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Google recently announced PlacePages, an expanded ‘bubble’ within Google

Maps, which is a free navigation system for mobile phones that offers turn-by-

turn directions, and is now offering advertising on mobile devices that delivers

sponsored links pointing users to nearby locations via the iPhone Maps

program. These initiatives are designed to close that elusive last mile in digital

marketing: using mobile to drive consumers to physical locations. This is not

really about local advertising – though that will come eventually. Rather, it’s

about large brands ensuring that when consumers use their mobile phones to find useful information

about anything around them, they are always directed to the correct place. This should be music to

the ears of marketers with brick and mortar stores.  

Sounds simple, right? Wrong. So far, Google is the poster child for how difficult it is to do this

correctly. In mobile, relevancy equals matching content to location and location to expressed

consumer interest. There is a huge opportunity for marketers to use this equation to their advantage

– provided it is done right. 

Several publications from CNET to Dam Frommer of Business Insider profiled the example of a user

searching for a department store in New York City on Google’s iPhone app, then getting a sponsored

link for a nearby JCPenney store. The problem is - that link didn't point to an actual JCPenney

location. It pointed to an apartment building9 an apartment building without a JCPenney anywhere

near it. To quote Frommer: “That is very bad, and Google could harm its reputation by sending

people to places that don't exist.” This obvious problem points to an inconvenient truth about

delivering relevant mobile marketing at scale: you need to send the right message to the right user in

the right place at the right time9 every time. Consumers have zero tolerance for being misdirected

on mobile, and marketers know that misdirection can do major damage to their brand. 

The online search world trained consumers to weed through lots of different results to find what they

need. On mobile, there is no acceptable level of imprecision due to the characteristics of the device,

and the uniquely personal relationships consumers have with it. On mobile, right place, right time,

every time (with no errors) is the standard for consumer acceptance. Having spent the past three

years working on this problem for brands like Avis/Budget, FedEx Kinkos, and American Eagle

Outfitter, I’ve learned that it requires a different set of competencies than plain old search. But never

mind that – Google is smart and will figure it out – eventually. Let’s talk about what the marketers and

consumers want. 

Consumers just want to get a message or find something when they are near a place of interest to

them – like a store. Even better, send them a personalized listing or message customized for

something they have expressed an interest in while they are near a brick-and-mortar location, even

pulling in CRM or frequent shopper data to make the alert more relevant.

Marketers will not pay for an ad that does not show the right place, like an icon for a gas station

where there is no gas station, or an icon for Shell when the gas station is actually Chevron. They

also will not pay for an ad that shows several places for one store – such as an icon associated with

three geographically different locations when only one is correct. Most importantly, brands recognize

and understand the risk of delivering an ad that references the wrong location to the user – however

that consumer thinks about it. Savvy marketers are beginning to realize they can reach consumers

on mobile when they are near a store – but they also recognize that it has to be done right in order to
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build brand image. 

Our research and other studies have shown clear demand from consumers to take advantage of

location-triggered promotions, sales and coupons or to learn about entertainment opportunities

around them. Executing a simple program around a handful of stores is not hard – but managing

them at scale, and making them truly relevant – that is much harder than it looks. Take a retailer with

2,000 stores and 100,000 customers that it wants to opt-in to receive valuable messages. Now try

and customize each message to each individual based on place and time, incorporating what the

retailer already knows about that customer’s purchase patterns, to deliver a tailored message. This

is a scalability problem that is not easily solved.

The consumer and brand perspectives outlined above may seem arcane, but they are crucial to

delivering an effective marketing opportunity on a mobile phone. 

This is your location-based marketing checklist:

•    How can a retailer create meaningful messages that consumers find valuable, not intrusive?

•    Push vs. pull: are broadcast programs more effective, or are retailers recruiting and building their

own opt-in programs? 

•    What is the best way to integrate existing email, SMS and CRM programs into mobile, and

leverage location? 

•    How will you reach customers when they are in places of interest to my brand – like a sporting

event or concert?

•    What should a retailer’s strategy be about location-triggers – what distance from a store or point

of interest is effective? 

•    How should I be thinking about frequency, time of day and day of the week?

•    What should my messaging strategy be on mobile? How is it different from the web and

traditional media? 

There’s a lot to navigate in the location-based jungle. Let’s see where it all maps out.
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