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Universal search, mobile, video, local ï all hot interest areas for paid search 
at the moment, but one of the most controversial and hot topics, as many of 
you will have seen in the press, is the recent announcement by Google 
around trademarks.  
 
With little warning or consultation, Google has announced a significant 
change (effective from May 5

th
) to the way it processes bidding on 

trademarked terms in the AdWords offering (paid search).  
 
Until the change, corporations were able to ótrademarkô brand terms with 
Google and have been able to submit a list of associated keywords relevant to 
their brand (ñTravelocityò, ñtravelocity.co.ukò, etc) that subsequently only 
they were able to bid on for display in the Google ñsponsored linksò areas.    
 
Whilst there were occasional infringements to this policy, the norm was that 
only the trademark owner and approved partners appeared in the paid search 
space for searches on brand terms - finding Mercedes when you search for 
ñBMWò just didnôt happen. That has changed. 

 

Google state that they are introducing this change to give users more choice 
and access to as much relevant information as possible, based upon their 
historic search behaviour. They cite experiences of consumers looking for one 
brand, discovering others and brand switching.  
 
Google also talk about aligning the UK with the U.S. and that this lack of 
protection (competition) is common in other forms of media. 
 
iCrossingôs view is that if a user searches for BMW, they expect to be able to 
easily find BMW and not be met with adverts from aggregators, affiliates,  

competitors, or irrelevant results ï this change 
hardly seems to stand up to Googleôs own test of 
relevance. 
 

The analogy with other forms of advertising 
also appears odd, because most of the examples 

Google uses are ñinterruptionò advertising e.g. a newspaper.  
 
Sunday newspapers often give references to pages and sections to find 
content. Imagine how irritating it would be if the cover promotion for 
something in a travel section was actually for a sports story.  
   

 

Below are a couple of examples from the UK and U.S. markets showing what 
can happen in protected and unprotected markets.  
 
The first is a consumer search for the ñpureò brand keyword ñTravelocityò. All 
sponsored links from competitors have been blocked by using a trademark 
process that allows Travelocity to share all visibility and traffic between the 
paid and natural search listings. The bid landscape is, in a way, controlled and 
Travelocity can make commercial decisions as to whether it is sensible to bid 

iCrossingôs view is that if a user searches for BMW, they 
expect to be able to easily find BMW and not be met with 
adverts from aggregators, affiliates,  competitors, or 
irrelevant results ï this change hardly seems to stand up 
to Googleôs own test of relevance 

http://adwords.google.co.uk/support/bin/answer.py?answer=92877&ctx=sibling
http://adwords.google.co.uk/support/bin/answer.py?answer=92877&ctx=sibling
http://adwords.google.co.uk/support/bin/answer.py?answer=92877&ctx=sibling
https://adwords.google.com/select/Login?sourceid=awo&subid=uk-en-ha-aw&medium=ha&term=adwords
http://www2.mercedes-benz.co.uk/content/unitedkingdom/mpc/mpc_unitedkingdom_website/en/home_mpc/passengercars.flash.html
http://www.bmw.co.uk/bmwuk/homepage/
http://www.icrossing.co.uk/
http://www.travelocity.com/
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on their brand terms based upon the observed performance and synergy of 
paid and natural search.  
 

 
 
Fig  #1 ï trademark protection in place 

 
The second example is a consumer search for the ñpureò brand keyword 
ñTravelocityò, but this time from a territory where there is no trademark 
protection.  In contrast to the first, there are several sponsored listings from 
competitors in play. These competitors appear on this search by bidding on 
the brand term ñTravelocityò on exact match or by bidding on a phrase 
containing ñTravelocityò and broad matching this e.g. ñTravelocity (Flight 
Sale)ò is one such example triggering an advert.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig  #2 ï no trademark protection and use of ñofficialò copy 

 
So, Google has now removed this trade marking facility and you can expect 
some fierce competition like the second example.  

 

¶ Brands canôt control the pure-brand bid landscape 
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¶ Performance across all existing paid search brand activity will fall in most 
cases 

¶ We can bid on our competitorôs terms 
 

 

Corporations will bid on and be visible for their competitors brand terms, 
perhaps drawing unfavourable comparisons or promoting their best offers. 
 
One corporation canôt actually impersonate another, that protection still exists, 
and can be reported for investigation by Google through a revised policy. 
 
Consumers searching for brands will still be much more likely to click on the 
listings (natural or paid) of the brands they were searching for. However,  it is 
a fair assumption, and we have evidence from the U.S. market where this 
change happened four years ago, that the introduction of competitive adverts 
(particularly from aggregators) will reduce clicks by 5-10%, cannibalise natural 
listings a little and therefore reduce overall traffic to the site of the brand 
owner. 
 
Paid search can mitigate some of this lost traffic (particularly if a corporation 
isnôt already using paid search advertising on pure brand terms) by ensuring a 
paid search listing is in the optimal position (top if no video, maps or images 
present) for every search we can reduce the impact of other advertisers 
appearing against searches on brand terms, of course there is a cost to this. 
 
It is therefore very important to make sound commercial decisions as to 
whether it is sensible to raise paid search investment. This can be achieved 
using tools similar to the iCrossing marketing dashboard, as shown below, 
that examine the blended effects of paid and natural search.  
 

 

Unsurprisingly, we canôt give a definitive answer to this as the cost per click 
(CPCs) differ so much from brand to brand, sector to sector and the influence 

of the quality score and daily budgets 
also have a large effect. Good, 
relevant content will really help to 
keep CPCs optimal.  
 
When the trademark change 
occurred in the U.S., brand term click 
prices rose on average by 350%, with 
some examples as high as 600% in 
finance, and as low as 50% in travel. 
There was also a slight reduction (10-
15%) in the cost of generic terms. 
 
Co-petition via gentlemenôs 
agreements helped reduce costs in 
the U.S. So what is the point of Coke 
bidding on Pepsi if all that happens is 
that Pepsi bid on Coke? The real 
result is probably net neutral on 
traffic, but a large inflationary 
influence on costs. 
 

http://www.google.co.uk/tm_complaint.html.
http://www.coca-cola.com/glp/d/index.html
http://www.pepsi.co.uk/
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Tesco has already stated publicly that they will not be bidding on competitor 
brand terms. Most commentators have viewed this as the moral high ground 
and have welcomed it. 
 
This approach by direct brands is sound, but they will still be faced by 
comparison, aggregation and competition from many areas. 
 
Another strategy identified from U.S. experience is to take an extremely 
aggressive posture with very generous daily budgets and maximum CPCs for 
the first two months of the change. We have conducted activity in the U.S. 
where a doubling of maximum CPCs drove out 25% of the competition and 
we were able to justify the increased expenditure by retaining click through 
rates. 

 

The trademark changes also present an opportunity. It is now much easier to 
appear against searches for competitors. 
 
Our experience shows us that bidding on competitor brand terms will perform 
similarly to generic terms (i.e. more expensive than brand, and probably 
above your target CPA). The lack of relevancy you have for a competitor term 
will increase your costs and if this is to become an effective part of your paid 
search campaign, then creating specific competitor comparison content for 
landing pages is advisable. 
 
Used in a timely fashion, with good creative, these comparisons can become 
an integral part of your customerôs journey. We have profiles of journeys that 
include competitor brand terms, which are often used for highlighting the 
differentiation of your product. When you have strong USPs then the costs 
come closer to your own brand term prices.   
 

 
 

The approach we recommend for any direct brand is pretty straight forward: 
 

1. Review your Natural Search brand traffic with a view to capturing 
2-4 weeks of results prior to the change, and ensure you have the 
historical ROI from you current paid campaign. 

2. Check your campaign structure. Make sure those trademark 
terms are in a separate AdGroup so that you can monitor and 
manage them quickly. 

3. Watch that Maximum CPC on the terms. It may currently be set 
high, but your average CPC is low as you are the trademark owner 
ï it could soar with the change ï just make sure you can afford it 
and the price is in line with any business objectives. 

4. Check daily budgets to keep you visible as frequently as you 
desire. 

5. Health check creative to ensure you stand out from the crowd, 
leverage your ñofficialò status and consider using it in titles. Use the 
registered trademark symbol in your copy and prepare a legal 
response (a confrontational approach, but if you see the Sears 
example ï fig #4 below, it can scare away all competition). Bold your 
brand term, promote both USPs and offers. 

6. Check search terms  - Now! Use the Keyword Tool within your 
account to identify any potential unwanted expansions and add 
them as Negative Keywords. From now, pull regular Search Query 

http://www.tesco.com/
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Reports to analyse your campaign's serving behaviour. Add 
Negative Keywords accordingly. 

7. Pre-load your competitor set into your campaigns immediately, so 
that, should you choose to respond or even attack first, you are 
ready to maximise the performance of generic terms on broad 
match. This will offer you a rough guide to expected performance in 
order to set budgets. 

8. Use competitor analysis to identify copy infringements and 
competitor brand bidding, and file the reports. See example below. 

9. Re-benchmark Natural Search to see the degree of 
cannibalisation and undertake a cost benefit analysis to see if brand 
bidding is viable. 

10. Go boldly onwards after the turmoil and drive out competitors. 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig  #4 ï legal supported Registered Trademark in title use. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Fig  #5 ï Trademark Infringement monitoring  
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Fig  #6 ï Trademark Infringement reporting 

 
Affiliate networks (paid on a cost per acquisition) with permission can bid on 
your brand terms and appear in the paid for search listings alongside your 
advert. Briefed only to appear below your ñofficialò listing, affiliates can be 
used to block out competition cost effectively. This could help counteract any 
negative impact on pure-brand traffic ï and may help make up volume lost as 
brand-generic becomes more expensive. 
 
Affiliate marketing is a long-term proposition. It can take up to six months for a 
programme to mature. Therefore, until we are sure of the impact of trademark 
changes we donôt recommend opening conversations.   
 
Portfolio management. Google historically has not allowed one advertiser to 
appear more than once in the paid for listings, even if that advertiser has two 
relevant products for one keyword. 
 
Recent rule changes now allow an advertiser to deploy more than one advert 
per search but only if the destination URL domain is different.  By using 
landing pages and not directing all activity to a single domain, we are in theory 
able to block out competition with multiple products on brand keywords. This 
is a really viable proposition for corporate groups with multiple brands. 

 
 


