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One of our clients experienced a fateful 

mismatch between company goals and 

marketing spend. This large company voice-
over-IP (VOIP) services for businesses. Senior 
management had determined the following 

priorities for customer acquisition.

As anyone who’s ever built a bridge, driven at speeds greater than 100 mph, or owned a spine can 

attest, alignment is extremely important. There must be a smooth connection between goals at every 

level, from the C suite down to ad spend decisions. Otherwise, you might come face to face with…

The Sickeningly Misshapen Offspring 
of Misaligned Goals

• Primary customer acquisition focus:  

large offices (21+ employees)

• Secondary customer acquisition focus:  

small offices (5-20 employees)

• Not interested in: small office/home office 
(SOHO), residential customers

SPEND ALLOCATION GOALS

Given these priorities, the 
expected marketing spend 

allocation would look like the 

graph on the left. However, their 
actual paid search spend revealed 
a more disturbing truth (the graph 

on the right).

SPEND ALLOCATION REALITY
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How could something so horrifying have happened? Through the 
nightmare of misaligned goals. The marketing team had these goals: 

• Acquire 2,500 leads a month 

• At $40 a lead 

• With a monthly budget of $100,000

MARKETING PERFORMANCE

Based on those goals, the 

marketing team would seem to be 

on target. 

However, the marketing 

department’s goals weren’t 

linked to the company’s customer 

acquisition strategy. 

Note that their goals just say 

“leads,” without any specifics 
on what types of customers to 

target. Thus the marketing team’s 

motivation was to seek out the 
appropriate number of leads (any 

leads) at or below the appropriate 

cost. 

Because the marketing 

department was incentivized 
toward lead volume and cost 

per lead rather than customer 

acquisition, they pursued the 

higher-volume, lower-cost 
keywords, many of which related 

to residential moving and storage. 

With a monthly budget of 

$100,000 and 30% of their spend 

going to SOHO/residential, the 
company was wasting about 

$30,000 a month on leads for 

customers that didn’t align at all 

with the company’s strategy.

All leads are not created equal, so 

merely setting a target number 

of leads without regard for the 

quality and strategic value of those 
leads is like inviting the Sickeningly 
Misshapen Offspring of Misaligned 

Goals to your slumber party.

Merely setting a target number of leads 

without regard for the quality and strategic 

value of those leads is like inviting the 

Sickeningly Misshapen Offspring of 

Misaligned Goals to your slumber party.
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Like many horror stories, this 

one has a sequel. Once again, 

the marketing team’s winning 

performance was hiding a 

fatal flaw that could doom the 
company.

Your company, not unlike a 

vampire, needs a steady influx of 
fresh blood—by which we mean 

new customers. 

Existing customers are great, of 

course, but the sad truth is that 

they’re not going to be around 

forever. They could always 
change: products, platforms, 

needs, wants, jobs, countries; they 

could retire or actually pass away. 

Without new customers, your 

business will wither and decay.

In this case, one of our clients 
decided to stop marketing to 

new customers. Instead, as their 
CFO proclaimed, “We are going 

to focus on our profitable brand 
keywords.” There’s only one 

problem with that, but it’s the size 
of the Cloverfield monster.

Brand keywords work best 

with searchers who are already 

familiar with your brand (i.e., 

existing customers). However, if 
your company is to stay relevant 
and profitable, you must also 
introduce your brand to searchers 

who aren’t familiar with you yet.

The company that focused on its 

brand keywords saw the results 

on the graph to the right.

Within a year, their monthly 

customer acquisitions had 

dropped by a bone-chilling 62%.

The Sickeningly Misshapen  
Offspring of Misaligned Goals II: 

When Apples Met Oranges

NEW CUSTOMER ACQUISITIONS 

AFTER STRATEGY SWITCH TO  

FOCUS ON BRAND KEYWORDS

“It costs between 4 and 10 times 

more to acquire a new customer 

than it does to keep an existing one.”

—Ian Kingwill, customer retention specialist
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However, acquiring new 
customers can be an arduous 

ordeal. Customer retention 

specialist Ian Kingwill estimates 
that “it costs between 4 and 10 

times more to acquire a new 

customer than it does to keep an 

existing one.”

Existing customers are the low-

hanging fruit of digital marketing. 

They’re easier to find and convert 
because they’ve already had 
experience with your company. 

That means marketing to them 

is much more cost-effective 
and profitable. However, they’re 
simply not enough to maintain 

or grow your company for the 

reasons we noted earlier.

By comparison, new customers 

are much more challenging to 

find and convert, because your 
company is unknown to them. 

They need more marketing 

touchpoints than existing 

customers because you’re making 

the initial sale to them. 

All those additional touchpoints 

make new customers more 

expensive to acquire, too. 
However, new customers are 
not only utterly essential for 

growth, they’re necessary for 

even maintaining your company’s 
performance. 

EXISTING CUSTOMERS

• More profitable

• Easier to find

• Easier to convert

• Not enough to maintain or 

grow your company

NEW CUSTOMERS

• More expensive to acquire

• Harder to find

• More difficult to convert

• Absolutely essential for 

growth

Let us return to the scene of the 

original crime: the client haunted 

by the Sickeningly Misshapen 
Offspring of Misaligned Goals. 

While they were spending 30% of 

their monthly budget on keywords 

that ran counter to the company’s 

goals, they did keep their spending 

on brand terms to 10%, exactly in 

line with our recommendations.

As shown in the table above, 
those brand terms delivered 38% 
of total leads at a cost per lead 

that was almost 75% lower than 

the team’s goal of $40. But those 

terms were aimed at existing 

customers, not new ones. 

The orange lines in the table 

show the categories for keywords 

targeting new customers in priority 

market segments. Combining 

their lead volume ratio, only 29% 

of total leads came from new 

customers. This wasn’t a path to 

long-term success, but to the pit 

where customer bases go to die.

And while the CPLs for new 
customer keywords are indeed 4 

to 10 times higher than for brand 

keywords, they’re at most 2.5 

times the overall CPL goal of $40. 
Simply reallocating the wasted 
spend on small office/home office 
and residential to these keywords 

would grow their combined leads 

from 732 to 1,109. Total leads 

would decrease to around 2,000 a 

month (less than the 2,500 goal), 

but these would be quality leads 

that would grow the company.

LEAD PERFORMANCE  
BY KEYWORD CATEGORY
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Escaping the misshapen hideousness
HOW CAN YOU DODGE THE 

SICKENINGLY  MISSHAPEN OFFSPRING 

OF MISALIGNED GOALS?

• Clearly articulate overall company goals to 

your marketing team. Your team needs to 

understand the big picture, and how their 

achievements contribute to that.

• Make sure paid search spend is aligned with 

company goals. Do a spot check on ad spend 

to see if there’s any noticeable deviation.

• Set goals for your team that are not only 
aligned with company goals but are also very 

specific.

AND HOW CAN YOU ELUDE THE 

SICKENINGLY  MISSHAPEN OFFSPRING 

OF MISALIGNED GOALS II:  WHEN 

APPLES MET ORANGES?

• Set separate budgets and goals for new and 
current customer marketing activities. New 

customers will have higher acquisition costs; 

plan for it.

• Invest in new-customer drivers, such as top-

of-the-funnel keywords, display advertising, 
and lead generation.

• When determining performance, compare 

leads and CPLs within new customer groups, 

rather than against brand keywords.

The best way to escape them is by implementing a smart paid search strategy. (un)Common Logic 

starts every client engagement with an in-depth discussion of business and marketing goals to 

ensure that The Sickeningly Misshapen Offspring of Misaligned Goals never rears its ugly head.



Rise of the Scripts: How Reliance  
on Tools Nearly Slaughtered Our ROI

Has your keyword management been taken over by mindless 
machines? Here are two main ways to tell:

1. Cost per lead has gone up as lead volume has gone down

2. Your team seems generally less informed on the day-to-day 

workings of your account

If any of these conditions sound familiar, you might be suffering from…

The Zombie Nightmare of Automated Bid Management
We’re not anti-tool; we use many of them to 

optimize our clients’ paid search activities. 
However, we vet each tool we use very 
carefully, and only use it to the extent that 

it makes us more efficient in executing the 
strategies and tactics we design for our clients.

There’s a sort of sinister allure to automated 

tools. Some of them are built right into the 
paid search platform, making them extremely 

convenient, especially for an in-house team 
that might not have much expertise in the 
details of account management or the budget 

to screen tools and purchase one or more.

Also, they give the illusion of management and 
efficiency, making it seem that your account 
is being adjusted in real time for optimal 

performance. Like a Venus Fly-Trap seems 
harmless... at first.

But who’s really in charge? As we’ve said 
before, “set it and forget it” is not a sound paid 

search policy, because there’s just too much 

activity. Paid search has two marketplaces:

• The arena in which your ads run and users 

decide whether or not to click on them

• The arena in which the ad platform 

determines which ads to run in the first 
place

That second marketplace is every bit as 
volatile as the first, if not more so. Without 
strong, detail-oriented oversight to harness 
bid adjustment tools, those tools could make 

changes that completely undercut your ads’ 

performance.

Unlike many digital tools that have an on/off 
function, bid management rules can be set to 

pause ads automatically, but there’s no rule 

to re-enable them 

automatically. There’s 

no “back on,” only 

“off.”

uncommonlogic.com6uncommonlogic.com
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One of our clients had set many rules for 

pausing keywords, but hadn’t gone back 

to re-enable them manually when the 

circumstances surrounding the rule changed 

(i.e., when a minimum bid went back under 

their maximum bid limit).

Nor had they made a regular habit of 

reviewing their account for keywords that 
might need re-enabling. They re-enabled 

nearly 200 keywords after Q1, but that only 

slowed the keyword attrition, as an additional 

87 keywords were paused that same month.

Within the first 5 months of the year, their 
total active keyword volume was down by 
189 keywords. Fewer keywords meant fewer 
opportunities for their ads to show, thus fewer 

leads and customers.

The Bloodletting of Wasted Spend 
from Choosing the Wrong Metrics

Once again, there’s a sequel. This same client 

had set automated rules to pause keywords 

and ad groups based on “performance,” but 

they used metrics that didn’t align with their 

marketing or business goals. Instead they 
relied on non-essential metrics like average ad 
position.

One of their rules paused keywords whose 

average ad position wasn’t in the top 3. 
Average ad position has no direct significance 
for revenue or return; it’s just where the ad falls 
on the search engine results page. Because 

of this disconnection to business goals, some 

of the “highest ranking” terms (top graph) 

also had some of the lowest conversion rates 
(CVRs) and highest costs per lead (CPLs).

Meanwhile, the terms shown below delivered 
lots of leads with low CPLs, but because 
they fell outside the top 3, they were paused. 

Ponder, if you will, the tragic loss of leads 
caused by pausing these keywords. (And 

remember, re-enabling a keyword requires a 

manual action, which they weren’t performing 

regularly.)

TOTAL KEYWORD  
LOSS FROM PAUSING

“HIGH-RANKING” 
KEYWORDS WITH 

DISMAL CVRS & CPLS

“LOW-RANKING”  
KEYWORDS WITH  

GREAT CVRS & CPLS
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The Dizzying Heights 
and Sickening Depths 

of Compounding Rules
This client had also set multiple levels of rules 
for bid adjustments based on locations, which 

meant that the horror of multiplying fractions 

had infected the account. As a result, their bid 

adjustments ranged from -90% to +293%.

As with the case of pausing keywords based 

on average ad position, these rules were 
based on total spend rather than a revenue-

based metric. And as in the keyword case, the 

locations with the highest lead volume and 
lowest CPLs were “penalized” with lowered 
bids while locations that didn’t contribute 

anywhere near as many leads and had 

significantly higher CPLs were promoted.

LOCATION-BASED 
BID ADJUSTMENTS

Avoid the nightmare by applying hands-on management to paid search. 

(un)Common Logic uses tools for efficiency, but we depend on the human 
intelligence and attention to detail of our analysts for strategy, testing, and 

optimization.

Escaping the Zombie Nightmare 
of Automated Bid Management

Keyword attrition, wasted spend, and compounding rules were all united by one 
theme: no cohesive bid strategy across campaigns. Without a strategy to guide 
them, the team was making in-the-weeds decisions that might have seemed 
reasonable at the time, but ultimately combined to doom the company’s paid 

search efforts.

The most crucial action you can take to avoid the zombie nightmare is to 
communicate these concepts to your team:

• Automated tools can save effort, but not replace it: there’s still a level of 
work needed in overseeing paid search to ensure that tools don’t take over

• The metrics for automated tools must align with business goals, not 

platform-centric numbers such as ad position or spend alone

• Automated tools must be used judiciously and consistently. Err on the side 

of caution when setting up an automated rule

• If the team is using more than one automated tool, the risk of the tools 

interacting and compounding is very high, so the level of care and 
management should be much higher than for a one-tool account



As we well know, there’s a lot going on in a paid search account: levels of structure, ad formats, ways to adjust bids, and 

potential extensions: geo-targeting, mobile, remarketing, shopping, and more. It can be a bit intimidating to get “under 

the hood” and see what’s really going on. But your team needs to do it, and they need to be smart about it. These are 

some of the major dangers they might face, and how you can help your team avoid… 

The Five Fatal Errors of a Paid Search Audit
Fatal Error #1 : : 

Never Taking a Good Look Around
How often, in horror 
movies, does a monster 
appear behind a character 

but the character is 

oblivious to it? The movie 
audience is often telling 

the character to look 

around, but that person 

keeps looking straight 

ahead, as if openly defying the audience and common sense.

If your team isn’t conducting regular audits—or, worse, hasn’t really 
conducted an audit before—they are behaving like that character. 
Paid search accounts aren’t inert objects; if you have any campaigns 
enabled, there’s definitely something happening in the account, and it 
definitely merits measuring.

Fix #1 :  
Audit Regularly, Audit Quarterly

Of course, the obvious solution is to conduct audits on a regular basis. 
In addition to evaluating performance, regular audits let your team:

• See long-term opportunities through month-over-month, year-over-
year performance that can reveal subtle trends

• Identify fast wins, changes that can be made in the account to 
produce immediate results

• Find wasted spend, the keywords and/or ads with low lead volume 
and high cost per lead (CPL)

Request an executive summary of your team’s audits, and insist that it 
cover the three points listed above. That will give you a succinct view 
of the account covering past, present and future—the equivalent of 
looking around and seeing any potential monsters lurking about.

Image from The Forest, © Focus Features, 2016

uncommonlogic.com9uncommonlogic.com
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Fatal Error #2 : 
Auditing What Doesn’t Matter

Some of the more unnerving audits and reports we’ve seen use “inside 
baseball” metrics such as cost per click (CPC), click-through rate 
(CTR), and ad position as determinants of success. Those metrics are 
prominently displayed in paid search dashboards, making it easy for an 

inexperienced team to focus on them. 

However, as we’ve mentioned throughout this series, everything must 
be aligned with business goals, and those metrics simply don’t tell the 

full story. Even CPLs and conversion rates (CVRs) don’t necessarily 
track to revenue, so all metrics must be viewed through the proper lens 
when conducting an audit.

Fix #2 : 
Find the Right Metrics and Focus on Them
All clicks, leads, and conversions are not created equal. To discern which 
aspects of your paid search are directly contributing to your company’s 

success, your team must look at metrics that affect the bottom line:

• Cost per appointment

• Cost per sale

• Lead-to-revenue ratio

Of course, your team must have access to sales data showing results 
at all stages of the sales funnel. If they don’t, you’re the person with the 
power to get them that access.

Fatal Error #3 : 
Skimming the Surface

Just as Jason Voorhees, Nessie, 
or a genetically engineered shark 

could be lurking underneath the 

surface of an innocuous-looking 

lake, significant issues could be 
lurking deep within your paid 

search account’s data. 

An audit that doesn’t go much 

farther than the account 

dashboard is no audit at all, just a glance at metrics pre-selected by 

the paid search platform. Similarly, an audit using a window of 30 days 
or less is simply a snapshot of the most recent activity rather than a 
longitudinal analysis of the account’s performance over time.

Fix #3 : 
Dive into the Depths of Data

If your team says that their initial audit of your paid search activities 
“only took a couple of hours,” your skin should go clammy with fear. A 

truly in-depth initial audit takes about 20 hours to complete, and covers 
everything from your ad copy to your website’s landing pages and 
brand management.

Our paid search audit evaluates 166 individual items among 15 
categories, with summary evaluations for each category and the 
account as a whole. It takes a significant amount of time, and it’s not 
free, but it does provide a complete view of your paid search marketing 
so you have the information you need to make strategic decisions.

“Ye Pirate Muncher,” © Jonny Duddle, 2008 
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Fatal Error #4 :   
The Audit Is Coming  

from Inside the Company!

While it’s not as terrifying as threatening calls coming 

from inside the house, having an in-house team audit your 
account—i.e., evaluating their own work—can produce 
dismal results. There’s a major dis-incentive to find 
problems, especially problems that have caused damage 
and will take some time to fix.

This fatal error also increases the risk of skimming the 

surface, as your team will be reluctant to literally go 

looking for trouble. This doesn’t mean that your team is 

unethical or lackadaisical, just that for them, the costs of 

doing a deep dive into data likely outweigh the benefits.

Fix #4 : 
Have an Outsider Audit Your Account

There were at least two good reasons Jonathan and Mina Harker didn’t 
try to take on Dracula themselves and called in Abraham Van Helsing:

• He had significant expertise in the field

• He also had a comprehensive understanding of how the individual 
situation fit into the larger scheme of things

Having an outside team conduct your audit offers additional benefits:

• It removes potential conflicts of interest, as the outsiders are not 
incentivized for any particular outcome

• It allows for an objective perspective on your paid search activities, 
unburdened by unspoken assumptions or “but we’ve always done it 
that way”

Fatal Error #5 : 
Stopping at the Click

Some audits assume that once an ad is clicked upon, whatever occurs 
next belongs to some foggy shadow world, utterly unknowable and 

shrouded in mystery. Of course, the real customer journey begins after 

the click, when the user begins interacting with your own site.

If the audits you’ve seen don’t consider the entire customer experience, 
you’re not getting the complete picture and can’t reasonably determine 

the scope or impact of paid search in your overall digital marketing. It 
can make you feel like the kids in The Blair Witch Project, stumbling 
around the woods without a map as darkness falls.
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Fix #5 ::  
Evaluate the Complete 

Search Experience
How can you get out of the woods? Make 
sure the audits you receive include the 
comprehensive impact of search:

• Multichannel data to see how paid search 

channels support each other (or not)

• Cross-device assists: your customers might 
start with a quick search on their phone, 

conduct more research on their tablet, 

and finally make the purchase from their 
desktop. Each touchpoint is important and 

should be rolled up into your data

• Click and impression assists: A conversion 
doesn’t spontaneously occur at the last 

stage of the funnel; chances are it’s been 

nudged along by higher-funnel keywords. 

Be sure your audit includes this data to give 
you a full view of your keyword ecosystem 

• Include your website, especially the landing 
pages: If paid search users click your ad 
but rarely convert, have you really gotten a 
good return on your advertising spend?

For help braving a paid search audit, use the 

checklist on the following page.

Our paid search audit is a cornerstone of our data-based discipline. With 166 

points of evaluation, it takes 20+ hours to complete and isn’t free, but you’ll get a 

comprehensive picture of your paid search system to guide strategic decisions.

Avoid the 5 fatal audit errors
Paid search audits are essential; we swear by them. However, all audits are 
not created equal. Many potential errors lurk beneath the surface, but we have 
found these five to be especially dire. To avoid these errors, we recommend:

• Audit regularly, but not too often: once a quarter is the highest frequency 

we recommend for audits. For one thing, they take time to conduct correctly; 

also, having a longer time window can reveal important patterns and 
insights.

• Find the right metrics and focus on them. The most important metrics 

are those that affect the company’s bottom line. So make sure your audit 
features direct revenue-related metrics, and make sure your team or agency 
has access to the revenue data they need to determine performance.

• Dive into the depths of data. An audit that can be conducted in half a day 

or less will only show surface information: the “what” rather than the “why.” 

Strategic decisions require a full understanding of the “why”; insist on it.

• Have an outside team conduct your audit to get a truly objective evaluation 
backed by the most up-to-date knowledge on features and functions.

• Evaluate the complete search experience. Customer interaction doesn’t 

begin with viewing your ad and end with clicking on it; bring all your 
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Five fatal audit errors and how to elude them
NEVER LOOKING 

AROUND

Fix: Audit regularly,  

but not too often

• Insist on a large 
initial audit, followed 
by regular check-in 
audits 

• Each audit must 
answer: 

• What long-term 
opportunities have 
been revealed?

• What minor 
changes can 
we make in 
the account to 
produce fast 
results?

• What keywords/
ads have had such 
a low return that 
they’re not worth 
their ad spend?

AUDITING WHAT

DOESN’T MATTER

Fix: Find and focus on 
metrics that matter

• Let your team know 
that vanity metrics 
such as click-through 
rate or impressions 
aren’t mission-critical

• Be sure your team is 
auditing metrics that 
affect the bottom 
line:

• Cost per 
appointment

• Cost per sale

• Lead-to-revenue 
ratio

• Ensure your team has 
access to sales and 
revenue data from all 
stages of the funnel 

SKIMMING 

THE SURFACE

Fix: Dive into the  
depths of data

• An initial audit should 
take about 20 hours 
to complete

• The audit should 
include:

• Account data—
structure, 
keywords, bids

• Analytical data—
search metrics, 
tracking, analytics 

• Format/extension 
data—search vs 
display, mobile, 
remarketing, 
shopping, other ad 
extensions

• Search experience 
data —
landing pages, 
multichannel, 
assists, competitor 
performance 

IN-HOUSE 

AUDITS

Fix: Call in an outsider 
for the audit

• In-house audits have 
risks associated 
with a team 
evaluating their own 
performance

• Audits from outside 
agencies offer:

• Significant, 
current expertise 
in paid search

• Broader 
understanding of 
the paid search 
market

• Audit results are 
not incentivized 
for any particular 
outcome

• Objective 
perspective 
without unspoken 
assumptions or 
historical baggage

STOPPING AT THE

LAST CLICK

Fix: Evaluate  
the complete  

search experience

• The customer journey 
begins at the click; 
your audits should 
reflect this

• Audits must include:

• Multichannel data 

• Data on cross-
device assists

• Data on click and 
impression assists 

• Conversion data 
from your website


