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			Who has empowered you to peddle round your indulgences from divine ordinations? The hairs on our head are numbered, and the days of our lives. False negotiator, away!

			—“The Lightning-Rod Man,” Herman Melville, 1854

			Advertising’s worth to civilization depends on how it is being used.

			—from a J. Walter Thompson new business presentation, circa 1925

			If your left hand sees how much fun your right hand is having, it won’t want to be left out.

			—Advertising Hall of Fame inductee Bill Cosby, for Jell-O Gelatin Pops, 1982
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			Part One

			

			Adblockalypse Now

			The Beginning of the End

		

	
		
		
			
			It was the summer of 2015 and Howard Stern was hysterical.

			That the legendary shock jock could be so easily enraged was certainly nothing new. In this instance, however, it was the subject of Stern’s apoplectic ire that was truly exceptional: The King of All Media was ranting about advertising, and how much he despised it.

			Stern was throwing a hissy fit because he’d just heard about an inspired technology called AdBlock Plus, an ingenious app specifically conceived, as its not especially inspired name suggested, to block ads, to eradicate them like bison from the prairie, to disappear them once and for all from your online ecosystem.

			By simply downloading the AdBlock extension to Chrome, Safari, or any other popular browser, one could be forever liberated from such noxious pollutants as “pre-roll” and “banners,” those (mostly) annoying promotional videos and (almost always) irksome boxes that contaminate most people’s Web experience.

			
			“I fucking hate ads on the Internet,” Stern raged. He’s a man who expects to be on top of technology, and who pays others well for the privilege. Having discovered that AdBlock had in fact been around for years (as had several rivals, not to mention a host of platforms conceived to bypass ads that date back to TiVo), he was reaming his IT team with the wrath of a thirsty man who’d just lost his directions to the oasis. “I’m sitting through these ads and you’re telling me there’s a way to AVOID them?!”

			That Stern’s radio show is in fact lousy with ads created a certain eyebrow-raising dissonance, but I suspect few listeners disagreed with the sentiment. After all, people may love brands, but nobody actually likes advertising (except on Super Bowl Sunday, the high holiday of my former industry).

			But ads were just a fact of life, right, like the common cold? Insufferable and incurable and as entrenched in our media picnic basket as apple pie. Long before the Internet, when “appointment” TV ruled the land, commercials—minus about fifty iconic exceptions from 1948 to 1984—had long been a form of capitulation, a necessary evil endured by consumers in exchange for the free content they’d actually come to see. Most of us understood on some level that this was how the rent was paid, but no one was especially happy about it.

			
			Stern surely intuited that shitting on advertising was pure populist red meat, something everybody could agree on, a gift-wrapped insight he could milk for twenty minutes of airtime, or until the next Squatty Potty spot.

			Our story might end there, a momentary wormhole in the church-and-state wall between media and marketing, were it not for the fact that Stern wasn’t the only ad-supported executive expressing irony-free disdain for commercial interruption that strange summer. If he had considered events from earlier that June, Stern would’ve found himself in common cause with an unlikely bedfellow: Larry Page, CEO and cofounder of Google, aka Alphabet.

			At Google’s 2015 annual shareholder meeting, Page reportedly told marketers that they needed to “get better at producing ads that are less annoying” (italics mine), and that he had no intention of interfering with the rise of ad-blocking technology on Google’s ubiquitous Chrome browser. Which was odd, given that YouTube, a Google subsidiary, had cleared $1.13 billion in ad revenue in 2014, according to The Wall Street Journal, a windfall generated by the very same ads that Larry Page, Howard Stern—and, let’s be honest, pretty much anyone with a pulse—didn’t like very much.

			Odder still was that the dream of a world filled with less annoying ads had been around for a very, very long time—decades, actually—albeit elusively. A 1969 survey determined that 51 percent of all young people between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five found television advertising—wait for it—annoying. It should be mentioned that the Magazine Publishers of America, who claimed, conveniently, that only 13 percent of the population were annoyed by magazine ads, conducted this ’69 survey.

			
			At any rate, here in the twenty-first century, where one had to search long and hard for a single fourteen-to-twenty-five-year-old who’d ever watched appointment TV or read a magazine, Google clearly appeared conflicted. Yes, the company had profited handsomely from Internet advertising, but boy, was that advertising annoying. Yes, people needed to sell things; serving ads to large audiences was historically how marketers moved the merch. Search, where Google made its big money, was one thing, and who could truly dislike the pure utility of search? (Even though search results are often paid, i.e., advertising.)

			But those hateful pre-roll ads on YouTube (which were more annoying, and also less profitable to Google, than its search revenue), and those dreaded banner ads that stalked one around the Internet like an obsessed former lover in need of a restraining order? Oy, well, now those were clearly doing harm (a violation of the company’s infamous “Don’t be evil” edict), the proof being that millions of people and one celebrity DJ were stampeding to download software deliberately conceived to escape them.

			—

			
			So why am I telling you all this? What’s eating your irritable author? Good questions.

			The fact is, I’m a former ad guy myself, a retired shark in a gray flannel suit. I logged a decade of service at one of the finest advertising firms in the world, if not the finest, first as CEO, then as vice chairman. If a Mad Men reference can put things in perspective, I played the Roger Sterling role. My former firm made—and continues to make—the best ads in the business, dominating the industry with exponential growth and cleaning up at myriad award shows.

			But for most of my time in the ad game, I was conflicted. Yes, I worked at the best shop, one that produced inspired work, but we were the exception to the rule. The worst elements of the industry, which is to say most of it, didn’t make much that was particularly good for the planet. None were doing any evil, but—with several exceptions (pro bono work, internships, presidential campaigns)—most traditional advertising wasn’t adding value to society. Mainly, average advertising just helped sell stuff. Please don’t mistake me for a Bernie Sanders–style socialist raging against the evils of capitalism. I love capitalism. I love the marketplace. I love products. I’m soothed by retail therapy. I’m jelly in the hands of the compelling power of a well-pitched brand.

			
			But here’s the odd part: My dislike for the worst elements of the business made me an ad guy who increasingly hated advertising, which made it tricky to do my job.

			Part of the problem was the constant grind of toiling in an industry almost exclusively known for peddling, the curse of being secondary rather than primary, of being associated with the smirking interloper at the party who brought the beer rather than the glamorous and gracious host.

			Another pain point was traditional advertising’s unfortunate tradition of inauthenticity and hucksterism, of knowing that the increasingly haggard face I woke up to every morning could sell ice to Eskimos with effortless ease. Perhaps I should have run for president.

			An ever expanding sense of self-loathing weighed heavily on my heart, dear reader, though the fact that I was paid well certainly eased the pain. Then again, there’s really no amount of cash, unless you’re a total mercenary, that can erase the sting of having to proudly shill “liquefied cow parts,” as a former colleague at a lesser agency called his client’s top-selling sandwich.

			
			But as they say during game shows to goose the audience: And that’s not all.

			Because here’s my other not-so-dark secret, and why I bring a unique perspective to the table: I wasn’t always an ad man. Long before I infiltrated Madison Avenue, I spent two decades in publishing. I was an editor and writer at some of the best magazines on earth, including The New Yorker and others. I also launched fluff like Us Weekly and covered the Hollywood-industrial complex for Details and Entertainment Weekly, among others.

			For a long time, working in the magazine business felt much as it must have felt to work in the music business during its heyday. The gig was glamorous; we swaggered with the illuminati clout of those who decide what matters.

			The problem was that despite all that swagger, I had no idea how the magazines I worked for made money. I knew it came from ad and subscription revenue, of course, but the details and the selling thereof were somebody else’s problem. The magazine business, like the newspaper business, was set up as a tale of two teams: church and state.

			I was one of the high priests. My flock put together the magazine. We created the content, which meant we got to steer clear of such vulgar matters as monetization. There was an entirely different staff to deal with the grody business of getting our product paid for. The problem with this model, which still remains in effect in many places today—and which was set up in part to ensure editorial independence—is that it reinforces the reductive cliché that business people can’t be creative, and that creative people don’t need to handle their own business. It’s an undergraduate approach.

			
			Anyway, back at the magazine, this duality was palpably reflected in the final product. There was the content that my colleagues and I put together, the stuff our subscribers paid to see. And then there were the ads, those secondary snacks that somebody else had inserted willy-nilly into our pages, like gate-crashers at a sold-out show.

			Now, we priests weren’t naive enough to think the ads didn’t need to be there. We knew they kept us in expense account clover; sometimes we even went on sales calls to help seduce (or placate) an advertiser. But we totally condescended to the ads. They were not the real content. They weren’t the thing; they were the thing that sold the thing. We were authentic; ads were all artifice. Unfortunately, what we failed to realize is that content and context are inseparable. When you control only part of the content, you don’t control the context.

			But then the Internet and social media changed everything. Traditional magazines and newspapers bore the brunt of it, often quite badly. One of the reasons they suffered is that the advertisers woke up and realized, thanks to the many new channels available to audiences, that they could bypass magazines and commune directly with consumers. They didn’t have to crash someone else’s party, they could experiment more and even create their own main events. The money they were spending on “traditional” print ads was suddenly diverted somewhere “digital.”

			
			As magazine publishing contracted, so did the jobs and salaries—which were never very high in the first place, a point that seemed to call into question just how smart those priests were (or perhaps they’d unwittingly taken a vow of poverty). And as with so many other traditional businesses, from the record industry to the Pony Express, the jig was up.

			Anyone awake should have seen it coming, or at least in retrospect it clearly appeared obvious. Many in the magazine game realized that the content they’d been creating wasn’t all that essential in the first place, and that perhaps they’d been kept afloat by a wobbly ad revenue bubble that had finally burst. Many publications shut down. It turned out the world had more than enough content without them.

			My personal Guernica came when the luxury magazine I’d been running folded. I think the owner lost it in a high-stakes poker game in Marbella. I happened to be on a junket in Dubai when I got the news. C’est la vie.

			
			I could have found another job in magazines, but it all felt far too familiar, the same old, same old, only older and increasingly irrelevant. I had lost interest in my beloved industry, and I wasn’t alone. Magazines, at least in their traditional form, no longer seemed to be where the action was.

			It was time to go across the aisle.

			When I left to join a fledgling advertising firm, I jokingly told my friends in magazines that I’d “gone to the dark side.” That was how they saw it, so it was best to self-deprecate. But I never thought of the move that way for a moment. I was excited. I saw it as moving toward the light. The dark side was what I was leaving behind. Advertising was ripe for massive disruption, and that change could be qualitative. Magazines, meanwhile, had lost their luminescence.

			Ten years later, I was presiding over the hottest creative ad firm in the industry, and we’d gotten there by making ads that didn’t suck.

			—

			The story could easily end there. But something was vexing me besides all the soul-squeezing issues I laid out before. What really worried me was this: I was experiencing a painful feeling of déjà vu. I realized the same thing that had happened to the magazine business was now happening to advertising. It was getting elbowed out. The industry was focusing myopically on content, and all around us the context was crumbling.

			
			What was truly painful was the dawning realization, just as I’d seen with magazines, that traditional advertising was slowly but surely becoming obsolete. It was increasingly clear that advertising, at least as we’d come to know it, was inexorably headed down the path of the blacksmith and typewriter businesses.

			Don’t get me wrong: The need to sell things will never die. And there were people who had real talent for the selling. But lack of talent wasn’t the problem. Firms like mine were often doing incredible and inspired work. The problem was that there were fewer and fewer places where an ad could actually live. The very canvas on which Adland painted was receding like a glacier facing global warming.

			It’s one thing to have doubts about the value of what you do. It’s an entirely different matter to see what you do for a living becoming obsolete in real time. Especially if you’ve seen that same movie before.

			And it’s particularly weird when you’re participating in your own demise.

			
				Block Around the Clock

				Here’s the thing: It turns out I was just like Howard Stern. Until I happened upon that bit in which Stern praised ad blocking, I had no idea that such technology existed, I’m embarrassed to admit. And I was a leader in the ad business! I was supposed to see the future.

				
				Sure, I knew about TiVo, DVRs, and other time-shifting tech. Like almost everyone else, I’d taken to bingeing on television via ad-free platforms such as Netflix and iTunes and Amazon Prime. I almost never saw an actual commercial unless I was watching sports or sweating on a treadmill. But I certainly didn’t know about blocking.

				So, like Stern, I started downloading ad-blocking software. I put it on my laptop and my phone. I did this with the perverse awareness of a professional who knows he’s violating a sacred oath. I was subverting the rules of my trade, like a doctor doing harm or a hooker giving a freebie. I watched the software install itself with a sense of wonder. Where would the unwanted ads go? What would take their place? Did it make a satisfying sound like those purple zappers that electrocute insects?

				Then I restarted my computer, switched on my phone, and—voilà—it was over.

				The adpocalypse had begun. And my future, not to mention the future of my $965 billion industry—a global spend AdAge says will soon likely exceed $1 trillion—would never be the same.

				Bottom line: Life is better without bad ads. It’s simply irrefutable. And no matter where you sit in this system, history tells us—or at least our moral expectation of history tells us—that plague and blight are eventually overcome; peace triumphs over war; love conquers hate; poverty, disease, and ignorance are eventually vanquished. The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice. Bad ads, once a scourge like polio or syphilis, were finally facing a remedy. And the solution was free and easily accessible to consumers. The first shot in the revolution had been fired; Howard and I were only now hearing the sound.

				
				There would be no turning back. The genie was out of the bottle.

				You know you’re looking at a seriously dire situation when it’s okay to mix metaphors.

				So I got out.

				—

				Okay, I get it. You’re a skeptic. Is the traditional ad as we know it really dead? If so, then why do I keep seeing them during sporting events? you say. We’ll get to that, but let’s look at some of the forces behind the kudzu-like spread of ad blocking and its dire repercussions.

				By the summer of 2015, around the time that Stern and I got the memo, the rapid growth of ad-blocking software had become such an acute source of industry anxiety that media sites like CBS.com and Forbes.com, among many others, had resorted to blocking ad-blocking technology, basically extorting viewers to get with the program. Many encouraged users to “white-list” their sites, i.e., undo those pesky blockers just for them.

				
				One company, Sourcepoint, started by a former Google exec, raised $10 million in venture capital to block blocking. Messages such as THIS VIDEO IS UNAVAILABLE BECAUSE WE WERE UNABLE TO LOAD A MESSAGE FROM OUR SPONSOR suggested that the only solution for content interruptus was disabling that nasty ad-blocking software.

				The Washington Post started testing ad-blocking blockers on its website. “Without income via advertising, we won’t be able to deliver the journalism that people coming to our site expect from us,” the Post tsk-tsked via official spokesbot.

				Yes, strange times were creating strange new allegiances and alliances, new victors and victims, new friends, enemies, and frenemies, conflicts and coopetitions. It was a brave new world: human sacrifice, dogs and cats living together, mass hysteria, etc.

				And things got weirder still. For instance, the ad-blocking companies were advertising themselves, which sort of defeated their purpose. Shine, an Israeli ad-blocking player, took out a full-page ad in the Financial Times to alert consumers that those especially annoying mobile ads weren’t just noise, they were likely gulping down half of your data plan. “Advertisers make billions in mobile advertising,” Shine scolded, taking the moral high ground. “Consumers should not have to subsidize their business.”

				
				You had to hand it to the publicity-hungry folks at Shine, as well as all the other ambitious insurgents on the ad-blocking scene. They’d decided to advertise a product that blocked advertising! That took some balls, or at least a taste for tautology. And in doing so, they were leaning hard into an old argument, the same one that file-sharing renegades such as Napster had effectively leveled against the big bad record companies: Suck it, old media. Content wants to be free, get over it. Or rather: Consumers want to be freed from bad content.

				And the rewards of ad blocking were certainly compelling. Indeed, why should anyone have to endure anything as annoying as unwanted ads? After all, it was 2015. Power to the people! Maybe some consumers would go so far as to pay a premium to avoid ads. And there was money to be made from this ad-blocking thing: The young guns behind the blocking business realized publishers might pay a vig to have their ads unblocked.

				Inside the industry, the summer of ’15 debate raged on, fraught with consequence, redolent of massive secular change. Among civilians, it was far more cut and dried. After all, most people don’t really care about the economics of the content industrial machine, not to mention the ethical niceties. They just don’t want to be annoyed.

				
				What all this hue and cry ultimately meant for the relationship between advertiser and audience, as advertisers behaved more and more like spurned suitors desperate not to be turned away, was anyone’s guess. But one could assume it likely wasn’t love.

				—

				On top of this came more big news that summer: Apple, maker of the competing Safari browser, which permitted ad blocking, was moving to make it easier to block ads on the iPhone, which currently didn’t allow ad blocking, by permitting ad blocking on iOS9.

				At risk was the fast-growing mobile ad market, which Business Insider pegged at $42 billion but eMarketer called closer to $100 billion. At stake was the user experience of the mobile-enabled world, which is to say all of humanity, most of whom didn’t want to be irritated by even more unwelcome, i.e., really small—and thus especially annoying—ads.

				How nice that Apple was standing up for the little guy and attempting to keep its iPhone experience uncluttered. It all felt very Jobsian, this interest in a less annoying user experience. That this was a way of firing back at Alphabet (aka Google) was perhaps less obvious. Samsung would later join the scrum, releasing an ad-blocking platform for their Android users and thus getting into a complicated food fight in which the agendas and allegiances, not to mention the outcomes, were opaque at best.

				
				Yes, 2015 was a crazy, worrisome summer for the entire media industry, and as time marched on, the worry only spread wider still. That the likes of Howard Stern, Alphabet, and Apple could so publicly bite the hands that fed them, and that so many industry gatekeepers found their nail-bitten fingers in an increasingly leaky dike, suggested something of an inflection point, an end-times urgency that raised questions about The Future of Advertising. What, exactly, was happening out there?

				Then the numbers started coming in, and it turned out that the numbers were shocking, an Antietam for Adland.

				According to SourcePoint, one in ten Americans had downloaded ad-blocking software, circa 2015. In Europe, especially in Germany and France, the number was closer to one in four people embracing ad blocking. Adobe issued a report that claimed 144 million people were using ad blockers; publishers stood to lose an estimated $21.8 billion in ad revenue. In her 2016 report on Internet trends, the respected industry analyst Mary Meeker would proclaim that some 93 percent of the population had considered using ad-blocking software (while a mere 62 percent were annoyed by ads), and that the global ad-blocking number across mobile and desktop platforms was closer to 420 million.

				
				As the crazy summer of 2015 extended into the even crazier summer of 2016, many of the top apps in the Apple Store remained ad-blocking programs. Advertising Age released a humorous cover depicting Times Square devoid of ads—as pure hyperbole, of course. Or was it? The New York Times ran a special report to measure how much time ad-blocking software saved you on various platforms, and what the breakdown was between ad data and edit data on mobile news sites (the slowest site was Boston.com, which was especially bogged down with sluggish video ads and thus crying out for ad blocking).

				The Google Play store was seeing similar trend lines. And what would happen when ad blocking was bundled into ubiquitous antivirus software, predicted to be coming soon to a computer near you?

				What did this avalanche of ad blocking portend?

				Various ad-supported entities were exploring a variety of responses. Many were publicly concerned. Many more were privately panicking. Others were just pissed off or insouciant. One industry potentate called it “the latest crisis du jour,” shrugging off ad blocking as “robbery, plain and simple—an extortionist scheme that exploits consumer disaffection and risks distorting the economics of
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