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The power of the Walled 
Gardens is an issue for 
publishers, agencies and 
consumers alike. Here we distil 
the key insights from OpenX’s 
roundtable discussion at 
Advertising Week 2020 and put 
the spotlight on a broad panel 
of experts across the media and 
marketing landscape. Read on 
as they establish how we arrived 
at the current situation and how 
we can tackle the challenges 
that lie ahead
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How can the marketing industry help 
ensure the digital ecosystem remains open 
to all? This is the thorny question that all 
brands, publishers, technology businesses and 
platforms must face today. Major pain points 
around Walled Gardens and the broader media 
ecosystem exist for almost everybody in the 
digital environment. A lack of pervasive industry 
and consumer education, justifying marketing 
spend, fragmentation and endless logins are 
just a few of the issues that resonate globally.

Jana Meron, Senior Vice President, Programmatic 
and Data Strategy at Insider Inc summed up 
the education issue thus: “I think marketers 
are not exactly sure, on the whole, what to do 
presently. At the top of businesses, they may 
have an idea what to do, but less so at the 
bottom, so education needs to filter through an 
entire organization.”

Consumer education is a hot topic for Jeremy 
Hlavacek, CEO, Watson Advertising at IBM, who 
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notes often marketers can be a victim of their 
own success: “A lot of people on this panel 
have built really excellent, but also complex 
technologies and marketing programs. So it’s 
not easy to explain to a consumer, ‘oh, we took 
some third party data, and we found you here, 
and then we re-targeted you there’. That’s just 
way too much for them.”

Meron admits the constant call for consumers 
to login across various platforms to use services 
is causing friction, noting: “At any given time 
something like 10% of people are logged in 
online. But at the same time, all the tactics we 
have used over the last 10 plus years to create 
one-to-one marketing is what got us in this 
mess in the first place.

“We need to be thinking about the consumer. 
They want to be able to surf the web without 
having to log in everywhere they go.”

OpenX CEO, John Gentry, highlights an advantage 
that the Walled Gardens currently enjoy in this 
arena: “The value exchange for Facebook or 
Google is very clear - give us your email to get 
access to all these services. Across the open web 
it’s a case of ‘give me an email to access this site. 
And then give me it again for this site.”

He adds the demise of cookies is further playing 
into the hands of the duopoly: “Yes, [Google] 
Chrome is offering up an alternative. But I’d 

love to see publishers take over identity, and 
not have Chrome running it or being reliant on 
Apple and Safari.”

Jay Glogovsky, Executive Director, Revenue 
Analytics & Operations at The New York Times 
sees things getting more complex, not less, 
adding any kind of publisher consortium 
to challenge the Walled Gardens would be 
difficult to establish. 

He explains: “We’re a subscription first business. 
Our job is to create a value proposition that’s 
worth paying for. This means we are forced to 
provide uniqueness and a value proposition for 
The New York Times specifically. So I think it’s 
just going to get harder [to form an alliance] as 
publishers’ business models continue to evolve.”

“I think marketers are under more pressure than 
ever before from procurement departments and 
the CFOs to show return on the dollars they spend,” 
IBM’s Hlavacek says of the squeeze being placed on 
marketeers. Agreement came from Jenny Gardner, 
Senior Director Media, North America at Unilever, 
who adds: “The problem is that how people define 
return can be very different.”

David Minkin, VP, Strategic Planning & Delivery 
at Dow Jones believes we need to put the 
consumer first from now on: “If that’s not done, 
and looked at in conjunction with an antitrust 
lens, we’re just going to keep repeating history.” 

“We need to be thinking about the consumer. And, you 
know, what they want? They want to be able to surf the 
web without having to log in everywhere they go.”
– JANA MERON, SVP, PROGRAMMATIC & DATA STRATEGY,  INSIDER INC
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Where user data is concerned, Peter Chun, 
SVP, Global Head of Partnerships & Growth at 
VaynerMedia & VaynerX, says that the Walled 
Gardens had simply been able to build a moat. 

“Facebook was really the leader - its logged-in users 
gave them deterministic matching across devices. 
And that became the norm. The other Walled 
Gardens began to realize the value of that because 
you don’t need a cookie. Identity is really at the core 
of why these Walled Gardens have grown so big.”

Katherine Strieder, Chief Product Officer, Data 
and Technology at GroupM, puts the spotlight 
on those who built the Walled Gardens and the 
need for responsibility and regulation from this 
point onward. 

“These companies fundamentally were founded 
by folks with engineering backgrounds, who were 
pretty young, and didn’t have a lot of training 
and an understanding of how companies evolve 
and change economies. 
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“There was a great opportunity in front of them, 
and they just ran with it, in order to amass as 
much information as possible. There’s other 
companies that have done things like this in the 
past - big publishing companies like Viacom or 
telecom companies, for example. But in those 
cases, there was purposeful regulation in place.”

But this overreach is being noted in the present 
era, she believes. “I think investors are realizing 
that there’s risk associated with this approach. 
I’m certain the legions of lawyers at all these 
companies have noted that. I don’t know that 
they’ll have the same power forever.”

OpenX’s Gentry notes that the raised 
drawbridge of the Walled Gardens gives them 
an additional advantage. “They’ve made paths 
to optimization performance much, much 
easier. Having a closed loop allows them to put 
an ad in front of a user and observe everything 
up to the point the user responds. They can see 
end-to-end, which is very powerful.”

WHEN SCALE BECOMES IRRESISTIBLE

Unilever’s Gardner asserts that a big part of the 
early success of Walled Gardens came down 
to vanity metrics. “With a click, a share, or a 
like - people are chasing them. And sometimes 
it correlates to business results. But if you’re 

building brand love and working on longer term 
goals, it’s much harder to figure that out. Because 
a click, a share, or a like doesn’t necessarily 
correlate to increased intent to purchase.”

VaynerMedia’s Chun feels that the ‘if you can’t beat 
them, join them’ mentality has driven businesses 
to utilize the Walled Gardens’ offering: “It’s hard 
to not invest in platforms that are very consumer 
heavy and consumer rich, and that draw a lot of 
attention. Because if you don’t, someone else will. 

“Instagram, as an example, has roughly one 
billion monthly active users and 50% of them 
come back every day. When you have that much 
gravitas on the platform, as an agency or a 
publisher, it’s hard to not invest there.

“I think that’s kind of the most primitive behavior 
that a lot of brands feel and take. We are responsible 
for building these platforms to be what they are. 
And that’s just because the value exchange felt fair.”

The New York Times’ Glogovsky agrees. “We’re all 
partially guilty of it. I mean, brands are obviously 
going to be using social platforms like Facebook, 
because that’s where the audiences are. Agencies 
also feed into that through metrics and planning. 
And then publishers do as well. Plus, there’s 
more engineers there than anywhere else. And 
publishers don’t have that same capability.”

“It’s hard to not invest in platforms that are very  
consumer heavy and consumer rich, and that draw a lot 
of attention. Because if you don’t, someone else will.”
– PETER CHUN, SVP, GLOBAL HEAD OF PARTNERSHIPS & GROWTH, 
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Insider Inc’s Meron is candid when discussing the 
complexity of plotting a course forward: “Honestly, 
I join a lot of the conversations and they get so 
technical, I can’t always follow.” Strieder concurs: 
“It’s an important point. I think technologists are 
tempted to start talking about solutions before 
we’ve identified what the problem is.”

Meron however does think the world has changed 
fundamentally and a universal taxonomy for 
targeting could be a solution within our reach. 
“Demographics were there in the past because it 
was a necessity in the era of TV and magazines. 
And yes, it is more likely that my husband will buy 
a razor from Gillette than me.

“But now in a digital world, I’m not so sure that 
matters anymore. Because if I don’t fit into the 
demographic, and I still buy a product, I don’t 
think the marketer cares.” 

The Dow Jones’ Minkin believes regulation is required 
to level the playing field: “With regulation, premium 
publications like The Wall Street Journal can have 
more of an impact. We are better for democracy 
if we’re out there and these Walled Gardens aren’t 
draining all the revenue out of the ecosystem.”

GroupM’s Strieder thinks that looking to other 
quarters for partnerships and solutions is the way 
forward: “We recently acquired an agency based 
modelling company and it has been really cool. 
Other industries like defence and medicine have 
been using it years to find customers based on 
profile criteria. And it’s completely unrelated to IDs. 
It’s a proven methodology that advertising never 
used, because we got so obsessed with cookies.”

Publishers tended to split down lines of size and 
scale when creating solutions to the modern 
media conundrum. 
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The New York Times’ Glogovsky notes that the 
publication has recently surveyed its readers, 
both subscribers and non subscribers. “They 
overwhelmingly volunteered information and told 
us that they want a better ad experience to partner 
with their journalistic experience. So if the data is 
more accurate, and it performs better, I think a first 
party audience is worth paying for.”

Meron pointed out that this approach is more 
challenging for the smaller players. “If you 
can’t deploy a first party data strategy, you’re 
potentially screwed. The point is, these the 
publishers on this call, we’ll survive. But there 
may be valuable publishers out there that may 
not because of all of this.”

It’s not that first party data isn’t important, according 
to Unilever’s Gardner. “It’s just very expensive. And it 
expires, or it needs to be updated and morph over 
time. The question we should be asking is, ‘what is it 
within the first party data that you really need at a 
bare minimum to win’?”

Minkin raised pre bid.org, a programmatic 
advertising solution, as an avenue for publishers, 
which Strieder was also in favour of. “We might not 
have a consortium,” she said, “but a solution might 
be something more along those lines.”

Mortimer followed this observation by musing 
whether creating mini-Walled Gardens, such as 
those developed by DPG Media, were a realistic 
way to compete.

VaynerMedia’s Chun believes it is a genuinely 
tricky balancing act for businesses looking to 
build their own ecosystems. 

“To create another walled garden and stick the 
middle finger up at the incumbents, the question 
is whether that is that a viable long term strategy, 
short of there being some kind of global regulation 
around what data sharing and data matching 
looks like. But the problem is, from an advertiser 
standpoint, they can’t wait for that stuff.” 

IBM’s Hlavacek weighed in on the prospect of AI 
solutions to the current advertising imbalance: “I 
think the reason that AI has value is because it 
can knit these things together, and bring the entire 
picture into focus for everybody in the equation. 

“And that’s because of probabilistic matching, self 
learning algorithms and the things many tech 
companies already have. And yes, tech companies 
take heat, but it’s probably going to be tech 
companies that solve the problem.”

And will the sharing of revenue and attention 
really come from everyone working together, 
Mortimer asked.

We don’t know the answer right now Glogovsky 
says. “But we do know if we focus on education 
and bringing the industry up as a whole, that’s 
going to yield long term success instead of just 
short term revenue.”

Will the open internet remain this way? It seems 
there is no sole solution to the challenges and 
the future lies in multiple industry stakeholders 
working together even more closely. Gentry adds: 
“I think there’s a lot of parts to this. It’s going to 
take a lot of collaboration and people looking at 
many different options. It’s not going to happen 
overnight - there’s no one simple answer.”

“The question we should be asking is, what is it within 
the first party data that you really need at a bare  
minimum to win?”

– JENNY GARDNER, SENIOR DIRECTOR MEDIA, NORTH AMERICA, UNILEVER
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