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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the
top of the media game. Today I'm joined down the line by Jon Mew, Chief
Executive of IAB UK, the trade body representing the 23 billion pounds digital
advertising industry. Appointed Chief Executive in 2017, Jon has guided the
UK's Internet Advertising Bureau through a doubling of industry revenues,
demonstrating the effectiveness of digital advertising to members, which
include advertisers, agencies, and tech companies. As the voice of the
industry, he has warned the government to ensure that new advertising
regulation doesn't place a free-to-use ad-funded web at risk. Jon joined the
IAB in 2008 and has worked across a variety of media holding senior
marketing roles at Freeserve and Orange. Jon, thank you for joining me.

Thank you for having me, Paul. It's a delight to be here.

The honour and the delight is mine. And this is actually a fascinating space,
isn't it, really? I was gonna ask you, this is a difficult time for the economy, not
just here in the UK, but globally. We should be celebrating online advertising,
but you've seen I mean, frankly, you've seen turbocharge growth even through
the pandemic.

Yes. it's a really good point, Paul, and I guess the word “celebrating” — I would pick
some caution about whether one celebrates growth for growth's sake, but we saw
something really fascinating happen during the pandemic. So digital advertising is a
massive industry. It is very established now, and actually, the growth is being very,
very consistent over sort of seven or eight-year periods, you could pretty much
predict exactly where the market was gonna go every year with quite a high degree
of certainty. And actually if you kind of continued that line, so if the pandemic hadn't
happened, the growth rate we would've seen, actually something really interesting
happened in 2019 and 2020. So when the pandemic hit, digital advertising slowed
down. So actually the market was much lower than we thought it would've been, had
this consistent growth, had continued because advertisers turned off all of their



advertising. You know, people didn't know what was gonna happen. It was a very
uncertain time. Then actually as we entered 2021, we saw something really
interesting happen because by that point, users’ behaviours, so people's behaviour
change, people using the internet more, they were using their mobile phones even
more, and actually advertising returned and it returned at such a rate that actually
digital advertising ended up in two and a half billion pounds ahead of where it
would've been had the pandemic not happened. So sort of an incredible moment in
time, not something, I wouldn't use the word celebrate because obviously the
pandemic brought so many problems and so much suffering with it. But I guess what
I would celebrate with digital advertising is the growth that it allows our economy. So
it's primarily an industry driven by SMEs, so small-medium businesses and digital
has fundamentally changed the way that small businesses operate. It gives them the
ability to be able to compete nationally or internationally. And I think that's really
something that we should celebrate. You know, the fact that we've now got this great
tool that levels the playing field for so many businesses, I think is a brilliant thing.

I mean, like you said, I think it's just incredible, isn't it, the pandemic of three
years of change takes place in just three months. Is it because frankly, people
are at home more?

So. Yes, some of it was, you know, we were driven to do things differently as a
nation, you know, we're even doing this podcast now in separate places. It doesn't
matter anymore. Probably pre-pandemic, we would've been doing it in a room
together. I think we've unlocked a world of things that we can do via the internet. One
of the things I thought was most interesting, we do a piece of research called Real
Living. And actually the thing that I found fascinating in that was actually it was the
people aged over 55 that had really driven the growth across, you know, eCommerce
in particular. And I'm sure we probably saw lots of that with our own family members.
I certainly saw it with my parents starting to, you know, they would never shop online
before. They would never do their grocery shop online before, but they suddenly
flipped to a world where they started to do everything online and that stuck, now it's
gonna be fascinating to see how much of that sticks. And of course, you know, as
the world changes, many of our habits return, but some of that is still sticking. And
eCommerce is a particularly interesting area, I think where, you know, we really saw
the change more than anywhere else.



Video adverts have surged by 70%, is video the future, is this the growth area
for brands? I mean, everyone's on YouTube now, aren't they? As a channel,
just the people in the UK watching YouTube alone dwarves the amount, the
total amount of all of the other terrestrial and satellite channels.

Yeah, so video is a massive area for digital advertising and you are right, that's
because it's a massive area for time spent by people and it’s YouTube, but it's other
things as well. It's video ads on other social platforms. It's video ads on, you know,
news publisher sites on smaller sites, as well with more video content, it's
broadcaster sites. So there's a whole range of ways that videos are being served.
But I guess there are a number of reasons why video advertising is growing. I mean,
one is it's incredibly engaging. It works incredibly well across different screens. So
certainly some of the technical challenges you might have on making a piece of
content or an ad work on different devices is often removed by video because it
works so well across whatever screen you're looking at. And it works, you know,
advertisers are comfortable with it. You know, they've done TV advertising or cinema
advertising for years. They know that works. Digital advertising, digital video
advertising works incredibly well, too. So it's no surprise that that video is driving a lot
of that growth, that there are other areas as well, I think that are really interesting.
Mobile advertising, you know, is now 60% of all digital ad spend, so over 14 billion
pounds in the UK is spent on ads that you look at on your mobile device. And I guess
whilst we're doing a podcast, we should talk about audio, right? Because audio,
digital audio is a really interesting area. So it's still by comparison small, 164 million
pounds spent on ads in digital audio, but that's up 58%. So, you know, again,
another really strong growth area and podcasts, advertising spend on podcasts, I'm
sure you'll be pleased to know is up 61% to 54 million pounds. So a range of areas
where, you know, we are seeing things change rapidly, but video for a number of
years has continued to be a real focus for advertisers and a real driver for growth.

What are the barriers to that continued growth? I mean, I was reading recently
about government plans for a total ban on paid-for online ads for certain
products, high in fat, salt, sugar, et cetera. That was quite headline-grabbing.
You said it was hollow and ill-informed policy. Is this gonna grow? Is that
gonna happen?

Whether the HFSS ban happens or not, I think remains to be seen. The government
is still reviewing it, so, you know, we'll see if that happens. But yeah, we make no
secret with the facts. We think the ban is tokenistic, so it was delivered to grab



headlines rather than to deliver change. Now childhood obesity is clearly a huge
problem for our country, but the government's research showed that banning all
advertising would make an average difference of two and a half calories per child per
day, so negligible. Actually in digital advertising, what you can do is make sure you
very carefully target your ads so you can avoid kids with your ads. Banning
advertising across all of digital and just having a blanket ban, I think just needlessly
makes life incredibly difficult for a number of companies, both those trying to serve
advertising and you know, companies that would fall under this HFSS definition of
which, you know, was very loosely defined at the start.

How do you see your role then? Is it standing up for the industry externally or
is it about regulating them and sort of curating and collating best practice
internally? I mean, could you give our listeners a sort of insight into what a
typical week looks like and what your role is personally, but also within the
IAB?

Yes, of course. So our role is, well our mission at the IAB is building a sustainable
future for digital advertising. So we're, we exist for our members, our members are
all part of the digital advertising industry. So our board, our biggest members are,
you know, the platforms, so Google, Amazon Meta, Twitter, Snap, TikTok, et cetera.
We have a bunch of media companies on there. So you know, the news companies
and other media brands as well. And then advertising technology companies and
now role in building sustainable future is trying to get the industry to do the right
things for the long term. So we want to grow the industry, but we wanna grow it by
making sure, you know, we are focused on doing the right things as businesses for
the long term. So part of that, a big part of that is around self-regulation. So we run a
number of schemes as an industry and we run schemes as the IAB to encourage the
industry to act responsibly. So we have something called The Gold Standard, for
example, that brings together a bunch of schemes around topics like brand safety,
ad fraud, the experience that users have online and how advertising plays into that.
And we set standards for the industry within that. And what's been really
encouraging in the UK is that we've really led the world in self-regulation so that the
ASA is the body that sets standards around the content that you see within ads and
that, you know, has historically led the world over the last sort of 30, 40 years. And
when it comes to digital, we've led the world as well. You know, we were the first
country to get platforms to sign up to a number of the standards that are in The Gold
Standard. There are other schemes, industry schemes where without going into too
much kind of technical detail, there are other industry schemes where the UK is



really leading the globe in trying to do the right thing for the long-term goods of our
industry, whether that's for the average person using the internet or the businesses
within it.

You once sent a letter to hundreds of advertising BMW and Diageo accusing
them of being ‘clickheads’. Tell us about that.

Yeah, so obviously that was slightly tongue-in-cheek, but I guess the serious points
behind it are that as an advertising industry or as a digital advertising industry, we've
become overly reliant on clickthrough rates. So one of the fantastic reasons why
digital advertising is so successful is because you can see exactly what someone
does with your ads. And I guess the search is probably the best example of the most
beautifully simplistic model. I don’t know, let's say I've got a pizza restaurant and I
wanna advertise my pizza restaurant on Google, you know, I only pay when
someone clicks on my ads. And I also know that they're gonna be in the market for
the products when they're searching for it. So I'm advertising to someone in the right
place, in the right time, they're in the zone for ordering whatever it is that I'm trying to
sell, and I only pay when they click on the ads. And that has really driven digital
advertising to grow, the fact it's so measurable and actually its heart is quite
straightforward, has driven to this multi-billion pound industry. But with the positive
comes of downside in that we have become overly obsessed with, what was that
clickthrough rate, you know, how many people clicked on my ads? And that's not the
most important thing. The most important thing is, you know, how much product did
you sell? Did I change opinions? You know, have I got people to be more likely to
buy my car in the future? Whatever it is you're trying to sell. So actually we used this
national anti-click-through rate day. We do it every year now. We used it to launch a
measurement toolkit which explores all of the ways that advertisers can measure
digital campaigns. So that might be, you know, econometric modelling, it might be
attribution studies. There is a range of things you can do and we try to help brands to
understand what are the options and what are the best things to use in each of the
use cases you might have, rather than just having to focus on the clickthrough rate.

I imagine there's a litany of things they ought to consider now as the industry
gets more mature, there must be a growth in the amount of things that they
need to consider. Nuances, industry insight, I mean, what is the industry
learning nowadays? What is the new thinking within digital advertising?



So in its hearts, digital advertising, any advertising is relatively straightforward.
You're trying to reach the right person at the right time and sell them the right
products. I guess what we've learned with digital though is, and one of the beautiful
things about it is you can be incredibly clever with how you do that. You can be
incredibly precise and you can track things in an incredibly accurate way as well.
And you just can't do that on any other media. The sort of interface though of that
with privacy, it's particularly important. So a lot of our focus now is on how do you do
that in a privacy compliant way and making sure that, you know, ads campaigns are
privacy safe, it’s absolutely critical. What we've seen, you know, third-party cookies
are at some point going to disappear. So we've had to learn as an industry to find
different ways of trying to calculate the success of campaigns. You know, gone are
the days of being able to, you know, track someone online. You can't do that in digital
advertising. So it's about exploring new ways of measuring, finding new ways of
being able to track the success of your campaigns.

I mean, the government has launched a consultation on proposals to tighten
the rules for the online advertising industry. This would bring more of the
major plays involved in regulation and create a safer market, they say. What's
your view?

So I mean this online ad program has been set up to review the whole kind of
regulatory system for digital advertising. You know, it may or may not tighten the
rules, but I'm sure in some areas, you know, we might, we may well see that from our
point of view, I think it's a great opportunity. So it's a great opportunity to try and
shape and evolve a more effective system of regulation. So, you know, this industry
only works if people trust it and people do things responsibly and it's in everyone's
interest to make sure we get that right. So the critical thing for us is to make sure the
government listens and to make sure it engages with the industry effectively. And a
good example of that is around criminal activity, right? So one of the areas where as
an industry we can't solve everything ourselves is where, you know, there are
criminals involved in terms of fraud in advertising, but as I mentioned, you know,
there are whole host of self-regulatory initiatives that we've done in the UK without
being asked to do that, tighten the rules for companies you know, around a number
of areas like fraud, like brand safety, so where your ad appears, what kind of content
it goes next to like, you know, regulating the content that that's within ads
themselves. We've launched a scheme actually with the ASA on, well, it's through
the intermediary and platform principles pilot, which ensures that the advertising
rules are upheld online for amongst platforms and intermediaries online. And all of



this stuff we've kind of done proactively without legislation. So I think, you know,
we've done a good job, as I say, of trying to lead the industry and do the right things,
but there are definitely areas where we need help. And, you know, I pick fraud as a
sort of obvious one where there's criminal activity involved. We need law
enforcement to help enforce that.

Tell us what a typical week looks like for you then. I mean, what's the pie
chart? Is it when the division of responsibilities you're engaging with your
members internally is a lot of outward-looking? I mean, what does the Chief
Executive of IAB UK do?

Good question. So, post-pandemic, we are, so as an office, we are back in the office
two days a week. I'm probably in I'd say three days, most weeks. It's still interesting
to see quite how the world evolves over the coming years, but most of my time is
spent externally. So most of my time is spent meeting members. I sit on a number of
kind of industry groups, industry boards where we might look at, you know, the
regulatory side or things like the Advertising Association that brings a whole industry
together. There's work with, you know, we have a sort of European sister body, which
I sit on the board of that, there are measurement tools for the industry where, you
know, I sit on the board of that as well. So there's a variety of roles I have I guess
within the industry all focused through the lens of, from an IAB point of view, it's
about trying to build a sustainable future for the industry, do the right things for the
long term. But from a pie chart point of view, I'd say probably two, two-fifths of my
time is probably internal focused. So focusing on making sure our strategy is right at
the IAB and making sure we are doing the right things. And then three-fifths is
external focused, so, you know, going to all of those external groups, but most of it
really is meeting members, going out, meeting members, making sure I'm learning
from them because, you know, I'm there to represent the industry. I can't do that
unless I hear from them regularly, know what their challenges are, know what their
problems are, know where the opportunities are. So just actually being out and
talking to people, listening to them is the most important part of the role.

What do the members want from you? If I can put that directly.

So the members want from us a trade body that tries to push the industry forwards
and improve the reputation of the industry as a whole. And that's just kind of double
edge sword for them, because it means we have to push them to do, to change their



businesses and act in, you know, responsible ways, do the right things for the long
term, which sometimes means they have to lose money in the short term to do the
right things for the long term, which is not an easy situation, particularly, you know,
when you are in a difficult time economically, you know, that makes that dynamic
slightly more tricky. But they want a trade body that's there to represent them, to
push the interests of our industry, to make sure the industry continues to grow in the
long term. And the only way of doing that is by getting everyone to act together, to
work together. And that's one of the unique things that we do, is we can bring the
whole industry together to focus on digital advertising, make those choices, make
those decisions to try and grow the industry for the long term.

How optimistic are you overall?

I'm very optimistic when it comes to the future for digital advertising because it's an
industry that will continue to grow and evolve. We're seeing a whole host of new
channels come, new opportunities, whether that's, you know, new platforms or, you
know, traditional media companies launching new opportunities through new content,
podcasts, video content, whatever that might be. So there's a great kind of bustling
market there, I think. I think there's a massive opportunity for us as well to really
reset the narrative around how digital advertising works from a privacy point of view
and how we get that story right, because I think in the past we've got that story
wrong. You know, we've let people be, position the industry as doing the wrong
things and which isn't, you know, the case. We've gotta do the right things to try and
grow the industry for the long term. So there's great opportunity from business point
of view, great opportunity from a resetting the kind of privacy point of view. And the
most exciting thing about all of it, I think is the opportunity it gives to the average
person on the street, right? It means you can access amazing content on your
phone, on your laptop, wherever for free digital advertising, you know, has changed
the world because of all of the staff it gives you for free. Now, you know, I'm fortunate
enough that I can afford to pay for subscriptions to a whole host of digital things
online, but not everyone is in that position, right? People need free content and it
opens up a world of freedom, of knowledge, information, entertainment that just
didn't exist sort of when I was growing up. And that's really fuelled by digital ads.

I mean, it's been an incredible success in that sense. When you talk to sort of
normal people about the digital advertising and the impact in their lives, they
often talk about influences when they're failing to declare that they're being
paid to promote products on social media. I mean, a lot of people are getting



savvy to this now, but like, do you think the rules are tight enough? Should
those so-called influences be subject to stronger penalties?

Yeah, I think the rules are very clear and there's no excuse for not sticking to them
because it damages the reputation of everyone involved. It damages the reputation
of the brand, it damages the reputation of the influencer. And it, you know, damages
the reputation of the whole industry. So it's in everyone's interest to be open here.
There are strict rules around that have required disclosure of ads so that the
Advertising Standards Association works closely with the CMA the competition of
markets authority on this issue to enforce those rules. So, you know, there are
resources there to do it. I think what we're seeing though as well is there's kind of a
journey here and where the ASA and the CMA have worked exceptionally hard in the
last year or two to raise awareness of those rules targeting influencers directly. And I
think we're starting to see real change there. But as I say, it's absolutely critical that
we get this riot and there have been instances where influencers have got it wrong
and you know, action has been enforced against them. So the aim though is for that
not to happen. And I would hope with the work that the ASA and CMA are leading,
they'll be able to reduce the number of occasions that it does happen.

Ministers want the online safety bill to help stop frauds to conning people out
to their hard and cash using fake online adverts. I mean, you represent legit
people, but is there something that the industry could do like an increased,
more widely recognised programme? I don’t know, I just free-form on, but like,
it's not your fault this, but is there a role for you to play in helping tackle that?

Yes, so there's an industry role and I think there's a government role here. So it's a
good example of where we absolutely need government help when it comes to fraud.
You know, you need to be able to prosecute people and take, you know, legal action
against them. And that's not something the industry can do on its own, but there are
you equally, there are things that we do and, and we are already doing as an
industry to reduce fraud without wanting to go into, you know, again, lots of technical
details that there are some quite full straightforward technical solutions that exist that
enable or make it much harder for fraudsters to operate. So, a lot of those kind of
technical things we have included in The Gold Standard initiative that we run at the
IAB. And we have ensured that the industry has started to adopt a range of new
technological solutions that make life harder for fraudsters. So it's things like forcing
more identification of who a website is and who an advertiser is, because if you've
got more certainty around those two things, it immediately becomes quite hard for a



fraudster to infiltrate the system that they'll always try and find a way though. But you
know, when we catch them, when we know who they are, that's when we really need
the government's help.

What's keeping you up at night at the moment? Like are there any things that
sort of getting in your way at the moment or things that you wish were
changing more quickly than now at the moment?

Yeah, so if I'm honest, I think the thing that keeps me up at night is, as an industry
we've become very focused on the platforms. And my, the thing that keeps me up at
night is that we are so focused on them, we've lost sight of what it is we want and
we've sort of become hell-bent on trying to make life difficult for the platforms without
thinking through what the consequences are and what's the end goal that we are
trying to get to. So a good example of that I think would be the HFSS legislation that
the government had been proposing, which started off as a ban, a watershed ban on
tv. So no HFSS ads on TV after nine o'clock so that kids couldn't see HFSS ads after
lobbying from various parts of the industry. I think there was a view that, hang on a
minute, that means all of the money will go to the platforms. So the government then
changed the legislation, so actually will ban all online advertising. So all online
advertising of all HFSS ads any time of day. And I think, you know, a great example
of where there was this pressure to try and stop money going into the platforms, but
because we're so sort of hell-bent on doing that and not thinking through the
consequences of it, we end up in a solution where then the money gets cut off to
everyone as an industry, we've argued ourselves out of any HFSS advertising in
online, and we're still, when the government then think through the practical
ramifications of that, what they initially suggested would've meant if I had a pizza
restaurant, I can no longer have it listed on Google Maps. I would no longer have
been able to sell my thing through Deliveroo or Just Eat, none of that would've been
legal anymore. Which of course is slightly insane. So the government changed the
rules again in consultation, which meant if you are an SME then you are exempt
from the rules. So if you're a small business, you're exempt from the rules. Now the
majority of digital ad spend is driven by SMEs. Nearly all, nearly a hundred per cent
of their ad spend goes to the platforms. So somehow we managed to argue
ourselves into a situation where there was no online ban, we argued ourselves into a
situation where there's now only in the proposal an online ban where the money can
only go to the platforms realistically rather than not go into them. So, a slight long
story, but I think is it just a good example of how, because we're bit, we're so
obsessed with focus on the platforms, we're forgetting to focus on what do we want



as a society, as an industry for everyone else. And there's danger, you know, that we
lose track of that.

So the IAB wants to foster innovation. What's the most effective use of online
advertising that you've seen by a brand?

Well, there are lots. So why don't I pick a couple that I like that are on either ends of
the spectrum, one serious and one fun. If I start with a serious one, there's a great
campaign by Calm, the campaign against living miserably. And they've done some
very clever campaigns. They did one, a good example recently was with British
YouTuber called DanTDM. He does a lot of kind of online gaming and people, you
know, as a big kind of following on Twitch, people follow him playing games. So this
video is of him playing a game called Subnautica. He basically talks through what
he's doing in the game for a minute or so, and then he pauses and says, you know,
that seemed quite straightforward, but was it actually the real message? And he
says, just take a minute and scroll back through the timeline on the video. And he
says, I'll just sit here watching you do it. And actually when you hover your cursor
over the timeline, you see where there have been words up on the screen, it
obviously only shows you some of them. And actually the words it says to you
basically says, you know, I need help. I'm in this too far. I don’t know what to do. I
don’t know what my options are. Basically just leaves you with a message that you
know, actually, it can be quite hard to talk, it's hard to find the right words, but there
are ways to do it. And then it obviously advertises Calm, which is an organisation
that can help you. So I think that's just a brilliant example of using technology in a
clever way to land a very important and powerful message. If I may flip from that to
something much more lighthearted, there's an example I saw recently of something
that brought together two of my passions — playing the guitar and beer. So Notes
IPA introduced the first beer crafted to teach you guitar and what was really cool
about this is they tied together their physical packaging and what they were doing
from a digital point of view and did it in a way that created buzz for their man, that
kind of social presence for them. So they had different packs of beer that had
different hands on them with distinct labels that showed you different chords you
could play on a guitar. They also had a molded guitar pick on the ring pool tab. And
then there was a Snapchat code on there that allowed you to see augmented reality
guitar lessons on your phone and also allowed you to have a kind of digital filter that
allowed you to record content and then share that virtually. So, you know, what I
loved about it was it brought together a lot of kind of fun things, but in a way that



fused together their physical offering and their digital offering in a way that kind of
made a difference to people, but was fun.

What advice would he give to someone starting out in the industry? They've
seen what you guys are doing, they’re inspired by this success, they wanna be
part of the industry. What are the qualities that the need to get ahead?

I think if you are starting out in the industry, particularly if you are let's say younger in
your years than me, which is not particularly hard, you start from a great point, right?
Because you'll have an inbuilt and inherent knowledge about digital, about social
media, about new platforms like TikTok that are coming up. You're likely to start from
a point where actually you know, a lot more than a lot of senior people in the industry
about the thing that you are doing. So harness that and make the most of it. Learn,
learn, you know, what's good, what's working well in our industry, learn what the
trends are, what the things that are happening. And there are hundreds of websites
funded by advertising that you can learn from for free. So take advantage of that.
The IAB has lots of content on its site. There are other trade bodies, there are other
media publications as well. There are dozens of things where you can just learn. And
I think, you know what, what I'm particularly passionate about and what I really enjoy
is this industry changes so much. The world changes so much, the internet changes
so much. There's always something new to keep you going, to keep you learning.
But I think just embrace that make the most of it. And you will easily, I think, you
know, be able to build yourself a career in this industry where you can be successful.
Like many industries, we are in dire need of more people and there are a number of
reasons I think advertising is a great industry to work in.

Jon, that was a hugely interesting conversation. Thank you for your time.

Thank you very much for having me, Paul. It's been a pleasure.

Well, wasn't that amazing? It was created and produced by Podcast Partners.
They are really lovely people and rather good at all this podcasting guff.
Find out more at podcastpartners.com.


