
THE STATE OF GOOGLE  SHOPPING:  
KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR RETAIL MARKETERS IN 2016 

A Critical Look at the Emerging Trends from Q4 2015 in Shopping Performance & Strategy
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Introduction
Just about every retailer on Google Shopping knows the story behind the program, but just to recap:
 

2002-2007  

Froogle crawls the web for product 

data, aggregating product listings in a 

tab for users to browse.

2007-2012 

Rebranded as Google Product Search, the program 

serves as an excellent source of free traffic for retailers 

with a product feed to take advantage of. Product 

listings also start to appear in search results.

2012:  

Google Product Search becomes Google 

Product Listing Ads―a.k.a. Google Shopping 

―and all current retailers need to start 

paying for traffic that was previously free.

2015-Current 

Shopping continues to be a highly profitable channel for retailers 

but starts to become saturated with advertisers. Big Box retailers 

with large advertising budgets begin to dominate Shopping results 

for top-of-the-funnel queries. The new battle is for longtail, high-

intent consumer queries.

2012-2014 

Early adopters are rewarded as Google PLAs become a 

foundational aspect of online product advertising. Google 

aggressively runs tests to increase exposure for Shopping 

results on SERPs and the program grows rapidly in terms of 

click volume year-over-year. Shopping starts to cement itself 

as a key battleground in online retail.
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We looked at our client performance this past Q4 and found that on the key shopping days in 
November - Thanksgiving, Black Friday, and Cyber Monday―Google Shopping revenue was up 
55%, 38%, and 24% year over year (2014 vs. 2015), respectively.

These numbers should surprise no one, but the plot around Google Shopping is starting to 
evolve from the now played out “Shopping continues to grow and works well for just about 
everyone” narrative. There’s more to the story than just growth, and many current Shopping 
advertisers are starting to find that a greater investment in time, budget, expertise, and 
technology is required to keep the channel thriving. 

The purpose of this report is to look at the emerging micro-trends in Google Shopping (as of 
Q4 2015) and provide meaningful insight into how they might affect a retailer’s approach to 
Shopping in 2016.

READ THE PDF

http://cdn-website.cpcstrategy.com/wp-content/uploads/google-shopping-guide-20161.pdf
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The Key Trends
Supporting our findings, the following statistics were sourced from both 
The Search Monitor, an advertising intelligence platform (analyzing  over 
100 of Shopping’s top-spending advertisers), and research into the CPC 
Strategy client base (surveying over 250 active Shopping advertisers).

For any questions or clarification on the findings, feel free to email inbound@cpcstrategy.com.

Increased Competition with  
Big Box Brands

The rise in competition - largely brought on by big box retailers―is the 
latest major plot line in Google Shopping’s story. Simply put, as more 
sophisticated and AdWords-proficient advertisers as well as big box 
retailers like Macy’s and Target launch onto Google Shopping, it has been 
much more difficult for smaller brands and retailers to get exposure on 
the SERP.

One such furniture retailer, a CPC Strategy client, who had a high 
impression share (70-80%) in November 2014, was beat out by Wayfair, 
Kohl’s, and Target this year, seeing an overall 50% drop in impressions. 
These types of anecdotes are really quite common across the board.

http://www.thesearchmonitor.com/
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Along these lines, an interesting thing to look at is how ad spend among the industry’s top 
brands and retailers ramped up heading into the busy Thanksgiving weekend. In a private 
study, The Search Monitor took a look at 81 of the top-spending AdWords advertisers and 
compared how their minimum spend in October 2015 to spend in November 2015. 

On average, they saw a 316% increase in advertising spend from October to November 
2015, indicating that these category leaders clearly recognize the positive return that Shopping 
can deliver and decidedly ramped up to maximize this investment.

One fundamental strategy we used this year to address the increased competition and found 
effective in competing with big box retailers is to aggressively bid up on only a select 
number of items.

Since most retailers don’t have access to the large scale budgets of big name brands, it’s 
better to focus on your top products and raise bids appropriately, rather than across the 
entire catalog.

“Smaller retailers like that can’t compete―realistically they’ll get pushed out as 
Shopping gets oversaturated.”  

- Jostin Munar, Senior Retail Search Manager | CPC Strategy

“When we came around to Q4, we got aggressive on those key 25 SKUs. It’s a matter of 
picking your battles―the ones you know you’ve won many times in the past." 

- Jostin Munar, Senior Retail Search Manager | CPC Strategy
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Rising Cost per Clicks (CPCs)

No doubt, bids are going to be abnormally high on ultra-competitive shopping days like Black 
Friday and Cyber Monday. But looking at year-over-year Avg. CPC data, CPC’s have only risen 
about 12% across the board during the two week span of 11/16/15 to 11/30/15 (two weeks 
before Cyber Monday to Cyber Monday). The actual CPC numbers from this year are below:

2015 Avg. CPC on Google Shopping

Cyber Monday saw an average CPC of $0.53, a reflection of 
retailers universally being more aggressive on bids that day.
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We expected CPC’s to be a little higher than they were considering the increases we saw in  
Cost Of Sale (more on this later). 

NOTE: A huge disclaimer we’d like to make here is that Avg. CPC is a metric that is very reflective 
of our own management strategy here, which has a very strong emphasis on cheaper, longtail 
conversions and maintaining a high ROI.

In the grand scheme of AdWords advertising, PLA CPCs continue to be significantly lower 
than those of text ads. You can put this in juxtaposition with the average text ad CPCs of top 
advertisers in specific verticals, as reported by The Search Monitor. Average text ad CPCs 
continue to be anywhere from 2-4x average CPCs for Shopping ads.

Outdoor

Category

Campaign & Outdoor $2.15

Avg. CPC for Top 10 Advertisers

Home & Garden Yard, Garden & Patio $1.08

Jewelry

Electronics

Luggage

Jewelry

Home Audio & Video

Luggage & Travel Accessories

$2.16

$2.11

$1.49

Sports Sporting Goods $2.14

Shoes Footwear $1.20

Beauty

Toys & Games

Apparel Accessories

Skincare

Toys & Games

Bags & Packs

$1.58

$1.84

$2.35

Campaign / Keyword Group

Source: The Search Monitor, Google (US)
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So what does this mean for refining your Shopping strategy? 

High CPCs aren’t inherently a bad thing, but they hurt your ability to hit your ROI/ROAS target. 
A big step here is start focusing on your product data―it’s possible you’re paying high CPC’s 
because your products are only relevant and show up for those general searches where the 
auction is more competitive.

Google Shopping rank is ultimately a function of product relevancy and bid.

If you haven’t already, read through our Product Feed Optimization 101 Guide. It dives into 
what it actually means to semantically optimize titles and be able to do it on an ongoing basis. 
With optimized product content, your products are eligible for less competitive auctions 
―typically for longtail or semantic searches like:  

Stainless Steel French Door Refrigerator (vs. Fridge):

VS.

http://cdn-website.cpcstrategy.com/wp-content/uploads/Product-Feed-Optimization-101.pdf
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Assuming the search term data supports this for your products, integrating a word like fridge in 
your feed in addition to refrigerator would be an astute recognition of how your shoppers are 
searching for and finding your products. It’s a subtle difference, but in the fridge example, not 
only are there less placements taken by Big Box retailers (Home Depot, Sears, and Best Buy in 
this example), but they also lose the top spot. 

The main point here is that longtail queries present small to mid-sized retailers the unique 
opportunity to compete for visibility with large, big-budget retailers, and the only way a 
Shopping advertiser can capture these searches are with comprehensive, enhanced product 
data feeds.

More Revenue, More Spend, More Profitable

In light of the heightened competition and rising CPC averages, Google Shopping still continues 
to be a consistent performer and overall excellent investment for retailers. The whole story 
of Google Shopping in Q4 2015 can really be told in the following 3 graphs analyzing YOY 
Revenue, Spend, and Cost of Sales (COS).

READ THE PDF

NOTE: The following CPC Strategy data aggregates over 250 same-store retailers and compares 
average Google Shopping performance data on specific days in 2014 to 2015. The comparable dates 
in 2014 are 11/16/14 to 12/1/2014 while the dates analyzed this year are 11/17/2015  to 11/30/2015, 
starting 2 weeks before Cyber Monday and ending on Cyber Monday.

http://cdn-website.cpcstrategy.com/wp-content/uploads/Product-Feed-Optimization-101.pdf
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YOY Google Shopping Revenue

Depicting 2015 revenue (conversion value from Shopping campaigns) as a percentage of 
revenue on the correlating days in 2014, the below graph indicates the rising popularity of 
Google Shopping ads as a reliable path to purchase among consumers. 

The major days―Thanksgiving, Black Friday, and Cyber Monday―all saw large increases in 
overall revenue, resulting in a 55%, 38%, and 24% increases in conversion value  
YOY, respectively.

2014 vs. 2015 YOY Revenue on Google Shopping

Thanksgiving day saw a 55% increase in revenue YOY, 
reinforcing its new distinction as one of the biggest shopping 
days of the year.
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YOY Google Shopping Cost

This graph shows 2015 cost (ad spend on Shopping campaigns) as a percentage of cost 
on the correlating days in 2014. For example, if our clients spent $115 total on Shopping 
on 11/16/2015 and spent $100 on Shopping on 11/17/2014 we’re looking at a 15% 
increase YOY for that Monday. This graph is the most telling of the shift we’ve seen with 
Google Shopping to a more mature and competitive pay-to-play model since each day in 
this 2-week span increased YOY.

“I knew it was going to be 
more aggressive this year 
and more expensive. Overall, 
we were able to outpace and 
gain more orders BUT we had 
to pay for it.” 

- Jason Bell, Senior Retail Search 

Manager | CPC Strategy

2014 vs. 2015 YOY Cost
With a 30% increase in spend without the correlating increase in revenue, early days leading 
up to Thanksgiving proved to be a major research and browsing days for consumers.
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YOY Google Shopping Cost of Sale (COS)

As you can probably imagine, consumers tend to be in browsing/researching mode in the weeks leading up to 
Thanksgiving weekend in anticipation for a better deal. That trend wasn’t more evident when we compared cost 
of sale (COS) numbers year over year (YOY) in the two weeks leading up to Cyber Monday. The graph below shows 
2015 cost of sale (COS) data (spend / revenue = COS) as a percentage of cost of sale data on the correlating days  
in 2014 (ie. 100% = the same ad profitability as last year). 

An interesting trend here is that while the raw numbers for spend and revenue on Black Friday and Cyber Monday 
were the highest during this 2-week span for 2014 and 2015, both days still saw the best COS percentages. 

2014 vs. 2015 YOY Cost of Sale (COS)

While also laying claim to the biggest revenue numbers during this 
2-week span, Black Friday and Cyber Monday were also the most 
profitable, seeing actual COS averages of below 10%.
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Year over year, these days have proven to be the most profitable for our clients, showing that 
the intent to buy is consistently the highest on Black Friday and Cyber Monday. 

The story here is that Shopping―now more than ever―is a higher-stakes pay-to-play program. 
Retail advertisers need to recognize this reality and at the same time, continue to view the 
channel as an incremental revenue source: put X dollars into Shopping and expect to get 4X out, 
for example. 

In short, Shopping is still a very profitable program, but the barriers to entry for low-
spend, SMB advertisers have clearly risen over the past 12 months.
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Luggage

Category

Luggage & Travel Accessories 32%

% Of SERP with PLA

Home & Garden Yard, Garden & Patio 27%

Shoes

Sports

Beauty

Footwear

Sporting Goods

Skincare

26%

23%

21%

Outdoor Camping & Outdoor 29%

Jewelry Jewelry 27%

Electronics

Apparel Accessories

Toys & Games

Home Audio & Video

Bags & Packs

Toys & Games

25%

23%

13%

Campaign / Keyword Group

Specific Verticals Get More Exposure

Google likes to show PLAs for specific verticals over others. According to The Search Monitor, 
Luggage & Travel Accessories and Camping & Outdoor-related keywords had the highest % of 
SERPs that surfaced of PLAs. This data comes from retail queries in December 2015:

Source: The Search Monitor, Google (US)
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While this isn’t a hugely significant influence over your Shopping strategy, it’s still important 
to have a general sense of how Google will react to certain queries in Q4. Ideally, you already 
have a good sense of this for your own catalog based on the performance of your top-
converting SKUs, brand, and categories.

Promotions Play a Significant Role

Anecdotally, promotions were a big deal for Shopping performance in Q4.  We specifically refer 
to Special Offers, which are feed-driven promotions that show up on the PLA grid:

http://www.cpcstrategy.com/blog/2015/06/online-shopping-discounts-to-enhance-google-product-listing-ads/
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We found that a lot of retailers who waited too long to submit their Google Promotions feed 
likely experienced problems during Black Friday weekend. If retailers submit a promotion too 
late, the feed could get rejected. At that point, retailers are forced to remap and assign a new 
ID. By the time the process is approved, you could run the risk of missing out on Black Friday 
traffic completely.

So, Why Did Promotions Get Rejected in 2015?

“If the promotion is not active on the site, Google is not going to display it. The 
turnaround for approval or disapproval is usually a couple hours, but it’s recommended 
retailers have these types of promos ready in advance to avoid any mishaps during 
Black Friday or Cyber Monday. 

We started collecting promotions from our clients back in October just to be safe." 

- Jostin Munar, Senior Retail Search Manager | CPC Strategy

"Along these lines, many of CPC Strategy’s clients saw that their lower-priced items  
(< $50) significantly outpaced higher AOV products―more so than usual―in terms 
of order volume. Of course, this is pretty intuitive―shoppers want to feel like they’re 
capitalizing on the big online retail holidays by getting deals on products. 

Shoppers are typically looking for a gift, not a product for themselves―so they may opt 
for the cheaper item. We saw similar results across text ads as well.”

- Jason Bell, Senior Retail Search Manager | CPC Strategy



18Key Takeaways For Google Shopping Advertisers in Q4 2015   |

Speaking of text ads, The Search Monitor analyzed thousands of AdWords text ads listed in 
December 2015 to get a sense of the promotional copy that was most frequented this holiday 
season. Not surprisingly, “free shipping” is the most commonly used, further cementing the 
offer as a staple and requisite for attracting in-market holiday shoppers:

Luggage

Category

Luggage & Travel Accessories 68% 24% 7%

"Free Shipping" "Sale" "Free Product"

Home & Garden Yard, Garden & Patio 50% 32% 15%

Shoes

Sports

Beauty

Footwear

Sporting Goods

Skincare

66% 24% 7%

56% 27% 14%

69% 22% 6%

Outdoor Camping & Outdoor 62% 31% 5%

Jewelry Jewelry 62% 30% 7%

Electronics

Apparel Accessories

Toys & Games

**Other offers appeared to bring total to 100%. These were 3 most popular offer types

Percentage of Ads Containing:

Home Audio & Video

Bags & Packs

Toys & Games

65% 24% 9%

53% 23% 20%

63% 32% 3%

Campaign / Keyword Group

Source: The Search Monitor, Google (US)
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Final Takeaways

“One of the biggest things I started 
noticing on some accounts, was that 
mobile was really picking up and in 
some cases outperforming desktop. 
I would expect this to continue 
throughout all of 2016." 

- Stephen Kerner, Senior Retail Search Manager  

CPC Strategy

"I agree, the mobile jump was huge. For clients with separate 
campaigns I saw a jump in ~150% in clicks orders and revenue in 
most cases. Also, I noticed that many bigger retailers were much 
more aggressive in bidding up and winning on SERP results where 
my clients had prior dominance. Made for some very expensive 
bids for clients who really wanted to win top positions for 
particular terms.”

- Josh Brisco, Senior Retail Search Manager | CPC Strategy



Schedule My Evaluation

What Now?

Your Complimentary Retail Search Evaluation
CPC Strategy’s Retail Search Evaluation is a complimentary 60-minute analysis and assessment of a retailer's existing  

Google Shopping campaign architecture, targeting settings, product feed, product pages, and profitability metrics.

http://www.cpcstrategy.com/retail-search-audit/


https://thesearchmonitor.com/?utm_source=Guide&utm_medium=CPCStrategy&utm_campaign=Feb2016
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