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Making Sense of Online Video Impressions in the Syndication Era 

 

With TV, print, and even online display inventory, marketers know more or less where and when their 

advertisements are going to appear, and what they ought to pay for them.  Ads in places where many 

people are likely to see them sell for premium prices, and ads in out of the way corners of media 

properties—often referred to as “remnant inventory”—sell at a steep discount.  The marketplace works: 

ads “above the fold” on the front page of newspapers—which are seen by anyone who glances at the 

paper on a newsstand or a coffee table—command substantially higher rates than ads on the third page 

of the metro section; a halftime ad during the Super Bowl is worth thousands of times as much as a spot 

during a 3 AM M*A*S*H rerun; a banner at the top of the Yahoo! homepage costs more than the same ad 

running on the bottom of a Yahoo! Sports page about a minor league baseball game. 

 

As is so often the case, online video works differently.  TV shows and their accompanying advertisements 

may be broadcast whether or not a sizable audience has chosen to tune in, but a pre-roll (in theory) 

should only run when someone has chosen to watch a video and is paying attention.  That means (in 

theory) advertisers shouldn’t have to worry about buying “remnant” inventory that may go unseen.  Things 

even work that way, for the most part, when content owners sell ads to run during videos on their own 

sites. 

 

The explosion of syndication in the past few years has added a few wrinkles, though.  Consumers can 

watch their favorite content on thousands of websites, download it to their laptops, watch it on their PDAs 

and iPhones, and even on their televisions (albeit piped in from the Internet).  Content distributors and 

publishers are spreading video through widgets, embeddable players, and through old fashioned 

business relationships with site owners.  They are even letting consumers share content by embedding it 

on their blogs and social networking profiles at whim.  The trend is here to stay—it’s what consumers 

want. 

 

In principle, syndication should be a boon to publishers and advertisers as well.  It promises to let 

publishers reach and monetize larger audiences than ever before.  Advertisers stand to net an even 

greater prize—the chance to get seriously large groups of people to pay attention to their most engaging 

creative for the first time since TiVo, cable and the Web shattered prime time TV audiences into hundreds 

of tiny niches. 

 

Unfortunately, if a video can run in an infinite number of contexts, that creates uncertainty for advertisers.  

Some publishers, for instance, start playing videos automatically when a page loads, without requiring a 

user to push a play button.  Sometimes embedded videos end up towards the bottom of a long page (for 

instance on a blog), where users cannot see them without scrolling; a video that plays automatically 

where the user can’t even see it starts seeming more like our ad during a 3 AM M*A*S*H rerun than a 

Super Bowl spot. 

 

The online video advertising marketplace is still evolving, and there is still quite a bit of confusion about 

what constitutes a “real” impression that an advertiser should pay for.  In this paper, we will define some 

of the common terms used to describe the environment a video plays in, and then lay out the approach 

that YuMe is taking to make sure that online video impressions accurately correspond to when a 

consumer has actually viewed a video. 

 

Defining Our Terms 
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Video Syndication 

Video syndication refers to the act of distributing video to multiple sources, perhaps in multiple formats 

and on multiple platforms.  Syndication allows a content owner to increase the audience for a particular 

video while allowing websites to increase the quality and breadth of their own video offerings without 

producing more content themselves.  In the online world, content owners can simply provide embeddable 

players and widgets to syndication partners, rather than dealing with the cumbersome physical 

distribution required in the offline world.   The distributor simply embeds the widget or player into a 

particular environment and their users have access to the video.  Mochila, Grab Networks, MSNBC, and 

The Associated Press are all example of content owners or publishers that distribute content through 

syndication. 

 

User-initiated Video 

A user-initiated video requires the user to click or perform a positive action indicating that he or she 

wishes to watch the video, generally in the form of a click or mouse action directly over the video player 

on a webpage or PDA screen.  When a user enters the URL of a web page that has the primary purpose 

of playing a video and the video then plays automatically—for instance when a user IMs or emails a 

YouTube link to a friend—that resulting video play is also said to be user initiated. 

 

Autoplay 

Autoplay videos begin running in a player without any direct user action to initiate them, such as when a 

user navigates to a website by typing the homepage URL and a video automatically starts playing (with 

the volume on or off).  When a user is browsing a site and clicks on a link to another page on the site that 

does not bill itself as leading to a video, and is then taken to a page that contains both text and a video 

that begins playing automatically, that video is generally considered to be autoplay as well.  Many 

embeddable players can be configured to initiate video playback without any user initiation whenever a 

user navigates to the page they are embedded in—these videos are also said to autoplay. 

 

Above the Fold 

Above the fold originally (and still does) refer to the location of an important news story or a visually 

appealing photograph on the upper half of the front page of a newspaper. Most papers are delivered and 

displayed to customers folded up, meaning that only the top half of the front page is visible. Thus, an item 

that is above the fold may be one that the editors feel will entice people to buy the paper.  By extension, 

advertisers also prefer the space above the fold, since it is the most prominent and visible even when the 

newspaper is on stands. 

 

This term has been extended and used in web development to refer to the portions of a webpage—be 

they articles, banner ads, or videos—that users can see without scrolling.  Above the fold banner 

advertisements deliver higher click-through rates and brand lift, and are typically priced at a premium.  

Note that on websites, the area of a page that is “above the fold” varies depending on the resolution of a 

given user’s monitor. 

 

Below the Fold 

In online circles, below the fold refers to anything that is not above the fold, meaning portions of a 

webpage that are not directly visible without scrolling.  In the display space these placements are thought 

to deliver lower click-through performance and brand lift since many users do not scroll all the way 

through the page and see the below the fold ads. 
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Embeddable Player 

An embeddable player is a video player which can play a particular video or content feed (RSS or 

otherwise) and can be embedded or placed in an arbitrary location in a webpage or website that is not 

controlled by the content owner.  Players are usually embedded by inserting HTML or JavaScript directly 

into a webpage’s source code, either manually or through an automated insertion script.  They can be 

placed above or below the fold.  Most major video players (Quicktime, Adobe Flash, etc.) and publishers 

(Hulu, MetaCafe, MSNBC, etc.) provide embeddable players. 

 

Widget 

A widget is a chunk of code that can be installed and executed within any HTML-based web page by an 

end user without requiring additional compilation.  When we talk about widgets in the context of online 

video, we mean an application that includes a video player (examples of widgets can be found at 

http://www.nbc.com/widgets).   These widgets allow users to embed applications that include video in 

web pages (often blogs and social networking profiles).  Widgets can deliver a more dynamic content 

experience than a standard video player by providing, for instance, a slick interface for users to select 

additional content.  As with embeddable video players, widgets can be placed above the fold or below the 

fold. 

 

Video Placements within a Page: Above and Below the Fold 

 

As mentioned previously, when video is syndicated on the web, it may appear above or below the fold.  At 

YuMe, we believe that advertisers should only pay when a user has actually watched an advertisement.  

Therefore, they should not need to worry about a video’s location relative to the “fold,” provided that they 

are working with trustworthy publishers that are providing ample reporting on how videos and their 

accompanying ads are played.   

 

Since the advertiser should only pay when a user has actually watched a video, it should make little 

difference whether the user chose to watch a video that was visible when a page loaded, or whether he or 

she chose to scroll to the video’s location on the page and then initiated playback.  This holds true for all 

embeddable players, widgets and shareable video objects—the fact that the user has chosen to focus 

their attention on a video is more important than where it originally appeared in the page.
1
 

 

An analogy from the brick-and-mortar retail sector may help shed some light on the distinction.  Imagine 

walking into a grocery or retail store while searching for batteries and toothpaste.  Right as you walk 

through the sliding doors, you see an end-cap display of batteries that are on sale that week.  Consider 

the placement of the batteries to be the retail equivalent of above the fold.  However, since you still need 

toothpaste, you end up walking down two or three aisles until you come to the spot in the aisle where the 

toothpaste is stocked.  The toothpaste is not visible from the front of the store, but the grocery store has a 

familiar layout and perhaps some helpful signs so you are able to find it.  The toothpaste’s location is the 

retail equivalent of below the fold.  The key is that the grocery store (publisher) should never collect 

money until you have found each item and taken it to the checkout for scanning (the equivalent of hitting 

the play button in the online video world). 

                                                           
1 This is another reason why at YuMe we have always maintained there is no such thing as remnant inventory in online video  (in the 

sense that it is the piece of the carpet that no one wanted so we are trying to get rid of it on sale), since there has been user action.  

Note that this is not true for the display ad business, where advertisers are routinely charged for advertisements that consumers 

may never see, since there is no user-initiation for many display ad formats. 

http://www.nbc.com/widgets
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Example 1 – MSNBC Video Above The Fold 
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Example 2 – YouTube Video Below The Fold 

 
 

User Initiation—What Constitutes Autoplay? 

 

Below the Fold Autoplay 

Many distributors and consumers configure publisher-provided embedded video players and widgets to 

autoplay videos whenever the page containing them is loaded.  This behavior dramatically increases the 

times a given video is played, in many cases without corresponding increases in the number of true views 

the video received. 

 

While we choose not to speculate on why consumers, in their infinite wisdom, often assault unwary 

visitors to their MySpace profiles with the latest music videos, the motivation for commercial content 

distributors to autoplay videos is obvious: they are paid per video impression, and autoplayed videos 

count as impressions in their syndication agreements.   

 

When autoplayed video is placed below the fold on a page—either by consumers or commercial 

distributors—the result is the same.  The video player is set to play automatically and doesn’t have any 

sense of whether it is above or below the fold or whether anyone can see or hear it.  It just starts playing, 

resulting in a worthless impression.  When advertisers are asked to pay for such impressions, it is the 

equivalent of the store in our retail analogy charging every consumer who walks through the front door for 

a tube of toothpaste, regardless of whether he or she buys one, or even walks down the toothpaste aisle. 

 

Above the Fold and “Engaged Autoplay” 

Autoplay video that runs above the fold presents a tougher evaluation challenge for marketers than 

autoplay of the below the fold variety.  While a user definitely sees the video and its accompanying 

advertisements when visiting the page that contains it, nothing guarantees that the user actually visited 

the page with the intention of watching it.  If, for instance, a user clicks through to a page intending to 

read an article about a breaking national news story, he or she may not pay much attention to a video 
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about gardening that happens to be playing next to the article he or she wants to read.  In the worst case 

scenario, this is like the store from our retail analogy adding a container of dental floss (which you didn’t 

buy) every time you buy a tube of toothpaste. 

 

Despite the potential problems, many publishers, even some of the most respected media brands in the 

world, regularly run above the fold video that begins playing without user initiation.  Many of these 

publishers are working to build rich, interactive experiences on their sites that blend text and video 

content on the same pages, often including related text and video on the same page.  In this scenario, 

which we call an “engaged autoplay,” a user clicking through to an article about a breaking national news 

story would be greeted with a video about the same story running above the text of the article.  Users 

visiting this page have not indicated the same level of interest in watching the video that users following a 

link to a YouTube video do, but they have clearly demonstrated an interest in the topic, and it is 

reasonable to assume that many visitors to the page will watch the video and its accompanying 

advertisements. 

Example 3 – ESPN Above The Fold Engaged Autoplay 

 

 

YuMe’s Solution 

 

The business of publishing and distributing online video has evolved beyond the point where advertisers 

cannot prudently treat all online video impressions as equivalent.  The context in which a video plays—

both in terms of its location on a page and in terms of the amount of interest a user has shown in 

watching the video—can substantially impact the value of impressions from advertisements running 

before or during the video. 
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At YuMe we believe that for online video to deliver on its promise, everyone in the industry needs to take 

a hard look at the performance of ads running in these different contexts and determine their relative 

values.  To do our part, we have developed technology that pinpoints the location within a page of every 

video player in our network—including embeddable players and widgets containing syndicated content—

and reports whether the player appears above or below the fold.  The technology also determines and 

reports whether a player autoplays or requires user-initiation.   

 

We believe that user-initiated content of all types—regardless of whether the video is syndicated above or 

below the fold—deliver high quality video impressions that have consistently demonstrated strong 

performance (both brand and direct response) for advertisers.   

 

We are not as convinced about the value of impressions that we consider to be both autoplay and below 

the fold.
2
  We currently audit all video plays in our network and do not charge advertisers for such plays.  

Going forward, we will use our new technology to track and report below the fold autoplay impressions, to 

help advertisers and content owners understand how often and where these video plays are happening, 

and to assess what value, if any, these currently uncharged impressions may have.  

 

Syndication is the future of online video—it provides too much value for consumers, distributors and 

content owners to do anything but grow in the years to come.  With sufficient understanding and 

transparent reporting of the various viewing contexts for video impressions, we believe that syndication 

will provide tremendous value for advertisers as well. 

                                                           
2
 We only allow our publishers to place advertising in user-initiated videos, and do not pay publishers or charge 

advertisers for autoplay video that runs above the fold.  While we think the value of autoplay video that runs 

above the fold can vary widely depending on whether the autoplay is an “engaged autoplay,” more study is 

required to determine how much advertisers should be willing to pay for ads that run in above the fold autoplayed 

content. 


