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I D C  O P I N I O N  

Real-time bidding (RTB) will revolutionize display advertising to an extent that is hard 

to overstate. By automating, integrating, and optimizing the way display advertising is 

being traded and served, RTB allows publishers, advertisers, and ad agencies to 

improve their return on investment (ROI). 

In its third year, RTB continues to grow rapidly both in the United States and 

worldwide because of the financial benefits it offers. For that reason, it is the fastest-

growing segment of the digital advertising industry bar none, including hot-growth 

segments such as mobile, video, and social. IDC finds: 

 Worldwide RTB-based spending will grow from $2.7 billion in 2012 to $20.8 

billion in 2017 (a compound annual growth rate [CAGR] of 50%). RTB's share of 

total combined online and mobile display advertising spending will grow from 8% 

to 28% during the same time.  

 The United States will remain the most advanced market. RTB spending will 

grow from $2 billion in 2012 to $14.4 billion in 2017 at a CAGR of 49%. The 

market share of RTB-based spending of total combined online and mobile 

display ad spending will grow from 14% in 2012 to 41% in 2017. In the online 

display segment, RTB will generate more than half of total revenue by that time.  

 RTB-based sales in Western Europe (WE) will grow from $381 million in 2012 to 

$3.3 billion in 2017 at a CAGR of 54%. The market share of RTB of display 

advertising spending at large will grow from 5% to 23%.  

 Total RTB spending in Japan will grow from $217.8 million in 2012 to $1.1 billion 

in 2017 at a CAGR of 39%. RTB's market share of total display advertising 

spending will increase from 5% to 28%. 

 The primary source of growth are RTB-based indirect ad sales, with direct sales 

becoming an increasingly important contributor. Guaranteed up-front sales (i.e., 

using RTB platforms to transact direct sales) will find rapid adoption because 

embracing RTB will be the only way for traditional new media publishers to 

remain competitive. IDC predicts that by 2017, a quarter of all direct sales in the 

United States will be RTB based, and that by 2022, 80% will be RTB based.  

 As online display ad sales at large continue to lose market share to mobile 

display ads, most of RTB's growth in the midterm will be generated in the mobile 

space.  
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M E T H O D O L O G Y  

This research document explores advertising transacted using real-time bidding 

(RTB) as opposed to programmatic trading. IDC defines "programmatic trading" as 

any trading of display advertising inventory that is transacted through a software 

program or platform (i.e., an advertising exchange). "Real-time bidding" is defined as 

any trade of advertising inventory on an ad exchange platform on an impression-by-

impression basis as each impression becomes available on a publisher's Web site (in 

real time). In other words, any RTB transaction is a programmatic transaction, but not 

every programmatic transaction is also an RTB transaction. 

The practice of trading inventory available only in the future (i.e., a trade that would 

traditionally be transacted as a direct sale) using RTB is called a "guaranteed up-

front" trade (various other terms used are forward market, programmatic guaranteed, 

programmatic premium, programmatic reserve, and programmatic up-front trade). 

This white paper estimates past and current spending on RTB-based display 

advertising and forecasts spending until the year 2017 for the United States, Canada, 

Germany, France, the United Kingdom, the rest of Western Europe, Russia and the 

rest of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the Middle East and Africa (MEA), Japan, 

Australia, China, India and the rest of the Asia/Pacific region, and Brazil and the rest 

of Latin America (LA). It breaks down total RTB revenue into RTB-based spending on 

indirectly sold online display advertising (made up of banners and rich media ads), 

indirectly sold online video advertising, directly sold online display advertising, and 

mobile display advertising. It is an update to last year's research document Real-Time 

Bidding in the United States and Worldwide, 2011–2016 (IDC #237383, October 

2012).  

Information in this document has been sourced from:  

 Interviews with 20 digital advertising executives in the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Germany, France, Japan, Australia, and China (Interview participants 

represented major publishers, ad exchanges, demand-side platforms (DSPs), 

supply-side platforms (SSPs), ad networks, and trading desks/advertising 

agencies.) 

 Existing IDC research 

 Other publicly available information 
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The model that generated the RTB data in this document employed the following 

methodology: 

 The model assumes total RTB spending is made up of three sources: 

 RTB-based indirect sales of online display ad inventory (banners and rich 

media ads) 

 RTB-based direct sales of online ad display ad inventory (banners, rich 

media ads, and video ads) 

 RTB-based indirect sales of mobile display ad inventory (assuming that for 

the foreseeable future, there will be no RTB-based direct sales) 

 Indirect RTB online display ad sales were established as follows:  

 First, the model established total display advertising spending based on IDC's 

Worldwide New Media Market Model, 1H13: Worldwide and U.S. Data (IDC 

#242211, July 2013). The New Media Market Model (NMMM) provides historical 

numbers for the years 2009–2012 and a forecast for the years 2013–2017. 

 Second, the model estimated total indirect sales as a share of total display 

advertising spend. That share (roughly 35%) was based on numbers in the 

NMMM model.  

 Third, because RTB-based trading can only take place on an advertising 

exchange platform, the model calculated the amount of indirect sales that is 

being transacted through ad exchanges. For the years 2009–2012, this 

volume was calculated by estimating the revenue of the major ad exchanges 

in each market based on interviews with advertising industry executives. For 

the forecast years, the share of ad exchange–based indirect sales was 

grown to follow a natural growth curve within that segment. The general 

developmental level of the consumer Internet in each market was taken into 

account, as well as local cultural factors affecting the speed of growth. 

 Fourth, the model estimated the revenue share of RTB-based trading on 

advertising exchanges to arrive at the absolute amount of RTB-based 

indirect sales for each market. Again, for the years 2009–2012, that RTB 

share was based on interviews with industry executives. For the forecast 

years, the share was grown to follow a natural growth curve. 

 RTB-based direct online display ad sales were estimated as follows:  

 The model first calculates spending on direct sales based on the above 

estimates for total display advertising spending and spending that goes 

through indirect sales. 

 RTB-based direct sales numbers are based on the assumption that they will 

stand for 0.5% or less of total direct sales in 2012 and will grow to 25.2% in 

the United States by 2017, with other markets following a similar growth 

trajectory, but in a delayed fashion (depending on the market).  
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 RTB-based mobile ad sales were estimated based on total mobile display ad 

spending as outlined in the NMMM, multiplied by an estimated share of that 

spending which is transacted through RTB platforms. The model assumed that 

this share for each given year was equal to the share of RTB-based indirect 

online display ad sales of total indirect online display advertising spending three 

years prior. For example, the U.S. share of mobile display advertising sold 

through RTB for 2014 is equal to the share of indirect online advertising spending 

traded through RTB within total online display advertising in 2011. 

 RTB-based online video ad sales were estimated based on total online video ad 

spending as outlined in the NMMM, multiplied by an estimated share of that 

spending which is transacted through RTB platforms. The model assumed that 

this share for each given year was equal to the share of RTB-based indirect 

online display ad sales of total online display advertising spending three years 

prior. For example, the U.S. share of online video display advertising sold 

through RTB for 2014 is equal to the share of indirect online advertising spending 

traded through RTB within total online display advertising in 2011. 

Note: All numbers in this document may not exact due to rounding. 

I N  T H I S  W H I T E  P AP E R  

This white paper estimates current and past spending on RTB-based display ad sales 

and forecasts spending until the year 2017 for the United States, Canada, Germany, 

France, the United Kingdom, the rest of Western Europe, Russia and the rest of Central 

and Eastern Europe (CEE), the Middle East and Africa (MEA), Japan, Australia, China, 

India and the rest of the Asia/Pacific region, and Brazil and the rest of Latin America 

(LA). It breaks down total RTB revenue into RTB-based spending on indirectly sold 

online display advertising including banners and rich media ads, indirectly sold online 

video advertising including banners and rich media ads, directly sold online display 

advertising, and mobile display advertising. It is an update to last year's research 

document Real-Time Bidding in the United States and Worldwide, 2011–2016 (IDC 

#237383, October 2012). Follow lead analyst Karsten Weide on Twitter @KarstenW. 

S I T U AT I O N  O V E R V I E W  

 

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

Real-time bidding is a digital advertising technology used to programmatically buy 

and sell display advertising inventory. RTB has only been available since late 2009, 

but it is rapidly attracting more spending and gaining market share because it is much 

more efficient than traditional forms of programmatic trading. The United States has 

been on the forefront of that development, followed by Japan and Western Europe. 

Programmatic trading has been around at least since the early 2000s with the launch of 

the first advertising exchanges, but RTB transcends its traditional trading mechanism. In 

the traditional model, buyers and sellers trade tranches of inventory (e.g., buckets of 

1,000 impressions or multiples of it) at fixed rates. RTB, on the other hand, enables 
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market participants to trade display advertising inventory on an ad exchange platform 

on an impression-by-impression basis as each impression becomes available on a 

publisher's Web site (in real time).  

RTB enables buyers and sellers to dynamically adjust their bids and asks as market 

conditions change and also based on real-time feedback on the effectiveness of an 

ad campaign. Inventory traded under RTB is used in conjunction with user data, such 

as demographics, behavioral data, and search data, which allows for improved ad 

targeting and greater advertising effectiveness.  

On the supply side, publishers offer inventory either through their own RTB platforms 

(Google, Facebook, Yahoo!) or through supply-side platforms (SSPs such as PubMatic 

and the Rubicon Project), which aggregate inventory. On the demand side, ad agencies 

tap into the supply either through their own trading desks (such as WPP's Xaxis, Havas' 

Adnetik, or Dentsu's AMNET) or through demand-side platforms (DSPs such as The 

Trade Desk, Rocket Fuel, DataXu, and Google's Invite Media). Buy and sell sides trade 

either with each other or through ad exchanges (such as AppNexus and Google's 

DoubleClick Exchange). (Note that many of the previously mentioned companies are not 

pure-plays but are active in more than one function.) Data vendors such as BlueKai or 

Acxiom offer third-party data to make targeting more accurate. 

 

L a t e s t  D e v e l o p m e n t s  

The past 12 months since the release of our last real-time bidding forecast have been 

a heady time for players in the RTB segment: 

 RTB continued to grow faster than any other segment of the digital advertising 

industry in 2013, bar none, if at a slower pace than 2012. Worldwide, total spending 

on RTB grew to $4.5 billion by 66% from $2.7 billion (2012 growth rate: 95%). In 

the United States, spending expanded by 57% to $3.1 billion from $2 billion (2012: 

growth rate 87%). 

 As the rapid growth of mobile advertising has begun to grow its market share of 

total digital advertising spend at the expense of online advertising, there has 

been an industrywide push to move RTB from the online into the mobile space as 

well. Total RTB-based spending even in the United States will stand for only 

about 4% of total mobile display advertising in 2013 (and less in Western 

Europe). (Compare with 22% for RTB in the online display segment.) Yet when 

we look at the trends, it is clear that it is here where the future of RTB and the 

display advertising industry at large will be decided. Since a larger share of total 

trading is sold indirectly in mobile advertising compared with online advertising 

(48% versus 35%), once RTB does catch on, one can expect it to permeate 

mobile advertising even faster than it penetrated online ads.  

 RTB vendors, so far largely confined to the indirect sales segment, have launched a 

new initiative to tap into direct sales as well with "guaranteed up-front sales." 

Guaranteed up-front sales essentially employ RTB platforms to transact a contract 

agreed upon between a buyer and a seller of inventory in the present at a certain 

point in the future (discussed later in the document). (Private marketplaces or 

exchanges were their first foray into direct sales, with limited commercial impact.) 

It is clear that the 
mobile space is where 
the future of RTB and 
the display advertising 
industry at large will 
be decided. 
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 Facebook's launch of the Facebook Exchange (FBX), an RTB-based advertising 

exchange making the company's inventory available to RTB platforms (but 

notably, not to Google), was the most monumental change in the segment. The 

step validated RTB as the future default method of trading display advertising 

inventory. It also added more inventory and thus liquidity to the marketplace. This 

increased competition for all sellers using RTB, primarily Google, but also forced 

traditional new media publishers, so far reluctant participants, to move into RTB 

with greater urgency. For example, AOL, Microsoft, and Forbes all are already 

embracing RTB. Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer has on several occasions remarked 

on the strategic importance of RTB for the company and has reportedly looked at 

acquiring RTB platforms such as PubMatic and Turn. 

So far, Facebook has only exposed a small portion of its inventory through FBX. 

FBX only carries online inventory so far but no mobile inventory, the latter of which 

will most likely represent the majority of both Facebook's revenue and impression 

volume in 3Q13. Considering the above, in the United States, the company 

perhaps only makes available about 20% of its overall inventory (online and 

mobile) through FBX, and yet that is already equivalent to an impression volume 

market share of about 4%. If it traded all inventory through FBX, its market share 

would skyrocket to about 20%, second only to AppNexus and on par with Google's 

DoubleClick or AdX exchange. Such a step would increase competition even more 

and also increase pressure on average effective cost-per-mille (eCPM) rates 

(effective cost for every thousand times an ad is being shown).  

 Other players entered the fray as well. In December 2012, Amazon launched an 

RTB ad exchange for selling inventory available on its own sites. In May 2013, 

eBay launched a new RTB advertising platform. And in September, Twitter 

announced it would acquire mobile advertising exchange MoPub to RTB enable 

its ad platform, citing the overlap between the rise of RTB and mobile advertising 

as the reason. Twitter in particular could rise to be a major competitor to 

AppNexus, Google, and Facebook, even if its offer is still in its infancy. 

 eCPM rates trended up in the past year as buyers' competition for impressions 

increased and as targeting improved ad effectiveness. Average eCPM rates for 

display ads are around $1 (a little higher in the United States and lower in 

international markets), with the notable exception of Facebook inventory, which 

trades for around $0.20. 

 Part of the reason for better targeting (besides advances in targeting technology) 

was the fact that more data on consumer behavior and interests are now 

available through new data offers from companies not traditionally in the 

advertising business (Acxiom, Amazon, AT&T, HP-SAP, Verizon). 

Advantages of RTB 

RTB has several advantages over other forms of trading inventory. It integrates, 

automates, and optimizes a value chain that up to now has largely been disjunct, 

manual, and wasteful. RTB makes it easier, less error prone, faster, and therefore 

cheaper to set up and run a campaign for both agencies and publishers. On top of 

that, it allows for greater ad efficiency. Real-time bidding improves return on 

investment for both publishers and advertisers.  

Real-time bidding 
improves return on 
investment for both 
publishers and 
advertisers. 

Facebook's launch of 
the Facebook 
Exchange was the 
most monumental 
change in the 
segment in the past 
year. 
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For publishers, RTB increases the effective cost-per-mille rates (i.e., it increases the 

prices at which they can sell advertising) because RTB advertising is better targeted 

and more effective and can, thanks to its real-time nature, realize efficiencies that 

traditional forms of inventory trading cannot.  

RTB also makes trading inventory cheaper for publishers since it reduces the amount 

of human labor that is needed to support trading. Today, some of that cost advantage 

is neutralized by the fact that RTB calls for a fairly advanced, expensive 

infrastructure, but as technology advances, that cost factor will become marginal.  

For ad agencies, the major advantage of RTB is that they get access to much better 

targeted, and therefore more effective, inventory. Because of that, even though eCPM 

rates tend to be higher with RTB compared with traditional methods of trading, RTB 

campaigns generate a higher return on advertising spend (ROAS), making the agency 

more profitable. Campaign effectiveness and ROAS can further be improved by the use 

of dynamic ads (i.e., creative that is custom tailored in real time to specific users). 

Indirect Inventory Versus Direct Inventory 

2013: Real-Time Bidding Now Default  Method for  Indirect  Sales  

Today, RTB is almost exclusively used to trade indirectly sold display advertising 

inventory (i.e., inventory that publishers are unable to sell directly). Indirect inventory 

is sold via middlemen ("indirect"). First, it was sold through ad networks; then through 

ad exchanges, which automated the process; and then also through supply-side 

platforms and demand-side platforms. And now, with RTB, the trading workflow and 

the value chain are being optimized and automated even more. 

For indirect sales, IDC's numbers for the past couple of years speak a very clear 

language: real-time bidding has become the main method to trade indirectly sold 

inventory in the United States and is poised to quickly penetrate the remaining non-

RTB pockets of the segment. In 2012, 47% of U.S. indirect sales by revenue were 

already RTB based; in 2013, it will be 60%. We predict that by 2017, RTB will be used 

for 83% of the trading volume by revenue. In other words, by 2017, RTB will have 

reached almost complete penetration of indirect sales in the United States. 

Why is RTB taking over? The one-word answer: money. Both ad agencies and 

publishers have understood that RTB provides better ROI than other forms of sales.  

To a large extent, the wildfire spread of RTB is driven by the demand side — that is, 

by agencies and advertisers. They have learned that while eCPM rates may be higher 

for RTB-traded inventory, the improvement in ad effectiveness more than makes up 

for these higher prices. They found that RTB campaigns work better for direct 

response (DR) campaigns, and they are beginning to find that RTB can also work for 

brand campaigns, even when using indirect, that is nonpremium, inventory. There is a 

reason why the display ad revenue of traditional publishers who do not embrace RTB 

stagnates when the display ad segment at large grows at an annual rate of 16%: 

They are selling a product that fewer and fewer clients want.  

In 2013, more than 
half of all indirect 
sales will be RTB 
based.  
 
By 2017, RTB will 
have reached almost 
complete penetration 
of indirect sales in the 
United States. 
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The bottom line is that ad agencies can't get enough of RTB. Agencies want 

accountability and (financial) performance. RTB offers both, while older methods do 

not. All major agency conglomerates now have trading desks, software platforms that 

allow them to plug into the RTB market. Google and Facebook, which embrace RTB, 

have benefitted from this change in client demand: They are now the number 1 and 

number 2 in the display segment, which for many years had been dominated by 

Yahoo!.  

But publishers also are driving this development, even if in some cases it may only be 

half of their free will. As recently as a year ago, most publishers were hesitant to 

expose even only their indirect inventory to RTB platforms, fearing that their unsold, 

cheaper inventory would compete with their own expensive premium inventory which 

they sell directly, thereby undermining their own business. Now, many of them are 

trading their indirect inventory through RTB. Both AOL and Microsoft are embracing 

RTB, and IDC expects the last major holdout, Yahoo!, to join them within a year.  

Part of that change of mind is explained by the growing buyer demand, which cannot 

be ignored anymore. But another part is that publishers are also finding that RTB 

works for them financially. eCPM rates are often higher with RTB than in traditional 

indirect sales, plus RTB is also often cheaper to operate; automation means a smaller 

head count. And higher revenue at lower costs means better ROI. 

RTB and Premium, Direct  Sales  

If some publishers have been reluctant to trade indirect inventory under RTB, they are 

even more hesitant to also trade directly sold, high-priced premium inventory via RTB. 

Their ultimate concern is price. They fear that if they exposed premium inventory to 

RTB trading, they would have less control over the sales process and would not be 

able to realize the same prices as they do in traditional direct sales. Publishers are 

worried that their premium inventory would face tremendous competitive pressure 

from an endless deluge of cheap, yet effective, indirect inventory. In this view, RTB 

creates a more liquid, transparent marketplace that favors the buyer and would cause 

a decline in prices.  

And yet, in many cases, advertisers and publishers find that RTB-based campaigns, 

thanks to the addition of targeting data, are more effective than traditional campaigns, 

which allows publishers to demand higher prices and which agencies are willing to 

pay thanks to a better ROAS for them.  

Of course, that one can only find out if one tries it. That's why RTB platform allows 

publishers to set a minimum price at which their impressions can be sold, thus 

protecting them from RTB prices eroding their premium inventory prices. (They also 

offer control over which advertisements will end up on their Web pages, aiming at 

another common concern of publishers, namely that inappropriate advertisements 

might end up on their sites, thus compromising their brands.)  
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Of course, to some extent, the development is out of publishers' hands. Agencies and 

advertisers have discovered that RTB works for brand campaigns — traditionally the 

domain of direct sales of premium inventory. For example, Kellogg found that RTB-

based campaigns increased ROI by a factor of 6x, and Kimberly-Clark found that its 

first RTB campaigns exceeded all of its goals. BMW, Adobe, and 1-800-Flowers are 

just a few of the other players leveraging RTB. Generally, advertisers and agencies 

want a more liquid, transparent marketplace that allows for better price discovery, 

more accountability (i.e., better performance statistics), and real-time optimization. As 

one ad agency executive put it in our interview: "Agencies and advertisers are tired of 

being asked to pay extra dollars for inventory just because the publisher tells them it's 

'premium.'"  

P r i v a t e  M a r k e t p l a c e s  

To alleviate publishers' concerns, SSPs — publishers' main entry point to RTB trading 

— in 2012 have begun to offer them so-called private marketplaces, trading systems 

which run on RTB platforms but which generally offer more control. They are 

restricted to just one or few publishers and a select set of buyers. They also offer 

greater control over pricing and over which advertisers and advertisements are 

featured on a publisher's site. Thus private marketplaces also address publishers' two 

major concerns around RTB: protecting their current price levels and making sure no 

inappropriate ads run on their services. Private marketplaces are also designed to be 

a tool to help the sales force rather than to replace it, in order to dispel concerns that 

RTB might devalue the contribution of the sales force. 

Private marketplaces so far have gained limited commercial significance. IDC 

estimates that even in the United States, private marketplaces will only stand for 

about 1% of premium ad revenue in 2013 (up from 0.5% in 2012), and less in other 

markets. One of the reasons for this limited impact is that the term private 

marketplace is an oxymoron. Marketplaces, especially auction-based ones as is the 

case for RTB platforms, thrive on liquidity in terms of both supply (of inventory) and 

demand for it. Yet a private marketplace artificially limits both the amount of available 

inventory and the number of bidders, thus dulling competition and the benefits which 

RTB might bring. As a matter of fact, a research project conducted by Admeta found 

that increasing the number of advertiser able to access a private marketplace also 

dramatically increased eCPM rates. A 50% increase in the number of bidders 

improved eCPM rates by 41%; 300% more bidders increased average eCPM rates  

by 221%. 

But even if private marketplaces have had a limited financial impact, what they did 

accomplish was to allow publishers to stick a toe into the water of RTB without having 

to fear drowning, preparing them for the next step in using RTB for direct sales: 

guaranteed up-front sales. 

"Agencies and 
advertisers are tired 
of being asked to pay 
extra dollars for 
inventory just 
because the publisher 
tells them it's 
'premium,'" says an 
agency executive. 
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G u a r a n t e e d  U p - F r o n t  S a l e s  

Guaranteed up-front sales are RTB vendors' new offer to help ease publishers into 

using RTB for direct sales. Guaranteed upfront allows premium, direct sales to be 

transacted on an RTB platform, giving publishers the benefits of RTB while 

maintaining high degrees of control and high margins and giving advertisers RTB's 

optimization advantages while retaining planning certainty: a guaranteed 100% book-

to-run ratio.  

In guaranteed up-front sales, purchasers don't buy spot inventory (as is the case for 

RTB-based sales of indirect inventory). Rather, they submit electronic requests for 

proposals (RFPs) to SSPs such as PubMatic, with rich, structured metadata about 

audience, budget, and desired outcomes. In reply, SSPs offer packaged premium 

inventory aggregated from a range of publishers to those buyers.  

Buyers pay up front for inventory which will only be available in the future (as is the 

case in today's direct sales of premium inventory), together with certain publisher 

guarantees on one or more of the following: 

 A certain maximum campaign budget 

 A certain minimum number of impression served 

 A certain maximum eCPM rate 

 A certain win rate, that is, of all impressions becoming available that meet the 

buyers demands, the publisher guarantees that a minimum percentage will go to 

the buyer no matter what — an interesting option in cases of highly desirable 

inventory, for instance, in political campaigns 

The only thing all guaranteed up-front contracts have in common is the guarantee. 

But what in particular is guaranteed may vary widely from advertiser to advertiser and 

from campaign to campaign.  

Upon entering the contract, the buyer receives a "deal ID." When the time comes to 

fulfill the contract, the SSP will satisfy it by running an RTB auction, delivering RTB's 

advantages of the best inventory at the lowest price. The deal ID is the buyers' trump 

card that makes sure the contract's guarantees are fulfilled even if there may be 

competing non-guaranteed bidders with better offers to the SSP.  

Every contract comes with penalties agreed upon in advance, which come into effect 

when an SSP cannot fulfill the guarantees. Penalties will vary widely depending on 

the contract. Guaranteed upfront's penalties are RTB's evolved form of the traditional 

true-up. The most likely reason for a seller to default on a contract are publishers' 

inventory forecasts which are off, which is often the case even today because the 

industry's forecasting capabilities are terrible. One executive at a DSP told us: 

"Penalties can be extremely painful and effective. That's why you better be sure you 

can deliver what you 'guarantee.'"  

"Penalties can be 
extremely painful and 
effective. That's why 
you better be sure 
you can deliver what 
you 'guarantee,'" says 
a DSP executive. 

Guaranteed upfront 
allows direct sales to 
be transacted on an 
RTB platform, giving 
publishers the 
benefits of RTB while 
maintaining control 
and high margins and 
giving advertisers 
RTB's optimization 
advantages while 
retaining planning 
certainty. 
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For advertisers, guaranteed up-front deals are in many ways more attractive than 

traditional direct sales:  

 To begin with, they will see premium inventory that has traditionally been blocked 

from large exchanges. They can also use their same algorithm and buying 

platform across all of their inventory sources, which makes the workflow more 

consistent.  

 Most importantly, they retain planning certainty while leveraging RTB's (financial) 

optimization benefits.  

 But what's more, guaranteed upfront's guarantees are more attractive than those 

in premium direct sales. That's because guaranteed upfront's guarantees are 

enforced by financial penalties. Conversely, guarantees in traditional direct sales 

are mostly about the advertiser guaranteeing a certain eCPM rate to the seller, 

whereas the seller in practice cannot really guarantee the fulfillment of his 

obligations. That's because the inventory for which the advertiser has already 

paid may or may not become available (and in practice, often doesn't). At which 

point, buyers and sellers are thrown back upon laboriously negotiating a true-up 

as opposed to a penalty agreed upon in advance which can readily be part of a 

financial calculus.  

Publishers also benefit from up-front guaranteed sales: 

 Even in an up-front guaranteed market, publishers will still be able to define the 

buyers and prices they are willing to accept, that is, they will retain a measure of 

control over the sales process. 

 In an open marketplace, they will see buyers and therefore demand they may not 

have seen otherwise, and increased bidder competition will increase prices. 

 By extending the time window for bidding through guaranteed up-front contracts, 

demand for certain types of inventory will increase, and therefore, prices will 

increase. 

 Publishers will also be able to realize higher margins because advertisers will be 

happy to pay more for guaranteed delivery of a certain inventory. When buyers 

don't know what is being sold, they discount the price. But with guaranteed 

upfront, eCPMs will be higher because the buyers know what they are buying. 

 Guaranteed upfront can be integrated with existing sales and CRM systems, at 

which point it simply becomes an advanced sales tool for the publisher's sales 

staff. But eventually, because with RTB comes automation, publisher will be able 

to reduce sales head count, save money, and improve profitability.  

Digita l  Attr ibut ion  

Using RTB for direct sales, whether through private marketplaces or through 

guaranteed up-front deals, shares one weakness with traditional direct sales: Neither 

closes the feedback loop that would allow for optimizing brand campaigns. 
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In indirect sales, RTB is unbeatable because it does close the feedback loop between 

advertising campaign and its effectiveness. Most indirect RTB campaigns are direct 

response campaigns, the effectiveness of which is easily measured by tracking clicks, 

visits to a landing page, conversions, or even sales numbers. These key performance 

indicators (KPIs) can then be used to optimize a campaign even as it is running.  

In brand campaigns, however, the measurement of ad effectiveness is more 

ephemeral. Brand recognition, brand liking, purchase intent, likelihood to recommend, 

and long-term online and offline purchases — all of these are KPIs not easily 

measured by advertising platforms.  

But a new breed of ad tech vendors may change that: digital attribution companies 

aim to measure brand campaign KPIs, which would allow on-the-fly campaign 

optimization for brand campaigns also. There is a good dozen of these companies in 

the market place (e.g., Marketplace, Visual IQ, ClearSaleing), all still tiny, with their 

technology still in its infancy. But once one of them figures out how to close the 

feedback loop for brand campaigns on scale, it will be very hard for traditional direct 

sales to compete with the RTB platform. 

Mobile RTB 

2013 is the year of awakening for mobile RTB. RTB-based mobile ad traffic is growing 

by leaps and bounds because agencies, looking at their successes in online RTB, 

now also demand mobile inventory, which was not the case only a year ago. Several 

mobile ad exchange executives told us in our interviews that the share of RTB of their 

total trade volume is already higher than was the case for online exchanges at the 

same point in the RTB life cycle. For example, Nexage, a leading mobile advertising 

exchange, said that in early 2012, only 13% of its inventory was traded using RTB. By 

late 2012, that share had doubled to 26%. Now, in the third quarter of 2013, it had 

doubled again to more than 50%. That explains why this year's spending grew to 

$110 million in the United States (equivalent to about 4% of total mobile display ad 

spending), up from next to nothing in 2012. 

Because a lot of mobile inventory is already sold through exchanges, and therefore is 

"RTB ready," and now that mobile RTB begins to take off, it is going to penetrate the 

mobile ad market more rapidly than in the online space. That is why IDC expects 

spending on mobile RTB to almost quadruple in 2014.  

Hand in hand with that growth goes a lot of jockeying of players for the best 

competitive positioning. In 2013: 

 Twitter acquired the mobile RTB platform MoPub. 

 Millennial Media launched its exchange product MMX, using Nexus technology. 

 Placecast started doing business on its mobile DSP PlaceAd. 

 Amobee acquired the mobile RTB company Gradient X. 

 Mojiva's Mocean launched its mobile RTB exchange Mocean Mobile Exchange. 

IDC expects spending 
on mobile RTB to 
almost quadruple in 
2014. 

Once somebody 
closes the feedback 
loop between a brand 
campaign and its 
effectiveness, it will 
be very hard for 
traditional direct sales 
to compete with the 
RTB platform. 
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Of the factors which held back mobile RTB last year, only two remain:  

 Targeting on mobile devices is still more difficult than on PCs because mobile 

browsers by default do not allow the placement of cookies, and mobile apps are 

sandboxed, which means they cannot by definition easily exchange with 

targeting platforms. However, there are now solutions that work around those 

difficulties as offered by AdTruth and TapAd.  

 Latency can also be a problem on mobile networks. Round-trip times between a 

browser client requesting a page, the server requesting an ad, and the page 

rendering, including the ad, should be below 100ms, better below 50ms, and 

ideally below 30ms. If it is any slower, the loading of the ad becomes noticeable 

to the user. On mobile networks, this is an issue on 2G and even on 3G 

networks. But with the new 4G/LTE standard, this will be fixed in most instances. 

In 3Q13, 4G/LTE already stood for 15% of worldwide shipments, five times the 

share it had had in the same quarter a year ago. IDC predicts that by 2017, 

4G/LTE's shipment share will be 37%. 

Online Video Ads 

Online video ads are also increasingly sold through RTB platforms, even though the 

volume is still fairly small. IDC estimates total U.S. sales were just above $100 million 

in 2013 or about 3.5% of total spending on online video ads. The reason is that the 

volume of video inventory available to RTB trading is too small to really take off.  

RTB Markets 

United States  

As was the case a year ago, the penetration of the market with RTB is furthest in the 

United States. As predicted, strong growth continues, and 2013 RTB spending will 

come in at $3.1 billion (19% of total display advertising spending), up by 57% from the 

$2 billion spent in 2012 (14% of total display advertising spending). The vast majority 

of spending still stems from indirect ad sales (93%), with both direct RTB sales and 

mobile RTB each only adding about 3% of total spending. 

The U.S. market is followed by the Western European markets, which are still 12–18 

months behind, as was the case a year ago. RTB unfolds somewhat more slowly in 

the European markets than in the U.S. market, one, because the markets are smaller 

(which tends to dampen the upsides of a technology thriving on large volumes of 

inventory and a big number of bidders) and, two, because the advertising industries of 

continental Europe, Germany especially, are more conservative than those of the 

United States or the United Kingdom.  

Western Europe  

In Europe, among the three major markets, the United Kingdom continues to be the 

furthest along in adopting RTB. Here, RTB-based display ad sales will stand for 

$283.6 million in 2013, or 14% of total display ad sales, up by 80% from $157.9 

million, or 8% of total display ad sales, in 2012.  
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Among the two continental European markets examined, Germany is ahead of 

France both in terms of the absolute RTB-based spending and in terms of RTB's 

share of total display ad sales. German RTB spending will be $157.2 million in 2013, 

or 12% of total display ad sales, an increase of 82% from the 2012 spend of $86.5 

million, or 7% of all display ad sales.  

In France, $113.5 million, or 11% of all display ad sales, will be spent using RTB in 

2013, representing growth of 99% compared with the 2012 spend of $57 million, or 

6.9% of total display ad sales.  

Interestingly, French publishers, realizing the threat that giants like Google and 

Facebook represent as advertiser demand for RTB increases, have set up a joint 

premium SSP RTB platform called La Place Media in December 2012 to better be 

able to compete, an initiative which Australian publishers intend to copy. The idea is 

to scale inventory so that publishers can participate in the RTB segment without being 

dependent on third parties such as Google. Pooling data on user interests will 

improve targeting for members of the platform as well.  

Japan  

The fast growth of RTB in Japan continues, making the country the undisputed RTB 

leader in APAC. In 2013, Japan will see $381.6 million of spending (10% of total 

display advertising), a plus of 75% compared with 2012's $217.8 million. How serious 

Japanese players take RTB is illustrated by the fact that Dentsu, Japan's biggest ad 

agency (and one of the global big three besides WPP and Havas), invested into ad 

exchange OpenX.  

Asia/Pacif ic  Region Exc luding Japan  

Besides Japan, the Asia/Pacific region continues to lag behind the Western markets. 

IDC estimates that in China, RTB spending in 2013 will be around $60 million (a plus 

of 186% compared with $20.8 million in 2012), which is equivalent to about 2% of 

total display advertising spending.  

This high growth rate in China of course applies to a very small base. Gating factors 

still are holding back the market: a lacking infrastructure (leading to latencies 

impractical for RTB), a lack of data to allow for targeting, and a generally lower level 

of maturity of the online ad market. A lot of advertising is still sold on a per-day basis, 

not on a CPM or CPC basis, let alone on a per-impression pricing. Huge parts of the 

available inventory have never been monetized, or not adequately monetized. 

According to one executive, for some publishers, 80% of their inventory goes unsold. 

A hodgepodge of non-standardized display ad formats stymies automation. Ad 

efficiency KPIs such as click-through rates or conversion rates, the lifeblood of RTB, 

also often are not supported. Analysts with the skills to take advertising from an art to 

the science needed to run RTB campaigns are in short supply. 

But things may change soon: In March 2012, iPinYou launched the first RTB-enabled 

DSP in China by entering into partnership with Google DoubleClick and Taobao Tanx. 

And an industry rumor in early 2013 held that Baidu, the Chinese search engine giant, 

planned on launching an RTB platform, which could be the breakthrough the China 

market has been waiting for. 
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The Australian market, despite the fact that it is much smaller than, for example, the 

United Kingdom, has made a huge leap forward. RTB spending will be $74 million in 

2013, or 9% of total display ad sales, an increase of 105% from the 2012 spend of 

$36.1 million, or 5% of all display ad sales. News in March had it that four of 

Australia's big online publishers (Fairfax Media, News Ltd., Mi9, and Yahoo!7) intend 

to launch their own RTB ad exchange similar to La Place Media in France.  

Russia  

In Russia, the RTB market is still nascent. IDC estimates total RTB spending in 2013 

will be about $12 million (compared with $6 million in 2012), which will stand for about 

1.4% of total display ad spend (2012: 0.7%). 

Yandex, the country's biggest search engine company, had opened the RTB segment 

when it started to trade some of its display advertising inventory based on RTB back 

in March 2012. Other major players, notably mail.ru, are still evaluating their course of 

action, however, so most other RTB players are smaller companies such as AdFox, 

AdRiver, Between Digital, Kavanga, and Tinkoff Digital. One major issue holding back 

the market is the lack of data for targeting. 

F U T U R E  O U T L O O K  

IDC predicts real-time bidding–based spending on display advertising will continue to 

rapidly grow through 2017. Worldwide spending will grow from $2.7 billion in 2012 to 

$20.8 billion in 2017 (a CAGR of 50%). Growth has slowed down a little (last year's 

forecasts had a 2011–2016 CAGR of 59%) as RTB in the developed markets matures 

and the emerging markets are not yet ready to pick up the slack. RTB's share of total 

display advertising spending will more than triple, growing from 8% in 2012 to 28% in 

2017 (see Figures 1 and 2 and Table 1). 
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F I G U R E  1  

W o r l dw i d e  T o t a l  R T B - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S p e n d i n g  b y  R e g i o n ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  

 

Source: IDC, 2013 

 

F I G U R E  2  

W o r l dw i d e  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g  C o m p o u n d  A n n u a l  G r o w t h  R a t e s  

b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 2 – 2 0 1 7  

 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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T A B L E  1  

W o r l dw i d e  R T B - B a s ed  D i s p l a y  A d  S p en d i n g  b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 – 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

United States 352.1 1,067.0 1,997.3 3,136.5 4,669.0 6,874.8 10,056.3 14,404.9 48.5 

Growth (%) NA 203.0 87.2 57.0 48.9 47.2 46.3 43.2  

Canada 5.2 15.3 28.2 55.4 81.7 119.3 178.0 258.2 55.7 

Growth (%) NA 192.0 84.3 96.3 47.5 46.0 49.2 45.0  

France 6.4 30.3 57.0 113.5 150.5 201.8 306.2 427.8 49.6 

Growth (%) NA 373.6 88.2 99.1 32.6 34.1 51.7 39.7  

Germany 16.0 62.0 86.5 157.2 220.2 294.6 440.0 631.5 48.8 

Growth (%) NA 287.8 39.4 81.9 40.1 33.8 49.3 43.5  

United Kingdom 15.3 100.0 157.9 283.6 409.1 571.8 782.5 1,028.0 45.4 

Growth (%) NA 552.0 57.9 79.6 44.2 39.8 36.8 31.4  

Rest of Western 

Europe 

8.7 46.8 79.6 182.6 319.1 481.7 778.8 1,199.0 72.0 

Growth (%) NA 440.2 70.0 129.4 74.8 51.0 61.7 54.0  

Russia – – 5.5 11.9 22.4 39.4 67.9 114.4 83.5 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 116.0 88.3 76.2 72.3 68.4  

Rest of Central and 

Eastern Europe 

– – 5.1 11.6 22.2 40.3 72.9 131.2 91.2 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 124.8 92.4 81.2 80.9 80.0  

Middle East and 

Africa 

– – – 3.0 10.4 20.8 45.0 94.6 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 248.9 99.5 116.2 110.0  

Japan – 53.2 217.8 381.6 521.3 720.3 923.0 1,132.7 39.1 

Growth (%) NA NA 309.4 75.2 36.6 38.2 28.1 22.7  

Australia – 6.8 36.1 74.0 131.7 164.2 210.9 278.4 50.4 

Growth (%) NA NA 429.6 105.0 77.9 24.7 28.5 32.0  

China – – 20.8 59.6 127.5 255.7 463.3 783.7 106.6 
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T A B L E  1  

W o r l dw i d e  R T B - B a s ed  D i s p l a y  A d  S p en d i n g  b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 – 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 185.9 114.0 100.5 81.2 69.1  

India – – 0.0 0.2 0.5 1.6 4.5 10.7 195.4 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 258.0 218.4 200.9 173.0 140.1  

Rest of Asia/Pacific 

(excluding Japan) 

– – – 5.3 16.2 36.2 92.6 191.2 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 203.8 123.1 155.6 106.5  

Brazil – 0.9 3.9 9.5 17.3 27.5 44.0 69.1 78.1 

Growth (%) NA NA 344.2 145.9 83.0 58.4 60.4 56.9  

Rest of Latin 

America 

– – 0.9 2.6 6.9 15.3 32.4 64.5 137.5 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 203.0 165.4 123.2 111.4 99.1  

Worldwide 403.7 1,382.3 2,696.7 4,488.1 6,726.2 9,865.4 14,498.2 20,819.7 50.5 

Growth (%) NA 242.4 95.1 66.4 49.9 46.7 47.0 43.6  

Source: IDC, 2013 

 

The major driver of RTB growth is that it promises to improve ROI for both publishers 

and agencies/advertisers. Publishers stand to improve yield (i.e., the amount of 

revenue realized against a certain amount of inventory) while automating sales and 

thereby reducing costs. Advertising agencies and advertisers benefit because RTB 

trading improves campaign efficiency and thereby ROAS. 

Growth will at first mainly be fueled by RTB penetrating almost all of indirect sales. As 

a certain saturation is reached (2016 and later), growth will decelerate. At the same 

time, growth will also be supplied by the rise of mobile RTB and by RTB-based sales 

of premium, formerly directly sold inventory (see Figures 3–7). 
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F I G U R E  3  

R T B - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  S h a r e  o f  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  b y  

R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 –2 0 1 7  

 

Note: Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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F I G U R E  4  

R T B - B a s e d  I n d i r e c t  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  S h a r e  o f  T o t a l  I n d i r e c t  

D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 –2 0 1 7  

 

Note: Excluding online video ads, listed separately. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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F I G U R E  5  

R T B - B a s e d  D i r e c t  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  S h a r e  o f  T o t a l  D i r e c t  

D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 –2 0 1 7  

 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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F I G U R E  6  

R T B - B a s e d  M o b i l e  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  S h a r e  o f  T o t a l  M o b i l e  

D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 –2 0 1 7  

 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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F I G U R E  7  

R T B - B a s e d  O n l i n e  V i d eo  A d  S a l e s  S h a r e  o f  T o t a l  O n l i n e  V i d eo  

A d  S a l e s  b y  R e g i o n ,  2 0 1 0 –2 0 1 7  

 

Source: IDC, 2013 

 

In mobile, IDC expects RTB to grow faster than previously predicted for a number of 

reasons: 

 Most gating factors from a year ago already have been removed or are about to 

be removed (see above). 

 Advertisers' shift from online display advertising to mobile display advertising is 

much more rapid and dramatic than expected, meaning that RTB vendors will 

spend a lot more attention and energy on rolling out RTB solutions in the mobile 

space. 

 What may also accelerate mobile RTB growth is the fact that most mobile 

advertising is being sold through programmatic platforms and ad networks 

already, rather than by publishers directly, which will make it easier to transfer it 

onto a mobile ad exchange/RTB platform. 

The dark swan in the equation clearly is "premium" or direct sales. As explained 
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majority of premium inventory (an estimated 80%) will be sold through RTB platforms 

as guaranteed up-front sales take hold. IDC expects that by 2017, RTB-based direct 

sales will stand to contribute 33% of total direct sales in the United States; 17% each 

in Germany and France; 16% in the United Kingdom; 16% in Japan; 12% in Australia; 

and 4% in China. Eventually, almost all premium inventory will be sold 

programmatically, with the sole exception of custom executions.  

For traditional new media publishers, adopting RTB for direct sales is a question of 

survival. It is time for publishers to understand RTB is their friend, not their enemy. 

Only by offering agencies the RTB inventory that they demand, by improving ROI, 

and by reducing costs through automation and a reduction of sales staff, can they 

remain relevant. Consider that Google generates almost four times the revenue per 

employee as does a portal such as Yahoo!. One reason for this worse financial 

performance is that portals have huge sales staffs.  

In the long run, where sales staff will remain is where advertising cannot be 

automated (as in custom executions) or can add value in some other ways, by playing 

a consultative role dealing with custom executions, native advertising or experiential 

and editorial programs. 

Switching to RTB may also well improve publishers' average inventory yield by 

allowing them to realize higher eCPM rates. Some publishers feel that by keeping the 

market less transparent, they will be able to control pricing, thereby realizing higher 

margins. But while it is true that a less transparent market favors the seller, it is also 

true that the publishers don't enjoy full market transparency either. RTB's advanced 

price discovery may well result in higher rates than they currently charge in direct 

premium sales. 

Strategically, portals such as Yahoo! should expose their entire inventory to RTB. 

Keep in mind that the top 2 U.S. display ad companies, Google and Facebook, are 

RTB plays, whereas the laggards among traditional publishers are not. Google and 

Facebook not only have the greatest market shares in the segment but also boast 

year-on-year growth rates none of the traditional online portals can match.  

As one publisher executive said in our interview: "Google doesn't have a rate card. 

We can sit here all day and debate whether or not we want to embrace RTB for direct 

sales. In the meantime, Google is stepping on the gas. These guys have declared 

war on direct sales, and guess what, they are multiple times as big as we are. We can 

only survive if we embrace RTB." 

Some publishers got the message: AOL, which has been in the RTB space for 

indirect inventory for a while, now pushes to get publishers to adopt RTB for direct 

sales as well. That includes expanding a deal with Yahoo! and Microsoft, which 

allowed the partners to sell each other's inventory, to also support RTB. 

Advertisers and agencies are also under pressure to improve profitability. Agencies 

embrace RTB because, while it does increase eCPM rates, it increases ROI even 

more. Gone will soon be the days when agencies were willing to pay extra dollars just 

because a publisher labeled them as "premium." They will demand hard performance 

data. 

"Google doesn’t have 
a rate card. We can 
sit here all day and 
debate whether or not 
we want to embrace 
RTB for direct sales. 
In the meantime, 
Google is stepping on 
the gas. These guys 
have declared war on 
direct sales, and 
guess what, they are 
multiple times as big 
as we are. We can 
only survive if we 
embrace RTB," says 
a publisher executive. 

It is time for 
publishers to 
understand RTB is 
their friend, not their 
enemy. 
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R T B  M a r k e t s   

United States 

Among the regions, the United States will remain the most advanced market with 

regard to RTB sophistication, absolute RTB spending, and RTB market share of 

display advertising at large. RTB-based spending on display advertising in the United 

States will grow from $2 billion in 2012 to $14.4 billion in 2017 at a CAGR of 49%, 

which makes real-time bidding the fastest-growing segment of the digital advertising 

industry bar none, including hot-growth segments such as mobile advertising, video 

advertising, and social advertising. The market share of RTB-based spending of all 

display ad spending, including online and mobile display, will almost triple from 14% 

in 2012 to 41% in 2017. Just in online display ads, by 2017, more than half of all sales 

will be RTB based (see Table 2). 

 

T A B L E  2  

U . S .  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online 352.1 1,067.0 1,957.9 2,809.6 3,461.8 3,994.2 4,451.0 4,862.2 20.0 

Growth (%) NA 203.0 83.5 43.5 23.2 15.4 11.4 9.2  

Direct online – – 39.4 83.7 346.4 1,006.1 2,422.7 4,878.2 162.2 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 112.5 313.8 190.4 140.8 101.4  

Mobile – – – 110.0 436.5 1,051.4 1,928.8 2,995.7 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 296.8 140.9 83.5 55.3  

Online video – – – 133.2 424.3 823.2 1,253.8 1,668.8 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 218.5 94.0 52.3 33.1  

Subtotal 352.1 1,067.0 1,997.3 3,136.5 4,669.0 6,874.8 10,056.3 14,404.9 48.5 

Growth (%) NA 203.0 87.2 57.0 48.9 47.2 46.3 43.2  

Total display ad 

sales 

9,262.1 11,264.7 13,815.4 16,835.8 20,447.0 24,685.5 29,528.9 34,848.1 20.3 

Growth (%) NA 21.6 22.6 21.9 21.4 20.7 19.6 18.0  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 

Real-time bidding is 
the fastest-growing 
segment of the digital 
advertising industry 
bar none, including 
hot-growth segments 
such as mobile, video, 
and social. 

By 2017, more than 
half of all online 
display ad sales will be 
RTB based. 
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Western Europe 

The Western European markets will see a growth speed comparable with the United 

States (see Tables 3–5). In detail: 

 In the United Kingdom, RTB-based spending will grow from $158 million in 2012 

to $1 billion in 2017 at a CAGR of 45%. The market share of RTB-based 

spending of all display ad spending will grow from 8% in 2012 to 30% in 2017. 

 In France, spending will expand from $57 million to $428 million at a CAGR of 

50%. The RTB market share of display advertising at large will incline from 7% to 

27%. 

 In Germany, spending will grow from $86 million to $631 million at a CAGR of 

49%. In display advertising, RTB's share will increase from 7% to 28%. 

 

T A B L E  3  

U . K .  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online 15.3 100.0 157.9 271.9 348.4 420.1 446.1 459.5 23.8 

Growth (%) NA 552.0 57.9 72.1 28.1 20.6 6.2 3.0  

Direct online – – – 5.3 10.4 40.6 103.7 219.6 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 97.5 291.2 155.5 111.8  

Mobile – – – 3.6 31.4 74.8 165.3 259.1 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 762.2 137.9 121.1 56.8  

Online video – – – 2.9 18.9 36.3 67.5 89.8 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 562.1 92.1 85.8 33.1  

Subtotal 15.3 100.0 157.9 283.6 409.1 571.8 782.5 1,028.0 45.4 

Growth (%) NA 552.0 57.9 79.6 44.2 39.8 36.8 31.4  

Total display ad sales 1,457.2 1,806.8 1,876.2 2,095.4 2,432.7 2,827.3 3,116.8 3,394.2 12.6 

Growth (%) NA 24.0 3.8 11.7 16.1 16.2 10.2 8.9  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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T A B L E  4  

F r an c e  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online 6.4 30.3 57.0 108.0 129.9 141.6 161.5 173.9 25.0 

Growth (%) NA 373.6 88.2 89.6 20.3 9.0 14.0 7.7  

Direct online – – – 2.4 4.3 14.7 40.5 90.6 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 76.9 240.6 175.8 123.8  

Mobile – – – 1.8 11.1 33.7 80.3 129.3 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 529.3 203.7 138.0 61.0  

Online video – – – 1.2 5.1 11.7 23.9 34.1 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 318.3 128.9 103.6 42.5  

Subtotal 6.4 30.3 57.0 113.5 150.5 201.8 306.2 427.8 49.6 

Growth (%) NA 373.6 88.2 99.1 32.6 34.1 51.7 39.7  

Total display ad sales 671.6 884.6 821.6 1,009.4 1,115.1 1,200.4 1,420.7 1,607.3 14.4 

Growth (%) NA 31.7 -7.1 22.9 10.5 7.6 18.4 13.1  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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T A B L E  5  

G e r m a n y  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online 16.0 62.0 86.5 148.9 186.1 216.9 250.7 284.2 26.9 

Growth (%) NA 287.8 39.4 72.2 25.0 16.5 15.6 13.3  

Direct online – – – 3.4 6.4 23.2 64.0 148.6 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 89.6 263.3 175.7 132.3  

Mobile – – – 3.0 19.2 41.0 98.2 160.4 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 543.5 113.7 139.3 63.4  

Online video – – – 2.0 8.5 13.5 27.1 38.3 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 327.5 58.9 100.4 41.4  

Subtotal 16.0 62.0 86.5 157.2 220.2 294.6 440.0 631.5 48.8 

Growth (%) NA 287.8 39.4 81.9 40.1 33.8 49.3 43.5  

Total display ad sales 995.4 1,133.1 1,169.6 1,295.7 1,492.2 1,686.9 1,978.9 2,298.4 14.5 

Growth (%) NA 13.8 3.2 10.8 15.2 13.0 17.3 16.1  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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Japan 

Japan will develop more quickly than the WE markets. Total RTB spending in Japan 

will grow from $217.8 million in 2012 to $1.1 billion in 2017. RTB's market share of 

total display advertising spending will increase from 5% to 28% (see Table 6). 

 

T A B L E  6  

J a p a n  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online – 53.2 217.8 372.7 479.3 560.3 583.3 573.9 21.4 

Growth (%) NA NA 309.4 71.1 28.6 16.9 4.1 -1.6  

Direct online – – – 8.9 15.1 51.2 118.0 225.8 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA 69.8 238.6 130.3 91.4  

Mobile – – – – 23.8 97.6 200.8 304.9 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA 309.7 105.7 51.9  

Online video – – – – 3.1 11.2 20.9 28.1 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA 265.1 87.4 34.3  

Subtotal – 53.2 217.8 381.6 521.3 720.3 923.0 1,132.7 39.1 

Growth (%) NA NA 309.4 75.2 36.6 38.2 28.1 22.7  

Total display ad sales 3,123.6 3,651.1 4,069.2 3,982.8 3,994.7 4,070.2 4,043.8 3,996.9 -0.4 

Growth (%) NA 16.9 11.5 -2.1 0.3 1.9 -0.6 -1.2  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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China 

China will develop less quickly than the other markets. Total RTB spending in China 

will increase from $21 million in 2012 to $784 million in 2017 at a CAGR of 107%. 

RTB's market share of total display advertising spending will increase from 1% in 

2012 to 11% in 2017 (see Table 7). 

 

T A B L E  7  

C h i n a  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online – – 20.8 59.6 122.4 236.2 389.0 580.6 94.5 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 185.9 105.4 93.0 64.7 49.2  

Direct online – – – – 5.1 11.8 52.4 159.9 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA 130.4 344.2 205.0  

Mobile – – – – – 5.8 16.1 30.9 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA NA 175.4 92.0  

Online video – – – – – 1.9 5.7 12.2 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA NA 209.4 113.6  

Subtotal – – 20.8 59.6 127.5 255.7 463.3 783.7 106.6 

Growth (%) NA NA NA 185.9 114.0 100.5 81.2 69.1  

Total display ad sales 1,855.3 2,449.4 3,252.4 3,958.9 4,755.2 5,641.6 6,594.2 7,451.3 18.0 

Growth (%) NA 32.0 32.8 21.7 20.1 18.6 16.9 13.0  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 

 



©2013 IDC #243724 31 

Australia 

Total RTB spending in Australia will grow from $36.1 million in 2012 to $278.4 million 

in 2017 at a CAGR of 50%. RTB's market share of total display advertising spending 

will increase from 5% in 2012 to 27% in 2017 (see Table 8). 

 

T A B L E  8  

A u s t r a l i a  T o t a l  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s  a n d  R e a l - T i m e  B i d d i n g - B a s e d  D i s p l a y  A d  S a l e s ,  

2 0 1 0– 2 0 1 7  ( $ M )  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2012–2017 

CAGR (%) 

Real-time bidding-

based display ad 

sales 

         

Indirect online – 6.8 36.1 74.0 126.7 147.8 161.7 163.6 35.3 

Growth (%) NA NA 429.6 105.0 71.1 16.7 9.4 1.1  

Direct online – – – – 3.4 6.5 26.6 72.7 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA 93.6 306.8 173.2  

Mobile – – – – 0.4 2.5 5.4 9.5 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA 474.8 114.5 75.8  

Online video – – – – 1.2 7.3 17.2 32.6 NA 

Growth (%) NA NA NA NA NA 498.5 134.0 90.0  

Subtotal – 6.8 36.1 74.0 131.7 164.2 210.9 278.4 50.4 

Growth (%) NA NA 429.6 105.0 77.9 24.7 28.5 32.0  

Total display ad sales 539.2 646.2 715.5 780.6 844.1 910.9 980.4 1,019.4 7.3 

Growth (%) NA 19.8 10.7 9.1 8.1 7.9 7.6 4.0  

Notes: 

RTB-based indirect sales and RTB-based direct sales contain all display ads net video ads and mobile display ads (listed 

separately). 

Total display ad sales include all online and mobile display ads. 

Source: IDC, 2013 
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C H AL L E N G E S / O P P O R T U N I T I E S  

RTB helps in integrating and automating the display ad value chain, which up to now 

has largely been manual. This makes it easier, less labor intensive, less error prone, 

and faster to set up and run a campaign for both agencies and publishers. It reduces 

costs, thereby improving ROI for both publishers and agencies/advertisers. 

RTB faces a number of challenges that IDC believes it will be able to overcome: 

 The primary key to the future of RTB is publisher adoption. If publishers don't 

make sufficient amounts of inventory available, RTB growth could be stunted. 

Publishers' major concerns are yield, data leakage, and cannibalization:  

 Yield, or the amount of revenue realized against a certain amount of 

inventory, must be better when using RTB than when using traditional 

channels. This for the most part does not seem to be much of an issue 

anymore as publishers actually realize higher eCPMs rather than lower 

ones.  

 Data leakage is the potential theft of valuable publisher audience data 

through the dropping of data-collecting cookies. Buyers buy impressions 

targeting a certain audience, capping the exposure frequency per user at 

one, only to gain the targeting that came with the impression. They place 

their own tracking cookie on the consumer's machine, which they then use to 

run a separate campaign using much cheaper inventory. 

 Cannibalization is the concern that if publishers made massive amounts of 

inventory available through ad exchanges and RTB, possibly with too little 

price control and resulting lower sales prices, it would start to compete with 

publishers' directly sold inventory, jeopardizing their core revenue source. 

However, we do not believe this will be a factor limiting RTB growth as long 

as ad exchanges and SSPs offer publishers a reasonable amount of price 

control. 

 Brand safety is a concern for both publishers and agencies. Publishers want to 

control which advertisers and advertisements are being featured on their services 

so as to not dilute their brand with low-quality or inappropriate advertisements. 

Conversely, agencies want content safety to make sure their clients' ads are not 

run against inappropriate or unfitting content or are not run below the fold or 

among multiple ads on one page. This, however, should satisfactorily be 

addressed by ad exchanges, DSPs, and SSPs by allowing block lists for both 

certain advertisements and certain types of content. 

 Since data on users is critical to the effectiveness of RTB advertising, the 

ongoing discussion about privacy protection, especially in the wake of Edward 

Snowdon's revelations on NSA spying, is of particular concern. What's more, in 

the major emerging segment, mobile advertising, targeting is worse for a lack of 

data as described previously in the Mobile RTB section, and in the online space, 

the cookie is on its way out: Most major browsers don't allow third-party cookies 

by default anymore, and users frequently delete them, so it will be critical to 

develop new technologies to allow the targeting of consumers (such as 
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developed by AdTruth). In the European markets (particularly in Germany and 

France), regulation and legislation are more severe than in the United States 

already, and China and India are discussing privacy legislation.  

 Some companies interviewed still bemoan a lack of standards, despite the 

publication of the OpenRTB 2.0 standard. 

 Several interviewees pointed to a lack of statistically versatile analysts, which are 

needed to sell and run RTB campaigns. 

C O N C L U S I O N  

RTB will revolutionize the display advertising to an extent few in the industry fully 

appreciate. By automating, integrating, and optimizing the way display advertising is 

being traded and served, both publishers and advertisers/ad agencies can improve 

ROI. They must embrace RTB to remain competitive. 
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