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INTRODUCTION

Three Platforms, Three Stories

Open three ad accounts today and you'll get three different stories about the same money. Meta says one
number. Google says another. TikTok says a third. That's always been true to some degree, every platform
has an incentive to claim credit for a sale. But this year, all three platforms changed their rulebooks within a
few months of each other, and the gap between what a dashboard says and what actually happened is

wider going into this Q4 than it's been in years.

This guide exists to give media buyers, DTC leads, and the agencies supporting them a way to
sanity-check their dashboards before moving budget based on them. It walks through what specifically
changed on each platform this year, why Q4 is the quarter where that matters most, and a practical
framework for which numbers deserve a budget decision and which ones just look like they do. Along the
way, it covers the operational side too, funnel timing, budget architecture, the January window, conversion
timelines, returns, and lifetime value, because measurement only matters if it changes what you do next.

Each chapter ends with a short checklist. A full, consolidated checklist pulling every item together sits near
the end of the guide, so you can work through it in one pass once you've read the reasoning behind it.

“The metrics that predict a strong Q4 are the ones tied to your own store and your own
customers coming back. The metrics that just look good on a dashboard are the ones a
platform gets to define for you, and three of them redefined the rules this year without
asking.”
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Nine Chapters, Two Checklists

The guide is organized in three parts. Chapters1 and 2 coverwhatchanged on Meta, Google, and TikTok
this year, and why that makes the usual measurement shortcuts unreliable right now. Chapters 3 through 8
are operational, funnel timing, budget architecture, post-season planning, conversion timelines, returns and
lifetime value, and what separated growth from decline last year. Chapter 9 pulls everything into a single
framework: a watch list and a discount list.

Each chapter closes with a short checklist, three to four items you can action that week. They're
intentionally scoped small. A full, consolidated checklist pulling every item together follows Chapter 9, so
the guide works either as a straight read-through or as a reference to come back to section by section as
Q4 progresses.

Two symbols recur throughout: = WATCH marks a metric worth building a habit around, and —

DISCOUNT marks a number that shouldn't drive a budget decision on its own. Neither list is exhaustive, but
together they're the difference between reacting to a dashboard and reading it.
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What Actually Changed on Each
PlatformThis Year

Meta changed its rules twice. Google changed its model once. TikTok never counted
the same way to begin with.
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WHAT CHANGED

Chapter 1: What Actually Changed on Each
Platform This Year

Meta, January 12: permanently pulled the 7-day and 28-day view-through attribution windows. The longest
view-through window most advertisers can select is now 1-day. Reported conversions dropped 15-40%
overnight for accounts that leaned on those longer windows, with no change to the campaigns themselves.

Meta, March 3: reclassified attribution again. Click-through used to include likes, shares, saves, comments,
and link clicks. Now only link clicks count as a click, everything else moved into a new “engage-through”
bucket with its own 1-day window. Conversions that used to show up as click-through now show up
somewhere else, or nowhere, depending on priority order.

Google, April (GA4 update): reweighted how the default data-driven attribution model distributes credit
across upper-funnel touchpoints. Reported conversion values and ROAS can move even when nothing in
the actual campaign changed.

TikTok, ongoing: keeps splitting reporting between Shop orders and website conversions, and its default
attribution window is well documented to undercount real conversions.

None of this means the platforms are lying. It means the measuring stick moved three times this year, on
three different platforms, at three different points in the calendar. A campaign that looks like it's cooling off
going into Q4 might just be reporting differently than it did over the summer.

Chapter 1 Checklist
[] !dentify which Meta campaigns relied on 7-day or 28-day view-through credit before January 12.

Flag any Google trend line that crosses the April GA4 update before drawing conclusions from it.

Pull TikTok Shop and website conversion totals separately rather than trusting one blended number.

O 0 ad

Avoid benchmarking Q4 2026 against Q1 or Q2 2026 without adjusting for these three boundaries.
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Why Historical Benchmarks Are
Already Stale

The trap, and the fix, in one chapter: stop trusting the self-report, start measuring
your own store.
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THE TRAP, AND THE FIX

Chapter 2: Why Historical Benchmarks Are
Already Stale

Every platform wants credit for the sale. That's not new. What's new is how much the goalposts moved this
year, which means benchmarks from earlier in 2026 are already stale for some accounts. Anyone
comparing Q4 against Q1 or Q2 numbers without accounting for this is making decisions on a shifting
baseline, and Q4 is the quarter where budgets move fastest based on whatever the dashboard says is
winning.

The fix is to bring the conversation back to first-party, click-based data tied to the actual store. It's not a
perfect number, no attribution methodology is. But it's tied to real clicks and real orders instead of a
platform's own definition of credit, which just changed three times this year. Platforms grade their own
homework. Measuring against your own store data is how you stop trusting the self-report.

Across a large book of ecommerce accounts, the gap between platform-reported ROAS and
true, click-based ROAS ranged roughly 1.7x to 5.1x depending on the platform, and moved
differently on each one. There's no single discount factor that corrects for all three at once.

Chapter 2 Checklist

O Run the sum-of-ROAS-across-platforms test: if it exceeds real revenue, multiple platforms are claiming the
same sale.

Compare platform-reported revenue to actual store revenue for the same period.

O
] Ask each platform whether it will show the view-through or engage-through split. If it won't, treat that as a
flag.

H

Build one weekly view showing platform ROAS next to first-party ROAS, side by side.
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Frontload the Funnel Before Q4 Gets
Expensive

Waiting doesn't make you efficient. It means paying the highest price of the year for
attention you could have bought for half as much two months earlier.
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FUNNEL TIMING

Chapter 3: Frontload the Funnel Before Q4 Gets
Expensive

The instinct most brands follow is backwards: hold budget back, then spend it in the final stretch as a last
push, exactly when competition, and cost, is highest. Meta CPMs commonly peak in the mid-$20s in
November versus roughly $16 in January. CTV CPMs run 20-40% higher in Q4. Google CPCs commonly
rise 35-50% over the same window. Every dollar spent in the peak window buys less new attention than the
same dollar spent a few weeks earlier.

The fix is to build and warm top-of-funnel and retargeting pools in August and September, while CPMs are
still low, so that by the time Q4 urgency hits, the goal is harvesting interest that's already warm, not paying
peak prices to build it from nothing. Retargeting audiences generally need real volume, often cited around
1,000 or more engaged people per segment, and real time, two to four weeks of consistent spend, to
actually perform.

Waiting doesn't make you efficient. It means paying the highest price of the year for attention
you could have bought for half as much two months earlier.

Chapter 3 Checklist

[[] Check whether prospecting campaigns are live right now, not in November.

Pull last year's CPM and CPC by month from your own accounts to see your own cost curve.

Aim for roughly 20-30% of budget in top-of-funnel spend, scaling down as pools mature toward Black

[

O Build and warm remarketing pools in August and September while costs are still low.
riday.

LI Frid
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New vs.Returning: Minimum Two
Buckets

A blended ROAS number can look like it's scaling while the new-customer engine
has quietly stalled underneathit.
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BUDGET ARCHITECTURE

Chapter 4: New vs. Returning: Minimum Two
Buckets

Every platform, every account, should carry at least two distinct budget buckets: new customer or
prospecting, and returning customer or retargeting-retention. A third “warm but unconverted” bucket is a
reasonable add for accounts with enough volume to support it.

Why this matters specifically in Q4: a blended ROAS number can look like it's scaling beautifully while the
new-customer engine has quietly stalled and all the growth is coming from repeat buyers who'd have
bought during a Q4 sale anyway. Blended numbers hide exactly the split that matters most for judging
whether Q4 grew the business or just harvested it.

There's a second reason this split matters that isn't about attribution at all. First-time online shoppers in a
category return at rates roughly 67% higher than repeat customers. A channel that's mostly acquiring new,
one-time buyers is quietly carrying a structurally higher return rate than a channel leaning on repeat
customers, and that shows up as a margin problem before it shows up anywhere else.

Chapter 4 Checklist
[[] Pulllast Q4's spend, ROAS, and CAC split by new vs. returning on Meta, Google, and TikTok at minimum.

[] Setthis year's bucket structure to mirror what actually worked, not what the blended number implied.
0 Track new-customer CAC separately from blended CAC on every platform.

O Flag any platform that's mostly harvesting repeat buyers rather than capturing new ones.
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Planning Through January: The
Post-Season Bucket

Retailers call it “Returnuary” for a reason: the same weeks that offer cheap
new-customer attention are also when Q4's returns hit the books.
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PLANNING AHEAD

Chapter 5: Planning Through January: The Post-
Season Bucket

Discount depth and frequency don't actually peak at Black Friday. December and January regularly match
or exceed BFCM on both discount depth and free-shipping frequency, and CPMs typically drop sharply
once the rush ends and competitors pull back. Lower competition plus still-present buying intent makes
January a real opportunity, not a consolation prize.

January is a cost wave as much as it's a sales window. Roughly 65% of holiday returns land within 30 days
of purchase, and holiday return rates run 30-50% above the annual baseline. Retailers call it “Returnuary”
for a reason: the same weeks that offer cheap new-customer attention are also when Q4's returns hit the

books.

Modeled for a mid-size apparel brand, a 40% Q4 revenue spike with a blended return rate near 25%,
spiking toward 32% post-holiday, works out to real six-figure returns-processing costs that need to be
reserved in the Q1 cash plan, not discovered in February.

Chapter 5 Checklist

(|

O 0 ad

Designate a post-season budget bucket now, before Q4 spend starts.
Hold back margin for a deliberate January promotional wave rather than an afterthought.
Reserve cash separately for the returns wave landing the same month.

Model your own return-rate-adjusted January cash need using last year's category-level returns.

The Q4 Metrics Playbook - AdBeacon
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Q4 Usually Lengthens the Path to
Purchase

The common assumption is that Q4 urgency shortens the path to purchase.The
research points the other way.
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CONVERSION TIMELINES

Chapter 6: Q4 Usually Lengthens the Path to
Purchase

The common assumption is that Q4 urgency, deal deadlines, shipping cutoffs, gift dates, shortens the path to
purchase. The research points the other way. Roughly 2 in 5 shoppers start researching purchases

before Black Friday even begins. A growing share report spending more time comparing retailers than they
did a couple of years ago. Completing a purchase now commonly takes 6 to 8 touchpoints across devices
and channels, and that number climbs further when Al tools are part of the research phase.

Whether specific channels convert meaningfully faster or slower during Q4 is genuinely account-specific
and worth checking directly in your own dashboards rather than assuming a universal answer. The principle
that holds regardless: if the real path to purchase is lengthening, a short attribution window or a
last-click-only view is throwing away credit for the early-window touchpoints that actually built the sale.

This is where the platform changes from Chapter 1 compound the problem. A last-click, 1-day-view model
already undercounts a multi-touch journey. Layer on a longer path to purchase during Q4, and the
undercounting gets worse right when the most budget is riding on the number. A channel that looks like it's
underperforming on a short window might simply be doing more of its work early in a longer journey than
the reporting window can see.

Completing a purchase now commonly takes 6 to 8 touchpoints across devices and channels. A
1-day view-through window was never built to capture that.

Chapter 6 Checklist
[] Check your attribution window and model on Q4 reporting specifically.
0 Don't judge a channel on last-click or short-window numbers alone during Q4.

O Pull real path-length-by-channel data from your own accounts rather than assuming it's uniform.

The Q4 Metrics Playbook - AdBeacon 16
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The First Sale Isn't the Whole Story

A 25% return rate can cut unit contribution margin by roughly 70%, not 25%.
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LTV & RETURNS

Chapter 7: The First Sale Isn't the Whole Story

The clearest cautionary example is gifting and seasonal brands. Blended CAC can look excellent, $35 to
$45, purely because Q4 volume is high and looks cheap in aggregate. Cohort data often shows 80-85% of
those customers never return post-holiday, pushing the effective CAC for a genuinely recurring customer
past $200. More broadly, cohorts acquired in Q4 frequently show lower long-term LTV than cohorts acquired
in other quarters.

The first sale can also just get undone. The average ecommerce return rate runs 19-20%, but it's not
evenly spread: apparel routinely sees 20-40%, home and garden 15-20%, electronics 8-15%.
Holiday-season returns specifically run 30-50% above the annual baseline. The number that makes this
land: a 25% return rate doesn't cut unit contribution margin by 25%, benchmark modeling puts the real hit
closer to 70%, because the cost of a return isn't just the refund, it's shipping both directions, inspection,
restocking, and markdown risk.

A 25% return rate can cut unit contribution margin by roughly 70%, not 25%. Returns are a
margin problem long before they're a logistics problem.

Chapter 7 Checklist

O

O 0O g

Tag the Q4 cohort separately and track its 90-day and 6-month repeat rate.
Compare the Q4 cohort's repeat rate against a non-Q4 cohort.
Pull last year's return rate by category or product line.

Net return rate against gross Q4 revenue before calling any product or channel a win.
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What Actually Separated Growth
From Decline

The accounts that won spent more, but the spending wasn't the whole story.

AD
BEACON



LAST YEAR'S WINNERS

Chapter 8: What Actually Separated Growth
From Decline

Looking at a large book of ecommerce accounts, comparing the accounts that grew the most during BFCM
2025 against the accounts that declined the most reveals a consistent pattern. The fastest-growing
accounts scaled spend roughly 124% year over year while also improving efficiency, median CAC down
about a quarter, true ROAS nearly doubling. The declining accounts barely grew spend at all, about 22%,
and their efficiency collapsed, median CAC up roughly 50%, true ROAS down by more than half.

Two more differences stood out. Winners ran a heavier video creative mix in both years, roughly 44-47% of
spend versus 34-35% for decliners, it wasn't a one-year pivot, it was already the pattern going in. Winners
were also more likely to add a second or third ad platform, moving from an average of 1.8 to 2.4 paid
platforms, while decliners mostly stayed put at roughly 2.

The accounts that won spent more, but the spending wasn't the whole story. They paired it with more video
creative, a second or third channel, and efficiency that improved as they scaled. The accounts that declined
didn't really do anything differently than the year before, they just held steady while costs rose around them.
Standing still in a rising-cost quarter behaves like going backward.

Chapter 8 Checklist

[[] Compare your spend growth to your efficiency trend, are they moving together or apart?
Audit your video vs. image creative mix against last year's numbers.

Count how many platforms are carrying meaningful spend in your current plan.

o0 ad

Identify and re-warm last year's top-performing audiences before Q4 spend ramps.
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The Watch List vs. The Discount List

The metrics that predict a strong Q4 are tied to your own store. The ones that just
look good on a dashboard are tied to a platform's definition of credit.
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THE SYNTHESIS

Chapter 9: The Watch List vs. The Discount List

Evnr\l r\h:lr\fnr in this quide ig reall
S guige 1S reany

/ ane\l\larlnm the same question: is this number tied to enmni‘hlng rnal a

A

click, an order, a repeat purchase, or is it tied to a platform's internal definition of credit, three of which
changed this year? That single question sorts almost everything into one of two lists.

Blended first-party CAC

New vs. returning CAC/ROAS, split
POAS (profit on ad spend)
Return-adjusted (net) revenue
Weekly trend lines

Remarketing pool size and growth
Cohort LTV / repeat rate by quarter
Owned-channel revenue, its own line
Platform diversification count

Attribution-window-adjusted comparisons

Platform self-reported ROAS alone

Blended new + returning ROAS

CTR, impressions, raw platform conversions
Gross revenue at time of sale
Monthly/quarterly snapshots alone

(no clean dashboard substitute)

In-quarter ROAS as a final verdict
Owned-channel revenue folded into “other”
Single-platform performance in isolation

Raw period-over-period platform comparisons

The metrics that predict a strong Q4 are the ones tied to your own store and your own
customers coming back. The metrics that just look good on a dashboard are the ones a

platform gets to define for you.

The Q4 Metrics Playbook - AdBeacon
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Master Checklist: The Full Q4 Playbook

Every item from every chapter, in one place. Work through it once before Q4 spend ramps, then revisit sections 5 through
7 again heading into January.

Measurement Foundations

O

O o0oad

Identify which Meta campaigns relied on 7-day/28-day view-through credit before January 12.
Flag any Google or Meta trend line crossing this year's attribution boundaries.
Run the sum-of-ROAS-across-platforms test on last year's Q4 data.

Build one weekly view: platform ROAS, first-party ROAS, and blended CAC side by side.

Funnel & Budget

O

O 0O 04

Confirm prospecting campaigns are live before Q4 urgency hits.
Build and warm remarketing pools in August and September.
Set new-vs-returning budget buckets on every platform, minimum two.

Track new-customer CAC separately from blended CAC.

Post-Season Planning

O
O
O

Designate a post-season budget bucket before Q4 spend starts.
Reserve cash separately for January returns processing.

Model return-rate-adjusted cash need by category.

Timelines, LTV & Returns

O
O
O

Check the attribution window used in Q4 reporting.
Tag the Q4 cohort and track 90-day and 6-month repeat rate.

Net return rate against gross revenue before declaring a product or channel a win.

Learning From Last Year

O

O o0oad

Compare spend growth to efficiency trend, are they moving together?
Audit video vs. image creative mix.
Count platforms carrying meaningful spend.

Re-warm last year's top-performing audiences.

The Q4 Metrics Playbook - AdBeacon
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APPENDIX

Sources & Methodology

Platform changes(Chapters1-2): Meta's January 12view-through window removal, its March 3
engage-through reclassification, and Google's April GA4 attribution reweighting are drawn from current
platform documentation and independent ad-tech reporting on each change.

Cost and timing data (Chapters 3, 5, 6): Q4 CPM/CPC seasonality, discount-depth patterns by month,
and path-to-purchase research are drawn from industry benchmark reports and holiday shopping behavior
studies published in 2026.

Returns benchmarks (Chapters 4, 7): Return-rate figures are corroborated across the National Retalil
Federation's 2025 Retail Returns Landscape report and several independent return-rate trackers. These
are industry-wide benchmarks, not figures specific to any single platform or retailer, and should be treated
as a directional planning input rather than a guarantee for any individual store.

BFCM 2024 vs. 2025 findings (Chapter 8): Drawn from an aggregated, anonymized book of ecommerce
accounts comparing BFCM performance year over year. Figures exclude a small number of corrupted data
rows identified during analysis. Winners and decliners are defined as the top and bottom 20 accounts by
revenue growth, restricted to accounts with a meaningful 2024 spend base to avoid small-sample noise.

LTV example (Chapter 7): The gifting-brand cohort example ($35-45 blended CAC, $200+ effective
recurring CAC) is a published industry example used for illustration, not a result specific to any AdBeacon
client.

This guide reflects measurement conditions as of mid-2026. Platform attribution policies change, sometimes with little
notice. Treat specific figures here as a snapshot, not a permanent baseline.

The Q4 Metrics Playbook - AdBeacon 24
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Keep this on hand through January.

Q4 is too expensive a quarterto be making reallocation calls off numbers that shifted under
you without warning. If this guide was useful, this is the kind of measurement research
AdBeacon publishes on an ongoing basis, what's actually changing on ad platforms, and

what it means for the numbers you're already looking at.

Stay in the loop: Support@adbeacon.com - adbeacon.com/blog
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	Discount depth and frequency don't actually peak at Black Friday. December and January regularly match or exceed BFCM on both discount depth and free-shipping frequency, and CPMs typically drop sharply once the rush ends and competitors pull back. Lower competition plus still-present buying intent makes January a real opportunity, not a consolation prize.
	January is a cost wave as much as it's a sales window. Roughly 65% of holiday returns land within 30 days of purchase, and holiday return rates run 30-50% above the annual baseline. Retailers call it “Returnuary” for a reason: the same weeks that offer cheap new-customer attention are also when Q4's returns hit the books.
	Modeled for a mid-size apparel brand, a 40% Q4 revenue spike with a blended return rate near 25%, spiking toward 32% post-holiday, works out to real six-figure returns-processing costs that need to be reserved in the Q1 cash plan, not discovered in February.
	Chapter 5 Checklist
	Designate a post-season budget bucket now, before Q4 spend starts. Hold back margin for a deliberate January promotional wave rather than an afterthought. Reserve cash separately for the returns wave landing the same month. Model your own return-rate-adjusted January cash need using last year's category-level returns.


	Purchase
	Q4 Usually Lengthens the Path to
	CONVERSION TIMELINES Chapter 6: Q4 Usually Lengthens the Path to Purchase
	The common assumption is that Q4 urgency, deal deadlines, shipping cutoffs, gift dates, shortens the path to purchase. The research points the other way. Roughly 2 in 5 shoppers start researching purchases before Black Friday even begins. A growing share report spending more time comparing retailers than they did a couple of years ago. Completing a purchase now commonly takes 6 to 8 touchpoints across devices and channels, and that number climbs further when AI tools are part of the research phase.
	Whether specific channels convert meaningfully faster or slower during Q4 is genuinely account-specific and worth checking directly in your own dashboards rather than assuming a universal answer. The principle that holds regardless: if the real path to purchase is lengthening, a short attribution window or a last-click-only view is throwing away credit for the early-window touchpoints that actually built the sale.
	This is where the platform changes from Chapter 1 compound the problem. A last-click, 1-day-view model already undercounts a multi-touch journey. Layer on a longer path to purchase during Q4, and the undercounting gets worse right when the most budget is riding on the number. A channel that looks like it's underperforming on a short window might simply be doing more of its work early in a longer journey than the reporting window can see.
	Completing a purchase now commonly takes 6 to 8 touchpoints across devices and channels. A 1-day view-through window was never built to capture that.
	Chapter 6 Checklist
	Check your attribution window and model on Q4 reporting specifically. Don't judge a channel on last-click or short-window numbers alone during Q4. Pull real path-length-by-channel data from your own accounts rather than assuming it's uniform.


	The First Sale Isn't the Whole Story
	LTV & RETURNS Chapter 7: The First Sale Isn't the Whole Story
	The clearest cautionary example is gifting and seasonal brands. Blended CAC can look excellent, $35 to $45, purely because Q4 volume is high and looks cheap in aggregate. Cohort data often shows 80-85% of those customers never return post-holiday, pushing the effective CAC for a genuinely recurring customer past $200. More broadly, cohorts acquired in Q4 frequently show lower long-term LTV than cohorts acquired in other quarters.
	The first sale can also just get undone. The average ecommerce return rate runs 19-20%, but it's not evenly spread: apparel routinely sees 20-40%, home and garden 15-20%, electronics 8-15%. Holiday-season returns specifically run 30-50% above the annual baseline. The number that makes this land: a 25% return rate doesn't cut unit contribution margin by 25%, benchmark modeling puts the real hit closer to 70%, because the cost of a return isn't just the refund, it's shipping both directions, inspection, restocking, and markdown risk.
	A 25% return rate can cut unit contribution margin by roughly 70%, not 25%. Returns are a margin problem long before they're a logistics problem.
	Chapter 7 Checklist
	Tag the Q4 cohort separately and track its 90-day and 6-month repeat rate. Compare the Q4 cohort's repeat rate against a non-Q4 cohort. Pull last year's return rate by category or product line. Net return rate against gross Q4 revenue before calling any product or channel a win.


	08 What Actually Separated Growth From Decline
	LAST YEAR'S WINNERS Chapter 8: What Actually Separated Growth From Decline
	Looking at a large book of ecommerce accounts, comparing the accounts that grew the most during BFCM 2025 against the accounts that declined the most reveals a consistent pattern. The fastest-growing accounts scaled spend roughly 124% year over year while also improving efficiency, median CAC down about a quarter, true ROAS nearly doubling. The declining accounts barely grew spend at all, about 22%, and their efficiency collapsed, median CAC up roughly 50%, true ROAS down by more than half.
	Two more differences stood out. Winners ran a heavier video creative mix in both years, roughly 44-47% of spend versus 34-35% for decliners, it wasn't a one-year pivot, it was already the pattern going in. Winners were also more likely to add a second or third ad platform, moving from an average of 1.8 to 2.4 paid platforms, while decliners mostly stayed put at roughly 2.
	The accounts that won spent more, but the spending wasn't the whole story. They paired it with more video creative, a second or third channel, and efficiency that improved as they scaled. The accounts that declined didn't really do anything differently than the year before, they just held steady while costs rose around them. Standing still in a rising-cost quarter behaves like going backward.
	Chapter 8 Checklist
	Compare your spend growth to your efficiency trend, are they moving together or apart? Audit your video vs. image creative mix against last year's numbers. Count how many platforms are carrying meaningful spend in your current plan. Identify and re-warm last year's top-performing audiences before Q4 spend ramps.


	The Watch List vs. The Discount List
	THE SYNTHESIS Chapter 9: The Watch List vs. The Discount List Every chapter in this guide is really answering the same question: is this number tied to something real, a click, an order, a repeat purchase, or is it tied to a platform's internal definition of credit, three of which changed this year? That single question sorts almost everything into one of two lists.
	Watch
	Blended first-party CAC
	Discount
	Platform self-reported ROAS alone
	New vs. returning CAC/ROAS, split
	Blended new + returning ROAS
	POAS (profit on ad spend)
	CTR, impressions, raw platform conversions
	Return-adjusted (net) revenue
	Gross revenue at time of sale
	Weekly trend lines
	Monthly/quarterly snapshots alone
	Remarketing pool size and growth
	(no clean dashboard substitute)
	Cohort LTV / repeat rate by quarter
	In-quarter ROAS as a final verdict
	Owned-channel revenue, its own line
	Owned-channel revenue folded into “other”
	Platform diversification count
	Single-platform performance in isolation
	Attribution-window-adjusted comparisons
	Raw period-over-period platform comparisons


	The metrics that predict a strong Q4 are the ones tied to your own store and your own customers coming back. The metrics that just look good on a dashboard are the ones a platform gets to define for you.
	Master Checklist: The Full Q4 Playbook
	Every item from every chapter, in one place. Work through it once before Q4 spend ramps, then revisit sections 5 through
	7 again heading into January.
	Measurement Foundations
	Identify which Meta campaigns relied on 7-day/28-day view-through credit before January 12. Flag any Google or Meta trend line crossing this year's attribution boundaries. Run the sum-of-ROAS-across-platforms test on last year's Q4 data. Build one weekly view: platform ROAS, first-party ROAS, and blended CAC side by side.

	Funnel & Budget
	Confirm prospecting campaigns are live before Q4 urgency hits. Build and warm remarketing pools in August and September. Set new-vs-returning budget buckets on every platform, minimum two. Track new-customer CAC separately from blended CAC.

	Post-Season Planning
	Designate a post-season budget bucket before Q4 spend starts. Reserve cash separately for January returns processing. Model return-rate-adjusted cash need by category.

	Timelines, LTV & Returns
	Check the attribution window used in Q4 reporting. Tag the Q4 cohort and track 90-day and 6-month repeat rate. Net return rate against gross revenue before declaring a product or channel a win.

	Learning From Last Year
	Compare spend growth to efficiency trend, are they moving together? Audit video vs. image creative mix. Count platforms carrying meaningful spend. Re-warm last year's top-performing audiences.


	APPENDIX Sources & Methodology
	Platform changes(Chapters1-2): Meta's January 12view-through window removal, its March 3
	engage-through reclassification, and Google's April GA4 attribution reweighting are drawn from current platform documentation and independent ad-tech reporting on each change.
	Cost and timing data (Chapters 3, 5, 6): Q4 CPM/CPC seasonality, discount-depth patterns by month, and path-to-purchase research are drawn from industry benchmark reports and holiday shopping behavior studies published in 2026.
	Returns benchmarks (Chapters 4, 7): Return-rate figures are corroborated across the National Retail Federation's 2025 Retail Returns Landscape report and several independent return-rate trackers. These are industry-wide benchmarks, not figures specific to any single platform or retailer, and should be treated as a directional planning input rather than a guarantee for any individual store.
	BFCM 2024 vs. 2025 findings (Chapter 8): Drawn from an aggregated, anonymized book of ecommerce accounts comparing BFCM performance year over year. Figures exclude a small number of corrupted data rows identified during analysis. Winners and decliners are defined as the top and bottom 20 accounts by revenue growth, restricted to accounts with a meaningful 2024 spend base to avoid small-sample noise.
	LTV example (Chapter 7): The gifting-brand cohort example ($35-45 blended CAC, $200+ effective recurring CAC) is a published industry example used for illustration, not a result specific to any AdBeacon client.
	This guide reflects measurement conditions as of mid-2026. Platform attribution policies change, sometimes with little notice. Treat specific figures here as a snapshot, not a permanent baseline.


	Keep this on hand through January.
	Stay in the loop: Support@adbeacon.com · adbeacon.com/blog


