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Advertisers continue to grapple with the new 
opportunities created by the prevalence of 
mobile technologies, learning to integrate 
everything from branded apps to location-based 
services into their strategies for consumer 
engagement. In the process, a growing number 
of advertisers have experimented with 2D 
codes, the two-dimensional barcodes that 
direct smartphone and tablet users to a variety 
of content on the web, enabling consumers to 
supplement their day-to-day experiences in the 
physical world with the endless potential of the 
online world.

Thanks largely to their growing adoption by 
advertisers, 2D codes appeared to hit critical 
mass in 2011. As the number of codes grew, 
so did the articles about them, variously 
celebrating and dissecting the increase in 
scanned codes and the marketers using them 
in effective (and occasionally ineffective) 
ways. Amidst all these prognostications and 
proclamations, though, one viewpoint remained 
noticeably absent: a macro-level view of 
how American advertisers were using these 
codes at large. After all, no one had access 
to a comprehensive database of 2D code 
advertisements that would be necessary for 
this kind of analysis. 
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That’s where we come in. 
Competitrack is a full service advertising tracking firm that provides U.S. and international 
creative tracking across 21 media types. We began tracking advertisements featuring 2D 
codes at the beginning of 2011, creating a comprehensive database of 2D code advertising 
in the U.S. By capturing both the advertisements and the landing pages to which the codes 
point, Competitrack clients can now identify advertisements in any medium featuring the 
codes, observe how the codes are integrated into the ads, and see what kind of content is 
being delivered by each code.
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 OppenheimerFunds 85%

 Next Day Blinds 71%

 Tag Heuer 68%

 State Street 61%

 American Mattress 57%

 Newegg.com 55%

 Ryan Homes 42%

 Aetna 33%

 Bed Mart 31%

 Mattress King of Denver 29%

 Home Depot 26%

 Nissan 26%

 American Express 21%

 Samsung 21%

 Microsoft 18%

 Saks Fifth Avenue 16%

 JC Penney 15%

 Chase 15%

 Florida 14%

 Hard Rock Hotel 14%

 Lowe's 12%

 Toyota 11%

 Ace Hardware 8%

 Monster.com 4%

 Verizon 4%

 AT&T 4%

 Ashley Home Furniture 3%

 Bloomingdales 3%

 Macy's 2%

 Cars.com 2%

With this information at our disposal, Competitrack is in a unique position to provide a 
bird’s eye view of the growth of 2D code advertising in 2011. Throughout the year, we 
identified over 7,300 ads featuring 2D codes, comprising 1.4% of all the advertisements 
we tracked during the period. While this percentage increased steadily throughout the year, 
culminating in a nearly seven-fold jump between January and December, this number still 
underestimates the true picture by including ad types that are clearly unsuited for 2D codes 
(it’s a bit tough to run a 2D code in a radio spot, right?). Looking exclusively at print ads, 
the most straightforward and common medium for using 2D codes, we find that just over 
4% of ads in 2011 included a 2D code. Again, this percentage mushroomed nearly 600% 
between the beginning and end of the year, peaking at over 6% of all print ads during the 
last four months of 2011. This steady growth bodes well for the immediate future of 2D 
code advertising, as more advertisers begin experimenting with these codes in their ads.

Top 30 2D Code Advertisers in 2011
Percent of Print Ads Containing 2D Codes
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At the moment, there are many advertisers who seem to have moved well past the 
experimental stage. More than three of every five print ads run by OppenheimerFunds, 
Tag Heuer, and State Street Bank in 2011 featured 2D codes.  Major national advertisers 
such as Home Depot and Nissan included codes in 26% of their print executions over the 
year.  Retailers like Next Day Blinds (codes in 71% of their print ads), American Mattress 
(57%) and Newegg.com (55%) also showed a substantial commitment to 2D codes.

Monthly Growth in 2011
Percent of Print Ads Containing 2D Codes



             JagTag 0.4%

Datamatrix Code  0.4%

             SnapTag 0.3%

EZ Code 0.1%
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21.9%

2D Code Types
While a variety of 2D code 
types were used in these 
advertisements, the vast 
majority—87.8%—utilized 
the QR code format, which 
continues to be the dominant 
industry standard. 
Approximately 10% of ads 
used a Microsoft Tag, while 
other 2D code formats were 
used only sparingly.

Industry-wise, four categories accounted for nearly half of all 2D code activity:
retail (21.9% of 2D code ads), technology (13.6%), financial services (6.7%) 
and cosmetics and personal care (6.3%).  

Top Categories Percent of all 2D code ads



Assuming that no one is simply scanning every code they encounter, it’s clear that a 
2D code is not an advertisement on its own. This explains why we observed many 
marketers using the context surrounding their 2D codes to entice the consumer and 
explain why it’s worth his or her time to scan that code. For instance, AT&T provides 
a particularly eye-catching context for their 2D code in their online Flash ad shown 
in sequence above. The fast moving animation shows a QR code breaking apart 
and recombining into various configurations, including a man’s head. These images 
eventually fade away to reveal the line: “Get a clearer picture of your customer with 
Mobile Marketing Solutions.” The ad concludes by promising mobile marketing tools 
with real-time measurement, accompanied by a QR code that points to a variety 
of videos about mobile marketing strategies. In this case, the “Target Now” button 
provides the call to action and the motivation to scan the code. 

Advertisers beyond the mobile marketing field also strove to feature the codes in 
unique ways, such as the “problem” presented in Qwest Business’ ad. Running in 
Wired magazine, readers were encouraged to scan each of the six QR codes in order 
to uncover a password for the microsite featured in the ad.

With access to our growing collection of 2D code ads, we can observe how various 
advertisers leveraged 2D codes to engage consumers. Broadly speaking, these efforts fell into 
two categories: context and content. First, we observed advertisers placing the codes in a 
context that aimed to capture consumers’ attention and compel them to scan the code with a 
clear call to action. We also documented the way the codes promised (and delivered) content 
that was worthwhile to the consumer, whether it was educational, entertaining, valuable, 
shareable, convenient, or a little bit of each. Let’s take a look at some advertisers whose 2D 
code advertisements most clearly embodied these two approaches.

Context and Content



Of course, giving your a reader a compelling reason to scan a 2D code assumes that he 
or she knows how to scan a code. Advertisers frequently ask whether they should include 
verbiage that explains how to scan a code, how to get a code reader, or how to get the 
content if you don’t have smartphone. The answer is... well, it appears to be up for 
discussion, depending on a marketer’s audience. When Google Apps Business Services 
placed their ad in The Economist, they seemed to assume that the readership was more 
2D-savvy than the average consumer, and chose to omit additional instructions. 

In contrast, the Florida tourism ad for Paradise Coast is probably 
targeted toward a broader audience that would require an introduction 
to 2D codes. Thus, the code is accompanied by a brief sentence that 
quickly explains how to get a tag reader, as well as a description of the 
content that the code will deliver.



Still, with 2D codes, the advertisement is only the beginning of the conversation. 
The content that is delivered after the code is scanned is an equally significant part 
of the consumer’s experience. Having collected and categorized the landing pages 
for each of the 7,300+ 2D code advertisements we tracked in 2011, it is clear that 
advertisers are using 2D codes to serve up a wide variety of mobile web content. 
Over 40% of the tracked 2D codes led to brand homepages or commerce-oriented sites 
that enabled visitors to buy a product or service, while another quarter of the ads pointed 
to sites that were focused on branding. The remaining landing pages offered a variety 
of more specific functions and tactics, including informational videos, promotions, app 
downloads, links to social media, store finders, and more. Video proved to be a popular 
feature even on landing pages that were not solely focused on video content; about a 
quarter of all landing pages across the board included video content in some form.

In some cases, advertisers combined a variety of these tactics into a single multimedia experience. 
Consider the landing page for SoBe’s “Try Everything” campaign, at which consumers would arrive 
after scanning 2D codes on billboards and transit stops. The brightly colored menu connects visitors 
to a variety of content, ranging from videos to quirky images, as well as options to download an app 
and engage with the brand’s social media profiles. Notice that the layout is optimized for viewing on 
mobile devices; that is, it’s designed to fit the taller, skinnier dimensions of the smartphone or tablet 
screen. Considering that 2D codes are scanned exclusively on mobile devices, this is a crucial best 
practice for the landing page of any 2D code content.

General Commerce
& Product Info 40.7%
Sales focus, including information
about specific products or services.

Social Network 3.0%
“Like” or “Follow”

a company or product.

App Download 2.2%
Download a mobile app.

Misc 3.5%
Addresses and store hours,

store finders, etc.

Video 12.7%
Direct links to videos. Includes product,

branding, and general information. 

Coupons 1.0%
Online coupons or

special offers.

Signup 7.8%
Sign up for information,

promotions, contests, etc.

Branding 23.2%
Branding and engagement focus. 



Another interesting application of 2D codes comes from Robitussin, who used a JagTag 
in a series of print ads like the one captured from the Memphis Commercial Appeal. 
Coupled with a call to action that encourages consumers to “Find the product for you,” 
the code directs users to the Robitussin Relief Finder, a mobile-optimized site with the 
user flow pictured below. The site directs visitors through a series of quick questions 
(adult vs. child, daytime vs. nighttime relief, and symptoms), and then recommends 
a specific Robitussin product to address their needs. The site then finds a store in the 
user’s vicinity that sells that particular product (where the user can apply the coupon 
from the original advertisement), and offers a map and route. This example clearly 
demonstrates how a print ad and 2D code can complement each other to deliver a 
highly relevant, personalized mobile web experience.



So what about pulling it all together? When we analyzed the advertisers that seemed to be 
especially meticulous about both the context and content of their 2D code ads, fittingly, we 
ended up with our most frequent user of 2D code advertising during the year: the Home 
Depot, who ran 121 distinct campaigns featuring this tactic. Home Depot’s codes directed 
consumers to specific, relevant content that connected back to the subject of the original 
ads. This meant that the retailer could be very particular with the context of each code, 
surrounding them with short bits of text that explained exactly what readers would receive 
if they scanned the ad. For example, in the Home Depot FSI from the Houston Chronicle, 
the QR code is coupled with a specific call to action that promises “Tricks of the trade from 
our design team.” The verbiage explains that the code will connect the consumer to the 
latest trends in bathroom design, an area to ask Home Depot designers for advice, and a 
checklist for everything they’ll need to complete the project. 

Home Depot appears to be equally cognizant about the content they deliver after 
the codes are scanned. As seen on the landing page, this content is presented 
in an easy-to-navigate menu that is optimized for browsing on a mobile device. 
Moreover, the site includes a diverse range of engaging multimedia content, such 
as the video shown below, in which a Home Depot designer walks the viewer 
through “easy and affordable” bathroom design tips. 



Observing a year’s worth of 2D code advertisements has certainly been a fruitful exercise for us here at Competitrack, and 
we hope this report has provided some helpful insights about how your firm or your client might approach this still-emerging 
medium. To learn more about how your competitors are using 2D codes, and to keep abreast of the latest trends, contact us at 
the information below. Or, of course, you can scan our QR code.

http://www.competitrack.com

Jocelyn Robertson
Sales Manager
jrobertson@competitrack.com
718.482.4227

This is a completely different mobile experience than the one provided by the QR codes for the gardening department, as shown in the 
Home Depot ad below. Here, the code links to a comprehensive (and mobile-optimized) page about caring for that particular plant, with 
detailed information about how much light, water, and spacing the plant needs, as well as tips about fertilizing, pruning, companion 
plants, and more. The codes on other versions of this ad, featuring different products, pointed to landing pages for those specific plants.

Home Depot even paid close attention to the mundane details when it came to creating their codes. 
Some advertisers try to cram too much information into their codes, often because they’re trying to 
collect data about the user by adding identifying information into the URLs. This is a worthy goal, but 
using long URLs often results in extremely dense codes that are more difficult to scan, especially in 
media that are inherently harder to read (like outdoor ads and television spots). Home Depot is one of 
many advertisers who use URL shorteners so that their codes are nice and crisp, while still capturing 
the important consumer data when the code directs the user to the ultimate destination.
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