
Check my ads

How Google, Meta,  
& Amazon drive the 
governance of the 
digital ad industry
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The digital ad 
industry is complex 
and opaque. 
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The industry is 
largely unregulated, 
relying instead on 
self-regulation.

In the digital ad industry, the role of 

governance is provided via certification by 

standard setting organizations. 



The criteria for these certifications are defined 

by these entities which are heavily influenced 

by those very same vendors. 



The result is the opposite of regulation, where 

big vendors are free to set the guard rails as 

they like, resulting in a market that becomes 

less safe for everyone involved.
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Who are the 
certifying 
bodies?

Standard setting 

organizations like TAG and 

MRC play the role of 

governance within the 

digital ad industry. 

“TAG was created by the American 

Association of Advertising Agencies 

(4A's), Association of National 

Advertisers (ANA), and Interactive 

Advertising Bureau (IAB) and works 

collaboratively with companies 

throughout the digital ad supply chain.”

“Media Rating Council seeks to 

improve the quality of measurement 

services and data source products to 

provide a better understanding of the 

applications (and limitations) of the 

information and services delivered.”
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Who governs 
MRC & TAG? 

“TAG was created by the American 

Association of Advertising Agencies 

(4As), Association of National 

Advertisers (ANA), and Interactive 

Advertising Bureau (IAB) and works 

collaboratively with companies 

throughout the digital ad supply chain.”

MRC has an exec committee 

that includes members of the 

4As and the ANA
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TAG  
Leadership 
Council

Source:  Trustworthy Accountability Group (TAG)

https://perma.cc/S2H9-HZP7
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MRC  
Leadership

MRC has an exec committee 

that includes members of 

the 4As and the ANA

Source: Media Rating Council

https://perma.cc/9RNE-W2PY
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Meta’s

associations,

coalitions, & 
organizations

Source:  Meta, last accessed July 2026

https://www.meta.com/people-practices/meta-political-engagement/?srsltid=AfmBOoptCZ35jCyEKpsuJd7ebhrIiWAemDYdFC0mbHw5sj_5AEDhUWJ3
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Organizations 
receiving 
substantial 
contributions 
from Google

Source: Google, last accessed April 2025

https://web.archive.org/web/20250409145725/https://kstatic.googleusercontent.com/files/e29e50235f1825fca3a033e7ae47f04846eb2b22062581cd4d0deedbd420b94250f17832a09b3530a6ac6f0ddbe166b271cd594ece2488285bcf46c00439dcb4
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This system  
of governance  
is susceptible to 
outside influences 
such as funders, 
advisors, gate 
keepers, and 
stakeholders.

Trade associations are 

operated by a variety of 

organizations, obfuscating 

accountability.

Each organization responsible for 

governance standards relies on 

external funding and 

sponsorships, as they do not 

operation solely on member fees. 

These funding sources create 

stakeholders, which creates a 

hidden layer of governance.

Standard setting 

organizations provide 

certification services to 

regulate the industry.
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Trade Association 
& SSO Funding 
Relationships
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Pay-to-play and 
the consequences


If you are a company that does NOT get 

certification or become a member of these 

organizations, you generally aren't allowed to 

help craft industry standards. 



One prime example of this is the IAB 

membership - if you don't get verified by TAG, 

you don't get IAB membership, period. To not 

have IAB membership is to be excluded from 

the IAB Tech Lab, which creates industry 

updates and technological updates. 



Rough equivalency here is not getting a vote at 

the UN and getting relegated to observer status.

Source: IAB Press Release

https://www.iab.com/news/iab-make-tag-registration-mandatory-members-fight-fraud-improve-brand-safety/
https://www.iab.com/news/iab-make-tag-registration-mandatory-members-fight-fraud-improve-brand-safety/
https://perma.cc/VF3Z-Y7LX
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Pay-to-play and 
the consequences


The ANA's Master Media Buying Services 

Template Agreement (V3, 2023) codifies the 

requirement for all agency vendors within 

the digital advertising supply chain to be:



TAG Certified for Brand Safety and TAG 

Certified Against Fraud



Accredited by MRC or agree to follow MRC 

metric accreditation guidelines

Source: ANA Master Media Buying Services Template Agreement 

https://www.ana.net/content/show/id/industry-initiative-recommendations-contract
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Who funds each 
of the trade 
associations? 

Each of the trade associations and standards bodies 

receive funding and sponsorships from the biggest 

players in AdTech.   

As financial stakeholders and sponsors for industry 

events, trade associations are susceptible to influence.
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Who pays the 
agencies that sit 
on these working 
groups? 

The trade bodies receive  input 

from agencies in the process of 

defining certification criteria. 

Who pays those agencies, 

through principal trading and 

incentive deals?
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Who decides 
which 3PV 
vendors get to 
participate in the 
market?

Who stands to benefit from 

controlling access to participate 

in the advertising market? Could 

industry gatekeeping block new 

competition from emerging?
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Who has an 
interest in having 
a say in 3PV 
certifications? 

Behind the scenes it’s the 

same players every time.
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Tech giants  
operate like a 
third informal 
layer of digital 
ad industry 
governance.

Digital ad industry standards 

bodies and trade associations are 

ultimately controlled by big tech 

interests. Tech giants operate as an 

obfuscated third administrative 

layer in the governance of the 

digital ad industry.

Trade associations provide certification 

services that purport to regulate the 

industry.

Trade associations are 

operated by a variety of 

businesses and organizations, 

obfuscating accountability.

Because of the multiple steps of 

separation, it’s difficult to see directly 

who’s calling the shots. 



When we look at the system in detail 

we can see that it’s the tech giants who 

are in ultimate control.
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Trade Associations 
Audit Governance 
and AdTech 
Memberships
Note:


Membership fees and dues are not always public, but 

payments are made to trade associations as a 

prerequisite for either membership, auditing, or both. 

Both TAG certifications and MRC’s “Accredited 

Service” are auditing programs. For this diagram, the 

following declarations apply:



Trade associations known to require membership dues 

and publicly list the AdTech company as a member


AdTech companies are listed as successfully TAG 

verified, certified or as an “Accredited Service” by MRC.

Audite
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y M
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Who are your 

trade associations  

really working for?  

Stop paying  

the TAG tax.


