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About This Project 
 

Ad blocking has been around almost as long as digital advertising itself. The original version of Adblock Plus – the 
most popular ad blocking software today – was created as an open source project in 2002. It’s only in the last year, 
however, that ad blocking has become one of the most widely discussed topics in the media and among advertising 
and publishing professionals everywhere. 
 
Data on ad blocking activity has been produced by numerous ad tech vendors and market researchers, but with a 5x 
difference between the highest and lowest estimates, what is the right number? How big of a problem or threat is ad 
blocking, for publishers and for the digital advertising ecosystem? And relatedly, what are the views of publishers 
towards ad blocking and what actions are they taking in response? These are the questions addressed in this report. 
 
This report is based on data from a survey of consumer content publishers fielded in December 2015 and January 
2016. The survey was targeted specifically towards “high traffic“ sites, based upon an underlying thesis that simply 
averaging together random vertical sites produces a result that can be highly skewed and not especially instructive or 
useful in better understanding the overall adoption of ad blocking software…for this purpose, the experience of a 
smallish gaming site with 1 million visits per month should not be weighted the same as a news site with more than 
100 million visits. 
 
Instead of attempting to pull in as many disparate sites as possible, the survey sample has been intentionally limited 
to sites whose reach is large enough that their traffic is at least somewhat representative of the U.S. Internet 
population as a whole. The sample has also been constructed to create a balanced distribution among content topics. 
 
The final data set is comprised of responses from 42 sites and multi-site networks/portfolios that attract the largest 
share of their traffic from North America and which represent an aggregate total of approximately 2.2 billion visits per 
month.1 Additional details about the sample are on page 17. 
 
 
For questions or feedback on the survey or the contents of this report, please contact the author, David Strassel at 
david@medianomics.co. 

  

                                                      
1
 This value was calculated using January 2016 traffic estimates for each individual site, according to SimilarWeb, and is based on combined desktop + mobile 

visitors. 
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Ad blocking adoption: 
what’s the right number? 
 

 The variation in estimates from vendors, analysts 
and market researchers is 5x between the highest and 
lowest values. 

 Estimates are, however, clustered based on 
methodology…to a surprising degree. 

 Estimates based on observation – using data from 
analytics or tracking tools offered by anti-ad-blocking 
technology vendors – are consistently lower…despite a 
vested interest in maximizing the perceived threat. 

 Surveys of Internet users produce estimates that 
are on average more than 3x higher than their 
observation-based counterparts (36% vs. 11%). 

 Pollsters and ad tech vendors are obviously not 
measuring the same thing. Differences in samples and 
definitions of “ad blocking” significantly impact survey 
results. 

 Ad blocking behavior varies tremendously across 
different user demographics and areas of interest. 
There is a high degree of consistency across all of the 
surveys and tracking analyses that ad blocking activity 
is above average among men, 18-34 year olds, 
gamers, and adults who work in or around the tech 
sector…which, depending on the group, index between 
120% to >400% above the mean. 

 The divergence between ad blocking on any given 
site and the overall share of users who’ve installed ad 
blocking software will therefore vary based on the 
profile of the site’s visitors…sometimes substantially.  
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Ad blocking is not especially widespread in the U.S. 
 

 

 
 Almost three-quarters (72%) of the “high-traffic” websites surveyed for this project reported that 15% or less of their 

recent visitors were using ad blocking software; almost one-half (43%) of the sites observed 10% or fewer visitors 
using ad blocking software. 

 The largest share of websites (36%) reported that between 5% to 10% of visitors used ad blocking software. 

 Ad blocking among more than 20% of visitors was observed by only one-in-seven (14%) of the sites. 
 These findings are more consistent with previous observation-based estimates than the higher, survey-based 

estimates examined on page 2.  
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Ad blocking on mobile is not converging with desktop levels 
 
 

 
 

 

 Four-out-of-five (81%) of the sites surveyed have tracked mobile ad blocking activity since September 2015 or earlier. 

 Almost two-thirds (62%) of them report that less than 5% of recent mobile visitors were using ad blocking software; 
none observed levels greater than 10%. 

 More than four-fifths (84%) of them have observed no “measurable” increase so far in mobile ad blocking since the 
mid-September release of iOS 9 (and “content blocking” apps) while less than one-sixth (16%) have seen any such 
increase. 
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Despite a quick start, uptake for iOS ad blocking apps is slow 
 

 
 

 Propelled by months of steady media coverage around the topic of ad blocking, more than one million content / ad 
blocking apps were installed within the first 30 days following the release of iOS 9. 

 This early interest, however, faded quickly and the number of daily installs declined by 50% or more for most apps 
after the initial rush. 

 Two of the leading apps, Crystal Adblock and Purify Blocker, each average approximately 800 installs per day today 
compared to 12,044 and 5,389 respectively during the first two weeks following their launch. 

 A majority of installs in February 2016 were among users outside the U.S.; Apptopia estimates 62% of installs for 
Purify Blocker, 96% for Crystal Adblock and 88% for Adblock Plus.  
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The user shift to mobile has slowed the growth of ad blocking 
 

 Two-thirds of the sites surveyed have tracked ad blocking 
activity for at least six months. 

 More than one-half (54%) reported an annualized increase of 
less than 10% in the share of visitors using ad blocking software 
over that period. 

 The next largest share of sites (18%) actually observed an 
overall decline in ad blocking visitors. 

 Approximately one-in-seven (15%) observed an annualized 
rate of growth exceeding 20%. 

 Ad blocking activity continues to grow among desktop users, 
albeit at a noticeably slower pace than 2014. The increasing 
share of visitors using mobile devices is also contributing to a 
deceleration in the overall rate of growth for ad blocking. 
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Ad blocking on mobile is restrained by several points of friction 
 

There are several factors behind the low / slow rate of adoption for ad blocking on mobile devices, but the two most 
important are: 
 

 The motivation to block ads on mobile devices is lower compared to desktop computers. Mobile users spend 
approximately 80%2 to 90%3 of their total time in apps – primarily gaming, social networking and messaging – 
versus 20% or less in a web browser. The options for blocking in-app ads are extremely limited and they have 
trade-offs of their own. In addition, many of the most popular apps either do not sell advertising or they employ 
“native” ads and other types of “non-interruptive” ad units, further limiting the appeal of ad blocking. 

 
Indeed, a September 2015 survey of U.S. adult Internet users by JPMorgan found that respondents were only 
“…half as likely to use an ad-blocker on mobile than on desktop.”4 

 

 Most mobile web browsers do not support the extensions architecture commonly used by desktop ad-blocking 
software. With browser extensions unavailable, ad-blocking requires an app, whose distribution and access to 
users is controlled by gatekeepers – the App Store and Google Play – which have been largely inhospitable 
toward this category of apps in the past. This is however beginning to moderate…somewhat. 

 
A “content blocking” API was included in the latest version of Apple’s mobile operating system (iOS 9). And 
Google recently clarified its own policy5 on this topic after initially rejecting several apps that used a similar API 
created by Samsung which enables ad blocking in the default browser on its own Galaxy mobile devices. Google 
has reaffirmed that apps which “interfere with the operation of other apps” – such as blocking the display of ads – 
are prohibited. Stand-alone apps – which includes ad blocking browsers – or “explicitly integrated apps that block 
ads as part of their designed functionality” – like those developed for the Samsung API – are, however, allowed in 
the Google Play store.  

                                                      
2
 eMarketer, “How Mobile Apps Stack Up Against Mobile Browsers,” January 14, 2016, http://www.emarketer.com/Article/How-Mobile-Apps-Stack-Up-Against-Mobile-

Browsers/1013462 
3
 Flurry Analytics, “Seven Years Into The Mobile Revolution: Content is King… Again,” August 25, 2015, http://flurrymobile.tumblr.com/post/127638842745/seven-

years-into-the-mobile-revolution-content-is 
4
 Business Insider, “JPMorgan: Everyone needs to chill out about ad blocking,” September 22, 2015, http://www.businessinsider.com/jp-morgan-note-on-impact-of-ad-

blocking-2015-9 
5
 Business Insider, “Google just took a much clearer stance on banning ad blocking apps (but ad blocking browsers are still OK),” March 2, 2016, 

http://www.businessinsider.com/google-just-took-a-much-clearer-stance-on-banning-ad-blocking-apps-but-ad-blocking-browsers-are-still-ok-2016-3 
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Large sites are paying close attention 
 
 

               
 

 

 Respondents at almost four-out-of-five (79%) of the sites surveyed consider themselves “extremely knowledgeable” 
about ad blocking and the balance are “moderately knowledgeable.” None were “not at all knowledgeable” or “only 
slightly knowledgeable.” 

 None of the respondents view ad blocking as “an existential threat,” but almost one-half (48%) believe the threat it 
represents to the economic viability of the digital media ecosystem is “high” and 40% believe it’s “moderate.” 
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How big of a potential threat do they see in ad blocking? 
 

 
 

 

 Survey respondents were asked to rate a variety of revenue-related challenges on a scale from 1 (“not significant”) to 
5 (“serious challenge”), with 3 representing an “about average” challenge. 

 Less than one-half of respondents view ad blocking as a “serious challenge” to their own business at present. 

 Ad blocking among desktop visitors is viewed as a bigger challenge – 43% rated it either 4 or 5 – compared to mobile 
ad blocking, which was rated 4 or 5 by 35% of respondents. 

 A strong majority (57%) rated the challenge from mobile ad blocking either “not significant” or low (1 or 2) while only 
one-third of respondents thought the same about desktop ad blocking.  
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Interest in ad blocking among U.S. users is growing 
 

 
 

 User interest in the topic of ad blocking – along with the adoption of ad blocking software – accelerated significantly in 
2013 and continued to grow in 2014. 

 Although the rate of growth in adoption has slowed considerably, user interest in the topic remains at a relatively high 
level in historical terms…even after discounting for a sizable spike last summer from media hype surrounding Apple’s 
release of iOS 9 and its support for “content blocking.” 

 Responding to this trend, mainstream browsers are beginning to join so-called “alternative browsers” like UC Web, 
Dolphin and Maxthon in offering built-in ad blocking. Mozilla recently added limited ad blocking capabilities to the 
“private browsing” mode of its Firefox browser and Opera announced that the latest developer version of its own 
eponymous browser will include ad blocking. 
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Ad blocking growth among non-U.S. users should be instructive 
 

 
 

 As the chart above illustrates, user adoption can accelerate rapidly. The UC Browser – an “alternative browser” with 
built-in ad blocking – expanded its share from roughly 20% to almost one-half of mobile web pageviews across China, 
India and Indonesia in less than two years. The combined population of these three countries exceeds 2.9 billion. 

 The default browsers on both Apple and Samsung mobile devices – which account for a combined 72% of U.S. 
smartphone subscribers6 – now support ad blocking apps available in the App Store and Google Play store. 

 Recent data from Optimal7 plausibly estimates ad blocking adoption in the U.S. at 11.7%; adoption is lower in only 11 
out of 50 countries tracked while rates in 17 of those countries exceed 20%. The average is 14%. 

                                                      
6
 comScore, “comScore Reports January 2016 U.S. Smartphone Subscriber Market Share,” March 4, 2016, 

http://www.comscore.com/Insights/Rankings/comScore-Reports-January-2016-US-Smartphone-Subscriber-Market-Share 
7
 Optimal.com, “In 2016, 14% of users are blocking ads,” February 15, 2016, http://optimal.com/in-2016-14-of-users-are-blocking-ads/ 
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How does ad blocking rank vs. other challenges/threats? 
 

How does ad blocking rank when viewed in a larger 
context that encompasses other revenue-related 
challenges? 
 

 Ad blocking by desktop visitors tied for third – 
alongside “monetizing mobile traffic” – with 43% of 
respondents rating both as either an above average 
or “serious challenge.” 

 Mobile ad blocking ranked next to last – tied with 
“complexity and constant change in ad tech” – with 
35% rating each as an above average or serious 
challenge. 

 The most pressing challenge according to survey 
respondents goes back to first principles, attracting 
(or holding on to) the attention of Internet users in an 
increasingly crowded and noisy environment. More 
than one-half (59%) rated “increased competition for 
consumer attention” as an above average or serious 
challenge. 

 The second most pressing challenge is 
navigating a chaotic digital advertising ecosystem, as 
52% of respondents rated “yield management with 
diversity of ad formats / media / sales channels” as 
an above average or serious challenge. 
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How are publishers responding to the threat of ad blocking? 
 

 
 

 

 Although the level of sophistication in ad blocking strategies among individual publishers varies, 100% of survey 
respondents are at the very least following developments around the topic. 

 A significant majority (83%) of respondents are also pursuing some form of proactive strategy, either working with 
an outside vendor, experimenting with tactics in-house, or both. 
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Tactics that publishers are most interested in testing 
 

 Reducing the “weight” of web pages by limiting 
ads and other embedded scripts is the most popular 
tactic that publishers have either tested already (26% 
of respondents) or would like to test (60%). 

 Surprisingly, the second most popular option for 
addressing ad blocking is support for collective legal 
action through a representative organization such as 
the IAB; interest is especially high among roughly 
one-third (36%) of respondents. The enthusiasm 
toward this particular tactic however – especially 
given its lack of success in other venues (i.e., 
Germany) – is likely skewed by our sample of large 
organizations and not representative of the overall 
universe of digital publishers. 

 Replacing or supplementing display ads with 
native ads or sponsored content is the third most 
popular option and the option most widely 
implemented so far. 

 Interest in deploying technology to either defeat 
ad blocking software or to block its users is also high. 

 Eyeo’s “Acceptable Ads” whitelist initiative is the 
least popular option, with only one-in-ten (9%) 
expressing a strong interest in participation. It’s worth 
noting again that given the size of the publishers 
surveyed here, most, if not all, of their sites exceed 
the threshold for free whitelisting. 
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Tactics that publishers have already tried 
 

 Native advertising and sponsored content 
represent a separate trend that gained significant 
momentum in 2014. As previously mentioned, it’s 
also the most widely implemented tactic so far to 
ameliorate the impact of ad blocking. 

 Improving site performance and user experience 
by limiting the number of ads and tracking scripts 
embedded on each page is the next most widely 
adopted tactic so far. 

 Technology solutions which turn away visitors 
who use ad blocking software have not yet seen wide 
deployment by survey respondents but recent high 
visibility tests have been launched by sites such as 
Wired, Forbes, and The Washington Post. 

 More than one-in-ten respondents (12%) already 
participate in Eyeo’s “Acceptable Ads” whitelist…a 
noteworthy finding inasmuch as 84% of respondents 
are either “somewhat” or “very” interested in 
supporting some form of legal action against ad 
blocking software developers, which presumably 
would include Eyeo (see page 14). 
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Tactics that publishers are least interested in testing 
 

 As mentioned earlier, Eyeo’s “Acceptable Ads” 
whitelist is an option that many publishers are 
unlikely to embrace. It is the least popular tactic, with 
one-half of respondents “not likely” to support the 
initiative. So, while more than one-in-ten (12%) 
respondents are already participating (see page 15), 
interest beyond that – at least among large sites – 
appears limited. 

 Many publishers also appear ambivalent about 
simply turning away or blocking visitors who use an 
ad blocker, almost one-half (45%) of respondents are 
“not likely” to test the tactic. Although this response 
should not be surprising, given their concern about 
increasing competition for consumer attention (see 
page 12), the growing number of well known sites 
who’ve announced such tests may soften resistance. 

 There is a lot of interest among publishers in 
reducing web page “weight” by limiting ads and 
tracking scripts site-wide. However, offering an “ad 
lite” experience or a simplified sponsor message 
specifically for ad blocking software users is 
significantly less popular, 40% of respondents are 
“not likely” to test this approach. 
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What does the final survey sample look like? 
 

 Type of content published: business/financial (19% of respondents), consumer news/information (auto, 
fashion, fitness, home, travel, etc.) (17%), technology news/information (17%), entertainment (14%), 
political or general news (12%), sports news/information (7%), gaming (7%), and other – content not 
specified above (7%) 

 

 Region that accounts for the largest share of visitor traffic: North America (100%) 
 

 Approximate total visitor traffic per month (desktop + mobile) from survey responses: <1mn visits (0%), 
1mn to 5mn visits (0%), 6mn to 10mn visits (7%), >10mn visits (93%). Largest site, ~450mn visits, 
smallest site ~8mn visits, according to SimilarWeb8 

 

 Approximate share of total traffic from mobile devices: <20% (9%), 20% to 35% (16%), 36% to 50% 
(48%), 51% to 65% (27%), >65% (0%) 

 

 Percent of advertising inventory sold programmatically at present: <10% (45%), 10% to 25% (19%), 26% 
to 50% (29%), 51% to 75% (7%), >75% (0%) 

 

 Number of ad tech firms worked with directly at present: <5 (29%), 5 to 10 (36%), 11 to 15 (21%), 16 to 
20 (7%), >20 (7%) 

 

 How the number of ad tech firms worked with directly is expected to change in 2016: Increase 
significantly (0%), increase somewhat (5%), little to no change (79%), decrease somewhat (17%), 
decrease significantly (0%) 

 

 Respondent’s primary area of responsibility: general management (40%), ad sales (17%), ad ops (29%), 
Analytics / Data management + analysis (14%) 

                                                      
8
 Based on estimates of desktop + mobile traffic for January 2016 from SimilarWeb; approximations are used here instead of exact values from SimilarWeb to 

preserve the anonymity of survey respondents. 


