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Introduction
98 percent of people visiting your website 
will leave without converting� 

Retargeting helps you bring those 
people back. 
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In the old days of advertising, the name of the game 
was reach and frequency. 
Brands preferred mass media vehicles, such as 
television and radio, because they were the easiest 
means to reach large audiences and build brand 
awareness. Obviously, this meant the most effective 
advertising campaigns were dominated by the biggest 
brands with the largest marketing budgets. 
Recently, the reach and 
frequency model has 
been turned on its head.

What is it? 
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Increased media fragmentation and new tools for 
reaching people, including retargeting, have evened the 
playing field. Now, even the smallest mom and pop shop 
has opportunities to get in front of their target audience 
and drive awareness at a faster clip than even the largest 
brands� 
This eBook will cover the basics of retargeting. By the 
end, you’ll know: 
•  What retargeting is and how it works 
•   The two primary ways retargeting can help your 

business 
•  An overview of all the major types of retargeting
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If you were to look at your conversion funnel, how 
often would you find that a first-time visitor visited your 
website, viewed a product, and then made a purchase, 
all on that first visit? Chances are you’d be lucky if you 
saw that behavior even once. 
Making a sale or conversion is a process. Studies have 
shown that up to 98 percent of your visitors leave your 
website without converting.
Another study on the conversion funnel by Google found 
that oftentimes, it takes several steps for a user to go 
from visit to conversion, and it’s actually not uncommon 
for a visitor to take more than 30 steps before making a 
purchase! 

Why is it beneficial?
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Your potential customers 
visit your site or 

mobile app.

They leave without 
converting on that visit.

Later, they return 
to their computers 

and mobile devices.

They convert and 
become loyal customers.

Your ads recapture 
their interest and they 

return to your site.

They see ads for your 
product or company as 
they browse the Web or 

use mobile apps.

Retargeting helps you tackle this problem head on. It 
allows you to target and serve ads only to people who’ve 
previously visited your website, used your mobile app, 
or, in some cases, visited and bought something from 
a physical retail location. This means you can be very 
strategic and efficient about who you’re reaching and 
where you’re spending your marketing budget. 
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It maximizes ROI and keeps you in front of prospects. 
It’s a powerful direct response tactic that maximizes ROI.
In the environment of the conversion funnel chaos 
mentioned above, no other advertising tactic offers the 
return that retargeting does. Retargeting offers the most 
direct and effective means to:
•  Reconnect with your 

highest value targets 
– people who’ve 
previously expressed 
interest in your 
offerings

•  Recapture their 
attention with an 
effective, compelling 
message

•  Move them further 
down the sales funnel

Retargeting has two primary benefits.

RETARGETING ADVERTISING
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Retargeting is a great brand-building tactic that 
keeps you in front of prospects.
Marketers don’t often think of retargeting as a brand-
building tool, but this represents a huge missed 
opportunity! One of the greatest benefits retargeting 
offers is that it keeps your brand front and center with a 
targeted audience.
Sometimes you might do this to try to drive a direct 
response, as we outlined in the section above. Other 
times, though, it also gives you an opportunity to build 
up your brand’s familiarity with your target audience, and 
increase the likelihood of a future, indirect action, such 
as a Google search or an organic site visit. These indirect 
effects can be significant.

In fact, Comscore found that 
retargeting campaigns led to a 

1046 percent increase in branded 
search and a 726 percent lift in 
site visitation after four weeks of 

retargeted ad exposure.
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How Retargeting
Works by Device

Let’s go into the mechanics of 
retargeting. 

We’ll break it down by desktop 
and mobile devices.
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Desktop VS. Mobile

While the processes are similar, the technology is 
different between the desktop and mobile devices.

When we refer to 
“desktop” devices, 

we’re referring 
to full-fledged 

computers, desktop 
workstations, and 

laptops.

“Mobile” refers 
to smartphones 

and tablets.
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Desktop

Tracing Tags and Cookies
Retargeting on desktop devices relies on the 
use of “tracking tags” and “cookies.”
First, you place a snippet of JavaScript code, called 
a “tracking tag,”1 in your web page’s source code. 
Once added, the tracking tag places an anonymous 
cookie in the browser of every person who visits your 
website. This cookie allows you to “identify”2 audience 
segments based on their browsing behavior. The cookie 
will capture anonymous data about the visitor’s site 
activity, but it doesn’t capture any sensitive information 
such as the visitor’s name, address, email, or any other 
personally identifiable information.

1 Sometimes you’ll hear this referred to as a “tracking pixel”.
2  A tracking tag will only capture non-personally identifiable information. 
Meaning, while you can track users based on their on-site behaviors, you can’t 
tie it to any personal information such as name, address, contact info, etc.
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The advantage to using tracking tags is that 
you can start retargeting new visitors with very 
targeted ads in near real-time. 
The downside is that it does require a short ramping up 
period, where a critical mass of visitors is cookied to 
create specific audience segments. 
However, that bar is pretty low. Remarketing on the 
Google Display Network requires a minimum of 100 
active visitors in the last 30 days. This helps minimize 
the lag between starting to test campaigns while 
simultaneously building up your audience pools.
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Lists
Another method for retargeting is by 
uploading a list of email addresses and 
identifying those users on a particular network 
for retargeting. This is most commonly used on 
Facebook and Twitter with their respective Custom 
Audiences and Tailored Audiences products.
The benefit of list-based retargeting is that it lets you 
choose a very customized audience for retargeting. If 
you’ve built a list of your top-spending customers, you 
can upload that list and target them specifically. 
There are a couple downsides to list-based retargeting, 
though. The first is that the effectiveness of your 
retargeting efforts depends on the success of your 
match rate.
It’s not uncommon for people to use one email address 
with a retailer, and another one for their Facebook 
or Twitter accounts. So, your match rates can vary 
significantly, from as high as 70–80 percent down to as 
low as 20–30 percent. List-based retargeting is also not 
nearly as dynamic and evergreen as retargeting with 
tracking tags, because it requires you to continuously 
re-upload new lists as the membership evolves.
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Mobile

While not as prevalent as desktop 
retargeting yet, mobile retargeting is 
quickly gaining popularity. 
In fact, total mobile internet ad spending eclipsed 
desktop internet ad spending in 20163. However, one 
of the challenges with mobile retargeting is that it’s 
more difficult to identify users on their phones and 
tablets, because they typically don’t allow for third-party 
cookies.

So how exactly do retargeting platforms recognize 
people on their phones and tablets and retarget 
them? 
There are two main ways: 
probabilistic and deterministic matching�

3  http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Mobile-Ad-Spend-Top-100-Billion-
Worldwide-2016-51-of-Digital-Market/1012299
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Probabilistic matching with 
nonpersonally identifiable information: 
Although mobile devices don’t allow for cookies, 
there is still a ton of information marketers can collect 
about their mobile users—information such as location 
data, IP information, device and browser type, and 
so forth. Retargeting platforms take thousands of 
these signals and start making correlations between 
different devices. This type of device matching is called 
probabilistic matching, and relies on algorithms to piece 
together a single identity based on thousands of 
non-personally identifiable data points. 
The benefit of probabilistic matching is it increases your 
retargeting pool, because you can leverage information 
you capture about every person who visits your website, 
mobile website, or mobile app. The downside is that 
because it’s essentially a “best guess”, its accuracy can 
vary. Probabilistic matching has been quoted as high 
as 90 percent accurate, but generally sits in the 60–70 
percent range. However, this percentage has been 
improving steadily.
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Deterministic matching with personally identifiable 
information: 
The alternative method of matching devices uses 
personally identifiable information. This is known as 
deterministic matching. 
Deterministic matching ties devices together using 
a mix of user and device IDs. User IDs can include 
login IDs, such as a Facebook or Twitter account, and 
CRM-level first-party data, such as email addresses or 
customer IDs. That information is tied together alongside 
device IDs, such as Apple’s IDFA for iOS devices and 
Google’s Advertising ID for Android devices, which act 
like a device-specific cookie that enables advertisers to 
identify and target users. 
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The benefit of deterministic matching is that it’s more 
accurate than probabilistic matching. You have near 
certainty that the user who logs in on their phone and 
their laptop is the same person. The main downside is 
that, because it relies on login data, the retargeting pool 
is much smaller.
Diving into the mechanics of how all this is done can 
get confusing. But the good news is when you use a 
retargeting platform, you don’t need to worry about 
making an either/or decision. Most providers use 
a combination of both approaches to maximize the 
benefits and minimize the downsides.
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The 6 Types 
of Retargeting

 1. Site
 2. Email
 3. Dynamic
 4. CRM
 5. Mobile
 6. Search
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1. Site

If your online activities are centered around your website, 
then site retargeting will be your bread and butter tactic. 
Site retargeting allows you to serve people ads based 
on the actions they take on your website. These actions 
include what pages they visit, the types of products 
they’ve viewed, and even whether they’ve added items 
to their shopping cart. Once you’ve created these 
audiences, you can then reach them on social networks 
such as Facebook and Twitter, as well as websites across 
the Internet, such as CNN, Yahoo, and Weather.com.

2. Email

Email retargeting allows you to retarget users when 
they’ve opened an email you’ve sent to them. While nice 
in theory, in practice, email retargeting can be ineffective 
because desktop email clients such as Outlook, and 
online email services such as Gmail, will block the 
tracking pixel from being downloaded. However, one way 
to make email retargeting more effective is to complement 
it by retargeting visitors to your email landing pages.
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3. Dynamic

Standard retargeting campaigns serve static ads. That 
means the content of the ad is unchanging and will serve 
to some broad subsection of the targeted audience
Dynamic retargeting is an e-commerce specific flavor of 
retargeting that lets you personalize every ad impression 
you serve to your customers. Each impression features 
products or content your visitors have previously viewed 
and expressed interest in.
Dynamic retargeting not only allows you to deliver more 
personalized ads to your visitors, but it also saves you a 
ton of time. Because it automatically pulls in data from 
your product feed like the product image, product name, 
brand name, price, and so forth, you don’t have to worry 
about creating different ads for each variation of your 
products.

4. CRM

CRM retargeting is also sometimes referred to as list 
targeting. It allows you to upload CRM data, such as a 
list of email addresses along with online cookie data, in 
order to retarget users across the web.
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5. Mobile

Mobile retargeting, sometimes called cross-device 
retargeting, lets you retarget users on their mobile 
devices through banner ads, interstitials, and even video 
ads within mobile apps and on the mobile web.
Sometimes the audiences you target might be people 
who’ve downloaded and used your mobile app. Other 
times, they might be people who’ve previously visited 
your desktop website (thus the “cross-device” moniker).
Cross-device retargeting allows you 
to retarget people who visit your 
desktop website with ads served 
on their smartphones and tablets. 
This is essential to keeping your 
brand in front of your customers 
throughout the day, because it’s not 
just the aggregate time your users 
spend on their mobile devices, but 
how many times they check their 
mobile devices. An October 2014 
report released by Tecmark on 
the UK population found that the 
average person checks their phone 
over 200 times a day.4

4  http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2783677/How-YOU-look-
phone-The-average-user-picks-device-1-500-times-day.html
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6. Search

Search retargeting can take a couple different forms.
Advertisers can target based on search intent, in which 
users’ search keywords are captured, categorized, 
and used to help inform the retargeting strategy for 
people who’ve visited your website. Search intent data 
provides some of the best information for why a user 
visits a particular page or product. For example, you 
might capture search data that indicates that a person 
visited the site searching for “sales” or “deals” and 
retarget those people with messaging that highlights 
a big seasonal sale. In another context, you might 
find that a person came to your site searching for a 
particular product or brand, and in response, you might 
tailor the creative to focus on product/brand benefits. 
Search intent offers you a greater degree of control over 
targeting and personalization.
The second form of search 
retargeting involves “retargeting” 
users based on search terms on 
third-party sites. In this case, it 
would be more accurate to call this 
search “prospecting,” as it involves 
targeting users who have not 
previously visited your web page.
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Creating Good Ads
The greatest targeting in the world 
won’t matter if your ads fall flat. 

Good creative is essential
for effective retargeting.
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Clearly define what you want to accomplish.
When retargeting, you’ll want speak to your potential 
customers with a clear, concise message. The best 
way to craft that is to ensure your ads are developed to 
meet a clearly defined objective. The following are some 
of the most common objectives that retargeting helps 
accomplish.
    • Improve brand awareness
    • Remind your visitor of their prior interest
    • Feature new incentives to encourage a conversion
    • Cross-sell or upsell new products and services
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Design your ads to be interesting and engaging
When you’re designing your ads, follow three basic 
tenets to capture your audience’s attention:
    •  Be relevant. Consider your audience’s interests. 

What messages would be relevant to their interests?
    •  Be concise. Space is at a premium—offer a clear 

value proposition.
    •  Be compelling. Use bold, engaging imagery. Use 

strong call to actions. Give people good reasons to 
pay attention and to take action.

Interactivity

Dynamic Messaging Assimilation of 3rd-Party Data

Personalized 
Content
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