
 

  



Introduction 
 

Sun Tzu’s Art of War is an ancient Chinese military text written in the 

Spring and Autumn Period roughly 2,500 years ago and it has been 

popularly applied to business as war has some similarities with 

business. However, the business landscape is rapidly changing 

especially with regards to the area of advertising.  

One phenomenon that emerged is that our audiences may not be 

noticing our television advertisements. While our advertisements are 

broadcasted on the television, our audiences may be on other devices 

such as their mobile phones, tablets and laptops. This picture on the 

Interactive Advertising Bureau website depicts a common sight in the 

homes of our audiences:  

 

Source: iab.com 

Our audiences have not only changed their behaviour in terms of 

their television watching habits. Customers have changed their 

purchasing behaviour with the increased use of the internet and 

mobile data enabled smart phones. Mobile data enabled smart 

phones enabled customers to access information wherever they are. 

Customers can even be doing research and price comparisons even 

while they are in retail stores. They may even try out the product in 

https://www.iab.com/news/decline_of_the-tv/


the store and purchase it online for a lower price while they are in the 

store. In the past, customers had to walk from store to store to make 

price comparisons when smart phones were not available.  

Given the drastic changes in the behaviour of our customers, this 

white paper seeks to shed light on how the timeless core principles 

established by Sun Tzu can be applied in this rapidly changing 

advertising landscape to achieve decisive victory for advertisers.  

 

知己知彼， 百战不殆 

Know yourself and your enemy and a hundred 

battles will not be in peril  
 

Quite often, people would hurriedly interpret this statement and 

apply it to knowing their enemy. These people would then analyse 

their competition or their market audience extensively. However, Sun 

Tzu intentionally puts knowing yourself first. The key is to first know 

yourself, your strengths and your vulnerabilities.  

In digital marketing, we need to assess your strengths and determine 

what you can offer to your customers.  Offers are an effective way to 

increase the sales and leads for digital advertising campaigns and we 

have witnessed this through our experience in advertising for our 

clients over the years.  

For example, we had a client who was advertising free trial classes for 

their learning centres. Their ad campaigns were originally generating 

2-3 sales leads per month. As a learning centre, they have the 

expertise in the subject matter and they understand what their 

learners would have difficulty with. Based on their expertise, we 

recommended that they create short eBooks for prospective 

customers to download through their digital marketing campaigns. 



Here’s an example of a Facebook image that was used in our ads to 

promote an eBook prepared by the learning centre: 

 

Through the Facebook advertisements for the eBooks, the learning 

centre received a larger and more consistent stream of leads. They 

eventually encountered a bottle neck of over 1,000 leads and hired 2 

more sales staff to deal with the follow-ups. The client experienced a 

surge in the sales lead volume mainly because of a change in the offer 

that was made in their online advertisements. As a business, it is 

essential for you to know yourself and to know what you can offer to 

your customers through your digital marketing campaigns.  

After you have known yourself, you can then know your customers. 

With the increased dominance of the internet and smart phones, the 

buying process of customers have been altered. Google suggests that 

customers are now using the internet as a hub for different stages in 

their buying process as shown: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Inc.com 

https://www.inc.com/adam-heitzman/how-digital-marketing-transformed-the-consumer-buying-process.html


This shift in customer behaviour was further documented by the TNS 

Female Shoppers Study involving 8,000 research participants in Asia 

across 6 categories: food & drink, skincare & cosmetics, haircare, oral 

care, baby care and household products. The study revealed that the 

average Asian woman shopper uses 6.3 sources of information to 

make a shopping decision. These sources included TV adverts, search 

engines, opinions of family and friends, product review sites and sales 

promotions.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Think with Google 

78% of the women shoppers indicated that they use online sources 

to guide their purchase decision. For those who used online sources, 

here are some key statistics:  

60% were ready to buy, seeking prices and deals 

56% were looking for a brand name or features  

50% were comparison shopping   

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/_qs/documents/924/winning-zmot-asia_research-studies.pdf


While shoppers are considering their options online, they are actually 

widening their choices and going back and forth between different 

options before they finally decide. This process is different from the 

linear path to purchase that marketers used to think that customers 

take. With this new buying process in mind, advertisers need to 

ensure that customers are able to discover about their brands online 

and be guided to purchase their brands.   

 

诡道不重要 

Avoid deception 
 

Readers might mistake Sun Tzu’s Art of War with the 36 Strategies of 

the Chinese as there are commentaries that expound on both texts 

within a single publication. However, the 2 Chinese texts are distinct. 

The 36 Strategies involve some extent of trickery but the Art of War 

is based on real substance, on mastery, on strength of character, on 

wisdom, on effort, on accumulation over time. Furthermore, the core 

concept in the art of war is to fight after you have won which is to 

make comprehensive calculations and assessments and embarking 

on battles that have been pre-determined to be successful. In other 

words, applying the Art of War involves avoiding trickery and 

deception which lacks substance.  

Occasionally, a new client would ask us to write fake testimonials for 

their landing page. However, we would instead encourage them to 

drop an email to a handful of their best customers to request for a 

testimonial. Quite often, customers will be happy to give a genuine 

testimonial. We feel that this process helps to legitimately build trust.  

If we could use our marketing materials to build trust and help our 

customers solve their problems, we believe that it will be a more 

sustainable way of creating long term growth and profits instead of 



resorting to deception which erodes trust. Here are some examples 

of genuine testimonials that my agency has received:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2014, Sony Computer Entertainment America (“Sony”) agreed to 

settle Federal Trade Commission (“FTC”) charges that it deceived 

consumers with false advertising claims about the “game changing” 

technological features of its PlayStation Vita handheld gaming 

console during its U.S. launch campaign in late 2011 and early 2012.  



 

Source: FTC.gov 

As part of the settlement, Sony offered affected consumers either a 

$25 cash or credit refund, or a $50 merchandise voucher for select 

video games, and/or services. The charges by the FTC serve as a 

reminder to us as advertisers and agencies alike that consumers are 

protected by the law. Deceptive and misleading claims are prohibited 

by the FTC. Internationally, the International Chamber of Commerce 

establishes through the International Code of Advertising Practice 

that advertisements should be so framed as not to abuse the trust of 

consumers or exploit their lack of experience or knowledge. 

 

先胜而后战 

Fight after you have won 
 

To further win on the battlefield of digital marketing, you need to 

embody our 3rd principle which is to fight after you have won. A battle 

doesn’t determine that you have won. But rather, a battle is an 

expression of a victory that you have already pre-determined. When 

https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/press-releases/2014/11/sony-computer-entertainment-america-provide-consumer-refunds


the opportunity arises, and you have assessed that you will win, only 

then do you fight. In so doing, the battle is the outcome of your 

victory. You are not fighting to determine if you will win. The fight is 

the outcome of your pre-determined victory.  

Similarly, in digital marketing, we have to make holistic pre-

assessments to determine if the campaigns will bring us our desired 

victory. We don’t run campaigns to determine if we will win. We only 

run campaigns when we have determined that we will win.  

For instance, we had a sales prospect who owned a platform for 

interior designers to list their services. The prospect wanted to sell 

leads to interior designers for $70 per lead. Based on the search 

volume and the suggested bids from the Google Keyword Planner 

tool, we assessed that each lead would cost about $112 in July 2017. 

Here are the estimates based on a sample of relevant keywords: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explanations for each column: 

Impressions: these were the average number of times the ad might 

be able to be displayed based on the data from the Google Keyword 

Planner tool. 

Clicks: the expected number of clicks based on an estimate that the 

ads will be clicked 2 times for every 100 times it was shown. 

Cost Per Click (CPC): the estimated cost for 1 click based on the 

suggested bid data obtained from the Google Keyword Planner tool.  

Cost: the expected cost for the clicks  



Leads: the expected number of sales leads or enquiries based on the 

estimate that 3 website visitors would enquire out of every 100.  

Cost Per Lead: the estimated cost incurred for every lead generated. 

 

Overview of the lead generation process using Google search ads 

 

1. Google search ads will be shown when a user searches for a 

targeted keyword. When the ad is shown, it is considered as 

an impression.  

2. Each time the ad is clicked, cost is incurred as estimated from 

the Google Keyword Planner tool.  

3. When a user fills in his/her contact details on the landing 

page, the advertiser receives a sales lead notification.  

 

The projections estimated that the prospect would be in a loss-

making position for each lead. We estimated that he would incur a 

cost of $112 per lead, but he wanted to sell it at $70. Our team 

recommended to review the selling price per lead, and also to 

consider other means of digital marketing. The prospect however, 

was reluctant and went to another digital advertising agency to 

execute his plans. Sometime later, the prospect found himself in the 

exact situation that we did not want him to be in: selling leads at a 

price below cost and making losses. 

In digital marketing, we need to apply Sun Tzu’s wisdom of fighting 

after you have won by making accurate assessments and engaging in 

campaigns that have pre-determined to be successful. In this way, 

you can avoid predictable loss-making situations.  

1. Impressions 2. Clicks 3. Leads



Final thoughts and recommendations  
 

The advertising landscape may have changed drastically with the 

increased use of the internet and smart phones, but the timeless 

Chinese wisdom is still relevant in giving us guidance in winning on 

the battlefield of digital marketing.  

The core essence of the Art of War is to fight after you have won. This 

principle of making calculated pre-assessments is even more relevant 

in digital marketing as we have the data available at our disposal to 

make projections. With these projections, we are able to assess if we 

are able to achieve decisive victory in your performance based digital 

marketing campaigns.  

We recommend that you leverage on the data that is available to 

make decisions based on pre-assessments on the viability of your 

digital marketing campaigns. This would allow you to embark on 

effective campaigns that will produce your intended results.  
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