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Summary of Findings 

 Six of 12 sources said it will be difficult for Mail.ru Group Ltd. 

(MLRYY) to realize the same success as Facebook Inc. (FB) when 

implementing the same changes and products. None of the other 

six sources said definitively that Mail.ru can succeed by following 

Facebook’s blueprint. 

 Mail.ru’s new products have been met with little enthusiasm. Most 

sources are skeptical of their effectiveness because the new 

offerings are copies of others’ ideas, they lack the innovation and 

technology to deliver on Mail.ru’s promises, and are unproven. 

Cautious advertisers, particularly given the current economic 

climate, are unlikely to try something new absent supporting data. 

 The effectiveness of Mail.ru’s social networking site, VKontakte 

(VK), also was questioned. It may have the largest audience and 

loyal users, but it is also composed of a younger demographic that 

lacks purchasing power, resulting in a low ROI for advertisers. VK 

also is known for having a high number of fake accounts, making it 

harder for advertisers to accurately target users. 

 Facebook, on the other hand, has a more professional audience 

with buying power that can more easily be targeted so advertisers 

get more of their money’s worth. Thus, sources are not using VK’s 

newsfeed feature, though some have heard good feedback on it.  

 Overall ad spending for three large international agencies is down 

5% to 25%, though two said spending on Mail.ru is flat. Social 

media spending remains popular and cheap, while spending on 

search is up double-digits, according to one source. These sources 

were less pessimistic about Mail.ru’s standing in this depressed ad 

economy. The new products have yet to be vetted, but there is an 

interest in them and these sources plan to begin testing. 

 Ad spending in Russia is tenuous at best, and all four digital 

agencies in Russia expressed concern regarding declines either 

now or on the horizon. Two sources in cities beyond Moscow said 

they are seeing online advertising budgets hold flat.  

 Sources also are cautious about mobile advertising, though it is 

slowly taking share in some cases. Two of the large international 

agencies said video ads are growing significantly. 

 VK’s removal of pirated content has not resulted in a loss of 

audience, though two sources said it has lowered the amount of 

time users spend on the site. Another source said it is hard to trust 

the numbers from VK because of the fake accounts.  

Research Question: 

Can Mail.ru succeed in Russia by following the Facebook playbook? 

Silo Summaries 

1) International Ad Agencies in Russia 
Sources are not using Mail.ru’s new products, though 

they have heard good things about these products and 

characterize them as interesting and a new targeting 

opportunity. Video ads are growing, and spending is up 

on mobile ads as well. Banner ads are cheaper and are 

good for an image campaign, while display ads have 

higher conversion. One source heard Mail.ru is going to 

cancel a contract with a Gazprom Media seller that 

owns entertainment content from its TV channels and 

VK would lose a significant amount of legal content, 

which in turn would cause advertisers to pull back 

spending. 

 

2) Digital Media Companies in Russia 
Mail.ru is struggling to compete with Google and 

Facebook, and also is underperforming Yandex. Three 

sources said Mail.ru is losing share because it is not as 

good at targeting as others, its new products are more 

of a reimagining of previous offerings, it lacks updated 

technology to keep up with others, and its new pricing 

policy offers fewer discounts. There is doubt about VK’s 

newsfeed product, because VK’s audience is composed 

of teenagers lacking purchasing intent, while 

Facebook’s audience is older, more affluent and 

delivers higher ROI. Mobile is a small percentage of 

spending so does not merit much attention, and it is 

more expensive on VK than with Google. One source 

supports VK as a leader for bringing in the most traffic, 

its good new products that outperform Facebook, and 

its newsfeed product which is less expensive than 

traditional ads.  

 

3) Independent/Local Ad Agencies in Russia 
One source said Mail.ru, with the exception of VK, was 

dull and did not offer much of interest. Yandex and 

Google offer better targeting and search. The other 

source said that advertisers now are more cautious in 

their spending, so they are not trying Mail.ru or VK’s 

new products as they are unproven. Both sources said 

Facebook is not popular outside of Moscow. 

 

4) Companies Advertising on Social Media Sites in 

Russia 
All three sources expressed skepticism toward Mail.ru 

and VK. None was impressed with Mail.ru’s new 

products, saying they are not innovative. None of the 

sources is using the newsfeed feature from VK yet, and 

two have not tried mobile. Facebook is a good product 

to emulate, but VK is challenged to do this given that its 

audience is largely different from that of Facebook. VK 

users do not buy products and have a low ROI. 

mailto:rj@blueshiftideas.com
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mail.Ru
http://www.facebook.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VK_%28social_networking_website%29
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Background 

Russian social media ad spending grew at a 58.1% compound annual growth rate (CAGR) from 2009 to 2013, and is 

expected to grow at a 31.9% CAGR through 2018. Mobile advertising in Russia will reach $157 million in 2015 and will 

increase to $275 million by 2017. Mail.ru will be a primary beneficiary of the rapid increase in mobile ad spending. Mail.ru’s 

2014 net profit increased 11.4%, and its revenue grew 14.8%. Due to Russia’s current recession, however, the company 

lowered its revenue growth estimates to 7% to 12% for 2015. This growth, though, may be negated by Russia’s inflation which 

is predicted to exceed 12% in 2015. 

 

Mail.ru recently launched the “My Target” ad platform aimed at the mobile audience for its social networks including VK, 

Odnoklassniki and My World. The platform gives ad buyers more pricing transparency for their targeted ads on Russia’s most 

popular social network. VK boasts more than twice as many users as Facebook Russia. VK often quickly adopts new 

Facebook functions and fine-tunes them to its user base. VK’s ad platform offers targeted banner and video ads on a cost-

per-impression or per-click model where pricing is determined by auction. VK also markets a product called Retargeting, 

similar to Facebook Exchange, which allows advertisers to track VK user activity onto their websites and develop customized 

ads. 

 

The online advertising market is slowing as the Russian economy heads further into recession, prompting Mail.ru to peel back 

its sales projections for 2015. VK may struggle to win advertisers’ dollars as many prospective buyers believe the site’s 

younger demographic lacks significant buying power. Russian communications regulator Roskomnadzor’s increased blocking 

of social network pages could discourage VK users, which may result in curbed ad spending from ad buyers. 

 

Current Research 
In this next study, Blueshift Research assessed whether Mail.ru can succeed by following the blueprint set out by Facebook. 

We employed our pattern mining approach to establish five independent silos, comprising 12 primary sources and five 

relevant secondary sources focused on VKontakte’s developments and the possibility that Mail.ru may end its contract with 

Gazprom Media:  

1) International ad agencies in Russia (3) 

2) Digital media companies in Russia (4) 

3) Independent/local ad agencies in Russia (2) 

4) Companies advertising on social media sites in Russia (3) 

5) Secondary sources (5) 

 

 

 

 

 
Overall Ad 

Spending 
Mail.ru VKontakte 

International Ad Agencies in 

Russia    

Digital Media Companies in 

Russia     

Independent/Local Ad 

Agencies in Russia    

Companies Advertising on 

Social Media Sites in Russia    

http://zeendo.com/info/mobile-advertising-in-russia/
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/mail-ru-says-headhunter-sale-in-doubt-as-russia-s-recession-dampens-revenue-growth/516624.html
http://www.entrepreneurial-insights.com/using-vkontakte-business-purposes/
http://www.entrepreneurial-insights.com/using-vkontakte-business-purposes/
http://blogs.barrons.com/emergingmarketsdaily/2015/03/16/russia-internet-citi-prefers-yandex-downgrades-mail-ru/
http://www.russiansearchtips.com/2015/01/portrait-typical-vk-user-revealed/
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Next Steps 

Blueshift Research’s next report on Mail.ru will track the adoption of its new products, and will track the growth of mobile and 

video advertising. We will determine the uptake of the newsfeed feature and its corresponding ROI, while continuing to 

evaluate VK in comparison to Facebook from the advertiser’s perspective. We also will follow whether demographics are 

changing for VK and the effect of losing pirated content on audience usage time. We will dig deeper into Mail.ru’s contract 

with Gazprom Media. Lastly, we will assess overall ad spending trends and the implications of such trends on Mail.ru.  

 

 

Silos 

 

1) International Ad Agencies in Russia 
All three sources said overall ad budgets are down as much as 25% year to year, including two sources who said their 

automobile clients have pulled back significantly due to the economic crisis in Russia. However, two sources said spending 

on Mail.ru is flat, with one adding that clients are not reallocating spending. Social media ad spending remains popular and 

cheap, while spending on search is up double-digits, according to one source. Sources are not using Mail.ru’s new products, 

though they have heard good things about these products and characterize them as interesting and a new targeting 

opportunity. The sources said they need more data before they jump in. VK attracts a younger audience, but Facebook serves 

a more affluent crowd with spending power. Video ads are growing, and spending is up on mobile ads as well. Banner ads are 

cheaper and are good for an image campaign, while display ads have higher conversion, so the type of client and their 

objective drives the approach they choose. One source said she heard Mail.ru is going to cancel a contract with a Gazprom 

Media (GPMD) seller that owns entertainment content from its TV channels and VK would lose a significant amount of legal 

content, which in turn would cause advertisers to pull back spending. 

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Ad spending in Russia 

- 3 of 3 sources said overall ad budgets are down year to year, anywhere from 5% to 25%. 

o 2 said the economic crisis in Russia has hurt the automobile industry in particular, and advertising for those 

clients is down significantly—as much as 30% for one source. 

- 2 said spending on Mail.ru is flat. 

- 1 said clients are not reallocating spending. 

- 1 said social media ad spending is popular and cheap. 

- 1 said search is up double-digits, TV and radio also are increasing, while newspaper, out-of-home and display are 

down. 

Mail.ru 

- 2 are not using Mail.ru’s new products. 

o 1 has heard good things, but has not used it yet. 

o 1 said there is no data so they are on the sidelines for now. 

- 1 said it is too soon to get a read on ROI from new products, but they look interesting and present new targeting 

opportunities. 

- 1 is spending mostly on Mail.ru and Yandex, less on Facebook. 

- 1 is cutting spending on Mail.ru because of clients in auto industry. 

o Also said they get better rates on Mail.ru because of volume. 

VKontakte 

- 2 said VK attracts a younger audience than Facebook, but Facebook’s audience is better for targeting white collar 

audience with more spending power. 

o 1 said VK is more relevant than Facebook to some clients, cheaper to advertise. 

- 2 said video ads are growing significantly. 

o 1 said VK trails only YouTube, LLC in this area. 

o Also said that Facebook is not used for watching videos and has a bad search function. 
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- 1 said spending is up on paid posts and mobile ads. 

- 1 said banner ads are cheaper and used for an image campaign, whereas conversion is better with display ads, 

which are used as a tactical strategy. 

o Choice depends on clients’ objective. 

- 1 has heard that VK will lose its ability to show legal content if it loses its contract with GPMD, which would cause 

advertisers to pull back from VK since they will not advertise on illegal content. 

- 1 said the removal of pirated content on VK has not affected usage or resulted in a drop in the audience.  

 

 

1) Strategic group head, top ten global media agency  

This social media strategist said that overall budgets are down mid-single to low-double digits, with Mail.ru budgets flat 

year to year. It is too early to get a read on ROI of the new products Mail.ru has put out, but this source is intrigued with 

these products. This source also found that Mail.ru was more relevant to the agency’s clients than Facebook. Video 

advertising is growing year to year, and pirated content does not seem to be a worry for clients’ spending. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “Overall our budgets are down 5% to 10% year to year.” 

 “There is actually a trend towards spending more on social media because it is popular and cheap.” 

 “Some clients have decreased their budgets, overall we have decreases because of the difficult economic situation. 

We are hoping budgets will return by autumn.” 

 “Our largest client [auto manufacturer] is down 30% year to year.” 

 “Spending on Mail.ru is flat year to year.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru has lots of new products that they have launched which look 

interesting. They have special products with different targeting 

opportunities.” 

 “We spend mostly on Mail.ru and Yandex, and then RBC which is a business 

portal. We spend less on Facebook and VK.” 

VKontakte 

 “The largest social network is VK, it is more relevant than Facebook to some 

of our clients.” 

 “We use RTB technology and Facebook data about all users including age, 

profession and interests.” 

 “Clients continue to use VK despite pirated material because it is cheaper to advertise.” 

 “VK has a young audience and Facebook has a more premium and older audience.” 

 “Video advertising is growing significantly year to year.” 

 “Banner ads versus newsfeed depends on what the client’s objectives are. If we need to launch an image campaign 

we use both large banner format. If it is a more tactical strategy, we’d rather use a different technology like display 

advertising.” 

 “Banner ads are cheaper, but the conversion on display is better.” 

 “The mobile advertising we are doing is targeting users on GPS to advertise when they are near a location and then 

we stop and show them an ad. Different suppliers provide us with the technology to do this.” 

 “We are doing programmatic buying with Ignition One, [which] is a publisher that uses different platforms to target 

behaviorally.” 

 

 

2) Strategic group head, top ten global media agency  

This ad executive said that although overall budgets are down 25% year to year, spending on Mail.ru is flat. Advertisers 

are not shifting to new products that have not been thoroughly vetted because of the economic crisis; everyone is holding 

their media plans stable. Facebook is more popular than Mail.ru among the white-collar crowd, and advertisers use it to 

target affluent audiences. Video is growing in popularity, with YouTube leading the way—representing the only area in 

which a non-Russian company leads in digital media. 

Overall our budgets are down 

5% to 10% year to year. … 

Spending on Mail.ru is flat year 

to year. … Video advertising is 

growing significantly year to 

year. 

Strategic Group Head 

Top Ten Global Media Agency 

http://www.ignitionone.com/
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Ad spending in Russia 

 “Overall our budgets are down 25% year to year.” 

 “Our spending [on] Mail.ru is flat year to year, and overall we are not seeing 

clients reallocating their spending during this crisis.” 

Mail.ru 

 “We use Mail.ru for not only social marketing but spend through other 

special departments where we do promotional and other advertising 

strategies.” 

 “We have not gotten research yet on the new products that Mail.ru is 

offering, so we have not made any adjustments.” 

 “I and my friends use Facebook more than Mail.ru. Facebook is filled with 

white collar people, who are upscale, and you can advertise to this demo 

without regard to age.” 

VKontakte 

 “We use SN’s Moi Mir in some cases. SN’s reach figures among 12-64 year-

olds at the moment are ~50% for VK, 30% for OK[.ru], 25% for Facebook 

and [Moi Mir] each. But as I told you, while planning we rarely use [Moi Mir] 

audience because Facebook fits more expensive advanced products. OK is 

for mass-market, VK is for teens and young-adults, goods and services. Moi 

Mir is the oldest network with rather diffused if not degraded total 

audience.” 

 “Video is growing rapidly; watching video online occupies the 5th place among all types of activities on the Internet, 

YouTube, [with] 45% reach remains the most popular video site: online video is the only big group of online services 

where leadership belongs to a non-domestic site. Next is VK [with a 33% reach].” 

 “Ad revenue increased at the same pace as mobile usage. In fact, mobile is not a new type of ad, it’s just other 

devices. The share of our internet spend on mobile itself is only 2% in the total budget.” 

 “Besides video hosting, online cinema is gaining in popularity.” 

 “The number of videos per viewer watched per month has increased significantly in 2014, from ~180 to ~250.” 

 “The [rumor] is that Mail.ru group is going to cancel its contract with [the] GPMD seller that owns entertaining 

content from its TV channels. That means VK will lose the lion’s share of legal content, [and] that means we will not 

be able to use VK for ads. I doubt users will not be able to watch it, but advertisers will be afraid to place ads in 

illegal content.” 

 “Concerning Facebook, the data is not available yet. Facebook was not used for video-watching, at least on a regular 

[basis]. They have a terrible search function that does not allow to look for content as easily as on VK. So usually if 

not by link sent by a friend, we look for video with the help of search engines.” 

 “VK is the most popular application. Next comes Facebook, OK lags with a big gap.” 

 

 

3) Media director, top ten global agency  

This media agency has heavy exposure to global automotive manufacturing clients that have suffered from the economic 

crisis in Russia. Spending is down double digits overall. Auto clients have cut back their spending considerably, which has 

affected spending on Mail.ru and other internet advertising, with the exception of search. Overall spending on search is 

up year to year, but display and other online spending is down year to year. Most of the new ad units that Mail.ru has 

launched have not been tested yet at this agency. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “Overall budgets are down 18% year to year.” 

 “TV, radio and search are up year to year, with search up low double digits. Newspaper, out-of-home, and display are 

down.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru just launched a native format for mobile, but we have not tested it yet. Though we are hearing that it works 

quite well.” 

The [rumor] is that Mail.ru 

group is going to cancel its 

contract with [the] GPMD seller 

that owns entertaining content 

from its TV channels. That 

means VK will lose the lion’s 

share of legal content, [and] 

that means we will not be able 

to use VK for ads. I doubt users 

will not be able to watch it, but 

advertisers will be afraid to 

place ads in illegal content. 

Strategic Group Head 

Top Ten Global Media Agency 
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 “We are cutting back our spending on Mail.ru significantly because of 

several large automotive clients that have been seriously affected by the 

[economic] crisis. I’m not sure what other agencies are doing, as it depends 

on their clients and the exposure.” 

 “We get better rates on Mail.ru because we deal in volume, so our strategy 

depends on our clients’ spending. But because we are exposed to clients 

that are hurt by the crisis, it has hurt our strategy.” 

VKontakte 

 “In the market, the measurement for VK for social billing versus dynamic ad 

insertion is up year to year, but I do not have a percentage. Mostly the 

spending is higher on paid posts and mobile ads, which is part of their new 

format they launched. However, our clients’ budgets are down year to year.” 

 “Facebook is the number four social network in Russia, while VK is the 

evident leader for many years and its audience is close to the total internet 

audience here in Russia.” 

 “We have not tested Mail.ru’s mobile advertising on VK. It works only for 

promotions and agencies that do those kinds of ads say it works well, but 

we have not used it for our brands.” 

 “Removing the pirated content did not affect our use at all. There was no drop in audience or usage.” 

 

 

 

2) Digital Media Companies in Russia 
Ad spending in Russia is tenuous at best, and all four sources expressed concern regarding declines either now or on the 

horizon. Two said spending currently is flat, but one said demand for Russian social networks is down and the other expects a 

decline in the second half of the year. One source said ad spending is down 30% and is not expected to stabilize in the short 

term, while another source said spending is up in the low single-digits, though it could be worse. Mail.ru is struggling to 

compete with Google Inc. (GOOG/GOOGL) and Facebook, which are better positioned because they offer rates in U.S. dollars, 

and also is underperforming Yandex. Three sources said Mail.ru is losing share because it is not as good at targeting as 

others, its new products are not really new, but more of a reimagining of previous offerings, it lacks updated technology to 

keep up with others, and its new pricing policy offers fewer discounts. On the flip side, advertisers remain loyal to Mail.ru due 

to the size of its audience, including one source who is pleased with the new ad formats, prices, and performance, though he 

acknowledged it is not the primary platform but more of a compliment to the leaders. The same three sources were critical of 

VK, questioning the validity of its audience size because of a high number of fake accounts leading to inflated numbers, and 

the difficulty in targeting these users when the data is unclear. There is doubt about VK’s newsfeed product, because VK’s 

audience is composed of teenagers lacking purchasing intent, while Facebook’s audience is older, more affluent and delivers 

higher ROI. Mobile is a small percentage of spending so does not merit much attention, and it is more expensive on VK than 

with Google. One source who is focused primarily on social media marketing and targeted ads in social media with a limited 

view on organic search, however, supports VK as a leader for bringing in the most traffic, its good new products that 

outperform Facebook, and its newsfeed product which is less expensive than traditional ads. All four sources said VK has 

kept its audience despite losing its pirated content, though one source questions the accuracy of those numbers, and another 

said users are spending less time on VK as a result.  

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Ad spending in Russia 

- 2 of 4 said spending is flat. 

o 1 said demand for Russian social networks is down, but demand for Facebook is up, leading to flat 

spending. 

o 1 expects a decline in spending for the second half of 2015, and noted agencies are cutting 10% of their 

staff in anticipation of the pull back. 

- 1 said there is a 30% decline in ad spending, which is not expected to stabilize any time soon. 

o Google and Facebook are better positioned because they offer rates in U.S. dollars. 

In the market, the 

measurement for VK for social 

billing versus dynamic ad 

insertion is up year to year, but 

I do not have a percentage. 

Mostly the spending is higher 

on paid posts and mobile ads, 

which is part of their new 

format they launched. However, 

our clients’ budgets are down 

year to year. 

Media Director, Top Ten Global Agency 

http://www.google.com/
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- 1 said there is low single-digit growth in spending, but it could be a lot worse. 

o New products are stimulating demand. Mobile is slowly taking share. 

- 1 said search accounts for 80% of online ad spending, and social media is lumped into the search category. 

Mail.ru 

- 3 said Mail.ru is underperforming Google and Yandex, losing share, and is not as adept at targeting. 

o 2 said Mail.ru’s new products are not really new, but more of a facelift on older products. 

o 1 said Mail.ru’s new pricing policy and fewer discounts is hurting its ability to grow. 

o 1 said advertisers remain loyal to Mail.ru. 

- 1 is happy with the new ad formats, saying Mail.ru offers lower prices and higher performance, but also 

acknowledged it is not the main platform used, but serves as a good supplement instead. 

VKontakte 

- 3 were critical of VK. 

o 2 said VK’s big audience is hard to quantify or trust because there are a lot of junk/fake accounts and 

numbers are inflated, making it hard for advertisers to really know where their message is going and how 

many really are seeing it. 

o 2 said newsfeed ads were not likely to succeed because such ads have no ROI for VK due to the difference 

in its audience compared to Facebook, which spends more money and results in higher ROI. 

o 1 said VK has poor targeting because its technology is outdated, which also hurts its new product delivery. 

o 1 said mobile accounts for 3% of its spending and is not worth discussing, while another said it is expensive 

on VK whereas Google offers better rates. 

o 1 did say VK will take share of ad budgets because it remains the biggest and most popular platform, 

making it good for some advertisers, but not all. 

- 1 said VK brings in the most traffic, new products are good and outperform Facebook; the newsfeed is two times less 

expensive than traditional ads. 

- All 4 sources said VK did not lose its audience when it stopped airing pirated content, though 1 questioned the 

accuracy of those numbers, and another said users are spending less time on the site now that pirated content is 

gone. 

 

 

1) Business development manager for a top-10 digital agency in Russia  

This source said the market is slowing down, but ad spending is flat in Russian rubles. Forecasting is impossible because 

of uncertainty in the market. Pricing and rates generally remain flat in local currency. Mail.ru is taking marginal share in 

search, but VK is doing fine. New products from Mail.ru have been met with some caution, but video ads are popular. VK 

may copy Facebook’s new products, but they will work differently because the audience is different. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “Negative trends in the macro economy are affecting online advertising only slightly. We’ve seen only low single-digit 

growth this year, but still it could be worse.” 

 “New products are stimulating demand. Mobile is slowly but surely taking 

its share in ad budgets.” 

 “Social media is usually complimentary to search. Advertisers don’t 

consider them as something worth a separate budget. Search is talking 

over 80% of the overall online ad spending.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru is not among the leaders, but they are trying to gain more share. 

Time will show.” 

VKontakte 

 “VK will continue taking its share of ad budgets because it is still the 

biggest and the most popular social network in Russia. And it is right for the 

right advertisers. It’s just not for everyone.” 

 “New products may help VK, but only to some degree. The major problem 

with VK is its junk accounts and poor targeting.” 

New products may help VK, but 

only to some degree. The major 

problem with VK is its junk 

accounts and poor targeting. … 

VK gives us very inaccurate 

statistics with inflated 

numbers. Compared to the size 

of its audience, VK brings small 

revenue. 

Business Development Manager  

Top-10 Digital Agency, Russia 
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 “VK gives us very inaccurate statistics with inflated numbers. Compared to the size of its audience, VK brings small 

revenue.” 

 “Facebook is for professionals and most active people. VK is for younger audiences. Newsfeed will work differently 

for the different audiences. Maybe VK will modify those new products, adapting them for its audience.” 

 “The removal of the pirated content didn’t change the size of VK’s audience, but with so many junk accounts, who 

can tell anything for sure?” 

 

 

2) Head of the buying department for a top 10 full-service digital agency in Moscow 

Spending on online advertising in general is down 30% year to year. Spending on online ads is affected by the slow 

economy and currency issues. Mail.ru didn’t introduce any new technologies, and its new products are worse compared 

to what Google and Facebook are offering in terms of targeting and ROI. VK still takes the biggest share of this source’s 

spending on social networks, simply because it has the biggest audience. However, VK’s audience is younger with less 

purchasing power. The products that work so well for Facebook won’t work for VK because the audience is too different. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “We are facing a steep decline in ad spending, about 30%, compared to earlier this year.” 

 “Western platforms like Google and Facebook are in a better position, because they offer rates in U.S. dollars.” 

 “We don’t expect the situation to stabilize any time soon.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru has offered new products, but they were not really new. It was more 

like a face-lift for older products. Compared to Yandex or Google, Mail.ru is 

underperforming.” 

 “Mail.ru’s targeting tools are not as flexible and accurate as they could be. 

Other platforms offer better fine tuning.” 

 “Facebook is more efficient and offers higher ROI, but so far, its share in 

targeted ad budgets is about 30%. The rest goes to Mail.ru’s social 

networks. Advertisers are quite loyal to Mail.ru.” 

VKontakte 

 “VK’s advantage is the size of its audience, but in fact, there are too many 

fake accounts. VK doesn’t bother to validate and verify accounts, so for 

advertisers and ad agencies it is very hard to manage.” 

 “Newsfeeds and other new ad formats work well for Facebook, but it is very unlikely that they would work for VK. The 

audience is different, and it reacts differently.” 

 “Mobile advertising takes less than 3% of our overall spending on social networks. It is not worth mentioning.” 

 “VK didn’t lose its audience after removing their pirated content. Teenagers still communicate through VK.” 

 “Facebook has a better audience—a more active age with more money and desire to buy online. The VK audience is 

mostly poor teenagers.” 

 

 

3) Full-service digital agency in Moscow  

Spending on online advertising in general is flat year to year due to uncertainty in the economy, according to this source, 

who also noted that none of the ad platforms were able to raise prices to catch up with inflation. Mail.ru reduced its 

discounts recently, and has been losing advertisers and ad revenue for the last couple months. VK is losing advertisers to 

Facebook, because Facebook is more efficient. VK copies Facebook’s tools, but lacks the required technologies. The 

result is that VK’s and Mail.ru’s targeting is substandard, and advertisers prefer Facebook to Russian social networks. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “Advertisers started spending more cautiously this year, demanding better ROI and better efficiency.” 

 “Demand for Russian social networks is decreasing, while demand for ads on Facebook is improving, because 

Facebook offers higher ROI.” 

Mail.ru has offered new 

products, but they were not 

really new. It was more like a 

face-lift for older products. 

Compared to Yandex or Google, 

Mail.ru is underperforming. 

Head of the Buying Department  

Top 10 Full-service Digital Agency  

Moscow 
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 “Neither search engines nor social networks were able to raise rates, so ad spending in Russian rubles remained 

flat. But in hard currency that would mean a decrease.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru has been losing its market share because of new pricing policies 

allowing fewer discounts. Advertisers are looking for better deals and 

choose Google and Facebook, instead.” 

 “Mail.ru introduced new products for its Target Mail.ru, but actually, there 

[was] nothing new. Technologically, Mail.ru is lagging behind its 

competitors, and its targeting is not that accurate.” 

 “Mail.ru does not invest in new technologies, [which] affects its efficiency 

strongly.” 

VKontakte 

 “VK copied Facebook’s strategy and new products only formally. VK has no 

technologies behind those products, and it is very unlikely VK can succeed 

this way.” 

 “Recently introduced newsfeed ads work for Facebook very well and its ROI 

is high, while newsfeed ads on VK may have billions of displays, but its ROI 

is zero.” 

 “Mobile advertising is available on Mail.ru’s platforms, but it is more 

expensive. Google offers better tools for mobile advertising anyway.” 

 “VK’s targeting is poor, because the technologies behind their targeting are 

outdated.” 

 “VK is still very popular in Russia, even without all those pirated music and videos. Yet, VK’s audience is not as 

attractive as Facebook’s, which brings more buyers and more sales to our clients, while VK brings only traffic, not 

sales.” 

 “Facebook’s share of our ad budget is about 55%, and VK takes about 45% of the overall spending on social media.” 

 

 

4) CEO for a full-service independent digital agency in Moscow with an emphasis on social networks  

The market has not contracted yet and spending on online advertising is flat to date, but this source’s agency is 

preparing for the worst because 1Q15 performance has been disappointing for many advertisers. Expectations are that 

ad budgets will decline 5% to 10% in the second half of the year. New products by Mail.ru and VK have been met with 

moderate success. Advertising on newsfeeds for VK is cheaper and more efficient than on Facebook, and VK is 

outperforming other social networks in all ad formats so far this year. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “The market is inert, so the worsening economy has not affected online advertising yet. Spending on online ads 

remains flat in Russian Rubles compared to one year ago.” 

 “The first quarter was exceptionally hard for many large advertisers, so we expect some decrease in ad budgets for 

2H15. Many digital agencies are cutting their expenses and staff by 10%, 

anticipating the decrease in ad spending.” 

 “We are cautiously optimistic about the next six to nine months, because 

advertisers don’t want to cut their ad spending significantly—only a slight 

adjustment is expected.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru is doing well with their new products. We are happy with their new 

ad formats. They offer lower prices and higher performance.” 

 “Our customers are generally satisfied with Mail.ru. It is never the main 

platform, but as a supporting platform for context and other formats, it is 

very good.” 

VKontakte 

 “VK successfully follows Facebook in offering new products and even 

outperforms Facebook. VK has the biggest coverage among social networks, so it brings more traffic.” 

Advertisers started spending 

more cautiously this year, 

demanding better ROI and 

better efficiency. … Demand for 

Russian social networks is 

decreasing, while demand for 

ads on Facebook is improving, 

because Facebook offers 

higher ROI. … Technologically, 

Mail.ru is lagging behind its 

competitors, and its targeting is 

not that accurate. 

Full-service Digital Agency, Moscow 

VK didn’t lose its audience 

because of the removal of 

pirated content, but we think 

the time an average user 

spends on the website is 

shorter now. 

CEO, Full-service Independent Digital 

Agency, Moscow  
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 “We can’t measure ROI for [social media marketing, SMM], because in many cases, it’s about creating relationships 

with users, not making direct sales. In this way, VK is very efficient, it brings our customers many new followers.” 

 “Ads in the newsfeed on VK [are] about two times cheaper than traditional ads. It is a relatively new product, and 

therefore there are very few advertisers for this format. The novelty effect makes this product super-efficient.” 

 “VK didn’t lose its audience because of the removal of pirated content, but we think the time an average user 

spends on the website is shorter now.” 

 

 

 

3) Independent/Local Ad Agencies in Russia 
Two sources in cities beyond Moscow said they are seeing online advertising budgets hold flat, though both were not overly 

enthusiastic about Mail.ru and VK as leaders in advertising. One source said Mail.ru, with the exception of VK, was dull and 

did not offer much of interest. Yandex and Google offer better targeting and search. VK is the standard and its newsfeed ads 

are getting positive attention, though the loss of pirated content has hurt advertisers as users are spending less time on VK 

as a result. The other source said that advertisers now are more cautious in their spending, so they are not trying Mail.ru or 

VK’s new products as they are unproven. Mobile ads are no longer a novelty and advertisers are not set up to leverage the 

platform, while newsfeed ads are not getting advertisers’ attention. Mail.ru may cost more than its competitors, but it brings 

in good, stable traffic. VK brings a lot of junk traffic and empty clicks, which raises questions about the accuracy of its data 

and efficiency for advertisers. Both sources said Facebook is not popular outside of Moscow.  

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Ad spending in Russia 

- 2 of 2 sources said online advertising budgets are flat, which is better than other mediums. 

o 1 said advertisers are shifting ad budgets to online. 

o 1 does not expect a decrease in online spending any time soon. 

- 1 said foreign brands are decreasing ad spending, while financial companies and IT projects are increasing 

spending. 

- 1 said search remains the biggest segment of online advertising budgets, and social networks are complimentary to 

search. 

Mail.ru 

- 1 said Mail.ru, outside of VK, has become dull with no new or interesting products. 

o Also said Yandex and Google are better at targeting and search. 

- 1 said Mail.ru costs more than others cost, but brings good, stable traffic. 

o Also said advertisers are being more cautious now and are not interested in trying new, unproven products. 

VKontakte 

- 2 said VK is the preferred social network and Facebook has a hard time competing outside of Moscow, where it is 

more popular. 

o 1 said VK benefits from loyal users since it was the first social network in Russia, and VK still has the most 

users. 

- 1 said VK’s newsfeed is getting attention and clients are happy with it. 

- 1 said VK’s newsfeed is not getting attention from advertisers. 

- 1 said mobile advertising has faded as the novelty has worn off, and advertisers were not ready to embrace it. 

- 1 said the loss of pirated content on VK has hurt advertisers because, while the audience has not changed, it is not 

spending as much time on VK as it once was. 

- 1 said VK results in a lot of empty clicks and inaccurate, untrustworthy data causing advertisers to question its value. 

 

 

1) Head of the social media marketing department for a digital ad agency in St. Petersburg  

Ad spending is flat, though a decrease in spending is not expected. Mail.ru’s products outside of VK are dull, and Yandex 

and Google provide a better targeting opportunity for advertisers. VK is the standard in its space with loyal users, and the 
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newsfeed is getting attention and those who have tried it are pleased with the initial results. The loss of pirated material 

on VK has resulted in users spending less time on the site, which has hurt advertisers.  

Ad spending in Russia 

 “The market is rather flat. Some end markets decreased their spending, mostly large foreign brands, but others 

increased, so overall, spending on online advertising is flat.” 

 “Financial institutions, such as banks and foreign exchange services, are increasing spending on online ads, as well 

as large Russian IT projects.” 

 “We don’t expect online spending to decrease soon; however, visibility is 

low.” 

Mail.ru 

 “With the exception of VK, Mail.ru has become dull for both its users and 

advertisers. There’s nothing attractive, new or interesting in terms of 

content.” 

 “Mail.ru’s targeting system is fine. However, Yandex and Google beat it. 

Mail.ru is good enough in fine tuning and targeting, but certainly not the 

best.” 

 “When it comes to search ads, Mail.ru is way behind the two leaders—

Yandex and Google.” 

VKontakte 

 “VK entered the Russian market before Facebook, and VK has become a 

standard for the most active generation of the Russian users. VK users like 

its [user interface], its usability—everything. They are very loyal to VK.” 

 “Can VK successfully copy Facebook’s business model and new products? 

VK is even more successful! VK is still the biggest network in Russia. Facebook is having hard times competing with 

VK.” 

 “Newsfeeds are new for Russian advertisers and VK users, and this new format attracts attention. Advertisers are 

only starting to use it, but those who tried are very happy with the results.” 

 “Newsfeeds as well as all other ad formats cost about the same. However, for different ad segments, price may vary. 

In the financial market, competition among advertisers is high, and ad rates are higher as well.” 

 “VK didn’t lose its audience after removing a large part of pirated content, but of course it changed how users 

interact with VK. It was bad for advertisers. Since users no longer spend hours exploring VK, VK’s efficiency 

decreased, money-wise.” 

 

 

2) Head of targeting and social media marketing for a full-service independent digital agency in Siberia  

Online advertising on social media, and in general, is flat. There are major ad budget cuts for all other media such as TV 

and out-of-home, though online thus far is unaffected by the negative macroeconomic trends. Mail.ru is the most 

expensive compared to other platforms, but its social networks bring a lot of traffic. New products have been announced, 

but demand for them is low. VK often brings a lot of junk traffic, and it is hard to get a clear picture of how many clicks 

you get as a result of ads on this platform. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “We see ad budgets being rerouted in favor of online advertising. 

Advertisers cut their ad budgets for everything but online.” 

 “Advertising on social networks is still considered as something 

complimentary to search. Search advertising takes the biggest share in 

online budgets.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru costs more than other platforms, but it brings good and stable 

traffic.” 

 “Mail.ru didn’t invent anything really new. Its targeting is good enough, 

anything else doesn’t matter.” 

Mail.ru’s targeting system is 

fine. However, Yandex and 

Google beat it. … Newsfeeds 

are new for Russian advertisers 

and VK users, and this new 

format attracts attention. 

Advertisers are only starting to 

use it, but those who tried are 

very happy with the results. 

Head of the Social Media Marketing  

Digital Ad Agency, St. Petersburg 

We see ad budgets being 

rerouted in favor of online 

advertising. Advertisers cut 

their ad budgets for everything 

but online. … Mail.ru presented 

its new products, but 

advertisers are not in the mood 

to try new products. They are 

super-cautious now. 

Head of Targeting & Social Media 

Marketing, Full-service Digital Agency 

Siberia 
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 “Mail.ru presented its new products, but advertisers are not in the mood to try new products. They are super-cautious 

now.” 

VKontakte 

 “Mobile advertisement on VK benefitted from the novelty effect some time 

ago, but when it faded, we didn’t find any demand for it. Advertisers simply 

don’t have websites ready for mobile usage.” 

 “Advertisement on newsfeed on VK didn’t attract any attention from 

advertisers. It is quite unlikely it can become popular.” 

 “Facebook is unpopular outside Moscow, and it is unlikely provincial 

advertisers will ever spend on Facebook more than they do now—a small 

percent of their total online budgets.” 

 “VK has two major problems: it brings a lot of junk traffic, empty clicks. 

Another problem is its statistics. VK always says it has more clicks and 

visitors than other analytic systems show. In other words, VK lies about its 

efficiency, and it annoys us, as well as advertisers.” 

 

 

 

4) Companies Advertising on Social Media Sites in Russia 
All three sources expressed skepticism toward Mail.ru and VK. None was impressed with Mail.ru’s new products, saying they 

are not innovative. One source said Mail.ru has not improved important elements, like targeting. Another source said it is 

apparent Mail.ru is trying to make improvements for its users, while another said the re-targeting of users who have once 

visited a page has worked well. None of the sources is using the newsfeed feature from VK yet, and two have not tried mobile. 

Facebook is a good product to emulate, but VK is challenged to do this given that its audience is largely different from that of 

Facebook. VK users do not buy products and have a low ROI, which is the opposite of Facebook users. One source said video 

is effective and worth the expense. One source said VK has an advantage over others since it is a Russian company with good 

payment tools for Russian advertisers given the new restrictions on international money transfers. 

 

 

Key Silo Findings 
Ad spending in Russia 

- 1 of 3 sources said spending was flat to slightly up. 

- 1 said spending was flat. 

- 1 said spending was migrating to online, specifically search, whereas social media lacked in ROI and was less 

important. 

o Another source also said social was not efficient with ROI lower than search. 

Mail.ru 

- 1 source said Mail.ru was not offering anything new or innovative, rather it was copying other platforms, but was not 

improving targeting. 

- 1 said they had a negative experience with Mail.ru but were seeing attempts to change for the better for its users. 

- 1 said it is unclear if Mail.ru’s new products will be successful, but the new technology had not made many 

improvements, though the re-targeting of users visiting a page was working well. 

VKontakte 

- 3 sources are not yet using the newsfeed feature from VK. 

- 2 have not tried mobile. 

- 1 said video is effective and, while expensive, it is worth the cost.  

- Facebook is a good product to emulate, but VK will have its challenges doing this successfully given the large 

difference in their respective audiences. 

o VK users don’t typically buy, and there is a low ROI. 

o Facebook produces better ROI. 

o No sure thing that what works for Facebook’s audience will work for VK’s audience. 

Mobile advertisement on VK 

benefitted from the novelty 

effect some time ago, but when 

it faded, we didn’t find any 

demand for it. Advertisers 

simply don’t have websites 

ready for mobile usage. 

Head of Targeting & Social Media 

Marketing, Full-service Digital Agency 

Siberia 
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- 1 source said VK has an advantage as a Russian company given that there are stricter rules for international money 

transfers and VK has good payment tools for Russian advertisers. 

 

 

1) Head of marketing for a furniture company in Russia  

Online advertisment spending remains strong, primarily on search. There is less spending on social media. This source is 

disappointed with Mail.ru, because Mail.ru doesn’t offer new products, it simply is making poor copies of what other 

platforms created years before. VK has the largest coverage in Russia, but the lowest ROI. Its audience is unattractive, 

because clicks from VK never convert into sales. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “We see budgets migrating into online from other media.” 

 “We spend on search mostly. Social media [platforms] are unimportant for 

us, because they are less efficient in terms of ROI.” 

 “We have to support our sales with advertisement.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru didn’t offer anything new for a long time. Mail.ru copies other 

platforms, but can’t invent anything new, and can’t improve its targeting.” 

 “We don’t spend on Mail.ru much.” 

VKontakte 

 “We know about mobile advertising on VK, but we never use it in our ad 

campaigns because our products don’t look good on small smartphone 

displays.” 

 “We haven’t tried newsfeed advertising. It doesn’t seem a good idea—VK 

doesn’t bring us customers.” 

 “VK cannot succeed by copying Facebook. Different audience, different 

buying power, different priorities and online behavior.” 

 “VK has the largest coverage in Russia and it has the largest user base, but 

all those users—they never buy.” 

 “VK’s ROI is low, this is why it cannot copy Facebook’s strategy.” 

 

 

2) CEO of a hospitality business in St. Petersburg  

Online advertising spending remains flat. Google is more expensive for advertisers now because it set its rates in U.S. 

dollars and, as a result, Yandex and other Russian platforms are seeing increased business. Mail.ru introduced a few new 

products, but this source has not yet tried them. Mobile advertising looks attractive, but websites and mobile applications 

are not ready yet. Facebook is the first choice for this source, but VK may succeed in copying Facebook, because the 

model Facebook has developed is powerful and efficient. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “The impact from the troublesome economy is minimal, and our spending 

on online advertising remains flat to slightly increasing.” 

 “Out of all platforms, only Google’s AdSense raised [its] rates in local 

currency. It resulted in some budget shifts in favor of Yandex.” 

 “Social media in general doesn’t look very efficient. Its ROI is lower than 

organic search. Facebook, however, allows you to build a relationship with 

customers, so we invest more in social media marketing.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Our previous experience with Mail.ru was negative, but the company is 

changing for the better.” 

 “Mail.ru is trying to become more interesting for its users, which is good.” 

VKontakte 

We know about mobile 

advertising on VK, but we never 

use it in our ad campaigns 

because our products don’t 

look good on small smartphone 

displays. … We haven’t tried 

newsfeed advertising. It 

doesn’t seem a good idea—VK 

doesn’t bring us customers. … 

VK’s ROI is low, this is why it 

cannot copy Facebook’s 

strategy. 

Head of Marketing  

Furniture Company, Russia 

We haven’t tried mobile yet, but 

we are developing our mobile 

application. As soon as it is 

ready, we will consider mobile 

advertisement on VK and other 

platforms. 

CEO, Hospitality Business 

St. Petersburg 
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 “We haven’t tried mobile yet, but we are developing our mobile application. As soon as it is ready, we will consider 

mobile advertisement on VK and other platforms.” 

 “We haven’t tried newsfeed ads yet, but it should be better than traditional banners or displays. This format doesn’t 

look annoying, so maybe someday we’ll try it.” 

 “Video advertising is big today. It takes more money and effort, but it is worth it.” 

 “Facebook is a trendsetter among social networks. Its new business model is powerful and efficient, and VK may 

succeed following it just because it is a good model.” 

 “Facebook is the best in terms of ROI, but it all depends on your target audience. For some services, VK is the right 

platform.” 

 

 

3) Head of social media marketing for a large public transportation company based in Moscow  

There have not been any significant changes in spending on online advertising. Mail.ru’s ad formats are suited well to the 

Russian audience, and Mail.ru’s re-targeting works very well in most cases. Facebook offers a better audience with more 

high-profile opinion makers, but VK benefits from being a Russian company and offering more convenient payment tools. 

The biggest problem with VK is its poor targeting. 

Ad spending in Russia 

 “Our budgets and spending are mostly flat.” 

Mail.ru 

 “Mail.ru offered some new formats for online advertising, but it is unclear 

how good they are compared to other formats.” 

 “As for technologies and fine tuning, Mail.ru didn’t improve much, but re-

targeting, contacting the users who once visited an advertiser page, works 

really well.” 

VKontakte 

 “The major difference between VK and Facebook is its audience. There are 

[many] more celebrities and opinion makers on Facebook than VK. 

Facebook’s audience is better educated and [wealthier] compared to VK’s. 

You simply have to keep this difference in mind when marketing your 

brand.” 

 “Facebook indeed did a great job with newsfeed ads. VK [has been] talking about a similar product for months, but it 

doesn’t seem to be working yet.” 

 “VK may need to improve its efficiency by offering more ad spots in newsfeed. It worked well for Facebook, it may 

help VK as well.” 

 “In Russia, regulations on everything related to international money transfers are getting stricter, and here VK 

benefits from being Russian and offering payment tools convenient for Russian advertisers.” 

 “VK targeting is messy. Maybe it’s not the problem of VK, but rather of the agencies who work with targeting tools. 

Both Facebook and VK show a lot of irrelevant ads and annoy the audience, causing a ‘banner blindness.’” 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

The following five sources discuss some of VKontakte’s developments and the possibility that Mail.ru may end its contract 

with Gazprom Media. 

 

 

VKontakte Developments 
VKontakte (VK) has launched a video advertising platform that will enable users to rate and leave comments about its video 

ads. The network also is developing a Russian rival to YouTube, but its videos will not contain the proper URL to allow 

embedding in third party sites. VK’s advertising auction market did not fare well in 2014, which led to a surplus of ad 

Facebook indeed did a great 

job with newsfeed ads. VK [has 

been] talking about a similar 

product for months, but it 

doesn’t seem to be working yet. 

Head of Social Media Marketing  

Large Transportation Company  

Moscow 
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inventory that drove down its CPC rate by 25%. Demographics and other attributes of Russia’s major social networks are 

discussed, particularly for VK and Odnoklassniki (OK.ru/Classmates). 

 

April 23 Sostav.ru article  

Russian social networking site VK plans to launch a video advertising platform that will feature popular channels, 

bloggers and video clips. The site also offers advertisers a tool where new users can rate and comment on ads.  

 “VKontakte (VK) announced a number of innovations that are designed to make life easier for marketers. In the near 

future, the company plans to launch a video platform with updates of friends, editor, thematic channels, TV series, 

popular bloggers, and rollers. The content will be monetized by advertising model. Loading in native player VK will 

increase the chances videos get to the top of a list of recommendations.” 

 “The social network promises to display no more than 3-4 commercials on video per duration of 40-50 minutes. A 

single standard load is developed together with the service of Gazprom Media Digital. Key sources of content will be 

the ‘First Channel’, TNT, RTR, ‘Red Square’, KHL, AMIC, STS, Ello, videoblogery.” 

 “In May, VK will offer advertisers a new format of promotion: the recommended recording community in the news 

users. Technical testing will begin on May 1 with invisible embedded records verifying the volume of traffic and the 

setting of prices. On May 15, promoted posts will be available to all major partners.” 

 “The new tool will promote the entry in the web and mobile versions, as well as in applications VK. Users will be able 

to share or to make a mark ‘Like’ to the advertising record; the comment will be available only after its open[ed] in a 

window or on a separate page.” 

 “The main difference from the usual recording in the community is a target. Advertisers can take advantage of more 

than 20 options, including behavioral targeting and re-targeting. VK will provide all necessary information on the 

number of interactions: paid and organic coverage, the amount of clicks on a link from the record, as well as the 

number of transitions in the community hide records. Advertisers will be able to analyze the effectiveness and use of 

third-party meters, e.g., AdRiver.” 

 “Head of Customers, Alexander Kruglov, said that the new format will be paid on the model CPM and the cost of 

accommodation will be determined by auction. Behavioral targeting allows appeal to the target audience for two 

weeks. According to Kruglov, the new format combines the best sides of the display advertising targeted social 

networks, and the ability to control the outcome of the campaign in real-time. In general, commercial records will be 

a little, that is, for a place in the tape advertisers have to ‘fight.’” 

 “The general director of Mail.ru Group, Dmitry Grishin, has confirmed that the development of mobile and video 

advertising will be the priority for the monetization of VK. ‘Work in this direction was initiated in the fourth quarter of 

2014; in the first quarter of 2015 the rate grew, and we are pleased with the dynamics,’ said the head of the 

company.” 

 

April 23 Roem.ru article  

VK is launching a service that will rival Google’s YouTube. Monetization of the video service is not yet planned. Television 

will be the service’s main competition. Licensed video viewings have increased ten-fold on VK. An informed commenter 

states that unlike YouTube, VK’s new video service does not allow third-party websites to obtain the embedded code 

needed in order to repost elsewhere. 

 “In less than a day, VKontakte will launch its YouTube rival, Video Catalog. ‘Initially, the new section is available for 

the first million users of social networks,’ said VK spokesman George Lobushkin. ‘A few days ago launched on the 

first million and gradually pushing the boundaries,’ he explained.” 

 “Russia’s largest social network, VKontakte will launch a new video section as a separate tab in the ‘My Videos’ 

section, it said during a presentation to the RIF + KIB 2015.” 

 “‘In terms of monetization of the video section, innovations (e.g., subscription fee) are not planned yet,’ said 

Lobushkin. Videos will continue to monetize due to the built-in advertising. On a question whether the rights holders 

for the money to post their videos in the ‘Recommended’ Lobushkin replied, ‘No, money does.’” 

 “In exceptional cases, VKontakte promises to promote alternative video platforms, for example, if the video [is]  

‘super-popular,’ said VKontakte head of customers, Alexander Kruglov, but VKontakte advises manufacturers of 

videos to upload videos in the native player, to increase the chances to get into the movies ‘recommended’ to other 

users.” 

http://www.sostav.ru/publication/vkontakte-usilivaet-reklamnoe-napravlenie-16242.html
https://vk.com/wall-76477496_25291
https://roem.ru/23-04-2015/193523/vk-youtube/
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Screenshot of VK’s video section prototype 
 

 “‘The main competitor for the new video service is called TV,’ said Kruglov. ‘You will see a good alternative to 

television consumption, when at any time you can go to “Videos” and choose from whatever you’re interested in.’” 

 “The launch of automatic recognition of licensed video on VKontakte showed increased viewing of licensed video by 

10 times. VKontakte also promised not to post more than 3-4 commercials in video recordings of a length of about 

25 minutes.” 

 Commenter: “[Video Catalog] does not become a real competitor to YouTube for one simple reason: knowing the URL 

of the video on VKontakte is not simple as it does not automatically get embedded-code for this video due to the fact 

that the code uses the hashes. It seems to be a trivial thing, but it seriously restricts third-party Websites of 

embedding video VKontakte! This should be corrected, do as is done in YouTube.” 

 

April. 23 Roem.ru article  

The amount of advertising inventory in VK’s auction model greatly increased last year, resulting in a reduction of VK’s 

CPC rate by 25% for all types of advertisers. The inventory glut and lower CPC rates resulted in shifting of cash flow, and 

not an overall reduction in revenue. 

 “‘The third ad unit, launched in the middle of last year, greatly increased the amount of advertising inventory in the 

auction model, which allowed the third quarter of 2014 to reduce the CPC by 25% for all types of advertisers,’ said 

VKontakte head of Customer Alexander Kruglov.” 

 “For the first time in the history of VKontakte, an increase in the average price per click was reduced.” 

 “VKontakte noticed the crisis itself. According to Kruglov, cash flow did not shrink, but became redistributed. For 

example, the entertainment segment increased its share from 12% to 16%.” 

 “For the price efficiency of the new ad unit in the tape, it was three times higher than at the left of the ad unit. This is 

naturally due to the fact that the auction is separate, and can be placed only with VK, which reduces competition.” 

 “In the near future, VKontakte is planning to increase the number of behavioral targeting from 50 to 300. In addition, 

behavioral targeting segments have become closer to MyTarget segments. Average CTR for mobile advertising, which 

VK launched last year, was 1%–2% and the price per click was 3–5 rubles.” 

 

 

 

https://roem.ru/23-04-2015/193411/vk-mytarget/
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April 15 Silicon.ru article  

The myth that VK primarily caters to a young crowd and OK.ru caters to an older crowd has been debunked. Experts from 

both social networks share their insights. Details about other differences and audience attributes of Russia’s top four 

social networks are discusses and charted. 

 “The myth of the age of the audience, VKontakte and Odnoklassniki (Classmates/OK.ru): What is the difference 

between them, actually?” 

 “For a long time the society was a persistent notion that VKontakte uses only the young and Odnoklassniki—older 

people. On the basis of these stereotypes, brands and companies develop their social media strategy, 

communicating with users accessing the one or the other site.” 

 “CPU asked market experts and representatives from both social networks, how truthful this stereotype is, why he 

came and what real difference these areas have from each other.” 

 Simon Boyarsky development manager at Odnoklassniki: 

o “Our members really consist of quite a lot of people over the age of forty. This is a very responsive audience, 

so we appreciate it and take care of it in every way. However, monthly statistics show that more than half of 

our active audience is young people aged 18 to 35 years. What is interesting: we have many and very young 

audience, just look at the comments with questions to the stars. This wide range is due to the fact that 

OK.ru is an entertainment platform, where everyone will find interesting content, games, movies or music.” 

o “If we talk about the main differences [between] OK.ru and other social networks, it is in their groups, and 

group brands, we see that the audience is more positive than in many other areas, receives the news and 

even advertising communications. As an example, I can cite the publication from ‘Megaphone’ in comments 

to which users lively and actively share their good stories.” 

o “And finally, the main thing—we do not fight with the myths, we are working with this audience.” 

 

 
 Odnoklassniki users by age 
 

 Albert Usmanov, evangelist for social network VKontakte:  

o “This stereotype, which has existed more than five years, has nothing to do with reality. Today, we—

VKontakte—seldom hear its echoes. Most experts on marketing and branding look at the real figures and do 

not allow themselves to think in patterns.” 

http://blogssmartzone.com/133753-Mif-o-vozraste-auditorijj.html
http://ok.ru/biankareal/topic/63583392694524
http://ok.ru/megafon/topic/63471414152153


 

 301 Battery Street, 2nd Floor, San Francisco, CA 94111 | www.blueshiftideas.com 

18 

Mail.ru 

 
     Residents in Russia who used a social network VKontakte in February 2015, women vs. men (millions) 

 

 
  Residents of Russia using Facebook, OK.ru, and VK in 2014. 13.8 million only use VK, 4.3 million only use OK.ru, and 1.4 million only use Facebook. 18.4         
million use VK and OK.ru only, 1.5 million use Facebook and OK.ru only, and 6.2 million use VK and Facebook only. 14.1 million use all three. 
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 Engagement, minutes per day, ON VK, OK.ru, Moi Mir, and Facebook Russia, 2014 

 
 

 Hope Nayborodina, Team Leader to work with social media TASS: 
o “If we talk about the audiences of VKontakte and Classmates, then it is about the same age (men 21–35 

years and women 27–45). A large percentage of subscribers of both social networks are regional users. At 

the end of coincidence: users platforms consume information differently and have different expectations of 

the social network. This is important and in no way related to age.” 

o “Classmates’ audience is focused on internal communication. The user no longer looks at profiles or reads 

private messages, but instead watches the tape. Collecting UGC (user-generated content) on Classmates is 

nearly impossible, as this information is very personal. Users do not care about quality photographs and 

illustrations, but any format with captions and legends are much better.” 

o “The audience of VKontakte tends to enjoy visuals that consume complex information. They like collections, 

photo stories, infographics, multimedia kits. It is important not to cross the boundaries of personal space of 

users and to not overdo it with the intensity of posting. In contrast to the Classmates, for the user 

VKontakte tape is the main resource of information. For him, uniformity is important—typography, identical 

construction and quick visualization of main ideas.” 

 Damir Khalilov, CEO of Green PR agency: 
o “Gradually, there is some blurring of clear boundaries between the audiences of the ‘big four’ social 

networks VKontakte, Classmates, My World, and Facebook.” 

o “VKontakte, originally a school-student social network, has become a network in which the audience is 

almost a flat section of the population of Russia and other countries of the former USSR. Over recent years, 

VKontakte has grown its top segment of the audience—educated people with high purchasing power—but 

this audience is traditionally considered typical for Facebook. It also became actively growing number of 

users in the 35+ age category which had previously been present in the Classmates.” 

o “Classmates’ users have several marked features: the lowest average check, high consumer and user 

activity, most of the audience is living in the regions where there are more women than men, and an adult 

audience. Classmates are ideal for promoting to the mass segment. Members take part in a competition 

and very often put the mark for publication.” 

o “The largest segment of the social network audience is 25–34 years (according to statistics TNS), but the 

most active segment is people over 35 years. Perhaps because of the updated positioning social networks 

grow its young audience, but so far the situation has not fundamentally changed.” 

o “Once users of Classmates had some common features that go beyond the usual social-demographic 

characteristics. A few years ago, we brought the first thousand people community ‘Megaphone,’ and at first 

we did not believe that these are real people. Many in the avatars were photos of the carpet, someone with 

the nickname ‘Lesechko-bunting’, someone lecturing in a ‘My best friend’ contest showing a photo of an 

embrace with a cow. But no, it turned out that these were real people. Simple, good and kind. Therefore, 

there is usually content to be adapted to the peculiarities of perception—more graphics and video, less 

text.” 
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o “But what I love most about users of Classmates is their positive attitude. That positive positions are gaining 

the greatest reaction. Trolling and other manifestations of negativity is significantly smaller than, for 

example, in VKontakte.” 

 Ilya Filin, General Director of Agency One: 
o “We recently met with colleagues from VKontakte and discussed the latest statistics site. From it follows 

that 23 million of its social network users are over 35 years old. 12 million of them are between the ages of 

45 to 64. Thus, the stereotype that there is just ‘lewd teenagers hanging out alone’ on VK has been 

considered dethroned.” 

o “However, the much sadder statistic is on its users who have left at least one message per month. There 

VKontakte users at the age of 35 years, according to Brand Analytics, only 6% [post messages], and over 

45, less than 1%. So we come to the conclusion that the aging audience at the site exists, but it is not 

involved in its content filling.” 

o “As for Odnoklassniki, from the 38 million visitors in February, only 17 million are under the age of 34 years. 

Bias in favor of the age of the audience remains, but not such as to assert that Classmates is only an aging 

playground.” 

o “In the last 2–3 years it has become a clearly noticeable maturing audience. It is especially interesting that 

for people under the age of 55 years, except for search and mail, were the most relevant social networks. I 

can confidently judge it by his father—active user of Facebook.” 

 

 

Mail.ru Ending Contract with Gazprom Media 
Mail.ru may choose to end its contract with Gazprom Media Digital (GPMD) and begin marketing its own video ads. Growth 

rates in video ads have fallen significantly with the decline in Russia’s economy. 

 

March 30, Vedomosti article  

Mail.ru Group is considering ending its contract with GPMD and selling its video advertising on its own accord. GPMD 

conducts most of its business with Mail.ru’s VK, and likely will conduct its business with the social network until the end 

of the year. Video advertising revenue growth will slow from 35% in 2014 to 20% in 2015, which may explain Mail.ru’s 

reasoning. 

 “Mail.ru Group wants to fully consolidate the sale of advertising in itself and can abandon an exclusive cooperation 

with it seller of video advertising (GPMD). This Vedomosti [source] said an employee of the company, owner of the 

copyright, and a person close to Mail.ru Group, has confirmed it. The final decision is still pending, said a second 

Vedomosti source, but is likely to cease cooperation with GPMD as the group gradually takes over ad sales. 

Especially [because] Mail.ru Group, he said, is not very happy with the way monetized videos on its resources.” 

 “GPMD sells advertising and is not all the resources to the Mail.ru Group, and mainly operates within the social 

network VKontakte (VK): in 2013 it signed an exclusive contract. Also GPMD is monetizing part of the video in the 

Odnoklassniki, but this is a small niche, and there it is mainly about user-generated content, said a person close to 

the group.” 

 “Representatives of Mail.ru Group and GPMD declined to comment. A representative of VK George Lobushkin said 

that the social network is not refusing to cooperate with GPMD. The contract with VKontakte and GPMD is valid until 

the end of the year and has not been revised, says a person close to the negotiators between these companies.” 

 “The Russian market of video advertising grew 35%–40% in 2014, according to the Association of Communication 

Agencies of Russia. Its sales reached 4.6 billion rubles. This year the market will grow by 20%, waiting online tele-

service Tvzavr.” 

 “From the perspective of the audience, VK is the largest advertising platform for GPMD, according to data from 

TNS. In February 2015 the audience size viewing videos on VK was 24.6 million users, according to TNS. 16.9 million 

users would have seen videos with ads from GPMD, says the head of Internet projects for TNS Russia, Inessa 

Ishunkina. At least once a day, 4 to 5.9 million users on VK watched video, constituting a daily audience for GPMD. A 

view-through share for VK in all of the rollers, which could be advertising GPMD, was almost 80% in February 

according to TNS.” 

 “How much VK makes in video advertising is unknown. A top-manager of a large advertising group estimates the sale 

of GPMD to VK in 2014 was within 500 million rubles. The entire proceeds of social networks in this period 

amounted to 4.3 billion rubles.” 

http://translate.google.com/translate?hl=en&sl=ru&u=http://www.vedomosti.ru/technology/articles/2015/03/31/mailru-group-hochet-sama-prodavat-videoreklamu-vo-v-kontakte&prev=search
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 “Mail.ru Group became the owner of 100% of VK in September 2014 and gradually transferred the sale of all 

advertising, in addition to video control. For example, the group refused to cooperate with Runet IMHO, who sold 

advertising in applications to VK through the platform Kreara Media. Mail.ru Group stated that it would seek 

advertisers for media advertising formats (banners, etc.) for VK. 

 “In addition, in February this year Mail.ru Group announced the creation of a common platform for mobile advertising 

MyTarget: it allows you to reach an audience of three major Russian social networks VK, Odnoklassniki, and Moi 

Mir.” 

 “Sales of advertising does not have to depend on another major market participant and transition to own sales video 

advertising—strategically is the right move, I’m sure, a person close to Mail.ru Group said. But the solution to this 

problem is not prompt, all the more so by refusing to cooperate with GPMD, VK may lose access to the legal content 

of the GPMD, he says.” 

 “‘To take control of the sale of video advertising is especially appropriate when sales are falling and banners need to 

concentrate on growing segments—video and mobile advertising,’ says the top manager of a large advertising 

group. ‘And indeed in a crisis, GPMD is more interested in the sale of advertising on the sites holding GPMD,’ he 

said. ‘Another thing is that GPMD needs VK to be a source of legal content—notably television channel TNT, which 

provides tools for most of the licensed content in social networks,’ the source continues.” 

 

 

 

Additional research by Rachel Dangermond and Eugenia Vlasova. 
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