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PARADIGM SHIFT:  BRAND SAFETY IS NOW  

AN ESSENTIAL SUCCESS METRIC—9 IN 10  

ARE TAKING STEPS TO MAKE BRAND SAFE 

MEDIA BUYS

The industry has been “discussing” brand safety 

for years. The YouTube incident earlier this year 

took the discussion to its loudest level yet. How 

important is brand safety? More than 75 percent 

of brand marketers believe brand safety impacts 

return on investment. 

Trusted Media Brands recently conducted new 

research surveying 287 digital decision-makers 

among the Advertiser Perceptions Omnibus 

panel. This is the clearest indication yet of how 

critical brand safe environments are to brands.
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MARKETERS  
BELIEVE BRAND  
SAFETY IMPACTS  

THEIR RETURN  
ON INVESTMENT

Clean content and  
images, nothing that  
would place a brand  

in a questionable  
spot or jeopardize the  

brand image.
—Agency Buyer

—Marketer/VP 

Babette Lazarus 
Senior Executive Director,  

Brand Insights 
Trusted Media Brands, Inc.

by Rich Sutton 
Chief Revenue Officer, 

Trusted Media Brands, Inc.

WHAT DEFINES BRAND SAFETY?

An environment that is fundamentally  
friendly, that will not cause  

uncomfortable  associations, or spur  
unwelcome sharing or comments.



IMPACT A LOT IMPACT SOMEWHAT

Percent of Respondents

41% 42%Audience Quality

35% 47%Brand Equity

29% 50%Brand Lift

24% 54%Ad Engagement

29% 48%ROI

83%

82%

79%

78%

77%

Q. In your opinion, to what degree are the following positively impacted by advertising in a brand safe environment? 

Base: Involved in Digital/Mobile Advertising

MORE THAN THREE-QUARTERS BELIEVE BRAND SAFETY IMPACTS ROI

The results of this research drive home the point that content matters and that placing ads in trusted, 

brand-safe environments is now at the forefront in digital planning, seen as essential to advertising 

effectiveness. Advertising in brand-safe environments is believed to drive significant impact on key 

measures such as audience quality (83 percent), brand equity (82 percent) and brand lift (79 percent). 

More than three-quarters of brand marketers surveyed believe brand safety impacts ROI (77 percent). 
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AUDIENCE QUALITY IS IMPACTED MOST BY ADVERTISING IN A BRAND  

SAFE ENVIRONMENT AS WELL AS BRAND SUCCESS METRICS



TOP CONCERNS INCLUDE ROI, VIEWABILITY AND BRAND SAFETY

Q. Which of the following issues are you most concerned about when it comes to digital media buying? Rank up to three.

Base: Involved in Digital/Mobile Advertising
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IS THE ANXIETY OVER BRAND SAFETY ON THE WANE? 

Not by a long shot. With the YouTube boycott months behind us, some advertisers are 

back on the platform, persuaded by greater controls and use of third-party verification. 

In fact, spending on YouTube has remained fairly stable over the past year and any 

downward blip has been recovered, according to tracking from Media Radar. However, 

advertisers are still nervous.

When asked to rank the most concerning issues in digital media buying, marketers 

ranked brand safety in the top three among 51 percent, not far behind their premier 

concerns, ROI (59 percent) and viewability (54 percent).  

 

Percent of Respondents Sorted Based on Rank 1-3

31% 15% 13%

16% 16%

19% 17%

13% 16% 13%

12% 12%

7%

ROI

Viewability

Ad Fraud

Programmatic Transparency

Ad Blocking

Brand Safety/Premium Content

59%

54%

51%

50%

42%

35%

22%

19% 25%

11%

14%

RANK 1 RANK 2 RANK 3



Q. Have you made deliberate efforts to improve the brand safety of your digital media buys?

Base: Involved in Digital/Mobile Advertising
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OVER HALF HAVE MADE DELIBERATE EFFORTS TO IMPROVE THE BRAND SAFETY OF  

THEIR DIGITAL MEDIA BUYS AND ANOTHER THIRD PLAN TO IN THE FUTURE

Percent of Respondents

35%
56%

Yes

No

No but 
planning to 

in future

9%
We have a robust list of  
“rules of engagement”  
that clearly defines an 

unfavorable environment.  
It is centered around  
very specific content, 

keyword and types of sites.

—Marketing Director

NINE IN TEN ARE TAKING STEPS TO IMPROVE BRAND SAFETY

When asked if they had made deliberate efforts to improve the brand safety of their digital 

media buys, 56 percent of digital advertisers said they have already (64 percent among 

agency respondents) and another 35 percent are planning to do so. Very few are not on the 

quest for brand safety.



Q. Which, if any of the following steps have you already taken/plan to take to improve brand safety of your digital media buys?

Base: Involved in Digital/Mobile Advertising

Percent of Respondents    

Blacklist specific sites/channels

Monitor/audit site lists

White specific site channels

Increase use of contextual targeting 

Demand more accountability 
from social platforms

Avoid/limit UGC content/sites

Increase use of programmatic 
guaranteed/private marketplaces

Avoid/limitpolitical content/sites

54%

45%

43%

40%

40%

50%

29%

54%

34%

38%

34%

41%

34%

32%

32%

56%
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ADVERTISERS ARE MOST LIKELY TO HAVE ADDRESSED BRAND SAFETY BY EVALUATING 

INDIVIDUAL PROPERTIES – BLACKLISTING, MONITORING, AND LIMITING POLITICAL CONTENT

ADVERTISERS AND MARKETERS ARE TAKING A HANDS-ON APPROACH 

The risk of placing ads near inflammatory content, hate speech or fake news has digital planners 

pouring over websites and making tough determinations. The most frequent tactic, put in place by 

more than half the respondents, revolves around blacklisting or whitelisting specific sites/channels, 

monitoring site lists and avoiding political content or sites. As a future remedy, four in ten (41 percent) 

plan to increase their use of programmatic guaranteed/private marketplaces.



BRANDED AND NEWS SITES OCCUPY A TOP TIER FOR  

BEING ABLE TO DELIVER A BRAND SAFE ENVIRONMENT

61%

57%

55%

34%

27%

26%

36%

32%

27%

25%

25%

21%

Disney.com

Vox

WSJ.com

Buzzfeed

NYtimes.com

YouTube

Yahoo.com

Twitter

Facebook

Vice

Snapchat

Breitbart
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Q. How would you rate the following sites/platforms for their ability to deliver a brand safe environment?  
(1 = Not At All Brand Safe; 10 = Extremely Brand Safe)

Base: Involved in Digital/Mobile Advertising 

SITES THAT CAN DELIVER TRUSTED CONTENT ARE AT A PREMIUM 

Fake news and the general democratization of digital content have squashed the public’s trust in 

media and advertisers know it.  Study respondents describe brand-safe environments in terms of what 

the content is—or is not. Respected brand names now have increased value for both consumers and 

advertisers alike.

When asked to rate a list of selected websites for their ability to deliver a brand-safe environment, branded 

and news sites are viewed as most safe (average 58 percent), social sites less so (only one-third rate 

Facebook as brand safe (34 percent)) and 27 percent do so for YouTube (only 20 percent among agency 

respondents). BuzzFeed logs in at 27 percent and Breitbart lands at the bottom of the list (21 percent).

Percent Rating 8-10
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SUMMARY

Clearly a new paradigm of performance 
measurement is emerging for both 
marketers and their agencies that 
interlinks ROI, viewability and brand 
safety to determine a digital campaigns’ 
effectiveness. Those publishers that can 
use existing and new tools that capture 
this new model will prevail as the digital 
landscape rapidly shifts away from  
“fake content” to brand-safe “clean 
content” environments.

1.   Marketers believe that brand safety 
drives return on investment

2.   Nine in 10 marketers are taking  
steps to improve brand safety

3.    Online publishers that can deliver  
safe content are at a premium

4.   Brand safety is a top three 
concern of marketers

5.   Marketers are taking a “hands on” 
approach to brand safety

THE CURRENT STATE OF BRAND SAFETY
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