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My career started about as far away from marketing as 

one can get: in corporate finance ҭ cpf"KҲxg"ecttkgf"vjg"

lessons learned (and profit obsession) into the digital 

gequ{uvgo."yjgtg"KҲxg"yqtmgf"hqt"pgctn{"9"{gctu0"

KҲxg"yqtmgf"hqt"ygnn"qxgt"322"enkgpvu"ҭ ranging from the 

Fortune 500 to pre-seed startups on 5 continents, with 

budgets ranging from $1,000 to $1M+

K"fqpҲv"lwuv",fq,"octmgvkpi"ҭ I teach others, too. I speak 

cnn"qxgt"vjg"yqtnf"cv"eqphgtgpegu"cpf"gxgpvu."cpf"KҲo"

currently on the faculty at Johns Hopkins University, 

Cabrini University and Georgetown University
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Introduction

YJCV"YGҲTG"
TALKING 
ABOUT 

01 Yjq"K"Co."Yjcv"YgҲtg"Vcnmkpi"Cdqwv."Oc{dg"Qvjgt"Vjkpiu

PPCers Ruin Things02 Weird Place To Start? Cool Insight? You Decide.

The Rise of the Machines03 How Machines Work + What We Need To Do About It.

Smarter Structures04 ML-Friendly PPC Structures That Work; Bidding Info; Alignment

Putting This In Action05 A Shiny Case Study About How This Works

Final Thoughts 06 And Those Promised Takeaways
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CAMPAIGN STRUCTURE IS A 
VALUE STATEMENT
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IF EVERYTHING IS IMPORTANT, 
NOTHING IS IMPORTANT.

6@DigitalSamIAm



CAMPAIGN STRUCTURE HAS
 ALWAYS BEEN ABOUT 

CONNECTING BRANDS TO PEOPLE

7@DigitalSamIAm



MEET G.W. 
FRIEDREICH HEGEL
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THESIS ANTITHESIS SYNTHESIS
Â Everything starts with an initial movement, process 

or procedure

Â In PPC, this was manual everything ҭ EM keywords, 

SKAGs, etc. 

Â VjgtgҲu"c"eqwpvgt-revolution ҭ after the thesis hits 

sufficient adoption, people start to do the opposite 

of the initial procedure. 

Â Welcome to automated everything

Â But, over time, we realize that being wrong in 

fkhhgtgpv"yc{u"kupҲv"dgvvgt"qt"yqtug."kvҲu"lwuv"

different. 

Â Yg"eqodkpg"yjcvҲu"tkijv"htqo"vjg"vjguku"-"vjg"

antithesis into something new, a synthesis. 

A RADICAL IDEA



THE HEGELIAN VERSION OF 
PPC
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THE THESIS STARTED SIMPLE

BRAND
(read: people that know you)

NON-
BRAND

*tgcf<"rgqrng"vjcv"fqpҲv"mpqy"{qw."qt"fqpҲv"mpqy"yjcv"{qw"
do)

@DigitalSamIAm
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ISH.

BRAND
(read: people that actually like you)

BRAND RESEARCH
(read: people that might want to get to know you)

STUFF + 
QUESTIONS

(read: people that have a problem you might solve)

THE REST OF IT
(read: people interneting)

@DigitalSamIAm
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BUT THEN WE LEARNED THINGS.

BRAND NAV
BRAND w/ 

INTENT

SUB BRAND
BRAND 

RESEARCH

PRODUCT w/ 
INTENT

PRODUCT + 
RESEARCH

GENERIC 
STUFF

WHO KNOWS?

@DigitalSamIAm
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SO WE MADE IT MORE COMPLEX

E | CUST

BMM | CUST

E | 
PROSPEC

T

E | 
SHOPPER

E | 
CURIOUS

BMM | 
PROSPECT

BMM | 
SHOPPER

BMM | 
CURIOUS

E | WANT 
TO BUY 
FROM 
YOU

E | WANT 
TO BUY 
THINGS

E | LIKES 
THINGS

E | WHO 
KNOWS

BMM | 
WANT TO 

BUY 
FROM 
YOU

BMM | 
WANT TO 

BUY 
THINGS

BMM | 
LIKES 

THINGS

BMM | 
WHO 

KNOWS

E | CUST

BMM | CUST

E | 
PROSPEC

T

E | 
SHOPPER

E | 
CURIOUS

BMM | 
PROSPECT

BMM | 
SHOPPER

BMM | 
CURIOUS

E | WANT 
TO BUY 
FROM 
YOU

E | WANT 
TO BUY 
THINGS

E | LIKES 
THINGS

E | WHO 
KNOWS

BMM | 
WANT TO 

BUY 
FROM 
YOU

BMM | 
WANT TO 

BUY 
THINGS

BMM | 
LIKES 

THINGS

BMM | 
WHO 

KNOWS

1st TIME VISITOR REPEAT VISITOR

@DigitalSamIAm
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AND DOUBLED DOWN. HARD.

1st TIME VISITOR

E
N

G
A

G
E

D
B

O
U

N
C

Y

REPEAT VISITOR

@DigitalSamIAm
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THAT LED TO THIS INSANITY:

DESKTOPS TABLETS MOBILE DESKTOPS TABLETS MOBILE

1
P

1
st

E
N

B
O

1
P

1
st

E
N

B
O
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THEN UTTER MADNESS.

@DigitalSamIAm
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THEN UTTER MADNESS.

2,048+ 
TARGETING 

SIGNALS
@DigitalSamIAm



SO GOOGLE SWUNG THE PENDULUM

19@DigitalSamIAm
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NOT AI. 
ROOMBA.

NgvҲu"dg"tgcn"ҭ ygҲtg"pqv"vt{kpi"vq"qwvuoctv"XKMK"qt"Lctxku"*ncvgt"HTKFC["-"GFKVJ+="UGO"

cwvqocvkqp"vgej"kupҲv"gxgp"enqug"vq"vjcv"*cpf"yqpҲv"dg"hqt"cyjkng="qpeg"kv"fqgu"igv"vjgtg."UGO"

structures will be the least of your problems so ::shrug::). SEM automation today is a 

glorified Roomba that hoovers up money left, right and center; not some all-knowing AI. 

@DigitalSamIAm
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SAY GOODBYE 
TO CONTROL

@DigitalSamIAm
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GOOGLE 
KUPҲV"JKFKPI"
THEIR PLAN
IqqingҲu"ҶIqnfgp"VtkcpingҶ"ҭ pushed out as the solution to scale-related challenges ҭ has 

uggp"uqog"cfqrvkqpҿcpf"uqog"vgttkdng"rgthqtocpeg"kp"uocnn"vq"okf-sized accounts. But it 

rgthgevn{"gpecruwncvgu"yjcv"Iqqing"*cpf"HD."ykvj"vjgkt"ҵRqygt"7Ҷ"dghqtg"kv+"gpxkukqp"hqt"vjg"

future of advertising: an endless budget with no restrictions and no accountability. 

Keyword Type:

Broad Match

Ad Type:

RSA

Bid Strategy:
Maximize for 

Conversion value
(tROAS)

@DigitalSamIAm



GOOGLE WANTS NEEDS AN 
AI-POWERED FUTURE
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KVҲU"VJG"ECONOMY
CPC GROWTH IN CORE 

MARKETS
Google needs to grow CPCs, but search query growth 

is being constrained by both AI Overviews (providing 

far more information than previously available) + user 

ecru0"YgҲxg"cntgcf{"eqppgevgf"gxgt{qpg"kp"vjg"

Western World. Google is the default. 

INCREASE COMPETITION
The solution to the CPC problem is to force more 

advertisers into more auctions ҭ whether they want to 

dg"vjgtg"qt"pqv0"VjcvҲu"gzcevn{"yjcv"ROCZ"-"DO"fq<"

they force more advertisers into more auctions, 

whether or not those auctions are relevant.

DEGRADE THE EXPERIENCE
The final lever for CPC growth (and more budgets for 

G) is to homogenize the experience, so fewer 

advertisers have high (7+) quality scores ҭ which 

serves to level the playing field + force more 

advertisers into paying higher CPCs
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JUDGE, JURY, GATEKEEPER?
GOOGLE CONTROLS

Google operates both the buy-side and sell-side, 

creating a conflict of interest. By controlling the 

auction process, google can influence who wins and 

at what price.

SELF-PREFERENCING
Google allegedly prioritized its own ads and services 

over competitors in its Ad Exchange. The company 

has been accused of manipulating ad auctions to 

maximize its profits while limiting competition.

LEGAL PRESSURE
The DOJ and global regulators are investigating 

yjgvjgt"IqqingҲu"fqokpcpeg"xkqncvgu"cpvkvtwuv"ncyu0"

If found guilty, Google could face fines, stricter 

regulations, or even be forces to divest parts of the ad 

business.
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THE OLD SCHOOL IS OUTDATED

WRONG

@DigitalSamIAm



WRONGER



THE SYNTHESIS:
SMART PEOPLE + USEFUL 

MACHINES = RESULTS

@DigitalSamIAm 29
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ADAPT OR DIE: TRIANGULATION
Topically-Related KWs

+
EM/PM

+
Negative Lists

Prioritized Structure 
+

Conversion Action Sets
+

Topical Landers

Audiences (G + Yours)
+ 

Smart Biz Data

Acceptable 

Variance

@DigitalSamIAm



THE LAW OF ADVERTISING:
THE VALUE OF AN AD IS 

DIRECTLY PROPORTIONAL TO ITS 
UTILITY

@DigitalSamIAm 31
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GREAT MARKETERS 
LEVERAGE 
MACHINES

PREPARE THE MACHINE UP FOR SUCCESS
A big part of our job these days is ensuring an appropriate balance between allowing 

search engines to find the right searches at the right time AND limiting the amount of 

craziness Google is permitted to do within the account.

DEFEND CICKPUV"OCEJKPGUҲ"NKOKVCVKQPU
We know the limitations of Google (and Bing, and Baidu) ҭ so we need to ensure a solid 

structure ҭ this includes account structure AND data structure, plus a structured 

approach to negative keywords.

@DigitalSamIAm
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THE GOLDEN 
RULES OF 
STRUCTURE

Â Campaign structure is the primary way in which clients 

(businesses/PPCers) express their priorities to advertising platforms ҭ and 

ukpeg"ygҲtg"cnn"fkhhgtgpv."uq"vqq"ctg"vjg"uvtwevwtgu"yg"wug0"

Â That being said, there are some fundamental principles that guide how we 

vjkpm"cdqwv"uvtwevwtg"*vjg"ҵuekgpegҶ+."yjkej"owuv"dg"dngpfgf"ykvj"vjg"

rctvkewnctkvkgu"-"geegpvtkekvkgu"qh"gcej"enkgpv"*vjg"ҵctvҶ+"kp"qtfgt"vq"dwknf"c"

high-performing account. 

IqqingҲu"Iqcnu"?1?"[qwt"Iqcnu"- NgvҲu"uvctv"ykvj"vjg"qdxkqwu<"Iqqing"fqgupҲv"

ectg"cdqwv"{qw0"Vjg{"ctgpҲv"rwujkpi"vjkpiu"vq"jgnr"{qw="vjg{Ҳtg"rwujkpi"vjkpiu"vq"

help themselves, and if that happens to be good for you, neat. 

Exclusions > Inclusions ҭ as automation increases, the importance of inclusions 

diminishes (as G broadens scope) + the importance of exclusions increases.

Data, Levers + Incentives Are Essential ҭ structure is what controls the 

prioritization of how data, money + activity flow through your ad account 

Aim For Maximum Sustainable, Not Minimum Viable ҭ automation is here 

to stay; we need to shift focus from fighting the machines to channeling 

them 

@DigitalSamIAm



DATA IS YOUR 
OPTIMIZATION LEVER. 

34@DigitalSamIAm
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DATA PASSBACK IS CRITICAL

CONVERSION ACTION 
SETS

Conversion Action Sets are one of my FAVORITE features 

vq"tqnn"qwv"qxgt"vjg"rcuv"eqwrng"{gctu."dwv"vjg{Ҳtg"uvknn"

woefully under-utilized by most marketers. Use them to 

gpuwtg"{qwҲtg"gxcnwcvkpi"ToM/MoM campaigns correctly, 

cu"ygnn"cu"gpuwtg"{qwt"DqO"ecorckipu"ctgpҲv"dnqykpi"

money on lower-intent milestones.

OFFLINE CONVERSIONS

Use offline/enhanced conversions and CRM data 

integrations to improve your visibility into conversion 

quality (vs. quantity) ҭ way too often, we think cheaper 

ERCu"ctg"dgvvgt."yjgp"kv"tgcnkv{."vjg{Ҳtg"oqtg"gzrgpukxg0"

Enhanced Conversions also help with incrementality.

SMART BIZ DATA

Hkpcnn{."vjgtgҲu"vjg"tgcn"dwukpguu"fcvc"ҭ yjkej"KҲxg"ytkvvgp"

about extensively. This is more than your customer data; 

kvҲu"{qwt"equv"fcvc"cp"f"qvjgt"cevkxkv{"fcvc"cpf"hkpcpekcn"

data. Machines assume you have $0 costs and $0 

qxgtjgcf"cpf"tgrn{kpi"vq"ngcfu"ku"htggҿ0wpnguu"{qw"vgnn"

them differently.

@DigitalSamIAm
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MAKE YOUR DATA WORK
USE YOUR DATA TO INFORM ENGINE BIDDING

SEM Campaigns

Prospecting | 
Audience Dev

Customer Data

Conversion Data + GCLID

CRM/CDP

@DigitalSamIAm
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WHAT DOES THAT LOOK LIKE?

Data G 
Understands

Relevant To Your 
Business

Aligned To Your 
North Star

THIS IS WHAT 
YOU PASS BACK

@DigitalSamIAm
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That means the days of optimizing for some higher-funnel event (like a newsletter sign up or a call or a landing page view) under the guise that doing so will 

gpcdng"{qw"vq"ҵeqpxgtukqp"ctdkvtcigҶ"{qwt"yc{"kpvq"dgvvgt"ERCu"ctg"qxgt0"Kh"{qw"cum"hqt"enkemu."{qwҲnn"igv"enkemu"*vjqwij"vjg{Ҳnl probably be - disproportionately ҭ the 

mkpf"vjcv"fqpҲv"vwtp"kpvq"owej"qvjgt"vjcp"ycuvgf"oqpg{+0

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU ASK FOR
Bidding algorithms (particularly G & Meta) are exceptional at maximizing *exactly* what 

you ask for as efficiently as possible, with no regard for anything not in the view.
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THE ORDER OF 
FILL PROBLEM

PEOPLE WHO 
ACTUALLY BUY 
LOTS OF STUFF

PEOPLE WHO 
VISIT PDPs + 
CHECKOUT

PEOPLE WHO VISIT PDP

LURKERS, BOTS + NON-
BUYERS

@DigitalSamIAm



YOUR STRUCTURE NEEDS TO BE 
INFORMED BY WHAT MATTERS

40@DigitalSamIAm



ROAS IS DELUSION 
MASQUERADING AS VALUE

41@DigitalSamIAm
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Contribution Margin (Absolute & Percentage)

ÅQuick Ratio
ÅMarketing Return Rate (MRR)
ÅMarketing Efficiency Ratio (MER)

ÅCAC (new vs. returning)
ÅNet Present LTV
ÅReturn Rate

ÅCPM
ÅCPC
ÅCTR
ÅROAS

ÅRevenue
ÅShare of 

Shelf

PRIORITIZE PROPERLY

@DigitalSamIAm
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THE CM+ STRUCTURE

TOTAL CONTRIBUTION 
MARGIN

1 / [CONTRIBUTION MARGIN / REVENUE]

S
K

U
 C

O
U

N
T

50 3 1
0

1
5

2
0

2
5

UNDER-
SPEND

OVER-SPEND



CONTRIBUTION MARGIN ALONE 
IS NOT A VIABLE ACOUNT 

STRUCTURE

44@DigitalSamIAm



TRANSLATION:
RGQRNG"FQPҲV"DW["UVWHH"DCUGF"

ON HOW MUCH MONEY YOU 
MAKE ON IT.

45@DigitalSamIAm
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LAYERING IS ESSENTIAL

Top Sellers

ҶOgjҶ"1"Ugcuqpcnu

Low-Volume Products

HIGH-CM MID-CM LOW-CM

Your top-selling SKUs. This can also 
be modified to your top -basket SKUs 

(i.e. SKUs that sell other stuff)

I LOVE Seasonal Segementation ҭ it 
allows you be relevant at the right 

time, w/o wasting money.

Gxgt{"uvqtg"jcu"vjg"ҵjkffgp"igouҶ"ҭ
products that sell rarely, but are $$$. 

Grouping them together can be 
magic.

Products with absurdly high 
contribution margins - ones in the 

top ~25% of all SKUs you carry

Rtqfwevu"ykvj"ҵcxgtcigҶ"eqpvtkdwvkqp"
margins for your business ҭ middle 

50%

Products with low CMs for your SKU 
set ҭ likely comprised of loss 
leaders, promotional items, 

discounted items, etc.

HIGHEST PRIORITY

HIGH PRIORITY HIGH* PRIORITY

HIGH PRIORITY MID PRIORITY

LOW PRIORITY

HARD PASSLOW PRIORITYMID PRIORITY

@DigitalSamIAm



THIS STRUCTURE 
WORKS WITH PMAX, TOO.

47@DigitalSamIAm
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SEE? SAME IDEA. 

Category #1

Category #2

Category #3

HIGH-CM: PMC1 MID-CM: PMC2 LOW-CM: PMC3

Your top-selling SKUs. This can also 
be modified to your top -basket SKUs 

(i.e. SKUs that sell other stuff)

I LOVE Seasonal Segmentation ҭ it 
allows you be relevant at the right 

time, w/o wasting money.

Gxgt{"uvqtg"jcu"vjg"ҵjkffgp"igouҶ"ҭ
products that sell rarely, but are $$$. 

Grouping them together can be 
magic.

Products with absurdly high 
contribution margins - ones in the 

top ~25% of all SKUs you carry

Rtqfwevu"ykvj"ҵcxgtcigҶ"eqpvtkdwvkqp"
margins for your business ҭ middle 

50%

Products with low CMs for your SKU 
set ҭ likely comprised of loss 
leaders, promotional items, 

discounted items, etc.

ASSET GROUP #1

ASSET GROUP #2 ASSET GROUP #5

ASSET GROUP #4 ASSET GROUP #7

ASSET GROUP #8

FQPҲV"DQVJGTASSET GROUP #6ASSET GROUP #3

@DigitalSamIAm
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PRODUCT TYPE

OTHER 
LAYERING 
OPTIONS

01 Tends to follow your site organization (i.e. categorization), 
which also has the benefit of aligning with how people 
search

PRICE 02 In general, buyers tend to shop for items around a particular 
price point ҭ c"Ekvk|gpu"dw{gt"kupҲv"nkmgn{"igvvkpi"c"TQNGZ0"

COLLECTION03 This works well in fashion + beautyҭ grouping by collection tends 
to result in significant cross-sells, as people want to get the look.

USE CASE04 Connecting products that people are likely to buy together 
based on the use case ҭ i.e. travel accessories with 
luggage.

BUYER TYPE05 In some cases, there are products that tend to skew a buyer 
type ҭ a great example is camo gear tends to attract a 
hunter/ex-military crowd, where white/grey a more urban 
one

@DigitalSamIAm
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IT WORKS WITH SEARCH, TOO

AD GROUP TYPES
CAMPAIGN: 

TOP OF MAZE
CAS #1

CAMPAIGN:
MIDDLE OF MAZE

CAS #2

CAMPAIGN:
BOTTOM OF MAZE

CAS #3

TOP PERFORMERS (TP)
THEME #1 STAG
THEME #2 STAG

EXCLUDE MOM + BOM

THEME #1 STAG
THEME #2 STAG
EXCLUDE BOM

THEME #1 STAG
THEME #2 STAG

POTENTIAL (POT)

THEME #1 STAG
THEME #2 STAG

EXCLUDE TP, MOM + 
BOM

THEME #1 STAG
THEME #2 STAG

EXCLUDE TP + BOM

THEME #1 STAG
THEME #2 STAG

EXCLUDE TP

GUESSES + DSAs
LP OR THEME #1
LP OR THEME #2

EXCLUDE EVERYTHING

LP OR THEME #1
LP OR THEME #2

EXCLUDE EVERYTHING
(AVOID, GENERALLY)

In
c
re

a
s
in

g
 tC

P
A

/D
e

cre
a

sin
g
 

tR
O

A
S
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MAKE CAMPAIGN STRUCTURES 
MACHINE-LEARNING FRIENDLY
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Typical PPC accounts have hundreds of ad groups ҭ many of which have lower 

xqnwogu"-"fqpҲv"tgcnn{"{kgnf"owej"qh"cp{vjkpi"cu"vjku"jgnrhwn"ejctv"htqo"Amanda Evans 

illustrates (red = bad; blue = good). All those little campaigns are just wasted. 

BALANCE GRANULARITY

By consolidating many of those SKAGs + low-volume, hyper-granular ad groups into 

STAGs (thus increasing volume), you end up with significantly fewer ad groups, but 

also materially improved performance. 

W/ ML-FRIENDLY SCALE

@DigitalSamIAm
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MAXIMIUM SUSTAINABLE 
NOT MINIMUM VIABLE

53@DigitalSamIAm



USE tCPA or tROAS AS YOUR 
PRIMARY BUDGET CONTROL 

LEVER

@DigitalSamIAm 54
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THE DIGITAL DEMAND CURVE

INFLECTION POINT #2

INFLECTION POINT #1

V
O

L
U

M
E

 /
/ 

IM
P

R
E

S
S

IO
N

S
 S

H
A

R
E

EFFICIENCY (tCPA Increase / tROAS Decrease)

HIGH VOLUME

OPTIMAL SPEND

LESS EFFICIENT
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A QUICK TRANSFORM:
INFLECTION POINT #2

INFLECTION POINT #1

FORECAST CONFIDENCE INTERVAL

tROAS

LOS
S

MISSED 
OPPORTUNITY

INEFFICIENCY

OPTIMAL SPEND

LOSS

E
X

P
E

C
T

E
D
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A

L
U

E
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FIND THE INFLECTION POINTS
BUDGET 

SIMULATOR

IqqingҲu"Dwfigv"Ukowncvqt"

works brilliantly well to give you 

baseline data (along with 

implied underlying metrics) for 

your forecast. Just remember to 

build out ranges for each (you 

can use Keyword Planner or a 

guesstimate)

Budget planner works at a KW + Ad Group level (I use ad group) ҭ and provides (surprisingly decent) 

volume + cost estimates (though you need to check the implied CTR + CVRs ҭwhich can be *wildly* off. 

In general, you should expect that CVRs will dip as volume increases, while CTR tends to stay flat-to-

increase.  
@DigitalSamIAm
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tCPA / tROAS = 
STEERING WHEEL

LOW CPA | HIGH ROASLower Priority ҭ threshold for an ad to serve is higher, 

which results in throttled distribution. 

MID CPA | MID ROAS Medium Priority ҭ threshold for an ad to serve is 

lower than for the below, but still restricted. 

HIGH CPA | LOW ROAS
Highest Priority ҭ threshold for the ad to serve is 

lowest among campaigns/ad groups in the account. 

All things being equal, this campaign should have the 

highest Ad Rank.

@DigitalSamIAm
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TAKE YOUR FREE 
INSURANCE FROM 
GOOGLE.
When every bid is a bet, you have to think about your upside AND your downside. 

Iqqing"fqgupҲv"ectg"cdqwv"{qwt"fqypukfg"*{qwt"fqypukfg"?"IҲu"wrukfg+"ҭ and smart 

dkffkpi"yknn"eqpvkpwcnn{"cvvgorv"vq"rwnn"{qwt"rgthqtocpeg"fqyp"vq"cp"ҵcxgtcig"

ceegrvcdngҶ0"Ocz"Dkf"Nkokvu"ctg"HTGG"KPUWTCPEG0"VCMG"KV0"

Maximum Bids = free insurance / downside protection. 

Set them at:

Upper Bound tCPA * Upper Bound CVR (90th Percentile) = Max Bid

@DigitalSamIAm



DAILY BUDGETS ARE 
ACCOUNT KILLERS

60@DigitalSamIAm
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SEARCH DEMAND GRAPH
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