacy issues surrounding how often and by 
what means marketers are legally allowed to interact 
with consumers (see Chapter 6: Privacy for a more 
complete discussion on laws governing the digital 
marketing and advertising business). 

 CONCLUSION 

Though major tech companies continue to up the 
ante by introducing new and sophisticated technical 
tools to deliver on ‘the promise of local’ in marketing 
communications campaigns — sometimes whether 
consumers like it or not, in the case of Facebook’s 
frequent updates to their ad policies — we’re still 
a long way off from realizing the true potential of 
location-based targeting. While the type of hyper-
contextual targeting we see in future-forward movies 
like “The Minority Report” and “Bladerunner” isn’t 
technologically available with a broad-enough 
scope for advertisers to take full advantage with 
their marketing campaigns on a regular basis. But 
even more critically, advertisers, and especially 
promotions-oriented retailers, just aren’t ready for it, 
according to January 2015 research by eConsultancy 
that found just 8% of client-side marketers in the 
retail industry worldwide were using geo-targeting 
technology to deliver location-based notifications.26 

Instead, for now, let’s stick with what know and what 
works: Use as much deep consumer data as we can 
gather (including measures of where, what, how, and 
why they buy) in order to really get to the heart of 
consumers’ shopping intentions. Then, use the best 
digital tools and technologies to deliver personalized 
and context-specific promotional messaging to 
consumers, and that will, in turn, impel them to want 
to know more about our products and services — 
making a longer-lasting bond based on honest-to-
goodness marketing principles that have stood the 
test of time.
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 INTRODUCTION

Retail is a Serious Game in the Canadian 
Marketplace
 
Though our economy was affected by the global 
economic depression of 2008 and beyond, we 
thankfully never really experienced the major 
downturn to the degree that our neighbours to the 
south did. And yet, Canadian populations, as ever-
cautious as they tend to be, were keeping a tighter 
hold on their purse-strings, which meant that sellers 
(i.e., retailers) of goods across the country needed 
to get smarter about how they communicate with 
buyers (i.e., consumers). 

In our digital era, the task of communicating about 
retail products and services is complicated by a host 
of factors: 

• consumer characteristics, 

• market dynamics, 

• locality and geographic differentiators, 

• the evolution of mobile technology, and

• the advantages of digital production 
processes. 

Still, even if all of these factors align into a perfect 
storm for success, the bottom-line is that, when it 
comes to retail promotions, sellers need to reach the 
right consumer at the right time at the right location 
on the right device with the right offer. 

In this chapter, we focus on distribution — specifically, 
the qualities that make an audience member into ‘the 
right consumer,’ and the tools and processes that allow 
sellers to reach their target audience at ‘the right time’ 
with ‘the right offer.’ In Part One, we survey the main 
consumer mindsets and the associated distribution 
channels that are fundamental to various promotions 

distribution models. Of course, different retailers 
will have a variety of business goals and objectives, 
but the science of mixing consumer mindsets and 
distribution channels based on solid KPIs can give 
us a better understanding of the range of distribution 
strategies that are suitable for our competitive retail 
industry In Part Two, we explore the use of data in 
distribution strategies, where equal measures of art 
and science come together to develop winning retail 
promotions strategies. Then in Part Three, we trace 
the path of promotions distribution to reach ‘the right 
consumer,’ exploring four progressive trends that 
are driving the delivery of personalized and unique 
promotions that build loyalty over time.
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 PART ONE

Retail Promotions Audiences and 
Associated Distribution Channels 

Having the right product with the right price tagged  
to the right location at the right time is more 
important now than it’s ever been, as brands try to 
either win back the loyalty of consumers who may 
have gone somewhat astray, or win anew those 
people entering the market for the first time (e.g., 
Millennials). In this competitive marketplace, all it 
takes is one mistake to damage your promotional 
initiatives — small missteps can ruin a sale, cause 
confusion, and/or potentially persuade consumers 
to shop elsewhere.

We’ve developed this section as a guide to the 
consumer mindsets and distribution channels 
represented most often in the Canadian retail sector. 
By overlaying an understanding of eFlyer users from 

Chapter 2 with the three types of consumer mindsets 
outlined below, you’ll have a better understanding 
of the best tools and approaches to reach your 
most valuable consumers with promotional media 
campaigns.

 
The Three Main Consumer Mindsets of 
Retail Promotions1

Thinking back to Chapter 2: The Key Role of 
Consumers in Promo Delivery Solutions, we reviewed 
audience characteristics that affect flyer engagement 
among Canadian consumers. The following section 
offers another way to look at consumers that takes 
into account the three main buying mindsets that 
influence the way that shoppers make purchasing 
decisions — the loyal mindset, the deal seeker 
mindset, and the unintended consumer mindset.

Canadian Reach - Digital Distribution

NON-DEAL SEEKERS
DEAL SEEKERS

PULL POTENTIAL  
IN CANADA 

DEAL SEEKERS
11.54M UVS/MONTH2

PUSH & PULL 
POTENTIAL IN CANADA 
DEAL SEEKERS & NON-

DEAL SEEKERS
30.4M UVS/MONTH3

DEAL SEEKERS VS. NON-DEAL SEEKERS IN THE CANADIAN MARKET

OPTIMIZE YOUR DIGITAL DISTRIBUTION BY TARGETING ALL POTENTIAL CONSUMERS IN THE RETAIL ECOSYSTEM
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catalogues; newspapers; and direct marketing 
promotions) to ensure that they’ve achieved the best 
price on the products or services they’re seeking.

In contrast, online deal seekers are avid digital 
platform users. They’re considered highly ‘digitally 
engaged,’ and have a great hunger for more deals 
and more information especially those delivered via 
online channels.

They will search eFlyers and deal sites, and are 
receptive to being targeted with more personalized 
digital tactics (e.g., display ad retargeting and dynamic 
ads deployed on social networks) if it means that they 
can score a deal on their most desired products or 
services.

3. Unintended Consumer Mindset: Have no specific 
needs or interests, and are therefore neutral and 
open to your particular brands’ promotions or offers

This category includes a vast swath of everyday 
consumers browsing on the web, though they may 
not necessarily be in the market to make a purchase 
at the time. Because these consumers are generally 
neutral, and therefore, open to learning about new 
products and services, the objective with unintended 
consumers is to ensure that you maintain a consistent 
level of brand and promotional exposure so that, 
once they become aware of what you have to offer, 
various factors can influence them to take action or 
make a purchase.

1.  Loyal Consumer Mindset: Emotionally connected 
and invested in particular brands and products 

These consumers are already connected with and 
loyal to particular retailers and their brands. They 
may already frequent a certain retailer’s stores, have 
a handful of loyalty cards in their wallet, receive 
emails on the latest can’t-miss promotions from their 
favourite brands, and know the best day to shop with 
given retailers (say, Company X’s bricks-and-mortar 
shops get restocked on Thursdays or Company Y’s 
weekly eFlyer promotions begin on Fridays). Because 
they know and love certain brands’ products and 
services, they’re far more amenable to interacting 
with those brands via 1:1 marketing communications. 
The objective with loyal consumers is to provide 
more relevant content to better engage them through 
the most contextually effective channels. In simple 
words, make them feel special, undestood. So 
personalization and relevancy are key to keeping loyal 
customers engaged and active, through contextual 
email, text messages, push notification that offer a 
cachet experience of your brands. 

2. Deal Seekers Consumer Mindset: Avidly search 
out promotions, deals, and additional brand 
information

The objective with deal-seeking consumers is to use 
all available communications channels to influence 
them to choose your products and services over 
your competitors’ offerings. These consumers can 
be further divided into two segments: offline versus 
online deal seekers.

Offline deal seekers tend to be ‘traditionally engaged,’ 
but are not digitally-savvy. As such, they stick to tried-
and-true means of expediting their deal-seeking 
behaviour, and are often eager to visit in-store and 
to review a wide range of offline promotional spaces 
(e.g., weekly door-to-door flyer delivery and mailings; 
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How Digital ROMI Gets Measured – The 
Difference Between CPC, CPA, CPM, and 
ECPM4 
The digital media industry employs four main 
calculations to measure an advertiser’s ROMI (Return 
on Marketing Investment — a performance measure 
indicating the incremental sales that an organization 
can attribute directly to a marketing campaign):

• CPC (Cost per Click): The advertiser pays for each 
valid click-through, usually associated with a 
specific call-to-action. Most search engine text 
ads are billed under this model.

• CPA (Cost per Action; also called Pay per Action, 
or Cost per Conversion): The advertiser pays only 
when a transaction takes place as a direct result 
of the ad placement (e.g., a purchase put through 
a Shopping Cart, or an inquiry put through an 
online form). Used by many affiliate programs.

• CPM (Cost per Thousand): The price that a 
network charges for 1,000 ad impressions.

• eCPM (Effective Cost per Thousand): Industry 
statistic used to track digital ad performance. 
Calculated by dividing total earnings by total 
number of impressions in thousands.

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CPM AND eCPM? 
There are often exceptions that make the actual 
CPM different from the set price for one-thousand 
views. (e.g., An advertiser may earn fewer than one-
thousand impressions, but will still have to pay in 
increments of a thousand. Or networks may offer 
an incentive for a bulk buy, by giving additional 
impressions at no extra charge.)

Because eCPM is based on real values garnered 
from campaigns, this metric is able to account for 
discrepancies in the CPM, so that advertisers can 
calculate their real return on their media spend 
and can then make more informed decisions about 
future ad buys.

Digital media measurement differs from traditional 
media measurement

Based on the three different audience mindsets 
above, we know that certain consumers are 
more successfully approached via some types of 
promotions distribution channels than others. 
For instance, it stands to reason that a brand is far 
less likely to influence Offline deal seekers’ buying 
behaviour using digital media tools and tactics, and 
had better stick with traditional sources of reaching 
those customers. From this perspective, we’ll review 
the five key channels that offer various advantages 
in the promotions distribution process, to reach and 
influence different audience categories.
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CONSUMER MINDSETS AND THE ASSOCIATED DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS

LOYAL MINDSET OFFLINE DEAL 
MINDSET ONLINE DEAL MINDSET UNINTENDED MINDSET

OWNED MEDIA

• Retail sites
• Apps
• Loyalty programs
• eNewsletter lists

• In-store flyers
• Printed catalogues

• Daily and weekly 
sections or widgets

DEAL SITES  
AND APPS • Ads, offers and/or flyers • Ads, offers and/or 

flyers

PRODUCT LISTING 
ADVERTISING (PLA) • Retargeting • Newspaper ads

• Google PLA
• Amazon PLA
• Facebook offers
• Dynamic PLA banners
• Interactive PLA videos

• Google PLA
• Amazon PLA
• Facebook Offers
• Dynamic PLA banners
• Interactive PLA videos

AUDIENCE 
NETWORKS • Retargeting

• Newspaper ads
• Magazine ads 
• Door-to-door flyer 

distribution

• SEM
• SEO
• Display ads

• Audience targeting  
via DMP

• RTB campaigns
• SEM and SEO
• Video ads
• Mobile ads and geo-

fencing

1:1 MARKETING 
TACTICS

• Email programs
• SMS programs
• Push notifications

• Promo mailings   
(e.g., coupons or 
special offers)

• Direct marketing

• Email list rentals • Email list rentals

GOAL Retention Acquisition Acquisition Acquisition

REACH Personalized Broad Broad Contextual

The Five Key Channels for Promotions 
Distribution:
1. Owned Media [including the brand’s websites, 
mobile app, landing page(s), and in most cases, 
their eFlyer posted on their website and possibly on 
deal sites] 

• This channel is all about the brand’s shopping 
window, where they’re able to control how, when, 
and where they’ll showcase their products and 
services, offers and promotions. 

• Challenge: 

o Most retailers don’t have the resources or 
capabilities to take full advantage of their 
Owned Media to target their best customers; 
they’re often unable to efficiently and effectively 

produce their own content, and lack the know-
how or the means to organize their content 
assets and keep them constantly up-to-date in 
real time.

• Advantages: 

o By creating proprietary content (e.g., high-
resolution product shots; shopping videos; 
inspirational recipes or how-tos; PLAs posted 
on social media brand pages; product 
descriptions; pricing; and location tagging) 
and effectively organizing content with proper 
tagging (i.e., Grocery > Produce > Fruit > Banana), 
retailers can more effectively distribute their 
promo content to the right audience in the right 
location on the right device at the right time.
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2. Deals Sites and Apps (including popular sites like 
www.publisac.ca, www.dealstreet.ca, www.save.ca, 
www.reebee.com, www.smartcanuck.com, www.
circulaire-en-ligne.com, and more.)

• This channel allows retailers who have created 
and who manage their own content to expand 
their consumer reach beyond Offline deal seekers.

• Advantages: 

o Reach Online deal seekers who are looking for 
a product or service from a particular vertical/
retailer.

o Reach deal seekers who are seeking a particular 
product promotion, but don’t always have a 
particular vertical/retailer in mind at first; these 
consumers will usually consult PLAs to narrow 
their search before reviewing retailers’ owned 
media sites.

3. Product Listing Advertising (PLA) [consisting 
of networks of grouped or independent sites that 
display photo-based ads (containing the name, 
price, and link to a reseller) in product search 
results, often targeted by product]

• This channel is quickly becoming the new norm 
for consumer deal-searching: 

o Traditionally, consumers would consult a 
retailer’s flyer, but they were restricted by the 
way the retailer had chosen to display their 
content each week. Typically, paper-flyer 
content would be organized with the most 
valuable promotions placed on the front page, 
or for some retailers, on the last page — the 
intention was to draw the greatest number of 
readers to these prime locations.

o As eFlyer technology has evolved over the past 
10+ years, the industry has witnessed a shift from 

investing retail promotions dollars in traditional 
digital media (such as print ad placements), 
to a heavier investment in the sales potential 
afforded by deal sites and even more so, sites 
that cater to those Unintended Shoppers who 
may not necessarily be seeking out deals, but 
are nevertheless researching, browsing, and 
doing day-to-day tasks, both online and in-
stores.

o In these cases, PLA delivers, by offering 
supplementary details that are added via 
taxonomy and tagging (e.g., a product’s weight, 
dimensions, features, as well as the product’s 
cost and how that compares to other retailers), 
to provide a richer consumer experience and 
more incentive for users to buy then and there, 
where they see a brand’s product listing ad.

• PLA has become so useful for retail promotions 
that it can now be found front-and-centre on 
popular online search engines (including Google 
PLA and Amazon) and well-visited social media 
hubs (with Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 
Pinterest all offering their own versions).(See 
Part Three below for more details on the use 
of PLA in some of the most visited social and 
communication sites around the world.)

• And it’s making a difference to retailers’ 
bottom-lines: Based on a PWC study from 2015,5 
a whopping 62% of people surveyed agreed that 
interacting with their favourite brands on social 
media platforms had driven them to purchase 
more of those brands’ products.

• Advantages: 

o Not only does PLA allow brands to feature their 
products and services well-above the fold on 
search and other high-visit-rate sites, but PLA 
technology also offers the ability for advertisers 
to gather data on the online search behaviour of 

https://www.google.ca/ads/shopping/getstarted.html
https://www.google.ca/ads/shopping/getstarted.html
http://services.amazon.com/content/product-ads-on-amazon.htm
https://www.facebook.com/business/news/product-ads
https://business.twitter.com/help/how-twitter-ads-work?lang=en&location=na
http://www.adweek.com/news/technology/instagram-takes-another-step-toward-e-commerce-164024
https://about.pinterest.com/en/buy-it-pinterest
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RETAILERS CAN NOW MAKE THE LINK BETWEEN SOCIAL 
MEDIA INVESTMENT AND CONSUMER PURCHASING6

Q:  Has any interaction you have had with your 
favourite brands on social media driven you to 
buy more?

4. Audience Networks (including a variety of channels 
that reach a broad range of consumers, with 
Programmatic Media Buying and a spectrum of ad 
networks that offer targeting functionality based on 
many different parameters) 

• In order to reach the widest range of consumers, 
and particularly those consumers who fall into the 
Unintended Shoppers designation, it’s important 
to use a mixture of different channels to uncover 
the right media mix that will be attractive to the 
broadest spectrum of prospective and current 
shoppers.

• In the past, when digital advertising was used, 
the same content was often deployed to all 
consumers, and it was only optimized by 
impressions. This resulted in a huge reach number, 
but the quality of that reach was circumspect, 
because impressions were achieved as long as 
the page on which the ad was displayed loaded, 
whether the right consumer viewed the display 
ad or not. 

• In contrast, today’s ad networks take advantage 
of the latest in digital technology — including 
Programmatic Media Buying — to deliver more 
targeted promotional offers to a broad audience, 
based on information that’s been collected about 
their online user behaviour, as well as other target 
audience attributes (e.g., geo-location, product 
and promotional preferences, and demographic 
and psychographic details). 

• With this information, we can then place a cookie 
on that user and track them as they browse online. 

• Advantages: By combining cookies and the 
background metrics that networks are able to 
collect on key consumer audiences, advertisers 
can get much closer to the ‘holy grail’ of 
promotional marketing, reaching the right 
consumer at the right time with the right offer 

the most avid Online Deal Seekers as well as on 
Unintended Shoppers, for better targeting (and 
retargeting) of promotional content.

o With PLA, consumers are even further along 
the shopping journey, past the step of simply 
researching or consulting a flyer. Instead, 
they’ve already gone that extra step of searching 
on a platform in order to access special pricing 
information — making them a prime target for 
retail products and services promotions.
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GLOBAL PROGRAMMATIC AD SPEND GROWTH7
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— sending consumers offers that are not only 
relevant to their interests, wants, and needs, 
but also content that’s complementary to the 
products and services they had initially been 
looking for. 

AD SPEND BY REGION7

As more inventory enters the programmatic 
market, ad spend has also increased 

exponentially in all regions

North America

Europe Other

Asia

63%9%

8%

21%

There are several key ways that advertisers can 
tap into the power of promotional advertising 
networks, including programmatic media buying and 
display advertising, across many different, integrated 
channels and devices — mobile, tablet, desktop, 
video, on- or offline. 

a) Programmatic Media Buying 

• Real-time Bidding (RTB) 

o A data-driven programmatic buying model that 
allows buyers to bid on digital media in real-
time auctions at the impression level, based on 
what the buyers are willing to pay. 

o Auctions are most often facilitated by ad 
exchanges or Supply-Side Platforms (SSPs), and 
advertisers typically use third-party provisioned 
Demand-side Platforms (DSPs) to decide which 
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CHANGE IN PROGRAMMATIC DISPLAY METRICS (BY 
MAJOR AD CATEGORY)9

Q1 2015 from Q1 2014

CHANGE IN PROGRAMMATIC METRICS (BY PUBLISHER)9

Q1 2015 from Q1 2014

Impressions

Impressions

eCPM

eCPM

Spending

Spending

ad impressions to purchase and how much to 
bid on them.8

o Advantages: By making a huge inventory 
of media space available to advertisers and 
agencies alike across a wide variety of digital 
channels — including display, video, mobile, 
and social ad streams — RTB levels the playing 
field for brands who wish to reach a wider 
network of consumers with a more efficient 
return on marketing investment (ROMI). 

• Data Management Platform (DMP) 

o A centralized technological system — offered as 
either a SaaS or full-service platform — that’s 
capable of integrating a brand’s own consumer 
data with third-party metrics (e.g., cookie 
information that’s used to place users into one 
or more demographic groups based on their 
online activity) in order to turn data into both 
insights and targetable audiences, and applies 
these outputs to an advertiser’s promotional 
media initiatives via digital messaging delivery.

o Advantages:

• Sophisticated DMPs offer advertisers the 
ability to create custom segments, forecast 
segment volumes, sync segments with other 
sources via APIs (including CRM systems and 
third-party segmentation designs, such as 
Environics Prizm5 segmentation), or overlay 
advanced analytics programming. 

• Some DMPs are integrated with Demand-
side Platforms (DSPs), which allows for 
more efficient and timely ad template 
development, buying, placement, and 
retargeting on behalf of the advertiser.
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http://www.environicsanalytics.ca/prizm5
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Canadian Programmatic Marketplace 

• Canada’s largest source of premium, brand-safe 
programmatic ad inventory in English and French. 

• Launched by TC Media in March 2014, this 
marketplace offers a unique solution to the 
evolving and complex world of RTB inventory 
supply.

• Key statistics:

o Digital display inventory across more than 95 
premium content partners and more than 400 
websites in real time.

o Delivers over 800 million monthly impressions 
to more than 11 million unique Canadian 
visitors.

o Features exclusive programmatic partners like 
TC Media, Livingly Media, CBS Interactive, plus 
more than 150 regional newspaper sites across 
Canada.

• Advantages: 

o Advertisers gain access to fully-transparent 
programmatic-enhanced ad inventory that 
provides unprecedented reach to more qualified 
consumers than any other network in Canada, 
on well-branded, safe sites with sophisticated 
targeting and economic reach at scale.

This results in a high-reach, low-cost CPM, 
though it’s far less effective from an ROMI 
perspective than more targeted ad placements 
(e.g., through Run of Category, or better still, 
Programmatic Media Buying methodology), 
due to its lack of focus on a specific audience or 
topic. 

o Run of Site (ROS): Similar to RON, except that 
ads appear on an individual site (and on any 
page of that individual site, to boot), rather than 
a network of sites. Ads may be placed randomly 
in unsold, less valuable portions of a target site. 
This results in a broad-reaching campaign with 
low media costs, but even less effective ROMI 
than RON.10 

o Run of Category (ROC): Ads will appear anywhere 
within a category of products or services on a 
specified website or network of sites (though 
without the ability to choose specific sites 
from among the network). This results in more 
targeted reach and visibility, and therefore 
delivers better ROMI than RON or ROS.11 

o Extended Run of Category (eROC)

b) Online Display Advertising (offers a huge breadth of 
opportunities for advertisers to promote their brands, 
products, and services, with static or dynamic ad 
formats available in various, high-visibility positions 
across online, mobile, tablet and apps, and other 
media channels):

• Campaign placement choices include:

o Run of Network (RON): Ads appear on a wide 
collection of websites without the ability to 
choose specific sites from among the network. 

http://tctranscontinental.com/en/-/tc-media-launches-the-canadian-programmatic-marketplace
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TREND ALERT —  VIEWABILITY
In the last 5 to 10 years, advertisers have invested 
in increasingly sophisticated technology that 
promises to deliver more personalized messages 
to the right consumers, in the right locations, at the 
right time. But more than ever before, retailers and 
agencies are concerned with the Viewability of their 
promotional advertising — they want assurances 
that consumers have actually seen the contents of 
those personalized messages.

The Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) US’s 
State of Viewability Transaction 2015 statements 
describe this shift — from digital transactions 
based on averages of multiple ad placements, to a 
model based on exposure to individual ad viewing 
— as a “remarkable transformation” in the way that 
advertisers and agencies have conducted business 
for decades.

The move from a ‘served impression’ to a ‘viewable 
impression’ is just one step along the path to the 
eventual goal of 100% Viewability, and will pave 
the way for greater comparability of media value 
between the many media channels and types of 
media placements available to advertisers (which, 
for many years, has been a bugaboo in the industry).

Learn more at www.iab.net/viewability.

LOOKING FOR OTHER WAYS TO 
INCREASE THE TARGETING IMPACT OF 
YOUR PROMOTIONAL CAMPAIGNS? 

Consider the following parameters to optimize 
your advertising deployments:

• By website

• By website section

• By ad format

• By device

• By creative display (e.g., only one ad at a time)

• By position on a webpage

• By day and time

• Against geographic or contextual parameters 
(driven by GPS or location-specific coordinates)

• By viewability 

• Using frequency capping (i.e., setting a limit on 
the number of times a target user will see your 
ad within a fixed time period

ABOVE ALL, WHAT’S MOST IMPORTANT 
— regardless of the tactic or channel strategy 
that’s employed — is that marketers use as much 
deep insight as they have on their consumer 
audiences to truly understand and strategize 
around who they want to target, in which region, 
and with which message. 

Ultimately, targeting is only as good as the data 
and insights that contribute to the segmentation 
parameters used to allow marketers to home in on 
their most valuable audience members.

http://www.iab.net/viewability
http://www.iab.net/viewability
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c) 1:1 Marketing Tactics  (using personalized and 
contextual messaging  that caters to target consumers’ 
wants and needs, based on data and insights that 
have been gathered from a range of sources)

• Whether utilizing email, text messaging, push 
notifications, instant messaging on social media 
platforms, or a whole host of other integrated 
communications channels that are available to 
advertisers, the focus of 1:1 marketing should be 
to deliver promotional offers and information 
that speaks to the heart of target consumers’ 
wants and needs. 

• The results of contextual 1:1 marketing are 
amplified in part by the quantity, but even more 
so by the quality of the data and metrics that 
a marketer has gathered on their most loyal 
customers. 

• Advantages: By sending personalized and 
hightly-relevant messages that speak to loyal 
customers’ interests and is catered to their 
own unique characteristics (as outlined in 
the demographic, psychographic, and online 
behavioural metrics that you’ve collected on 
them),  advertisers can increase their customer 
up-sells, and further drive retention and long-
time value from their customer base.

 
As we’ve noted before, contextual 1:1 messaging, in 
combination with other hyper-targeted promotions 
distribution tools (such as Programmatic Media 
Buying using ad networks), are major stepping stones 
on the path to achieving the ‘holy grail’ of promotional 
marketing — reaching the right consumer at the right 
time with the right offer. But they do come with some 
considerations, including how best to make use of 
the data and insights that’ve been gleaned on target 
audiences, and how to maintain the privacy of your 
most loyal client base.

Making Best Use of Customer Data: Scoring 
Practices
Data scoring — the determination and assignment of 
scores against the characteristics and behaviours that 
make certain members of your consumer base more 
or less valuable to your brand — is, to a high degree, 
only as good as your Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs). Having very specific and measurable definitions 
of what you see as ‘valuable,’ ‘loyal,’ or otherwise 
‘profitable’ customers is your first step in being able 
to identify those users from among your audience 
base, and then, developing a strategy for how to 
reach those consumers based on the information that 
you’ve gathered on their wants and needs, interests 
and purchasing behaviours.

Take all the moving parts of a consumer’s profile 
into account. Demographic and psychographic 
data points, as well as online behavioural metrics 
gleaned from interactions with your digital properties 
(websites, mobile sites, apps, etc.) can be cross-
checked against third-party ranking systems (e.g., 
Environics Prizm5 segmentation or Ipsos Actionable 
Market Segmentation, to name just two of the 
many sources of intelligent segmentation in the 
marketplace) or other sources of outside data (such 
as retail loyalty programs or email list rentals). 

And finally, it’s important to consider the means 
through which you plan to contact your various target 
consumers. As we discuss at length in Chapter 2: The 
Key Role of Consumers in Promo Delivery Solutions 
and earlier in this chapter, increasing a campaign’s 
reach and engagement requires careful consideration 
of the best types of media channels and techniques 
to communicate with diverse customers, as you 
wouldn’t want to spend even a dollar of your media 
budget on emailing a disengaged and non-digitally 
motivated consumer, for instance.
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Privacy is Paramount
In devising digital promotions distribution strategies, 
the marketer in all of us could say that the most 
important thing to think about is ROMI, or selling 
more products, or gaining greater awareness for 
our brands. But none of these end results would be 
possible if we alienate our customers. And one of the 
best and quickest ways to lose an audience member 
is to send them content that they didn’t ask for. 

In Chapter 6: Privacy, we discuss the important topic 
of consumer privacy and the various legislations in 
place to protect Canadians’ personal information 
and to ensure that Canadian businesses can continue 
to compete in the global marketplace. The most 
stringent of these is Canada’s Anti-Spam Legislation 
(CASL), and needless to say, following CASL rules 
benefits both marketers and consumers alike.

More detailed information about CASL Governance 
and what it means for marketers is featured in Chapter 
6: Privacy.

 PART TWO

The Art And Science of Online and Offline 
Data Optimization  

At TC Media, we talk a lot about retail promotions 
and the valuable data that can be gained from 
digital channel interactions with consumers. But 
even as we wax poetic about the many ways that 
online data can be used to optimize the buyer-seller 
relationship, we always harken back to our roots in 
the print industry — the flyer printing sector, to be 
specific, where TC Transcontinental started out some 
40 years ago. Because, when you think back, the retail 
industry started with bricks-and-mortar locations 
and the paper flyers or catalogues that were printed 
to promote the products and services of these sellers 
that had something to offer that was deemed to be of 
value to buyers.

KEY TECHNOLOGY ENABLERS HELPING MARKETERS WITH 
DATA-DRIVEN TARGETING12
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EXECS WHO THINK 
THEY LEVERAGE  
BIG DATA

JUST OVER HALF OF 
EXECS UNDERSTAND 
BIG DATA

EXECS WHO ACTUALLY 
LEVERAGE BIG DATA

EXECS WHO ACTUALLY 
LEVERAGE BIG DATA 
MEET OR EXCEED 
THEIR GOALS

62%

23%

52%

92%

MARKETING EXECS WHO USE BIG DATA GENERATE 
MORE BENEFITS FROM THEIR INITIATIVES THAN THOSE 
WHO DON’T13

Now, just as the typical consumer’s path to purchase 
has changed over the decades, and it’s next to 
impossible for consumers to avoid the influence of 
a whole host of digital communications channels — 
from direct messaging via email, SMS, social networks 
and the like, to digital screens in elevators, cashing 
out purchases at the store-level POS, in taxi cabs, and 
at fast-food locations, to dynamic ad placements on 
TV stations, websites, and beyond — the promotional 
marketing sector is experiencing a convergence in 
the ways that online and offline data can be used to 
improve the quality of engagement that brands can 
achieve with their target audiences.

PERCENT OF CONSUMERS WHO HAVE USED CLICK & 
COLLECT, BY COUNTRY14
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For many consumers, the in-store experience 
still counts. According to research conducted by 
Capgemini on Digital Shopper Relevancy in 2014 (and 
quoted by L2 Inc.15), 72% of digital shoppers worldwide 
consider the in-store experience the most influential 
factor in their purchasing decision, just ahead of the 
retailer’s website (67%), in-store technology (53%), 
and email (48%). 
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This is one driver in the latest trend we’re seeing 
in Canada16 — the click-and-collect model of 
eCommerce, that offers online or mobile purchasing 
with in-store pick-up and returns. Recent examples 
include SmartCentres’ introduction of the Penguin 
Pick-up service at participating shopping mall-based 
retail stores, and Loblaws’ Click & Collect service 
(available at select stores across the Greater Toronto 
Area.

By managing both the online/mobile shopping 
engagement model, as well as the in-store customer 
experience, and integrating the audience data that’s 
available from both sources, tech-savvy retailers with 
the right infrastructure can significantly boost net 
sales overall.

Case Study – The Interplay of Online and 
Offline Digital Promotions Data for a Major 
Canadian Discount Store Chain 
The client: A major national discount retailer with 
more than 200 stores across Canada; earnings in 
excess of $80 million in 2013; experiencing a decent 
rate of growth YOY, even in the face of softer retail-
sector numbers over the past two years.

Background: For the past 5 years, Targeo (a TC 
Transcontinental company) has led the national flyer 
and product promotions distribution for this major 
Canadian discount store chain, using client data 
to segment consumers into key target groups for 
promotional offers. 

The challenge: Develop and implement a plan to 
increase sales in a select group of 15 store markets 
that were underperforming relative to other locations, 
using various offers in both digital and print formats. 
The ultimate goal: Drive customers to stores, thereby 
increasing revenues from current customers, but 
also, maximize customer-acquisition opportunities, 
in order to derive new revenue from prospective 
shoppers who are brand-aware but not yet loyal 
customers.

The approach: The TC Media team revisited each 
select market’s print flyer distribution pattern; an 
analysis was conducted at the hyper-local level 
to ensure optimal targeting of the chain’s most 
valuable customers. By identifying the consumer 
demographic and behavioural criteria that positively 
influence sales—including such datapoints as sales 
per household, total sales potential; distance to 
competitor’s stores, and consumer travel patterns, 
combined with local market intel—the TC Media team 
created profiles of consumers who were most likely 
to respond to this retailer’s offers sent through both 
digital and traditional print channels. 

https://www.penguinpickup.com/
https://www.penguinpickup.com/
https://shop.loblaws.ca/
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The solution: The TC Media team developed a 
customized cross-channel promotional campaign 
that included display ads and in-app mobile banners:

1. Display ads geo-targeted to the zone around each 
local market (to drive local exposure to eFlyer 
offers, and promote immediate sales)

2. In-app mobile banners used geo-fencing to 
deploy hyper-local, market-level-targeted ads 
opportunistically to capture the attention of on-
the-go shoppers in the immediate vicinity of 
the retailer’s stores (to increase store traffic, and 
promote additional sales)

Results: After about 10 weeks, the campaign achieved 
significant results — 2x the industry average for cross-
channel messaging initiatives. (And since running 
this test, the client has gone on to increase their 
investment in digital media planning and buying with 
TC Media.)

1.    Display ads (May 13–July 28) 

• 7.527 M impressions

• 7,483 clicks = CTR of 0.10% (2x the estimated 
rate)

• Top 3 placements were ‘Shopping,’ ‘Women,’ 
and ‘General’

2.  In-app mobile banners (May 13–July 15) – geo-
fenced within 2 KM of targeted stores

• 428 K impressions

• 4,876 clicks registered = CTR of 1.14% (2x the 
TC average)

KEY LEARNINGS  
Contextually relevant and geographically targeted 
promotional media placements drive significant 
engagement and leads to increased sales, 
especially with loyal customers and aware but not 
well-engaged shoppers. 

TC MEDIA’S GEO-LOCATED ADS DELIVER BETTER THAN 
AVERAGE CLICK-THROUGH RATES ACROSS ALL RETAIL 
CATEGORIES17
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 PART THREE

Retail’s Influence on the Advertising 
Market   

In the sections above, we’ve discussed the many 
advantages available to marketers when utilizing a 
wide range of both off- and online media distribution 
channels to increase the engagement and sales 
potential from promotional marketing campaigns. 
In this section, we dig deeper into the relationship 
between retail and the advertising market, but look 
at the correlative effect in the opposite direction — 
how trends in retail have, in turn, brought about a 
necessary evolution of media distribution channels.  

Trend #1: From Branding to PLA
Though the names ‘Google’ and ‘Amazon’ have 
become synonymous with the notion of ‘everything 
to everybody’ over the last 5 to 10 years, they weren’t 
always considered as such. The former — the most 
widely used web-based search engine — started out 
as a research project on mapping the World Wide 
Web by Larry Page and Sergey Brin, when they were 
Ph.D. students at Stanford University back in 1995,18  
while the latter — the largest Internet-based retailer 
in the United States — started as an online bookseller 
in 1994.19 Today, these two multi-billion-dollar 
companies own the lion’s share of their sectorial 
business around the world, including leading the 
American retail industry in market capitalization 
(Amazon) and investing seriously in partnerships and 
acquisitions with research and technology (Google). 
And a stepping stone of their path to success? They 
recognized the need to evolve their business offerings 
to meet the needs of their consumers over time. 

When it comes to attracting retail interest and 
engagement, Google and Amazon were the first to 
develop the traditional branding model for products 
and services they searched for and sold on their sites, 
into full-fledged Product Listing promotions, by giving 
prominent real estate to PLA well above the fold 
and in-line with searchable product results. This, of 
course, comes at a considerable price for advertisers 
(as Google, for instance, has finally figured out a way 
to better monetize certain product search queries 
that otherwise were less saleable), but many retailers 
feel that the ROMI is worth it. 

Now, other like-minded platforms continue to 
develop new and innovative ways for retailers and 
advertisers to promote PLA on their platforms, and 
benefit from the very detailed data that comes with it, 
so that the resulting ad-targeting accuracy, relevancy, 
and ROMI are better than ever. This includes popular 
social media-turned-sometimes-eCommerce sites: 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest.

1. ebay.com

2. walmart.com

3. rakuten.com

4. macys.com

5. etsy.com

6. bhphotovideo.com

7. swansonvitamins.com

8. bizrate.com

9. vitacost.com

10. soap.com

In studying weekly PLA visibility throughout 2014, 
SearchMetrics developed the top 10 websites that 
were visible in the Google Shopping box in the 
Search Engine Results Pages (SERPs), including a 
who’s who of retail websites as well as some high-
profile online marketing networks:20 

Though spend for PLA is higher than AdWords, 
the rate of return has proven better, which might 
account for the rise in marketer interest in this 
expanding promotional distribution channel.

https://www.facebook.com/business/news/product-ads
https://business.twitter.com/help/how-twitter-ads-work?lang=en&location=na
http://www.adweek.com/news/technology/instagram-takes-another-step-toward-e-commerce-164024
https://about.pinterest.com/en/buy-it-pinterest
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This evolution makes sense for high-traffic websites 
like Google, Amazon, Facebook, and the like. People 
aren’t spending their time on websites or chat forums 
like they used to, browsing eStores, and looking for 
what to buy and taking advice from bloggers, like 
they used to. Today, consumers congregating on 
Facebook, Pinterest, and Instagram talk, share, and 
enjoy content that’s targeted to their interests, to 
the point where Facebook, the titan of social media, 
achieved an industry-leading 81% reach of the total 
digital population in the US in 2014, with nearly 230 
billion minutes of user engagement — that’s 18x that 
of the next biggest social network!21 

And statistics from Canada bear out this trend, with 
68.5% of French-speaking users in Quebec agreeing 
that they pay attention to brand posts on Facebook 
as if they were reading a post from a friend.22

It’s because of this targeting accuracy — this relevancy 
— that users place their faith in and spend huge 
swaths of time on these different platforms.

MULTI-PLATFORM AUDIENCE PENETRATION VS. 
ENGAGEMENT OF LEADING SOCIAL NETWORKS23

LEVEL OF ATTENTION PAID TO BRAND POSTS ON 
FACEBOOK NEWSFEEDS ACCORDING TO INTERNET USERS 
IN CANADA,  BY REGION AND LANGUAGES, MARCH 201424
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This is where things become interesting for retailers. 
By accessing caches of data gathered on consumers, 
including first-party data on a brand’s most loyal 
shoppers interests, online behaviours, etc., and third-
party data that cross-references what we know about 
consumer interests and behaviour, we can seamlessly 
integrate PLA into the feeds of prospective shoppers, 
creating the opportunity to offer relevant promotional 
offers displayed in specific contexts, at appropriate 
times, in targeted geo-zones.

Trend #2: Programmatic and Advertising 
Automation 
The advent of Programmatic Media Buying 
technology has introduced a level of targeting 
accuracy that had been unreachable to traditional 
retail advertisers of the past. Through the various 
tools integrated into programmatic methodology 
— including Data-Management Platforms (DMPs), 
many of which work in tandem with Demand-Supply 
Platforms (DSPs) to slice, dice, and re-configure 
audience data points in order to deploy targeted, 
automated ads — retailers are reaping the benefits 
of having integrated cross-channel promotions 
distribution at their fingertips (sometimes… as 
DPMs/DSPs are offered increasingly as self-serve 
platforms that marketers and their agencies can 
use to plan, develop, and deploy their own media 
campaigns across a wide array of ad networks and 
publishers sites.)

DMPs can handle a wide variety of media types, 
and when they connect up to DSPs or Supply-side 
Platforms (SSPs), these media assets become the 
currency for retail exposure across promotional ad 
exchanges. So, for instance, that static recipe file that 
you printed in your offline/paper flyer or on cards that 
you distributed in shopping bags in-store, can now 
become a video clip advertising the top five uses for 

the newest private label products to hit your store 
shelves for the holidays. 
And with mobile accounting for upwards of 22%20 of 
overall digital video consumption, we’re confident 
that the promotional opportunities derived from 
richer and more engaging media deployments like 
video are only set to grow moving forward.

Trend #3: Omni-channel Advertising and 
Attribution Modelling 
Remember those Online Deal Seekers we talked about 
earlier? You may count yourself among their ranks. 
Now, think about the wide array of entry-points that 
provide you access to your favourite brands, all within 
easy reach. Omni-channel advertising has opened 
up new frontiers for buyer-seller engagement. But 
how do you gauge the success of different channels, 
when your promotional distribution is running on full 
cylinders? The answer: Attribution modelling.

MOBILE USAGE AS PERCENTAGE OF WEB USAGE, BY 
REGION, MAY 201425
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Attribution modelling is another way of 
introducing scoring into your media strategy. 
Except, with data scoring, you’re assigning values 
against the characteristics and behaviours that 
make certain members of your consumer base 
more or less valuable to your brand. In contrast, 
with attribution modelling, you’re determining and 
assigning value against the touchpoints that fall 
along a consumer’s path to engagement with, and 
eventual purchase of, your products and services. In 
this way, you can calculate a ‘Conversion Value’ for 
each of your marketing channels; this will provide 
a more complete understanding of the impact of 
each element of your connection with consumers 
along the path to purchase, and also, allows you to 
compare the value that your omni-channel media 
spend brings to the end transaction with your target 
consumers. Here are some examples of attribution 
modelling from Google Analytics:26

• Last Interaction model: Attributes 100% of 
the conversion value to the last channel with 
which the customer interacted before buying or 
converting. 

o Best use: If your ads and campaigns are designed 
to attract people at the moment of purchase, or 
your business is primarily transactional with a 
sales cycle that does not involve a consideration 
phase.

• Last Non-Direct Click model: Ignores direct traffic 
and attributes 100% of the conversion value to the 
last channel that the customer clicked through 
from before buying or converting. 

o Best use: If you consider direct traffic to be from 
customers who have already been won through 
a different channel, and you wish to filter out 
direct traffic and focus on the last marketing 
activity before conversion.

• First Interaction model: Attributes 100% of the 
conversion value to the first channel with which 
the customer interacted. 

o Best use: If you run ads or campaigns to create 
initial awareness (e.g., if your brand is not 
well known, you may place a premium on 
the keywords or channels that first exposed 
customers to the brand.)

• Linear model: Gives equal credit to each channel 
interaction on the way to conversion. 

o Best use: If your campaigns are designed 
to maintain contact and awareness with 
the customer throughout the entire path to 
purchase. In this case, each touchpoint is equally 
important during the consideration process.

Trend #4: Campaign Overlap 
While we’re big supporters of casting a wide marketing 
net via omni-channel advertising, we also know that 
not every brand — large and small — can afford to 
invest in every new channel and technology that’s 
developed to help marketers get closer to that holy 
grail of 1:1 consumer engagement.

Instead, we advocate for marketing campaigns that 
overlap offline promotional distribution tactics 
with more targeted online media deployments. For 
instance, a retailer may be distributing physical flyers 
to sectors A, B and C, but missing out on sectors D, E, 
and F due to the difficulty of reaching these consumers 
who live in condo towers and do not have access to 
flyer drops. Thanks to campaign overlap — including 
investing in appropriate digital media channels, but 
also more traditional geo-targeted door-to-door 
distribution, such as those offered by TC Media’s 
Targeo group — that retailer can optimize their 
physical distribution, to ensure that, once matched 
with POS data, the areas that receive physical flyers 

https://support.google.com/analytics/answer/1665189%3Fvid%3D1-635761510041844724-1270980199
http://www.targeo.ca/targeo_mediakit.pdf
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are actually areas where consumers are spending. 
Further, there’s also an opportunity to overlay display 
and mobile initiatives in the areas where physical 
distribution isn’t possible in order to expand the 
retailer’s reach and increase their ROMI.

Using campaign overlap, retailers garner the rewards 
of both off- and online promotional distribution, 
reaching all types of consumers: those digitally 
engaged Deal Seekers, those traditionalists who 
prefer non-digital communications, and all audience 
members in between.

 CONCLUSION

As financial pundits say, “the retail sector is an 
important bellwether for the overall health of the 
Canadian economy. It’s one of the biggest employers 
of Canadians, and it’s a clear indicator of the strength 
of the consumer sector.”27

Canadians are not strangers to economic adversity, 
though we weathered the storm of the 2008 downturn 
far better than most other countries around the 
world. And yet, the retail sector continues to push 
forward, fueled, in part, by promotions that drive 
consumer engagement and sales activities across 
the marketplace.

In this chapter, we hoped to uncover the finer 
points of digital promotions distribution — the 
culmination point where art (media assets, channels, 
and campaign strategy) and science (data, insights, 
methodology, and technology) come together 
to achieve the promise of truly 1:1 consumer 
interactions: reaching the right consumer at the 
right time at the right location on the right device 
with the right offer.
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 APPENDIX

A Quick Refresher on Programmatic Media 
Buying Terms28

• Ad Exchange: A virtual marketplace where 
participating suppliers auction their impressions 
to eligible buyers. The ad exchange announces 
each impressions, in real time, and asks buyers if 
they are interested to buy said impression and at 
which price.

• Application Programming Interface (API): Like a 
conduit between technological systems; a set of 
rules and specifications that software programs 
can follow to communicate with each other

• Attribute: A single piece of information known 
about a user and stored in a behavioural profile 
that may be used to match ad content to users. 
Attributes can consist of demographic data (e.g., 
age, gender, geographical location), segment/
cluster information (e.g., auto enthusiast), and 
retargeting metrics (e.g., visited Site X two days ago).

• Attribution Modelling: A mathematical process 
for linking marketing activities to outcomes, such 
as online or offline product purchases. Typically 
analyzes the degree to which varying blends of 
media exposure, across a range of channels, 
generate different bottom-line results in order 
to establish causality and properly credit each 
media channel for its impact on the final outcome. 
(e.g., users exposed to $100K of display media 
only may generate 1,000 conversions that can be 
directly attributed to the display campaign, but 
also generate a measurable lift in searches and in 
offline sales that lead to further revenue impact.)

• Contextual Advertising (or Targeting): Text- 
or image-based advertising that is targeted to 

specific individuals visiting a website. In contrast to 
natural context, which places an ad on a relevant 
site (e.g., a bank ad on a finance page), contextual 
advertising scans the text of a site for keywords, 
and targets ads based on those keywords.

• Contextual Data: Data related to the content and 
context of a specific webpage where advertising 
is run.

• Cookie Caching: A process of collecting cookies 
of various users which can be bought on an ad 
exchange.

• Cookie, First-Party: A cookie placed on a website 
by the owner, such as those on a bank site or 
other site (Netflix, Amazon), so they recognize 
users when users return to their sites.

• Cookie, Third-Party: A cookie placed on a website 
by a third party, such as an ad server or data 
provider. Information from these cookies can be 
used to place users in one or more demographic 
groups, based on their online activity. These 
cookies can be used to target advertising and 
manage campaign parameters.

• Data Management Platform (DMP): A centralized 
system for gathering first-party data that integrates 
with third-party data, and applies this aggregated 
data to one’s advertising strategy. Advanced DMPs 
are often integrated with or part of DSPs.

• Demand-side Platform (DSP): A technology 
platform through which buyers (advertisers or 
agencies) can plan, target, execute, optimize, and 
analyze digital media buying programs across 
100% of the media plan. Through a DSP, the 
buyer can set targeting criteria, pricing, frequency, 
and other parameters governing the purchase 
of digital ad units. Advanced DSPs will provide 
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additional capabilities to the buyer, including 
integration of various online and offline data 
sources, the ability to provision direct media buys 
(as opposed to just RTB), advanced optimization 
and testing capabilities, and creative tools.

• Dynamic Ad Insertion: The process by which an 
ad is inserted into a page in response to a user’s 
request. Allows for alteration of specific ads placed 
on a page based on any data available about the 
user and from that campaign. At its simplest, 
dynamic ad placement allows for multiple ads to 
be rotated through one or more spaces, served 
by a template creative. (e.g., Best Buy may show 
a DVD player to one user and an iPod to another 
user, using the same ad creative and tagging.) 
RTB benefits are strengthened when the ad is 
personalized to the user’s interests.

• Effective Cost per Thousand Impressions 
(eCPM): Industry statistic used to track digital ad 
performance. Calculated by dividing total earnings 
by total number of impressions in thousands.

• Private Exchange: A virtual marketplace operated 
by sellers to represent their high value/premium 
inventory, providing programmatic access to 
select buyers (via a DSP) who agree to transact 
based on pre-negotiated terms (e.g., flight dates, 
floor prices, auction types, budgets, etc.) True 
private exchanges offer access to inventory that is 
not otherwise available within the open market.

• Real-time Bidding (RTB): A data-driven 
programmatic buying model that allows 
advertisers or agencies to bid on digital media 
(display, video, mobile, social, etc.) in real time, at 
the impression level.

• Retargeting: The action of re-deploying various 
digital messages to a collective pool of participants 
based on the segments the buyer/client creates. 

Usually involves collecting data by pixelating (i.e., 
tagging) the advertiser’s website.

• Supply-side Platform/Sell-Side Platform (SSP): 
An entity which facilitates the sale of a publisher’s 
inventory through an ad exchange.

• Tagging: The process of placing a pixel on an 
advertiser’s website or search landing pages to 
“tag” users as having visited those pages so that 
they can be eligible for subsequent targeting/
messaging.

• Trading Desk: Online ad traders plugged into a 
DSP or ad exchange.
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 INTRODUCTION 
 
Building Effective Promotional Exposure

Every day, we make decisions — those exceptional 
moments where we face our limits that are just as 
important as those habitual, recurrent or mundane 
experiences where our basic needs emerge. It’s these 
everyday decisions (and the behaviours we exhibit 
as we interact with other people, our environment, 
media, and the like) that differentiate us from each 
other. Our mission as marketers is to frame the 
diversity of consumer needs and behaviours within a 
digital context, using strategy and design to optimize 
the experience of various individuals as they go 
about their daily lives. A big challenge!

Inevitably, whether we look at shopping in either 
the online or the physical world, from the moment 
a consumer discovers a store to the instant they 
buy an item, they will all experience one singular 
yet common moment: the exploration of products 
and promotions. In online environments, this 
phase is characterized by products listings in digital 
interfaces — an increasingly valuable experience for 
consumers, as they make possible the bridge between 
a marketer’s brand promise (your homepage or your 
marketing initiatives) and reality (your products). 
Product listings help to confirm for users that they’re 
in the right place on your website or app. They’re 
also integral to the sales conversion process, as they 
allow users to search for and purchase products. 
As such, the promo listing is a major rallying point 
for all elements of a shopping journey — research, 
exploration, product comparisons, preparation for a 
store trip, and ultimately, making a purchase.

This chapter focuses on helping you to satisfy your 
consumers’ retail needs by optimizing your Promo 

Listing Usability. Via a combination of industry 
best practices, our years of experience, plus 
comprehensive user testing and client feedback, we 
outline ten high-level recommendations, broken out 
into individual sections, that will help you to build 
powerful, high-performing digital interfaces that will 
satisfy users’ needs every step along their paths to 
purchase.
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 PART ONE

Successful Promo Delivery Starts with 
Knowing Your Audience 
 
Promo listings are filled with possibilities. There are 
numerous solutions available to marketers who are 
looking to build product listings functionality, and 
when building your listing experiences, keep in mind 
that some solutions are able to meet consumers’ 
needs and behaviours better than others. A key 
element in the process of building a successful 
promo listing solution is really knowing your 
consumers’ wants and needs, now and in the future. 
By conducting behavioural research and integrating 
insights from data analytics into the design process, 
you’ll be one step closer to delivering a solution that 
meets the needs of your targeted consumer audience.

a. The value of behavioural research:  
When thinking about consumer behaviour, it’s 
important to consider the motivations, needs 
and expectations of your users, as well as their 
interactions with your product. In-depth market 
research (including tools and methodologies like 
focus groups, observation of your technology in 
action, in-depth interviews, usability testing, eye-
tracking analysis, A/B testing, and pre- and post-
launch surveys) can help you to uncover consumer 
perceptions of your current digital experience, 
what’s meeting their needs now, and what they 
feel is missing. A mix of different methodologies 
can help you to explore the current strengths 
and weaknesses of your product step by step 
along the consumer journey, and has proven to 
be helpful to prioritize the development of your 
solutions, so that you can select features that will 
significantly enhance your consumer experience. 

Above all, it’s imperative that you stay focused 
on your final users’ points of view, as these 
are the ultimate proof-points of your success.  

b. Applying insights from data analytics: The 
insights that data analytics methodology can 
garner are essential to help you prioritize the 
features and functionality of your promo listings. 
During your development process, clearly define 
engagement measures (including identifying 
typical user flows, most popular features, time 
spent and periodicities of use) in order to have 
a complete and thorough understanding of your 
users’ behaviours.

The way that you layout your promo listings, 
including the features and functionality that you  
choose to integrate, must be considered carefully. 
The goal is to deliver an effective, useful and 
enjoyable user experience. Make “Measure, 
Improve and Iterate” your mantra to provide the 
best Promo Listing Usability for your users.
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 PART TWO

Design with Clarity in Mind 
 
Effective design is built upon a solid foundation 
of clearly-defined brand strategy and positioning. 
Consumers want to know what they can expect from 
your brand, and a clear and honest representation of 
your brand will win more loyal consumers. This means 
that your digital presence — including your promo 
listings — should reflect your brands’ qualities, values, 
strengths, as well as weaknesses. Working with key 
business stakeholders,1 it’s important to first, identify 
and then, portray your competitive advantages to 
make your value quickly understandable. Consider: 
What is your unique value proposition? Do you 
emphasize the quality of your product designs? Is 
your pricing policy most attractive? Is your store 
experience critical to your positioning? At the end of 
the day, whether you’re a leader or not, a buyer or a 
supplier, in a niche or broad category, the way that you 
tackle the market should be reflected in your design. 

a. Design for tomorrow: Looking at your positioning 
and presentation today with a vision to the future 
of your brand is important, as it will help you to 
define your experience in the short term but also 
to prepare for long-term strategies as well. A view 
to your business roadmap and future strategic 
choices makes growth possible — with modular 
layouts and features that will grow and adapt with 
consumer and partner feedback, and allow for 
improvements over time. 

b. Define your cross-channel experience: Promo 
Listings Usability is only effective if it’s developed 
for ease of viewing and use across all digital 

devices. As we discussed in Chapter 3: Location 
in Context, 79%2 of today’s consumers never 
leave home without their mobile devices. This 
makes the ‘Mobile First’3 approach crucial to any 
marketer’s considerations for the design and utility 
of their promo listings. Thinking of the interface 
for mobile devices and tablets: What are the 
essential elements of a user’s experience? Are you 
able to distinguish any complementary elements 
that can simplify or optimize a consumer’s 
experience of your solutions? By simplifying your 
structure, prioritizing the information displayed 
on the small screen, and making your search tools 
more efficient, you’ll give users the connected 
experience they demand while encouraging 
them to engage with your brand across multiple 
channels.

Your interface is the bridge between your strategy 
and your users’ wants and needs. Use best 
practices to build a strong and sustainable brand 
experience that deeply engages your audience.
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 PART THREE

Design a Page Layout That Meets Your 
Strategy 
 
Think of product and promotions lists are your brand 
ambassadors. Each has a part to play in representing 
your brand’s value and benefits, and so, it’s important 
to consider the most strategic place to display these 
sections in your digital interface. Choices like the size of 
visuals, the most efficient layout, and the best location 
for search tools can have a big impact consumers’ 
perceptions and uptake of your promotional offer. 

a. The vertical balance: Users will more-readily 
adopt a digital interface that’s simple, easy to use, 
and gives them what they want from your brand. 
The most successful eCommerce interfaces offer 
a vertical balance that focuses attention on the 
main attraction — the product presentation — 
while including refining tools in the left-aligned 
column (see Figure 1, right). This practice has the 
advantage of welcoming a larger range of filters as 
users scroll down, which is useful for companies 
with large product databases.  

Fig. 1: Amazon.com offers a wide variety of filters that are 
distributed over the height of the left-aligned column. User 
location within the architecture takes place both in the left-hand 
column and in the enhanced breadcrumb. (Source: http://www.
amazon.com, June 2015)

http://www.amazon.com
http://www.amazon.com
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b. The horizontal layout: In some cases, it makes 
sense to question the vertical balance standard 
when promoting your products visually. Moving 
the refining tools to a horizontal module at the 
top of the list allows you to increase the size of 
your product visuals, or even potentially, to add 
an additional product to each row (see Figure 2 
below). Filters are positioned and presented as the 
list introduction, and are a clear component of the 
user experience. This solution is only effective with 
a limited number of narrowing criteria.4 

c. Mixed-layout design options: Some marketers 
would be hard-pressed to commit to strictly using 
only one of the two layouts presented above — 
sometimes the elements that make up a brand’s 
digital presentation just don’t fit into an either/
or design template. For example, if research has 
shown that a particular element of your filtering 
or product selection happens to be a favourite 
feature of your target audience, then a mixed 
layout may be the best design option for your 
brand. 

As featured in Figure 3, mixed layouts — where 
the major filter is placed horizontally and the 
secondary criteria is aligned vertically — provide a 
strong hierarchy that facilitates consumer search 
success.  

Fig. 2: The TC Media promo platform is optimized to offer the 
best possible user experience, with an interface that uses the full 
width of the screen, horizontal filters positioned across the top 
of the results, and complementary tools displayed on demand. 
(Source: TC Media)

Fig. 3: CarRentals.com offers a mixed structure to enhance a 
major filter horizontally (car type) while secondary filters are 
located in the left column, under the search engine. (Source: 
http://www.rentalcars.com/, June 2015)
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Taking this a step further: Beyond the decision of 
where to position your product filters, the nature 
of your products themselves may dictate the need 
for enhanced tools that can help users to better 
understand your promotional offers. The most 
common example of this functionality is the inclusion 
of a map that allows consumers to locate desired 

items geographically. When embedded parallel to 
the scrollable listing and fixed to the browser, this 
becomes an essential and highly useful tool for users. 
As in the case of the Airbnb listing featured in Figure 
4 below, this refined layout fits the nature and needs 
of the content, instead of being a slave to a specific 
design requirements of a template. 

Fig. 4: Airbnb.com offers a unique layout: A larger proportion of the screen features search tools and lists of results, while the smaller 
section focuses attention on relevant offers. (Source: https://www.airbnb.ca/s/colorado, June 2015)
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d.   Integrating external features and functionality

A designer’s job would be easy if all they had 
to do was focus on building pages of product 
listings and filtering tools. But the scope of most 
retail businesses require page structures that 
are flexible enough to accommodate external 
functionality that increases the usability and 
desirability of digital promotional pages (e.g., 
advertising; the ability to access a category via the 
product list). Placing ads within product listings 
can be an effective solution to combat what’s 
known as the ‘Banner Blindness Effect,’ where ads 
appearing above or in the right-hand column of 
web pages are now so common that can tend to 
get overlooked by consumers (see Figure 5 for an 
example). But keep in mind: It’s important to make 
a clear distinction between advertising and your 
product listings. Otherwise, you risk a backlash 
from some consumers who may expect to only 
see your products within promo listings, and feel 
duped when finding advertising mixed into the 
fold. 

e.   Responsive design

While establishing your layout, make sure that 
you complete the background work to identify 
the similarities and differences of various devices 
that your consumers will use to search and view 
your promo listing pages. Things to consider: What 
happens to your search tools on mobile devices? 
Which column layout and image size is best 
for each device? What are the breaking points? 
Include these considerations when developing 
your approach in order to avoid any constraints 
and distortions in the continuity of your cross-
channel experience. 

To review, your page layout should be closely 
linked to the nature of your products and your 
strategy and the experience you want to give to 
your clients. Different layouts can work wonders 
on the perception that consumers have of your 
products and promotions (e.g., studies have 
shown that positioning the filter above a list 
provides an impression of abundance or a greater 
product enhancement4). Consumer wants, needs, 
and behaviours should be the starting point in 
identifying the major functionality of your promo 
listing pages; features that enhance the user 
experience, such as geographical mapping, are key 
elements that can help you to rethink the status 
quo and create the most efficient and effective 
display for your products and offers.

Fig. 5: Ebay.com includes ad banners within their custom lists 
of offers as a means to enhance the visibility of advertising while 
avoiding the need to insert a right-hand column into its layout.
(Source: http://www.ebay.com/feed, May 2015)
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 PART FOUR

Identify the Appropriate Set of Tools for 
the Job 
 
At a practical level, the task of offering listings boils 
down to putting a large box in front of your users in 
which you place your products and promotions. And 
while some consumers enjoy rummaging around 
and exploring what they can find in this box, others 
prefer an experience that allows them to quickly and 
easily identify products that suit their needs. And thus, 
this latter group requires tools, like search, filter, and 
sorting functionality, that can simplify their shopping 
experience and improve their engagement with your 
products. A major step in identifying the appropriate 
tools for your digital listings is, first, to consider the 
volume of products available, including the minimum 
and maximum number that you’d want to show in any 
given case (see Figure 6).

a. Integrating sorting tools: Sorts are used to 
order items in your list. In general, best practices 
suggest that the most useful sorting criteria 
correspond to quantifiable values: price, date, 
best-seller ratings, etc. In contrast, other criteria 
that may be based more on logic (such as 
popularity, recommendations, and relevance) 
tend to be less useful to consumers, as their 
algorithmic-driven processes can lead to variable 
(and often, less dependable) results over time. 
Thus, we recommend that marketers pay close 
attention to the search terms most often used 
by their consumers, and that they introduce an 
understandable logic, where possible. And overall, 
the default sort should be clearly marked, for easy 
exploration of the list (see Figure 7 for example). 

Fig. 6: Apple.com is able to direct consumers through its product 
selection via main and sub-navigations alone — no search tools 
(such as filters or sorts) are offered, because its limited catalogue 
doesn’t require additional layers of navigation. (Source: http://
www.apple.com/mac/, June 2015)

Fig. 7:  A host of different search and filtering tools are 
incorporated into the TC Media promo platform in order 
to deliver the ultimate in user-friendly promotions for the 
consumer: The search engine gathers chosen filtering criteria, 
while drop-down menus offer additional sorting capabilities. 
Finally, criteria can be managed or added within the Search 
field itself. (Source: TC Media)

http://www.apple.com/mac/
http://www.apple.com/mac/
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b. Using filtering and search tools effectively: 
Filters or search tools are used to reduce the 
number of items displayed and allow users to 
explore the depth of a product database. To 
design an effective filter module that helps users to 
easily narrow results, it’s necessary to distinguish 
between four different types of criteria (see  
Figure 8):

• Exclusive: Users select a category or 
department, and all other categories or 
departments are automatically cancelled 
out of the selection process. Links are usually 
used to review specific products more closely. 

• Cumulative: Users select multiple categories 
or departments, and various related sub-
categories or terms are taken into account 
and deliver a list of results. Checkboxes are 
often used, in order to allow for the greatest 
amount of flexibility for consumers.

• Text or specific-entry: Users set the value 
themselves in a specific format by entering a 
specific filter term.

• Sub-criteria: A criterion and its values are 
proposed in a specific category or after a user 
has selected a previous criteria. 

If filters are already included as standard features in 
a dedicated module, marketers may choose to use 
search engines as a main tool for narrowing down 
results. In this case, users initiate the search and 
manage filtering criteria using a search field; this 
conveys a sense of freedom for the user, as they’re 
able to choose their filtering options. This is an 
especially powerful tool for marketers with sizeable 
product databases (such as Amazon.com in Figure 8 ).

But note: You must be prepared to invest in 
developing a complete understanding of the 
taxonomy, the ability to dissect keywords, and 
auto-complete features in order to reap the greatest 
rewards from this in-depth functionality. (See  
 Figure 9.) 

Once selected, a filter should be reflected in a visible 
and relevant manner in the interface, allowing users to 
view or delete it. Visual criteria states (e.g., “Selected,” 
“Available” and “Non-available”) also help users to 
further define their search. The design used for tools, 
mainly filters, also plays an important role in users’ 
understanding of your product list. Putting emphasis 
on your key criteria through personalization choices 
brings value and facilitates understanding.

Fig. 8: Amazon.com incorporates a wealth of filters. Proposed 
interactions are adapted to each type of filter. (Source: http://
www.amazon.com/, May 2015)

Fig. 9: Google Shopping Express enriches the product-search 
experience by incorporating tags in the search bar. (Source: 
https://www.google.com/shopping/express/, May 2015)

http://www.amazon.com/
http://www.amazon.com/
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c. The value of icons and interactive features: As 
the saying goes: “a picture is worth a thousand 
words.” And when it comes to promo listings, an 
icon is not far off! Icons and interactive features are 
an integral part of your brand’s graphic identity. 
When incorporated into a filter module, icons 
can make the user experience more pleasant and 
effective, and are a great way to personalize your 
list (see Figure 10 for an example).

d. Careful use of images: It is possible to have too 
much of a good thing, especially when it comes to 
images or pictures of products. Remember that a 
picture can also represent a criterion (see Figure 
11). Thus, we suggest that you use them sparingly 
in order to avoid cluttering your interface or 
causing confusion between items that are filtered 
into a list and those that are simply presented on 
your main page.

Fig. 10: Airbnb.com’s interface prioritizes and promotes 
consumers’ understanding of major filters through the use of 
icons and specific interactive features (e.g., price range selection). 
(Source: https://fr.airbnb.ca/s/vancouver/, May 2015)

e. Filtering by colour: The ability to filter by colour 
can be critical for certain product categories 
(e.g., apparel, vehicles, home appliances) (see  
Figure 12). In these cases, the importance of 
associated filters is important too. It’s now 
standard practice for digital marketers to present 
an extended colour palette in the filter criteria, 
in order for consumers to narrow down their 
selections to meet their refined needs.

Fig. 11: CarRentals.com uses a mixed-layout to illustrate their 
assortment of available car types, making the information easily 
understandable to users. (Source: http://www.rentalcars.com/, 
May 2015)

Fig. 12: Walmart.com offers selections that fit into several colour 
palettes, thereby allowing users to find the perfect product based 
on their needs. (Source: http://www.walmart.com/browse/
home/bedroom-sets, May 2015)

http://www.walmart.com/browse/home/bedroom-sets
http://www.walmart.com/browse/home/bedroom-sets
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f. Filtering by additional/associated product 
information: Another opportunity to customize 
your filter may be through the displayed content. 
Additional information that clarifies a filter can 
even reflect your positioning. Usually, the volume 
of items available is displayed to support and 
anticipate the next step in the search. For price 
comparison, this information can be replaced by 
the lowest price available (see Figure 13 below). 
Users who frequent your site and are looking for 
the best price then learn to anticipate the benefit 
of each criterion.

Fig. 13: Filters on Carrentals.com display prices related to the 
filtered criteria. (Source: http://www.rentalcars.com/, May 2015)

g. Adjusting tools for responsive design: Search 
engines, filters and sorting tools need to be 
adapted to provide an optimal experience based 
on the screen consumers are using — whether 
mobile, desktop, or otherwise. The application of 
criteria on the list must be rethought based on the 
platform. Ultimately, think about the interaction 
you want your users to have with the list, because 
practically, the user experience can be vastly 
different when using a mouse cursor on a desktop, 
versus using your fingertip to select elements on 
a tactile screen. For this reason, we suggest the 
following best practices: 

• For filters viewed on a desktop, preference 
is given to immediately applying the chosen 
criteria to the list of results. 

• On mobile, a full filtering module can be more 
efficient in a dedicated menu. 

 
Before choosing your sorting, filtering and search 
tools, you’ll save yourself time and money by 
first developing a complete analysis of your data 
architecture (categories, sub-categories, data 
available for each item, etc.) and conducting 
research on your users’ needs. Based on the 
results of these analyses, build your promo 
listings using the information consumers want 
to see, and include supportive tools to create 
the best user experience possible, improve your 
consumer engagement and support your brand 
identity. At the end of the day, these choices make 
a clear difference between a common website and 
an experience where users feel understood, so it’s 
worth the effort to do it right the first time.
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 PART FIVE

Display Relevant Information 
 
In earlier sections, we discuss the importance of the 
structure and tools used to enhance your consumers’ 
experiences with your product search functionality. 
And yet, your product selection itself remains the 
lynchpin of the consumer experience; it’s what drives 
consumer attention. 

Promotional product listings have been around for 
centuries — think back to our discussion of the Penny 
Saver, but with the advent of digital technologies 
that allow marketers to promote their full slate of 
products to any consumer, at any time of the day, it’s 
far too easy now to inundate consumers with details, 
much of which can actually be extraneous to their 
purchasing decisions, and can have the unwanted 
effect of complicating their selection process, instead 
of simplifying it. 

Marketers need to think strategically about the 
presentation and information (and the amount of 
it) that they display in their promo listings. On one 
hand, too little information or listings with poor image 
quality can cast doubt among users and drive them 
to leave your site. Yet, on the other hand, include too 
much detail or load up your site with too many moving 
parts, and consumers may experience information-
overload. The happy medium is to present relevant 
and useful information that tells consumers that you 
know enough about them and their needs to build a 
destination that keeps them coming back for more. 

Above all, never assume that, faced with a lack of 
information, users systematically visit the product 
details to fill in the gap. Users prefer sites that presents 
the information they want (and need) quickly and 
simply, without making them do the work to find the 
details. 

Taken a step further, when it comes to variable screen 
sizes (like those on mobile devices vs. desktops), the 
balance between the amount of information and the 
graphics is even more critical. 

Our recommendation: Use one of two possibilities — 
either a consistent approach across all devices or a 
simplification of the information displayed on mobile.

Here are the six major elements to pay particular 
attention to: 

a. Displaying price effectively: When marketing 
promotions, displaying a price is an essential step. 
But it takes some consideration to do things right.5 

As part of the implementation of a discount policy, 
users often appreciate the addition of the initial, 
pre-sale price. Users are already accustomed 
to seeing this information displayed in a certain 
conventional way (e.g., a crossed-out price in the 
promo listing). The best way to demonstrate the 
bargain to users is by incorporating additional 
information about the discount, such as a 
percentage-off or the monetary value of the 
savings to be had from the particular product. 
Time- or price-sensitive promotional information 
(such as verbiage like “offer ends at 11:59 p.m. on 
January 2” or “only 2 left at this price”) can also 
influence users to act.
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b. Pictures impact buying behaviour: Pictures in 
tandem with the name of the product are meant 
to represent your product in its best-possible light, 
but also in a realistic way. A product’s images in 
a specific context or on a white background can 
give different but complementary visuals to users. 
If your product is available in several colours or 
has several photos, why not let the user discover 
them directly from your list? We mentioned earlier 
the opportunity of colour filters. Once activated, 
such a filter can impact the list by matching the 
selected colour with images of products in the 
same palette or hue.

c. Rounding out product listings with additional 
details: A product rarely comes down to a price, 
a name or an image. To identify additional 
information to display, think about your users’ 
needs and use your expertise to determine which 
factors will influence consumers to confidently 
choose your product over your competitors’ 
offerings. User reviews and recommendations, 
product availability, colour selection and sizes 
available, description, distance and other factors 
can all come into play in your consumers’ buying 
decisions. Dig into your data as your starting point.

Fig. 14: Walmart emphasizes pricing details in order to give 
consumers as much information as possible to make an educated 
decision on their products. (Source: http://www.walmart.com/
browse/electronics/, May 2015)

Fig. 15: Built on retailers’ geolocalized content, the TC Media 
Promo platform uses masonry layout to fit with any product 
information. This information enhances the shopping 
experience by displaying price benefits and an  ‘add to list’ 
feature. (Source: TC Media)

d. Adding labels or tags: The use of “New,” “Best 
Seller,” “Top Rated,” or “Last Day” labels puts 
a strong emphasis on the uniqueness of your 
products. This enhancement helps in the products’ 
exploration and guides users to remarkable 
products from among your promo listing. But 
since an overuse of these words can overload 
your interface and undermine the experience of 
your users, it’s important to use the right criteria 
to feature the best products at the given time 
(and not use these consistently across all of your 
products all of the time). 

e. Benefits of rollover and ‘Quick-Look’ 
functionality: The line between the wealth 
of information and information-overload is 
precarious, but it’s the marketer’s responsibility 
to provide both the relevant elements and a great 
interface that enhances products. On desktops, 
the rollover effect can be your ally — a simple, 
interactive interface that displays additional 
information and calls-to-action based on user 
interest. But in contrast, the rollover effects 
can present some major technical issues on 
touchscreens. Want a way to get around this? 
Display the same information as you would on 
a details-page: Tap once and the consumer sees 

http://www.walmart.com/browse/electronics/
http://www.walmart.com/browse/electronics/
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f. Keep control of your information: Some sites 
present information powered by third-party 
partners (or in some cases, users, such as when 
sourcing product reviews and recommendations). 

It’s one thing to incorporate data and information 
into your digital product lists, but at the end of 
the day, it’s important to consider the question: 
Who controls the information featured on your 
products? If you control and host your own data, 
then great — consider yourself one step ahead! 

But if you’re at all unsure about who holds your 
product information, then this is the time to clearly 
identify all of the variables in your product data, 
including characteristics and taxonomy used 
(e.g., length of the title, the evolution of the data, 
the minimum-maximum number of characters for 
additional information), to get your house into 
order before making a big promo list push.

Fig. 16: Ikea.com lists include multiple images to browse and 
management of additional information (such as dimensions) 
using a roll-over effect and labels — all best practices for presenting 
a clear and complete product list. (Source: http://www.ikea.
com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/,  
May 2015)

 PART SIX

Drive Behaviour with Action-Oriented 
Features 
 
The effective presentation of your products can 
attract users and encourage them to take action, 
and those actions don’t always need to be driven 
through a details page. Instead, consider integrating 
the following five action-oriented features into your 
product listings to encourage and/or expedite more 
immediate buying behaviour: 

a. Add to cart: On an eCommerce site, this feature 
seems obvious for a spontaneous purchase or for 
users already familiar with a product who don’t 
need to necessarily visit the details page. But what 
happens when a product is not yet available or is 
out of stock? Adapt your call-to-action to provide 
relevant services such as an alert when a product 
becomes available, a pre-order option, or even 
the possibility to find the product in a local store.

b. Comparison tools: For some retail categories 
— especially those involving discretionary 
product purchases (think: home electronics or 
entertainment), consumers expect to be able 
to compare prices and specs in order to find the 
best deal. This is best facilitated directly from 
your product list. Once a consumer has done 
their comparison research, it’ll mean that they’ll 
have to take fewer steps to follow through on the 
purchase.  

the ‘Quick-Look’ version. Tap again, the consumer 
returns to the details page.

http://www.ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/
http://www.ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/
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c. Add to a ‘Wish List’ or ‘Favourites’: We can’t 
say it enough: It all goes back to user behaviour 
when it comes to making purchasing decisions. 
Your consumers might search for your products 
in several stages or spot a particular product 
elsewhere before visiting your store. In these 
cases, a ‘Wish List’ or a list of ‘Favourites’ become 
helpful support tools, especially when connected 
to a mobile experience.

d. ‘Quick-Look’ for quick conversions: Sometimes 
consumers want a quick highlight of a product’s 
features, but don’t want to invest the time into 
reviewing every detail and bit of information that’s 
available on that particular item. As discussed 
above, ‘Quick-Look’ functionality makes it easy 
for users to access high-level information. If you’re 
integrating this feature into your product listings, 
ensure that it’s displayed clearly; it’s an important 
benefit for time-starved consumers, but it can also 
be easily overlooked if a consumer is scanning an 
image-rich product listing page. (See Figure 18.)

Fig. 17: Sony’s eCommerce strategy takes place through calls-
to-action appropriate to product availabilities and value-
comparison tools. (Source: http://store.sony.ca/w-series/cat-31-
catid-All-W-Series-TVs, May 2015)

Fig. 18: : Simons clearly distinguishes both possible actions: the 
full view and quick look. (Source: http://www.simons.ca/, May 
2015)

e. ‘Share’ and social network calls-to-action: A 
mainstay of product websites these days, ensure 
that ‘Share’ or ‘Send to’ options are clearly marked 
and made available throughout your product 
listings to encourage additional consumer buy-in 
for your products.

In summary, customer engagement and buy-in 
are what can make or break your business. Make 
sure to take the time to understand and quantify 
your users’ wants, needs, and behaviour — its 
these insights that drive the most effective digital 
interactions, and make for simple and engaging 
list experiences for your consumers, and optimized 
conversion rates for your brands.

http://store.sony.ca/w-series/cat-31-catid-All-W-Series-TVs
http://store.sony.ca/w-series/cat-31-catid-All-W-Series-TVs
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 PART SEVEN

Integrate Drive-to-Store Strategies into 
your Calls-to-Action 
 
“Check availability of a product at the nearest store” 
— “Compare prices between different stores before a 
visit.” These are just two of the many options available 
to marketers to bridge the gap between a consumer’s 
digital and in-store experience. Here, we recommend 
three drive-to-store strategies for your promo listings — 
but note, these will differ based on your retail category: 

a. Product availability: Consumers appreciate 
knowing that they have choices when it comes to 
how and where they purchase your products (see 
Figure 19). A great way to introduce the ‘choice’ 

element into consumers’ buying experience is 
to differentiate between exclusive web products 
from those only available in-store (see Figures 
19 and 21). And when it comes to availability, it’s 
essential to distinguish when a product should 
be purchased in-store and whether it’s actually 
available in real time — no one likes arriving at their 
local retail location to purchase a product that’s 
only available in-store, only to find that particular 
SKU is out of stock! Best practices suggest that, 
within a product listing, you may prompt users to 
select their preferred bricks-and-mortar location 
in order to retrieve the availability of their desired 
product. Availability, whether digitally or in-store, 
is a key criteria that consumers are looking for and 
should be included. 

Fig. 19: CanadianTire.ca enhances promo listings with a ‘Quick-look’ feature that indicates each product‘s availability in real time. (Source: 
http://www.canadiantire.ca/en/sports-rec/bikes-accessories/adult-bikes.html, May 2015)
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b. ‘Add to List’ functionality: A shopping list 
started online can be carried through to the in-
store experience. Use this feature of your lists to 
facilitate your users’ multi-channel experience.

c. Map functionality: For products with narrow 
geographical availability, consider integrating 
map functionality to allow users to determine 
which store to visit. Coupled with the store’s 
opening hours, this information is valuable for 
users and is proven to encourage store visits. 
Another option: If your products or services are 
not store-specific, adapt your map functionality 
to offer valuable comparison shopping (as in the 
case of Airbnb, Figure 4 above).

Think of your promo listings as invitations for 
consumers to engage with your brands. By 
‘inviting’ them to visit your bricks-and-mortar 
locations (using such features as geo-targeted 
product listings and information and ‘Add to a List’ 
functionality), you’ll empower consumers to make 
purchasing decisions, both online or in-store.

Fig. 21: The TC Media promo platform combines several strategic ‘drive-to-store’ features for the ultimate user experience, all built in to 
the Shopping List functionality, including geo-localized store information and product availability details. (Source: TC Media)

Fig. 20: Ikea offers the 
“Save to list” feature as a 
clear alternative to buying 
online (Source: http://www.
ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/
categories/departments/
bedroom/20656/, May 2015)

 http://www.ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/
 http://www.ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/
 http://www.ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/
 http://www.ikea.com/ca/en/catalog/categories/departments/bedroom/20656/
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 PART EIGHT

Make Promo Listings Easily Accessible 
 
Promo listings play a major part in the consumer 
shopping journey, and should therefore take up a 
prominent position in your digital representation. As 
we’ve discussed above, the nature and content of 
your product listings are the clearest indicators of your 
brand promise to consumers; by navigating through 
the details and information provided in digital format, 
users gain an understanding of the experience they 
may encounter in your retail stores. Now, think back 
to the last, great experience you had in a retail store. 
Were you greeted by a friendly staff member? Were 
you able to find the product you were looking for 
quickly and easily? These same questions apply to 
the online experiences: Consumers should be greeted 
upon entry, and they should be able to quickly access 
information about the products or services they’re 
looking for. And yet, when it comes to many websites 
and apps, important product information often 
gets buried behind welcome pages and marketing 
initiatives — and this means that consumers have to 
work hard to find the information that will help them 
to make purchasing decisions. Ultimately, we suggest 
that you take a lesson from your in-store experience: 
Providing one-click access to your products (and 
product lists) is as important as the quality and depth 
of the information that’s held on the pages themselves.  
(See Figures 22 and 23 for two approaches to this.)

Fig. 22: Given the size of its product database, Amazon.com is 
smart to provide consumers with several, successive landings 
pages to guide search behaviour (i.e., home, category, sub-
category). The site also offers two-click navigation from the home 
page to product lists. (Source: http://www.amazon.com/, May 
2015)

Fig. 23: Pinterest.com prioritizes consumers’ online search 
behaviour by organizing the site into lists. Consumers know what 
to expect when visiting the site; this has become the identity of 
Pinterest and its brand promise is immediately tangible to its 
users. (Source: https://www.pinterest.com/, May 2015)
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Your product database size and your eagerness 
to promote various marketing initiatives may 
prompt you to load up on landing and orientation 
pages even before you get down to detailing your 
products and services. However, consider quick 
and clear access to your promo listings as your 
strongest and most strategic ally in the marketing 
and promotions arena. Giving your users fast 
access to your offers means you’re that much 
closer to converting them into paying consumers. 

 PART NINE

Personalize your List Experience 
 
So far, we’ve reviewed the tools that you can use to 
build market-leading promo listings that will put your 
brands and your products in the best possible light. 
But it’s important to remember that each user that 
visits your website has different wants and needs, and 
may be looking for something uniquely different from 
their engagement with your promo list. And so, while 
a single, uniform promo listings design will probably 
meet the needs of the majority of your users, in certain 
cases, consumers may be seeking a more personalized 
experience that caters to their unique preferences. 
In these cases, you’ll need to determine the level of 
customization that makes sense for your brands. 

Consider the following five factors when looking at 
customizing your promo listing experience: 

a. Product geo-location: As discussed above, geo-
targeted product availabilities allow users to 
defined their location, for a more personalized, 
location-oriented shopping experience. 

b. Adjusting the product view: Different product 
views allow users to explore the presentation of 
your products in the mode that best suits them. 
Consider: Do your consumers prefer a visual or 
informational presentation? Do you have better 
buy-in when images are displayed on a white 
background or in context? 
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c. Offer complementary views: Over the years, 
many consumers have become attuned to the 
traditional paper flyer layout — the flyer page 
view. While this design has proven successful 
for decades, remember that consumers like the 
notion of ‘choice.’ So consider offering your users 
the option of two complementary views — the 
traditional flyer page view and the list view (PLA) 
— in order to satisfy the varied preferences of your 
audience.  (See Figure 24.)

     

d. Personalize the interface using search history 
info: Take into account your users’ engagement 
with your product, and personalize the interface 
accordingly (e.g., “Consulted products” and 
“Products added to list” can be distinguished and 
even highlighted to help users see what they’ve 
already looked at.)

e. Social media integration: People put a lot of trust 
in family and close network recommendations, 
and users driven to product pages via social sites 
spend an average of $40–$80 in purchases.6 Put 
ratings, recommendations and preferences to 
good use by integrating social media channels 
into your promo listings, to further engage your 
target audience and at the same time, grow your 
consumer base.  

Fig. 24: Amazon.com offers two display options to address the 
varied preferences of its users. (Source: http://www.amazon.com, 
May 2015)
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 PART TEN

Export your Lists 
 
By following the best practices outlined above, you’ll 
find that you’re able to grow your consumer audience, 
and with some strategic investment in your brands, 
your lists will have an even brighter future, both off- 
and online.

Now, it’s time to leverage this success outside of your 
website, applying the insights you’ve gained on your 
consumers through innovative new media placements 
and contexts. Take advantage of customizable 
advertising channels that are increasingly available 
in our fast-growing marketplace (via APIs and other 
technological mechanisms) to broadcast targeted 
content to even wider audience:

     

a. Pushing content via dynamic banner 
advertising: Push advertising content to 
consumers that’s personalized based on their 
online shopping behaviour. Using both visual and 
informational cues, identify key elements that will 
capture consumer attention, and drive them to 
your complete product catalog to satisfy their urge 
to see more.

     

b. Adapting to new technology: New digital 
devices (e.g., smartwatches, tactile surfaces, and 
soon, holograms) offer new opportunities for 
innovation and user engagement. While it may 
be impossible to replicate your digital interface 
across each new screen or device, a better 
approach suggests that you identify the most 
important information, rules and features that 
your customers use, while also being mindful of 

your brand identity and differentiating factors, 
and adapt your promo listings to each context, 
where possible. 
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 CONCLUSION

Promo Listing Usability as the Future 
Retail Way of Life 
 
It’s easy for seasoned marketers to get nostalgic, 
thinking about the olden days of promotions — where 
retailers had the ability to exert a great degree of 
control over how shoppers learned of and consumed 
their promotional offering. It was the weekly flyer, 
where popular items were organized into a grid-work 
page with price (and sale price, where appropriate), 
some local store information, and not much else. 
Flash forward to today, and the depth and breadth 
of the marketplace demands more from retailers. 
Marketers have access to more data on products, their 
consumer audiences, and industry trends than ever 
before, and consumers have almost unlimited access 
to key information that significantly empowers their 
buying decisions. 

As ever more sophisticated digital technologies 
infiltrate into consumers’ daily lives, marketers need 
to get smarter about what promotional information 
they offer to which consumers, and by what means 
(and devices). 

The best practices of Promo Listing Usability suggest 
that marketers focus on the ‘how’ of promotions 
distribution — integrating data insights and brand 
strategy into well-thought-out, detailed, and 
responsive cross-channel campaigns. But this is only 
one part of the equation: To derive the greatest value 
out of Promo Delivery Solutions, marketers need to 
consistently return to a fundamental principle of retail 
sales: building a relationship between a buyer and a 
seller via the distribution of publications that advertise 
targeted promotional offers and information about 
products and services.

The relationship between a buyer and a seller is built 

upon a foundation of mutual benefit and trust. Mutual 
benefit comes from marketers’ concerted efforts to 
deliver a targeted selection of products and services 
that address consumers’ wants and needs. This is 
helped along considerably by in-depth data-collection 
and the application of the resulting insights back in 
to further targeted media executions. And to a great 
degree, trust between a buyer and seller comes from 
marketers delivering on their brand promise with their 
products and services, but also from the marketer’s 
intention to protect their audience members’ personal 
information from getting into the hands of less 
scrupulous companies.

The proliferation of Big Data over the past five to ten 
years has brought a boon of useful and actionable 
consumer data that fuels truly engaging and 
compelling promotional campaigns. Yet, lose track 
of that consumer data (via data breaches, hacking, 
or other similar security issues) and marketers risk 
alienating the audience members they fought so hard 
to connect with in the first place. 
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 APPENDIX

To dive deeper into Promo Listing Usability, visit these 
sites:

• Think with Google – I-Want-to-Go Moments: From 
Search to Store

• UX Matters – Myths about Usability Testing 
Approaches

• Baymard Institute – eCommerce Usability: 
Product Lists and Filtering

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/i-want-to-go-micro-moments.html
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/articles/i-want-to-go-micro-moments.html
http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2015/01/17-usability-testing-myths-and-misconceptions.php
http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2015/01/17-usability-testing-myths-and-misconceptions.php
http://baymard.com/research/ecommerce-product-lists
http://baymard.com/research/ecommerce-product-lists
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It’s something that most people are accustomed to: 
you can’t get much done these days without having 
to supply some basic personal information about 
yourself and your habits. But with the introduction of 
more advanced data- and relationship-management 
programs, new issues have arisen that affect both 
marketers and consumers.

Marketers need to consider:

• How can we use data to inform and inspire 
consumers without over-targeting them, and 
effectively, turning them off?

Meanwhile, consumers want to know:

• How can we safeguard our personal information? 

• If we so choose, what legislation exists to allow 
us to specify the type and amount of promotional 
material that gets targeted to us every day? 

Playing by Canada’s Anti-spam Legislation (CASL) 
rules benefits both marketers and consumers alike: 
marketers will have greater certainty that they’re 
reaching a willing and attentive consumer audience, 
leading to improved campaign performance and 
better return on marketing spend. And for consumers, 
receiving fewer random calls-to-action will allow 
them to cut through the noise of unwanted marketing 

 INTRODUCTION 
 
Why is Privacy Important?

Harken back fifteen, twenty, twenty-five years to 
the days of The PennySaver — that bundle of news, 
community information, and retail flyers that got 
dropped on your doorstep and was meant to help 
you plan your weekly shopping trips to the local 
Dominion, Zellers, and Canadian Tire stores… 

How did these papers find their way to your front 
door? Well, if you had a mailing address, you received 
offers for your local stores. It was as simple as that. 

And though the end-goal of distributing flyers hasn’t 
changed much — to connect buyers with sellers 
via the distribution of publications that advertise 
promotional offers and information about products 
and services to local communities — the industry has 
seen its fair share of advancement, especially with 
the advent of technological tools that have allowed 
marketers (and particularly, retailers) to get smarter 
about the ways they distribute their valuable promo 
information.

In tandem with distributing paper flyers (still an 
important business in Canada), sophisticated 
technology platforms now allow for digital viewing 
of circulars, whether full-page views, product listings, 
or incorporated into ads that pop up on browsers, 
mobile and tablet apps and email messages. 

Now more than ever, the flyer business is driven by data 
— it’s no longer good enough to know where someone 
lives. In an effort to home in on that almighty promo 
sweet-spot — targeting the right message to the right 
person at the right time, and increasingly, on the right 
device — marketers are gathering and crunching huge 
amounts of data-points on prospective consumers. 
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messages, allowing them to more fully engage with 
the brands that they’ve chosen to interact with. 

This chapter explores issues of privacy in the 
digital promotions business. Part One outlines 
the path that privacy issues have taken in Canada 
over the last twenty years, starting with initial 
developments in anti-spam guidelines in 1994, 
through to the implementation and enforcement 
of Canada’s official privacy legislation in July 2014. 
This is in effort to understand the legal framework 
governing digital messaging and the different digital 
media channels that are most commonly used to 
distribute promotional offers in Canada. In Part 
Two, we develop a better understanding of digital 
messaging initiatives, specifically the two main 
types of marketing initiatives that require legislative 
oversight (push vs. pull marketing). We then detail 
the basic principles of CASL. Finally in Part Three, we 
review best practices associated with these media 
channels, and recommend several proactive steps 
that you can take within your own organization to 
champion the privacy rights of your consumers and 
Canadians in general.

 PART ONE 

Privacy Issues in Context – The Last 
Twenty Years 

By the time that Phase One of CASL was put into 
force in July of 2014, most major advertisers across 
the country had already been making changes to the 
way that they were running their media campaigns. 
The reason? They had about ten years (and in 
Quebec, up to twenty!) to consider how the evolving 
legislation would affect their future digital marketing 
communications.
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Key milestones in the introduction and enforcement of CASL include:

MAY 2004  
Industry Canada 
establishes the Task 
Force on Spam.

DECEMBER 2013
Industry Canada 
presents the final 
regulations.

JANUARY 2015 
CASL Phase Two – 
Installation of computer 
provisions is enforced.

APRIL 24, 2009   
Bill C-27, the Electronic 
Commerce Protection 
Act (ECPA), is intro-
duced in the House of 
Commons.

DECEMBER 30, 2009
Parliament is prorogued, 
thereby halting any effective 
progress on Canada’s Anti-
spam Legislation.

MAY 25, 2010 
Bill C-27 is reintroduced as 
the Fighting Internet and 
Wireless Spam Act (FISA).

APRIL 2011  
Regulations are 
delayed due to the 
federal election.

MARCH 
2012   
The CRTC 
presents 
the final 
regulations.

DECEMBER 15, 2010 
The legislation receives 
Royal Assent (with no 
name!) as Bill C-28.

MAY 2005  
The task force presents 
a final report to Industry 
Canada.

JULY 2014   
CASL Phase One – Enforcement 
begins. The law is now enforceable, 
and compliance is required by all 
industry stakeholders who send 
any form of commercial electronic 
message (email, SMS, instant 
messaging, etc.).

JULY 2017   
CASL Final Phase – Private 
Right of Action, providing 
everyone with the ability 
to seek damages from 
Unsolicited Commercial email, 
will come into force.
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Overview of Laws Governing Consumer 
Privacy in Canada
As alluded to above, digital marketing messaging 
activities in Canada fall under the purview of the 
Canadian government, some provincial delegations, 
and stakeholders in the marketing and advertising 
industry. Depending on several factors (including the 
type of messaging being executed and where senders 
and recipients are located), senders need to be 
aware of several different legislations  that may have 
an effect on how marketers collect, use, or disclose 
personal information for the purposes of conducting 
commercial activities. 

Federal legislation:

Personal Information Protection and Electronic 
Documents Act (PIPEDA): Enacted into force in stages 
starting in January 2001, and put in force on January 
1, 2004, PIPEDA was considered a precursor to CASL.1

The Act defines a “commercial activity” as “any 
particular transaction, act, or conduct or any regular 
course of conduct that is of a commercial character, 
including the selling, bartering, or leasing of donor 
membership or other fundraising list.”2 Because of 
its federal nature, PIPEDA applies to commercial 
activities in all provinces, except for organizations 
that collect, use, or disclose personal information 
entirely within provinces that have their own privacy 
laws (see below for provincial legislation), which have 
been declared substantively similar to federal laws. In 
these cases, the similar provincial law applies instead 
of PIPEDA. 

Canada’s Anti-Spam Legislation (CASL): Passed 
by the federal government in December 2010, 
CASL regulations around commercial electronic 
messaging (CEM) entered into force on July 1, 2014, 
while sections of the Act relating to the unsolicited 
installation of computer programs or software came 
into force on January 15, 2015. Meant to ensure that 

CAN-SPAM 
(“Controlling the assault of non-solicited 
pornography and marketing”) is the US 
Government’s anti-spam legislation. Passed in 2003, 
its requirements differ slightly from Canada’s CASL 
laws.
• Applies only to email; contains SMS domain 

opt-out.
• Focuses solely on Commercial Messages.
• Primarily opt-out-basedFocuses solely on 

Commercial Messages.
• Private right of action is available only to ISPs 

and government.

CASL
• Applies to almost all forms of electronic 

messaging (email, SMS, instant messaging, 
etc.).

• Addresses a broad range of Internet issues 
(spam, spyware, pharming, etc.).

• Primarily Consent based.  Marketers must be 
able to prove express or implied consent.

• Private right of action is available to anyone 
(individuals, businesses, etc.).

CASL designates the following  
requirements for CEMs:
• Must include postal information.
• Must accurately identify the sender.
• Prohibits false and misleading transmission 

data/subject lines.
• Assigns liability for brands who knowingly allow 

spam to be sent on their behalf.
• Unsubscribe must be activated within 10 

business days and all CEMs must have a simple 
no cost unsubscribe mechanism.

https://www.priv.gc.ca/leg_c/leg_c_p_e.asp
https://www.priv.gc.ca/leg_c/leg_c_p_e.asp
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00039.html
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Canadian businesses can continue to compete in the 
global marketplace, CASL is the most stringent anti-
spam legislation in force around the world to date. 
Thus, in many cases if a marketer is CASL compliant, 
the marketer will also be considered compliant 
with their local anti-spam legislation, including the 
United States government’s CAN-SPAM legislation. 
Three government agencies are responsible for 
enforcement of the Act: the Canadian Radio-
television and Telecommunications Commission 
(CRTC), the Competition Bureau, and the Office of the 
Privacy Commissioner.3 

Provincial legislation:

An Act Respecting the Protection of Personal 
Information in the Private Sector: Also known as 
“Quebec’s Private Sector Privacy Act,” this Act has 
been in force since 1994, thus making Quebec the 
first Canadian jurisdiction to adopt private-sector 
privacy legislation — a full decade ahead of official 
enforcement of PIPEDA in Canada, and almost 
twenty years before CASL implementation. This 
Act is administered by the Privacy Commission of 
Canada, but judged by Quebec’s Commission d’accès 
à l’information (CAI) and courts, as Quebec’s Privacy 
Act is meant to establish more concrete rules for 
exercising the general rights conferred by the Civil 
Code of Quebec where private sector enterprises that 
conduct business in Quebec are involved. 

Personal Information Protection Act (PIPA Alberta) 
and Personal Information Protection Act (PIPA British 
Columbia): Both of these provincial Acts were put 
into force on January 1, 2004. Their purpose is to 
govern the collection, use, and disclosure of personal 
information by organizations located within the 
boundaries of their respective provinces in a manner 
that recognizes both the right of each individual to 
have his or her personal information protected and 

the need of organizations to collect and use personal 
information for “reasonable purposes.”

Summary – Canada’s Progress on Privacy 
Issues 
Though Canadians have been targeted with 
advertising messages for many decades, it’s only in the 
last twenty-five years that formal, binding legislation 
has addressed the privacy rights of individuals when 
it comes to the protection and use of personal 
information. And just as the marketing industry has 
become more competitive in the last decade, more 
sophisticated technologies have been developed 
that give advertisers new and exciting avenues for 
disseminating their product and offer messaging. Yet 
the basic principles of promotional marketing remain 
the same — to connect buyers with sellers via the 
distribution of publications that advertise promotional 
offers and information about products and services to 
local communities. 

In Part Two, we explore two main categories of 
marketing initiatives that advertisers use to connect 
with consumers — push and pull messaging — 
and the legislative guidelines used to control the 
use of consumers’ personal information in these 
transactions.

http://
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 PART TWO 

Privacy and Push-Pull Marketing 

To connect buyers with sellers, or in marketing 
parlance, consumers with advertisers, you need a 
medium that facilitates the interaction between the 
two groups. Depending on the advertiser’s business 
strategy, they may use one of two major categories 

of marketing tactics — either push or pull marketing 
— and both of these are associated with different 
considerations from the perspective of the privacy of 
consumers’ personal information.

PRIVACY FROM A MARKETING PERSPECTIVE – A HIGH-LEVEL OVERVIEW4

“DO WHAT YOU SAY, SAY WHAT YOU DO.” —ADOBE CHIEF PRIVACY OFFICER

.
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Defining Push Marketing
Also known as “push messaging,” push marketing 
aims to push products towards prospective buyers.  As 
consumers, we are subject to many push-marketing 
messages throughout our days — whether it’s a 
dynamic banner ad displayed alongside the article 
we read on our mobile devices during our evening 
commute (sometimes promoting the very product 
we searched for only hours earlier on an eCommerce 
site), or it’s an email that lands in our inboxes telling 
us that if we buy that item now, we’ll receive free 
shipping. 

Push marketing relies on the notion that marketers 
know their consumers wants, needs, and intentions. 
This inherent knowledge may be as a result of the 
triangulation of data from outside sources (e.g., 
crossing basic opt-in data with metrics collected 
by groups like Ipsos or Statistics Canada). Or these 
insights may come from data gathered about 
consumers through their perpetual interactions with 
digital media — the websites, apps, and devices that 
collect metrics on their patterns, interactions, and 
behaviours as they go about their daily lives. The end-
result is that, based on their knowledge of consumer 
intentions, advertisers are able to push particular 
products, services, and information to specific 
consumers who are more likely to be receptive to 
such offers. 

The most common push marketing methodologies 
use behavioural marketing, targeting and retargeting 
of ads on websites and apps, often through the use 
of cookies, to reach the right consumer with the right 
message.

What are Cookies and Why are They 
Important?
Originally called “persistent client state objects” (in 
computer programming parlance), later nicknamed 
“magic cookies” or simply “cookies,” these are the 
equivalent of small, text files stored on Internet users’ 
computers. They’ve existed for over twenty years, and 
they enable website and mobile app developers to 
collect user data in order to facilitate browsing and to 
allow for certain functionalities.5   

In marketing terms, there’s a difference between first-
party and third-party cookies: First-party cookies 
are internal to each user’s technology system (i.e., 
their computers, mobile devices, or tablets). They’re 
associated with various domain names (or GPS 
coordinates, for mobile devices), and are used to 
support that user’s experience of websites and apps. 
Third-party cookies, in contrast, are associated with 
partners who support sites or apps for various services, 
including offering advertising, collecting analytics, 
and optimizing the overall display, interactivity, and 
user experience.

So when we consider the need for greater 
transparency on the part of advertisers when it comes 
to the promotional content that they’re targeting to 
consumers, it’s clear that cookies, and especially those 
third-party cookies that are collected by companies 
that are at an arm’s length from the actual interaction 
and resulting advertising reputation with consumers, 
will continue to be a concern that is worth keeping an 
eye on. Because, when done strategically, targeted 
advertising can win increased sales and more loyal 
consumers. But, done without consideration of the 
consumer in mind, behavioural targeting can come 
off as Big-Brother-ish and a bit too invasive for many 
people’s tastes.
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The good news is that there is a regulatory body 
in place whose primary mission is to reintroduce 
a modicum of consumer control back into push 
marketing — the Digital Advertising Alliance (DAA), 
with their AdChoices program. 

The DAA6  and their AdChoices Program
The AdChoices program, introduced in March 
2011, aims to allow consumers to modulate their 
experience of what the DAA calls “interest-based 
advertising” or online behavioural advertising — that 
is, ads that target specific consumers based on their 
online activity. 

The program works by inserting the AdChoices Icon 
(also known as the “Advertising Option Icon”) on 
webpages or near web banners. The presence of this 
icon lets users know that data is being gathered on 

WEBSITE

1ST

3RD

 FIRST-PARTY COOKIES VS. THIRD-PARTY COOKIES

FIRST-PARTY COOKIES:
• Associated with a marketer’s domain name

• Used to support user experience

THIRD-PARTY COOKIES:
• Based on data collected by third-party developers 

and/or companies

• Associated with partners who support particular 
services:

-  Advertising 
- Analytics 
- Optimization
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their online activities, which can be used to infer their 
interests and may be used to improve the ads that 
they see when they’re online. The icon also serves as 
a link to a preference centre, where consumers can 
conveniently opt-out of interest-based advertising 
that they receive from participating companies, 
whether in general or from specific advertising parties.

The idea behind the program is two-fold: on the one 
hand, when advertisers incorporate the icon in their 
ads, they’re making it known to people who are 
familiar with the symbol7 that they’re collecting data 
on that user’s online behaviour. On the other hand, 
these advertisers are giving back some control to 
consumers. Not all consumers want to be targeted by 
marketers — think about how creepy-cool The Gap 
push-media experience was in the movie “Minority 
Report”! By offering up this option (which incidentally, 
has been used by millions of consumers to date), 
advertisers are putting some of the power of push-
messaging back into the hands of the consumers. 

More recently, on February 25, 2015, the DAA 
introduced “AppChoices” and the “DAA Consumer 
Choice Page for Mobile Web” as means to continue 
to offer wider personal data-control to consumers. 
These new tools are meant to supplement the self-
regulatory organization’s current ad transparency and 
choice mechanisms, by offering a way for consumers 
to control data-collection and use across mobile and 
tablet devices (including advertising distributed on 
mobile websites, browsers, and apps). 

Ad Ad

AdChoices

+ Mouseover on 
AdChoices zone

1 2
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Defining Pull Marketing
Also known as “pull messaging,” pull marketing is 
meant to attract a specific consumer to an advertiser’s 
products or services, based on the assumption that 
the marketer has spent some time in getting to know 
their prime consumer audience — perhaps they’ve 
enlisted sophisticated data modelling or preference 
centre technology (or a combination of the two) 
in order to gather real data on their most valuable 
consumers. Or maybe they’ve partnered with a like-
minded brand to piggyback on their subscriber list 
with their own promotional content.

Because of the often ad-driven nature of its wide-
ranging methodology (such as promotional email 
and mobile messaging programs, push notifications, 
and newsletter distribution), pull marketing can be 
tricky from a personal privacy perspective. Marketers 
walk a fine line between targeting users based on 
data they’ve collected, without overstepping the 
bounds of personal privacy rights or over-taxing 
each user’s consent to receive digital messaging 
communications. Luckily, Canada’s privacy laws even 
the marketing playing field, by setting out clear rules 
for how organizations can collect, use, and disclose 
personal information in the private sector.

CASL Governance and What It Means for 
Marketers
When CASL was officially put into force on July 1, 2014, 
it became the most stringent anti-spam legislation in 
the world to date. 

As noted above, CASL regulations cover two types 
of technological concerns: the distribution of 
commercial electronic messages (CEMs), and the 
unsolicited installation of computer programs or 

software. For the purposes of this discussion, we’ll 
focus on the distribution of CEMs.8 

What Constitutes a CEM?
CASL provisions are very specific about what does and 
does not constitute a commercial electronic message 
(CEM): First (and perhaps redundantly!), the message 
must be electronic. That is, it must be a message 
sent by email, text message, instant message, or via 
certain social media functions. Second, the message 
must be sent to or from an electronic address, such as 
an email address, a mobile phone number, or text 
messaging address. Note, though, that current CASL 
laws exclude IP addresses of websites or other closed 
platforms (including several forms of social media) 
from this specification. Finally, the CEM must contain a 
commercial message. This is considered to be anything 
that is “designed… to encourage participation in a 
commercial activity,” in particular, that offers the user 
the opportunity to purchase, buy, barter, or lease a 
product, goods, or service, or to provide a business 
investment, or gaming opportunity, or advertising 
or promoting these activities, regardless of the 
expectation of profit. 

CASL’s major function is to set out general prohibitions 
on sending a CEM to an electronic address, unless:

1.    The recipient consents to receiving it.

2.    The message includes certain prescribed 
information that identifies the sender.

3.    The message includes at least one unsubscribe 
mechanism.

4.    The sender is exempted due to one of CASLs 
many exclusions. 

The first point here — consent — is key to the anti-
spam movement. By opting-in, those CEMs that 
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The Two Types of Consumer Consent and 
How to Achieve Them
As noted above, under CASL, consumer consent — 
whether “Express” or “Implied” — is required before 
sending any CEM. 

A NOTE ON THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN 
TRANSACTIONAL AND COMMERCIAL 
MESSAGES AND THE MIXING OF  
THE TWO: 

If a transactional message is sent to a recipient 
(say, a response to an inquiry or a notice about a 
warranty update), this is not considered a CEM. 
However, if any portion of that message is used 
to request consent or to promote a product or 
service, then the entire message will be considered 
a CEM, and will be subject to CASL enforcement. 
Where CAN-SPAM allows a primary and secondary 
purpose, CASL does not.

“Person: An individual,  partnership,  corporation,  
organization, association, trustee, administrator,executor, 
liquidator of a succession, receiver or legal representative.”

Consent – Express vs. Implied

Oral
Written

Business relationship
Non-business relationship
Published info
Disclosure

Express

Implied

Express Consent is given willingly and knowingly 
by recipients, who must take a conscious action to 
grant consent (e.g., by checking a box on a preference 
centre or providing an email address for opt-in 
purposes). We recommend that whenever possible, 
marketers obtain Express Consent from their 
recipients. The reason? Simply put, Express Consent 
never expires and is easier to manage over the longer 
term than Implied Consent. (That being said, senders 
shouldn’t be afraid to rely on Implied Consent or CASL 
exclusions in situations where Express Consent is not 
easily obtainable.) 

Consent may be obtained orally or in writing,9 or a 
combination of both, and PIPEDA-compliant Express 
Consent obtained before CASL came into force is 
allowed under CASL legislation.

When requesting consent, the following information 
must be provided in order for consumers to make an 
educated opt-in decision:

• The purpose for which consent is being sought

• The name of the person seeking consent and 
name of the person on whose behalf consent is 
sought

• A statement indicating which person is seeking 
consent and which person on whose behalf 
consent is sought

• The mailing address and the telephone number, 
email address, or web address of the person 
seeking consent or the person on whose behalf 
consent is sought

• A statement that consent may be withdrawn at 
any time.

marketers work so hard to get to the right person at 
the right time on the right device have less of a chance 
of being marked as spam. Now, let’s look at CASL’s 
definitions of consent. 
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process to keep them up to date, they tend 
to present significant problems from a CASL 
perspective. 

• A recipient needs to be able to unsubscribe 
from all vendors, and it is the list owners 
responsibility to ensure that this is acted upon.  
Furthermore, the customer needs to be informed 
that their information will be provided to other 
organizations.

 
Similar rules are laid out for CEMs that are sent on 
behalf of corporate third parties, such as when a 
company chooses to send a sponsored message 
to their subscribers that promotes the products or 
services of another company, say a partner or a like-
minded organization. In these cases, both parties 
need to be identified clearly in the message, in order 
to ensure that the primary consent-collector and the 

CEMS – LIST RENTAL/THIRD 
PARTY
List rentals are not to be confused with 
list purchases. 

• List rentals require that the list owner 
(i.e., the company that built and rents 
the list, such as a reputable list agent 
or a like-minded brand that’s willing to 
run co-branded marketing campaigns) 
transmits a marketer’s message on 
their behalf. In this case, the list never 
changes hands. 

• In contrast, list purchases allow for 
a complete list of recipients to be 
purchased and used indefinitely. 
Because these types of lists are 
not always subject to the legal 
requirements of Express Consent or 
put through sufficient data hygiene 

partnering company are staying within the bounds 
of CASL. And further, the company that obtained 
the consent in the first place remains responsible 
for the personal data collected on their subscribers. 
This means that they must include unsubscribe 
mechanisms on each CEM to allow recipients to 
unsubscribe from receiving messages from either 
group (including unidentified third parties). They’re 
also responsible for informing their partners if and 
when consent has been withdrawn (whether via opt-
outs or otherwise).
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3 KEY CONSIDERATION ON EXPRESS 
CONSENT: 

1. Collecting Express Consent via a pre-checked 
box is not acceptable. This method puts undue 
pressure on the person whose consent is being 
sought to take action in order to indicate that he/
she does not consent. Instead, offer opt-in methods 
that consumers must take action to agree to (i.e., 
unchecked subscription boxes, with a several 
step process to confirvm opt-in, and a preference 
centre that allows consumers to modulate their 
subscription status at their convenience).

2. Burden of Proof: If a dispute arises, it’s the 
responsibility of the sender to demonstrate that 
the consumer has consented to receive CEMs 
(whether via consent given digitally or orally. See 
sections outlining means of gaining Express or 
Implied Consent for further details). Effectively, 
if a sender cannot prove that they’ve gained 
Expressed or Implied Consent, it’s considered that 
they do not have it. 

3. Evidence of Consent: Based on CASL regulation, 
the following constitute sufficient proof of digitally-
provided Express Consent:

• Webpages that contain consumer consent 
language and open fields 

• Associated screenshots of the online consent 
page as seen by the consumer

• Complete data records submitted by the 
consumer (with time and date stamps), together 
with the consumer’s IP address. 

For any type of oral consent, the sender must be able 
to verify the consent with a complete and unedited 
recording of the consumer providing consent, or an 
independent third party witness.

In contrast to Express Consent, Implied Consent 
relates to a CEM exchange that assumes a basic opt-
in relationship. CASL designates the following as 
acceptable grounds for Implied Consent:

• A business relationship: Most often through the 
purchase or lease of a product, goods, or services

• A non-business relationship: 

o     A donation or gift made by a person to a         
registered charity or a political party

o     Volunteer work performed by a person 
or membership to a club, association, or 
voluntary group (non-profit)

• The conspicuous publication of an email address: 
Unless the publication is accompanied by a 
statement that the person does not wish to receive 
unsolicited CEMs, and the message is relevant to 
the person’s business or official capacity (e.g., 
an address collected from a trade magazine or 
webpage)

• Disclosure: A person has provided the electronic 
address to the sender and has not indicated a 
wish not to receive unsolicited CEMs, and the 
message is relevant to the person’s business or 
official capacity (e.g., providing a business card at 
a conference).

A main goal of CASL is to gain a generally high level 
of Express Consent for marketing initiatives across 
the board. Thus based on the grandfathering rule, in 
most cases Implied Consent lasts for only two years 
— the expected window of opportunity for a marketer 
to gain Express Consent from recipients — and 
existing Implied Consent (obtained pre-July 1, 2014) 
is valid until July 1, 2017, by which time marketers 
must have gained Express Consent, renewed Implied 
Consent (two years from the most recent transaction), 
or removed users with Implied Consent from their 
subscription lists. The CRTC has further clarified 
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that the two-year window begins at the end of the 
subscription window. That is to say, if you have a two-
year magazine subscription, Implied Consent ends 
two years after the final transaction.

Information That Must Appear on CEMs
After consent, the second key element that 
distinguishes CEMs from other varied digital messages 
is the incorporation of certain details that calls out 
the sender as a commercial enterprise. Based on 
CASL, the company sending the CEM must always 
be identified. This is typically accomplished via three 
areas of information that are required in each CEM:

 

1.  A statement indicating the sender’s name (the 
company, brand, or a specific person): As noted 
above, in the case where the message is being 
sent on someone’s behalf, both parties must be 
clearly identified. This includes where a vendor 
or agency has any material input into subscriber 
lists or creative; these companies must also be 
identified as one of the senders. 

2.   An unsubscribe mechanism: The opt-out method 
must be clearly and prominently included, and 
best practices recommend that marketers include 
more than one link in any CEM sent.

3.  The mailing address and the telephone number, 
email address, or web address of the list owner 
or third party (advertiser): Again, this serves as 

Note: Due to the more limited character-count 
of SMS messages relative to emails, CASL allows 
for information related to the sender and the 
unsubscribe process to be provided via a clear 
and prominent webpage link included within 
the text message.

a means for recipients to be able to identify the 
sender of the CEM — a measure of transparency, 
and also, an opportunity for the recipient to 
locate and contact the sender. It’s important to 
remember that based on CASL rules:

• The mailing address must remain valid for a 
minimum of sixty days after the message has 
been sent.

• The unsubscribe must be active for at least 
sixty days after the message has been sent.
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10 TYPES OF MESSAGES THAT ARE 
EXEMPT FROM CEM REQUIREMENTS:  
1. Personal or family relationship: Messages sent to 

individuals with whom the sender has a personal or 
family relationship

2. B2B: Messages sent by an employee of an 
organization to another employee concerning 
activities within that organization, or to an 
employee of another organization if the two 
groups have a relationship and the message is 
relevant to activities of the organization

3. Inquiry message: Inquiry or application-type 
messages sent by individuals to a person engaged 
in commercial activities, provided it’s related to 
that person’s commercial pursuits

4. Response to an inquiry: Messages sent in response 
to a request, inquiry, complaint, etc.

5. Legal message: Messages sent to satisfy a legal or 
judicial obligation; to provide notice of an existing 
or pending right, legal, or juridical obligation, 
court order, judgment or tariff; to enforce a right, 
legal or juridical obligation, court order, judgment 
or tariff; to enforce a right arising under a law of 
Canada, of a province or municipality of Canada 
or of a foreign state

6. Closed platforms: Messages sent and/or received 
via electronic messaging services if the info and 
unsubscribe mechanism are conspicuously 
published and readily available on the user 
interface (e.g., BBM, What’s App)

7. Limited-access accounts: Messages sent to a 
secure and confidential account (e.g., through 
online banking)

8. Foreign messages: Messages accessed in a foreign 
state that is listed in the regulations, where the 
message conforms to the anti-spam law of that 
foreign state

9. Registered charities: Messages sent by charities 
if the primary purpose is “raising funds for a 
charity”.

10. Political Relationships: Messages sent by political 
candidates or organizations, if soliciting political 
contributions.

At Least One Unsubscribe Mechanism in 
Every CEM
Arguably just as important to the legal distribution 
of CEMs as opting in, the unsubscribe mechanisms 
that advertisers include in their messaging are key 
to keeping consumers, marketers, and the CASL 
enforcement groups happy all around. The legislation 
calls for an unsubscribe mechanism to be included 
in each and every CEM, so that consumers can 
communicate their wishes to no longer receive CEMs 
from that sender. These mechanisms must be offered 
at no cost to the consumer, and users must be able 
to access all unsubscribe options without difficulty or 
delay — it should be simple, quick, easily understood, 
and easy to use. Examples include a link in an email 
that takes a user to a webpage to unsubscribe, the 
ability for a user to send an email to unsubscribe, or 
replying with STOP to an SMS message.

Timeliness is imperative in the opt-out process: 
Unsubscribe mechanisms must remain valid for at 
least sixty days after any given CEM has been sent, 
and upon unsubscribing, users must be removed 
from subscription lists without delay (and no longer 
than ten business days later). 

And take heed, marketers! As the law is written, it’s 
the sender or subscription list owner’s obligation to 
remove users once the unsubscribe request has been 
sent, not once it’s been received. That means that 
lists must be kept up to date, and having incomplete 
or unclear unsubscribe records does not count as a 
good excuse. If the consumer can prove that they’ve 
unsubscribed, even if the marketer cannot, the law 
sides with the consumer. (See details on Burden of 
Proof in the box 3 Considerations on Express Consent, 
page 118.)  
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FORWARD TO A FRIEND AND CONSENT

Much of CASL regulations around CEMs deal with B2C 
marketing, including pull-marketing campaigns that 
look to influence consumer behaviour (e.g., promote 
a ‘Deal of the Day’ via email to drive more consumers 
to an eCommerce site). But what happens when a con-
sumer wants a friend or relative or other associate to 
receive a CEM from a company — the traditional ‘For-
ward to a Friend’ tactic? Of course, CASL covers this too! 

There is a one time consent exclusion allowing one 
CEM to be delivered as the result of a referral (though 
identification and opt-out requirements still apply; see 
above for details), provided that:

1. The “referrer” has an existing relationship (whether 
business, non-business, personal or family 
connection) with both the business that sends the 
message and the “friend” to whom the message is 
sent.

2. The sender must include the full name of the 
“referrer” and a statement that the CEM has been 
sent as a result of a referral.

3. Only one CEM can be sent as a result of a referral 
request.

4. All unsubscription and identity requirements 
remain static. Meaning, you must provide the user 
with a means to opt-out of future referrals — not an 
easy task, in some cases. 

Forward to a Friend messages may not necessarily be 
based upon the type of subscription relationship that 
is encapsulated under Express Consent. Instead, if the 
referrer has an existing relationship that falls more 
along the lines of a familiar association, then this is 
considered an implied relationship, and thus, comes 
under the category of Implied Consent. 

Summary – The Benefits of CASL 
Comprehensiveness for Both Buyers and 
Sellers
Think back to that weekly bundle of community 
newspapers and flyers again. Did you (or your parents, 
perhaps) ever wonder how it arrived on your doorstep 
each week? Did you (or they) ever wish that you could 
receive it, say, on a bi-weekly basis instead of every 
Friday? Or maybe that there was some way to choose 
which sellers could advertise their wares in the pages 
of those papers, instead of the assortment that always 
seemed to be included? 

Now, think about how that experience relates to 
consumers in the current digital media age: Not only 

You are receiving this email because you were a referral of Joan Smith.

This message was intended for user@domain.com

Change your email address | Unsubscribe | Privacy Policy

Red Earth General Store l 100 XYZ St. Toronto, ON, Canada
Email us at: customerservice@redearth.com
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are there far more (and better organized) marketers 
who are looking to reach consumers, but they have 
a wider array of channels to use to gain buying 
audiences’ attention. This leads to an incredible range 
of marketing messages that are vying for consumer 
buy-in on every screen, device, and media stream — 
one that not all consumers signed up for (both literally 
and figuratively!).  

Various public- and private-sector groups in Canada 
have taken a stand against what some people 
perceive as an invasion of personal privacy. By 
introducing tools and legislations to manage the 
number and type of marketing messages consumers 
can legally receive, Canada’s Anti-Spam Legislation, 
PIPEDA, several provincial Acts, and the AdChoices 
program aim to reintroduce control into the hands 
of consumers when it comes to digital messaging. 
And by empowering consumers, marketers also win 
— evening the playing field for advertisers to succeed 
in business by getting the right message to get to the 
right consumer at the right time, at a level that makes 
sense for the buyer as much as for the seller, and 
building trust and engagement every step of the way. 

In the next section, we’ll conclude our investigation 
into privacy issues with a review of best practices 
for push and pull marketing. We’ll then take a quick 
scan of where experts believe privacy rights are 
headed in the next five years, and outline some steps 
that marketers can take to safeguard their business 
practices from evolving rights issues of the future.

STEEP PENALTIES FOR CASL NON-
COMPLIANCE

Think your business is somehow exempt from 
CASL legislation? Not following the rules can 
be extremely costly, both for the people who 
perpetrate the offending act, as well as for their 
organization as a whole: 

• CASL provides for either actual damages or 
statutory damages of $200 per violation, 
up to a maximum of $1 million per day 
for individuals and $10 million per day for 
corporate entities. 

• Corporate officers, directors and agents may 
be held personally liable if they directed, 
authorized, acquiesced or participated in the 
commission of a CASL violation. 

• In determining the final amount of statutory 
damages to award, courts analyze the 
personal/corporate history of the violator(s), 
the financial benefit obtained and the nature 
and scope of the violation(s). 



1232015 www.tc.tc  |  info@tc.tc

CHAPTER 6: PRIVACY 

 PART THREE 

Best Practices in Push and Pull Marketing

At TC Media, we’ve been in the business of building 
engagement between brands and consumers for  
40 years. And in that time, we’ve learned a thing or 
two about what helps a marketer to succeed in the 
Canadian digital media sector: good quality digital 
messages based on solid strategic planning and well-
built campaigns, with clear calls-to-action that drive 
consumer engagement and interaction. An important 
factor in this equation is consumer buy-in and trust, 
and that’s where privacy legislation comes in. By 
following the guidelines set out in CASL — particularly 
gaining consumer consent and offering multiple 
ways for them to manage their subscription levels 
— you’ll ensure a better and likely, more profitable, 
relationship over time.

In the following section, we share our 
recommendations for how to align your digital 
messaging campaigns with the best practices in the 
industry. First, we cover the necessary elements that 
are required from a messaging design and layout 
perspective, and offer up some options for how to 
modulate your opt-in and opt-out methodology. 
Then, we dig deeper into how, organizationally, you 
can build a solid foundation for your digital messaging 
practice that will safeguard you and your colleagues 
from CASL infractions. Then, we take a thousand-
foot view at evolving trends in the industry that may 
impact the way you do business in the coming years.

Applying Privacy Requirements — Messaging 
Design and Layout
 
Push Marketing – Get Cookie Consent
Including a pop-up or a ticker-bar across the bottom or 
top of your landing page informs users of your cookie-
collecting policy and allows them to opt-in. And joining 
the AdChoices program and displaying the icon in 
the footer of your webpages, ad real estate, and apps 
shows that you’re serious about consumer privacy.

en-us/bing/default.aspx 
http://www.microsoft.com/privacystatement

http://en-us/bing/default.aspx 
http://www.microsoft.com/privacystatement
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Pull Marketing – Get Express Consent  
Include multiple mechanisms for consumers to opt-in 
(e.g., multiple check-boxes for you and your partners), 
and that you are accurately informing your customers 
what they are consenting to, as well as identifying the 
correct opt in procedure for your business. 

Then, once consumers are engaged, incorporate 
easy-to-implement and user-friendly subscription 
management tools like preference centres and multi-
level opt-in functionality to allow consumers to 
manage their level of interaction with your brands. 

Multiple check-boxes — including your various 
aligned brands, but also like-minded partner 
companies or co-brands — offer great interactivity 
options for consumers. Not only are they able 
to confirm their interest in your products and 
services, but they’re also learning about other 
companies that might be of interest to them as well.  

Double-opt-in confirmation request — once a 
consumer subscribes, they receive a confirmation 
notice to confirm their opt-in status. This is a best 
practice in specific industries, such as financial, and 
is useful if you’re looking for extra security with your 
subscription list.

1

3

2
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Subscription management tools — like Preference 
Centres — are useful tools to give consumers options to 
modulate their relationship with your brands. Asking 
for preferences gives you the opportunity to provide 
relevant content to your subscribers, ensures they’re 
more engaged and delivers a lower unsubscribe rate 
for your campaigns. 

Mention to consumers how you’ll use their personal 
information — it will help establish trust and 
credibility. 

Check-in with your subscribers on a regular basis 
to understand if there are any lifestyle changes in 
their lives — maybe they purchased a house, had an 
addition to the family or are in the market for other 
products. Ensure those important lifestyle changes 
are reflected in the content you send them to keep 
them engaged.

Another effective tool is the Email Preference 
Page, where subscribers can control the degree of 
interaction they have with your brand. Giving them 
the choice to perhaps “opt-down” from a daily to a 
monthly subscription will make a big difference with 
your subscription list. Instead of losing subscribers, 
you’ll convert them to a frequency that best suits their 
preferences.
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When it comes to unsubscribing, make sure that 
consumers have multiple ways that they can opt-out 
of receiving your marketing messages. Remember: it 
must be readily performed by the consumer, at no 
cost, and not behind a log-in wall. Use an easy, one-
click procedure to give users a good experience even 
if they choose to unsubscribe.

For an added measure of security (and 
interactivity), consider integrating an 
unsubscribe confirmation on your landing 
page — some consumers may even recognize 
the error of their ways and re-subscribe based 
on this courtesy!

This message is sent by Transcontinental Media G.P. or its affiliated companies.

Unsubscribe  |  Privacy Policy

Red Earth General Store, a property of Transcontinental Media G.P.
1 Place Ville Marie, Suite 3315, Montreal, Quebec H38 3N2

www.tc.tc
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Championing Privacy Issues in Your 
Organization
As outlined above, CASL was officially put into force on 
July 1, 2014, but the industry knew it was coming down 
the pipeline. In fact, numerous industry leaders were 
involved in shaping the legislation over time. During 
that period, some organizations (including many 
media agencies and large marketing companies) took 
proactive measures to get their subscription practices 
in order leading up the enforcement date. Still others 
were (and in some cases, continue to) biding their time, 
chipping away at bringing their marketing practices 
up to CASL-compliancy level as the 36-month implied 
grandfathering provision approaches.

How does your organization measure up on privacy 
compliancy? Have you taken steps to ensure you have 
received and can prove proper consent? Have you 
updated your digital media opt-in sources (including 
flyers, templates, websites, and other assets) to 
incorporate the necessary information to gain express 
or implied consent?  

If you answered ‘yes’ to any or all of these questions, 
then bravo! But while these are important 
practical steps to bring your marketing messages 
up to CASL-code, there’s still work to be done. 
Specifically, there are organization-level steps that 
you can take to safeguard your marketing practice:  

1.  Set up a privacy task force that is responsible 
for developing, rolling out and maintaining 
CASL compliancy policies and practices for your 
organization

• Create an internal privacy policy

o Outline verbiage for all forms of consent on all 
of the different types of digital media assets 
and inventory you use (including newsletters, 
contests, and affiliate marketing tools)

o Be sure that all CEMs include a link to your 
organization’s privacy policy

• Educate internal parties of the dos and don’ts 
around subscription and deployment

• Create a deployment checklist and approval 
process

• Review admin access levels to key components of 
digital messaging tools (including assets, media 
inventory, and databases) using the least-privilege 
principle

• Have a key lead in your organization who is 
accountable for consent

• Create an escalation path in case of complaints/
enforcement

2.  Verify your partners’ CASL-compliancy

• Ask the right questions

• Monitor their activity

• Request back-up to ensure that they can prove 
consent and compliance

3.  Audit your inventory to ensure that you’re CASL-
compliant

• In templates:

o Ensure that you’ve incorporated standardized  
subscription verbiage

o Create mock-ups, and execute an ongoing 
audit plan that

• Outlines multiple examples for different 
purposes (contest, newsletter, alerts, etc.)

• Clearly informs end users of what they are 
opting-in to
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• Includes prescribed information and required 
unsubscribe mechanisms

o Keep your Terms & Conditions and Privacy 
Policies up to date

• In your data:

o Standardize your data capture policy

o Update your data retention policy, including 
maintaining a single point of record for all 
databases

o Create a notification statement for non-essential 
information (e.g., postal code)

o Work with legal representatives to determine 
the minimum data required on your users, and 
only collect required information

o Consider your policy around net-new customers, 
and grandfathering provisions 

• Related to consent:

o Segment Express from Implied Consent users

o Track Implied Consent expiry

o Create informative and easy-to-navigate sign-
up and preference centre pages

o Test and re-test the unsubscribe process 

And above all, always err on the side of caution — if 
you’re prosecuted and judged to be non-compliant, 
the penalties are high, both in terms of fines as well 
as negative consequences for your organization and 
your reputation in the industry.

Summary – Proactive Steps to Privacy 
Protection
Whether the privacy of your subscriber data was 
always at the top of your marketing communications 
check-list, or the implementation of more stringent 
anti-spam legislation has shed renewed light on your 
data-handling and usage policies and practices — 
there are practical and strategic measures that every 
level of the digital media industry can take to protect 
consumers (and by extension, themselves) from the 
effects of non-solicited commercial messaging. 

We’ve focused on key components in the formatting 
and design of digital media inventory, including tips 
on how to make gaining Express Consent from your 
audience that much easier for you and more fulfilling 
for your consumers. But ultimately, it’s up to each 
organization and its employees to take responsibility 
for the safe and secure handling of consumer 
databases and personal information. 
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 CONCLUSION
 
Privacy in the (Digital) Information Age

How many ‘Ps of Marketing’ do you strive for in your 
digital media campaigns? In Chapter 3, we talk about 
adding a fourth P (‘Place’], and here, we could argue 
that a fifth P — Privacy — has become just as crucial 
to modern promotional marketing distribution.

Unfortunately, there is no ‘secret recipe’ to 
guaranteeing the security and privacy of consumer 
data. In fact, companies large and small around the 
globe — including financial institutions and major 
retailers, who are generally more than capable 
of handling vast quantities of data — continue to 
experience security breaches that seriously threaten 
consumers’ personal information. In Canada alone, 
it’s estimated that 6% of 17,000 private enterprises 
surveyed in 2014 had experienced an Internet 
security breach in 2013. About 25% of those reporting 
a breach — roughly 260 companies — identified that 
confidential information had been corrupted, stolen 
or accessed without authorization.10 And look at the 
breach of 40 million credit and debit card accounts 
and the personal information of 70 million customers 
at Target’s North American stores in December 2013. 

What do such privacy issues mean for Canadian 
consumers? Are we more susceptible than other 
populations to such data concerns? Realistically, the 
answer is ‘no.’ But as organizations continue to amass 
increasingly huge amounts of consumer data, there’s 
greater chance of leaks occurring. And while some 
research suggests that overall, organizations are 
expected to increase IT security spending to protect 
their data assets from theft and attack,11 other studies 
suggests that organizations, particularly those in 
Canada, are not focusing enough on privacy issues.12 
Our perspective on this is simple: The burden of 

proof is on each organization and its employees to 
manage and protect the privacy of their consumers. 
In an industry that is driven more and more by the 
data that we gather on our customers, their interests 
and their behaviours, we must invest in practices to 
keep that data clean, safe, and private, so that our 
reputations are protected, and our ability to build 
meaningful engagement with our target audiences 
continues into the future. 
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 APPENDIX

Review of Tools and Resources on Privacy, 
CASL, and Other Legislation 

TC Media Resources
• Canada’s Anti-Spam Legislation – Summary

• CASL Quick Reference Guide

 
Public Sector Resources
• Government of Canada

o Information

• Canadian Anti-Fraud Centre:  
http://www.antifraudcentre-centreantifraude.
ca/index-eng.htm

• Canadian Agencies Responsible for Enforcing 
CASL:  
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/
eng/h_00026.html 

• General Information Site relating to CASL:  
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/
home 

• Glossary of terms related to CASL:  
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/
eng/h_00216.html

• Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada: 
www.priv.gc.ca

o Information

• Mandate and Mission:  
https://www.priv.gc.ca/au-ans/mm_e.asp 

• Legal Information related to PIPEDA:  
https://www.priv.gc.ca/leg_c/leg_c_p_e.asp 

• Legal Information Related to the Privacy Act: 
https://www.priv.gc.ca/leg_c/leg_c_a_e.asp 

• Province of Alberta

o Information

• Personal Information Protection Act – Statutes 
of Alberta 2003, Chapter P-6.5: http://www.
qp.alberta.ca/1266.cfm?page=P06P5.
cfm&leg_type=Acts&isbncln=9780779762507

• Province of British Columbia

o Information

• Personal Information Protection Act – SBC 
2003, Chapter 63: http://www.bclaws.ca/
EPLibraries/bclaws_new/document/ID/
freeside/00_03063_01

• Province of Quebec

o Information

• “Learning from a Decade of Experience – 
Québec’s Private Sector Privacy Act”:  
https://www.priv.gc.ca/information/pub/
dec_050816_e.pdf 

 
Non-Profit Industry Resources
• Digital Advertising Alliance (DAA) – establishes 

and enforces industry-wide privacy 
programming, including AdChoices:  
www.aboutads.info
o AdChoices Program:  

http://www.youradchoices.com/ 

• Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) – Privacy 
Matters: http://www.iab.net/privacymatters/ 

• The Network Advertising Initiative (NAI):  
http://www.networkadvertising.org/
understanding-online-advertising/

http://www.antifraudcentre-centreantifraude.ca/index-eng.htm
http://www.antifraudcentre-centreantifraude.ca/index-eng.htm
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00026.html
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00026.html
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/home
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/home
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00216.html
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00216.html
http://www.priv.gc.ca
https://www.priv.gc.ca/au-ans/mm_e.asp 
https://www.priv.gc.ca/leg_c/leg_c_p_e.asp 
https://www.priv.gc.ca/leg_c/leg_c_a_e.asp 
http://www.qp.alberta.ca/1266.cfm?page=P06P5.cfm&leg_type=Acts&isbncln=9780779762507
http://www.qp.alberta.ca/1266.cfm?page=P06P5.cfm&leg_type=Acts&isbncln=9780779762507
http://www.qp.alberta.ca/1266.cfm?page=P06P5.cfm&leg_type=Acts&isbncln=9780779762507
http://www.bclaws.ca/EPLibraries/bclaws_new/document/ID/freeside/00_03063_01
http://www.bclaws.ca/EPLibraries/bclaws_new/document/ID/freeside/00_03063_01
http://www.bclaws.ca/EPLibraries/bclaws_new/document/ID/freeside/00_03063_01
https://www.priv.gc.ca/information/pub/dec_050816_e.pdf 
https://www.priv.gc.ca/information/pub/dec_050816_e.pdf 
http://www.aboutads.info
http://www.youradchoices.com/ 
http://www.networkadvertising.org/understanding-online-advertising/
http://www.networkadvertising.org/understanding-online-advertising/
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1     It’s important to note that, as recently as May 2013, 
the Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada 
(OPC) issued a statement calling for reform of PIPEDA 
to provide for stronger enforcement powers on the part 
of the Commissioner, and to require organizations to 
report breaches of personal information to the acting 
Commissioner, as well as to affected individuals and 
the public. See https://www.priv.gc.ca/parl/2013/
pipeda_r_201305_e.pdf for full details.     

2     PIPEDA, Section 2(1)

3     Permitted to exercise new powers under a 
PIPEDA

4     See http://tv.adobe.com/watch/adobe-
summit-2014/orienteering-101-navigating-your-
business-through-the-privacy-fog/

5     Sources: Wikipedia, n.d. “HTTP cookie,” n.d.  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HTTP_cookie 
Accessed March 18, 2015.

NCZOnline, May 5, 2009, “HTTP cookies explained,” 
http://www.nczonline.net/blog/2009/05/05/http-
cookies-explained/ 
Accessed March 18, 2015;  

Wikipedia, n.d. “Lou Montulli,” n.d. http://
fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lou_Montulli
Accessed March 18, 2015.

6    The DAA is a consortium of hundreds of national 
advertising and marketing companies aligned 
within wide-spanning associations that together 
deliver self-regulatory solutions to online consumer 
issues. Participating associations include the 
American Association of Advertising Agencies 
(AAAA), the American Advertising Federation (AAF), 
the Association of National Advertisers (ANA), The 
Council of Better Business Bureaus (CBBB), the 
Direct Marketing Association (DMA), the Interactive 
Advertising Bureau (IAB), and the Network Advertising 
Initiative (NAI). See www.aboutads.info for details.

7     Unfortunately, consumer awareness of the 
program is not widespread: According to a study 
conducted by Parks Associates, three years after the  
introduction of the AdChoices Icon, most consumers 
were unaware of it, and awareness had grown only 
marginally, to 6% in 2013 from 5% in 2011. Source: 
Kate Kaye, January 29, 2014. “Study: Consumers 
Don’t Know What AdChoices Privacy Icon Is. After 
Three Years Just 6% Awareness Of the Industry’s 
Opt-Out Program.” AdAge. http://adage.com/
article/privacy-and-regulation/study-consumers-
adchoices-privacy-icon/291374/
Accessed March 17, 2015.

8     See http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/
eng/h_00039.html for information on regulations 
surrounding the installation of computer programs 
and software.

9     The CRTC has clarified that written consent 
includes both paper and electronic forms (i.e., email, 
web form, text message, or voice recording).

10     David Paddon, August 19, 2014. “Data breaches 
rampant in Canada.” The Hamilton Spectator, http://
thespec.com/news-story/4765280-data-breaches-
rampant-in-canada/ 
Accessed April 16, 2015.

11    See http://www.infosecurity-magazine.com/
news/global-security-spending-to-hit-86b-in-2016/

12    See https://www.priv.gc.ca/media/nr-c/2012/
bg_wl_120925_e.asp

https://www.priv.gc.ca/parl/2013/pipeda_r_201305_e.pdf
https://www.priv.gc.ca/parl/2013/pipeda_r_201305_e.pdf
http://tv.adobe.com/watch/adobe-summit-2014/orienteering-101-navigating-your-business-through-the-privacy-fog/
http://tv.adobe.com/watch/adobe-summit-2014/orienteering-101-navigating-your-business-through-the-privacy-fog/
http://tv.adobe.com/watch/adobe-summit-2014/orienteering-101-navigating-your-business-through-the-privacy-fog/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HTTP_cookie
http://www.nczonline.net/blog/2009/05/05/http-cookies-explained/
http://www.nczonline.net/blog/2009/05/05/http-cookies-explained/
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lou_Montulli
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lou_Montulli
http://www.aboutads.info
http://adage.com/article/privacy-and-regulation/study-consumers-adchoices-privacy-icon/291374/
http://adage.com/article/privacy-and-regulation/study-consumers-adchoices-privacy-icon/291374/
http://adage.com/article/privacy-and-regulation/study-consumers-adchoices-privacy-icon/291374/
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00039.html
http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/h_00039.html
http://thespec.com/news-story/4765280-data-breaches-rampant-in-canada/
http://thespec.com/news-story/4765280-data-breaches-rampant-in-canada/
http://thespec.com/news-story/4765280-data-breaches-rampant-in-canada/
http://www.infosecurity-magazine.com/news/global-security-spending-to-hit-86b-in-2016/
http://www.infosecurity-magazine.com/news/global-security-spending-to-hit-86b-in-2016/
https://www.priv.gc.ca/media/nr-c/2012/bg_wl_120925_e.asp
https://www.priv.gc.ca/media/nr-c/2012/bg_wl_120925_e.asp
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