ORBIS TEAM

THE MID-MARKET MEDIA GUIDE

Decisions, Not
Dashboards

Taking control of paid media in the era of Al agents

The execution is automated. The judgment isn’t.
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01 — INTRODUCTION

Your team isn’t small — but platform-change
surveillance still isn’t anyone’s actual job.

You have brand managers, performance leads, maybe an agency of record, all accountable for
output. None of them is specifically accountable for catching a quiet platform change before it
shows up as margin erosion.

That's not a staffing gap. It's an ownership gap — and it's exactly why the platform changes
nobody flagged to you are the ones costing the most.

This guide is built for that reality: a real team, a real budget, the same blind spot every automated
platform is quietly counting on. Not a philosophy of Al in marketing — an operating model that
closes the ownership gap before the next silent update finds it for you first.

WHO IT'S FOR HOW TO USE IT TIME TO READ
Marketing leaders at companies Sections 02 and 04 are the About fifteen minutes.
with $100M+ in revenue: a real operating model — name the

team, an agency or two, and no three owners, then run the Black

one explicitly owning platform- Box Audit monthly. The rest is
side changes. context for the conversation with
leadership.

02 — THE OWNERSHIP GAP

The fix isn’t more headcount. It’s naming three
functions that need an explicit owner.

The enterprise version of this conversation is about legacy org charts carrying too much
headcount without enough decision authority. Yours is a sharper version of the same problem:

you have people, but “watch for silent platform changes” isn't explicitly anyone’s job description
— so in practice, it's nobody's.
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FUNCTION OWNS

Growth Strategist Which audiences and channels are worth the budget this
quarter — the judgment calls, not the execution

Creative Variant Producer Keeping creative fresh enough that the platform’s auto-
optimization has good options to pick from

Data / Feed Architect Product feed hygiene, tracking integrity, and catching when a
platform’s automated layer starts behaving differently than it
used to

A twelve-person marketing org with no one explicitly watching for platform-side changes has the
same blind spot as a one-person shop — it's just a more expensive one. Team size isn't the
variable that matters here. An explicit owner for each of these three functions is.

03 — WHY THE EXECUTION LAYER IS DISAPPEARING

On August 17, 2026, Google changed how budget-
limited campaigns behave — quietly.

The target used to work like a soft ceiling — a budget-limited campaign could beat it and keep
beating it, sometimes for months. Between August 17 and 27, 2026, Google changed that: budget-
limited campaigns on Target CPA or Target ROAS (and Demand Gen Target CPC) now optimize
toward the number you actually entered. If your CPA target was loose, costs drift up to meet it; if
your ROAS target was loose, returns drift down to meet it. Campaigns that aren’t budget-limited
didn't change, and Google didn't move your targets for you.

At enterprise scale, that's a line item a strategy team catches in a monthly review. At your scale, if
nobody's specifically watching for it, it just shows up as margin erosion nobody can explain.

That’s the gap this guide is built to close.
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04 — THE BLACK BOX AUDIT FRAMEWORK

Every major platform now ships some version of
“give us a budget and a goal, we’ll handle the rest.”

The pitch is that you don't have to watch it. The problem is that when it changes behavior —

quietly, the way Target CPA did on August 17 — nobody's watching to catch it. This is a standing

audit, not a one-time exercise. Run it monthly at minimum; run it immediately after any platform

update you hear about secondhand.

1

Pull the black-box campaigns. List every campaign running on full or near-full automation:
PMax, Advantage+ Shopping/Sales, Amazon DSP auto-bidding, any “Performance Max"-
style product across platforms. If you can't quickly answer “what is this actually optimizing
toward right now,” it goes on the list.

Check for brand cannibalization. PMax and Advantage+ are both notorious for quietly
reallocating spend toward your own branded search terms and existing customers. If a
large share of “new” conversions are branded terms or existing-customer retargeting, the
platform is reporting efficiency that isn't real growth.

Check for cost drift against target. Compare actual CPA/ROAS against your set target over
the trailing 30, 60, and 90 days. A campaign that has quietly drifted toward its target —
without you changing anything — is very likely a platform-side behavior change, not a
market shift.

Audit the negative lists and customer exclusions. Verify whether brand keywords and
current CRM customer lists are explicitly excluded from your automated conquesting
campaigns.

Set a re-test cadence, not a one-time fix. The point isn't to catch one bad quarter. It's to
build the habit so the next silent platform update gets caught in weeks, not in an invoice six
months from now.
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WHAT STEPS 2-4 ARE DESIGNED TO CATCH

Automated bidding tends to find its easiest path to a target — and branded search plus
existing-customer retargeting is usually the easiest path available. Without brand and CRM
exclusion lists in place, the platform can report strong “new conversion” numbers that are
largely traffic you already had. Steps 2 through 4 are the mechanism for finding out
whether that's happening in your own account — not a claim about what any specific
brand’s numbers looked like.

05 — THE HABIT TAX

The most expensive line item in most marketing
budgets isn’t a bad decision. It’s six months of
reasonable ones.

A media plan gets built once, with real thought behind it. Then it drifts. A channel keeps its budget
because pulling it means an uncomfortable conversation. A vendor relationship continues
because switching feels riskier than staying. None of these are bad decisions in isolation —
compounded over six months, they add up to a media mix hobody actually chose.

06 — WHAT TO SHOW LEADERSHIP

You’re not building a board deck. You’re answering
to a CEQO, a founder, or investors.
They want three things, not twenty slides of activity:

— Return. When does spend turn into profit, and is the trajectory moving the right direction?

— Impact. What moved the P&L — including the levers that aren't ads at all: existing customers,
pricing, promotion.

— Outlook. Three priorities for the quarter, and what could go wrong.

What doesn't belong in that conversation: campaign counts, reach, CPM, CTR, or a report that
reads like a log of activity instead of a decision.
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07 — RETAIL MEDIA AND CTV WITHOUT ENTERPRISE BUDGETS

Both channels are usually pitched at a budget size
you don’t have. Here’s the pragmatic entry point
instead.

— CTV: Skip broad, reach-based buys — that's enterprise-scale brand budget thinking. Use

programmatic CTV for tight geographic or CRM-matched conquesting instead: a defined
radius, a defined audience list, a defined test. Small, addressable, measurable.

— Retail media (Amazon, Walmart, etc.): Stop treating your ad console as passive SKU defense
— it's one of the best acquisition-intent signals you have access to. Treat spend there as a
customer acquisition channel with its own target, not a cost of staying visible on your own
listings.

08 — THE PRODUCT FEED, LIGHTLY

Al platforms are building infrastructure to
discover and transact on a brand’s behallf.

OpenAl’'s Agentic Commerce Protocol and Google's Universal Commerce Protocol are both live,
still rolling out to a limited set of partners. It's not a channel yet. It's closer to a requirement your
product data either meets or doesn't.

At minimum: know whether someone on your team owns catalog/feed hygiene, and know that it's
about to matter more than it does today. This is where your Data / Feed Architect pays for
themselves: ensuring your product schema, Merchant Center attributes, and catalog feeds don't
lock you out as discovery transitions to conversational surfaces.
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09 — AUDITING YOUR AGENCY'S FEE STRUCTURE

A platform rep is good at making their own
inventory perform. That isn’t the same as
unbiased advice.

Most agency fee models have the same blind spot: built around managing and executing a budget
efficiently, not around spending unbilled time asking whether the budget belongs there in the first
place.

If your agency's fee model rewards keeping spend where it already sits, ask directly who's telling
you when a different platform is the right call — because the incentive structure means it probably
isn't them, unprompted.

10 — MISTAKES TO AVOID

— Expecting platform-agnostic advice from a platform rep — real skill, misaligned incentive.

— Letting "reasonable exceptions” become the plan — six months of individually defensible
decisions becomes a mix hobody chose.

— Reporting activity instead of payback.

— Assuming automation removed the need for judgment — the execution layer running itself
means the plan matters more, not less.

— Wiaiting for a formal audit instead of building the standing habit above.
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1 — QUESTIONS BEFORE YOUR NEXT BUDGET CYCLE

01

02

03

04

05

When did you last run the Black Box Audit on your automated campaigns — and what did it
catch?

How much of your “new customer” conversion volume from PMax/Advantage+ is actually
branded search or existing customers?

If your agency's fee model rewards keeping spend where it already sits, who's telling you
when it shouldn't?

Is your CTV and retail media spend sized to test and learn, or sized to look like you're not
missing out?

Of the three functions in Section 02, which ones actually have a named owner today — and
which are everyone's job, meaning no one's?

ABOUT ORBIS TEAM

Orbis Team is an independent programmatic, CTV, and retail media practice, built by
practitioners with 35+ years of combined experience buying paid media for national and

regional brands. This guide reflects how we already work: no platform quotas or volume
commitments, and every cost laid out before anything runs.

The execution is automated. The judgment isn't.

orbisteam.com
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