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Abstract 

The rapid evolution of Meta's advertising ecosystem — encompassing Facebook, Instagram, and 

Messenger — has introduced unprecedented levels of performance volatility, compelling social 

media marketing professionals to adopt dynamic and adaptive decision-making strategies. This 

paper examines the strategic responses of marketing practitioners to three core dimensions of 

platform uncertainty: algorithm-driven ad delivery inconsistencies, persistent ROI unpredictability, 

and the escalating cost-per-impression (CPM) environment induced by auction inflation and 

privacy-driven data loss. Drawing on secondary data from Meta's quarterly earnings reports (Q3 
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2023–Q1 2026), industry analytics from GeistM, Coinis, Right Side Up, and Varos, alongside peer-

reviewed academic studies, this article constructs a structured analytical framework for 

understanding how professionals adapt, respond, and survive in an era of opaque platform dynamics. 

Findings indicate that cost-per-lead climbed 21% year-over-year in 2025, CPMs spiked up to 66% 

during peak e-commerce seasons, and average Meta ad costs grew 14% against only a 6% increase 

in impressions. These dynamics fundamentally reshape the strategic toolkit of the modern social 

media marketer, necessitating creative diversification, signal-based targeting, and agile budget 

management. 

Keywords: Meta Ads, Platform Uncertainty, Social Media Marketing, ROI Volatility, Algorithm 

Changes, Advertising Decision-Making, CPM Trends, Performance Marketing 

1. Introduction 

Social media advertising has emerged as the cornerstone of digital marketing strategy in the twenty-

first century. Among the platforms available to marketers, Meta — encompassing Facebook, 

Instagram, Reels, and Messenger — commands the largest share of social advertising budgets 

globally. However, the very technological sophistication that makes Meta a powerful advertising 

environment simultaneously renders it unpredictable and volatile. Marketing professionals are 

consistently confronted with erratic performance outcomes: campaigns that deliver strong results in 

one week may underperform drastically the next, not due to any operational error on the advertiser's 

part, but because of systemic algorithmic changes, shifting auction dynamics, and evolving platform 

policies. 

The concept of "platform uncertainty" in the context of digital advertising refers to the inability of 

advertisers to reliably predict campaign performance outcomes due to factors exogenous to their 

control — including algorithmic updates, privacy-law-induced data loss, competitive auction shifts, 

and policy changes by the platform. This uncertainty fundamentally complicates strategic decision-

making, as conventional models of rational marketing planning assume some level of predictability 

in the relationship between investment and return. 
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This study is motivated by three critical observations in contemporary practice. First, Meta's flagship 

algorithm update, known as the "Andromeda" update, significantly altered how ads are delivered 

and optimized, demanding advertisers provide 10–20+ creative variants where previously 3–5 

sufficed. Second, the cost per lead on Meta climbed 21% year-over-year in 2025, and average ad 

costs grew 14% against only a 6% increase in impressions, compressing advertiser margins. Third, 

ROI from Meta advertising has become increasingly difficult to attribute reliably, with modeled data 

now filling gaps left by Apple's App Tracking Transparency (ATT) and browser-level cookie 

restrictions. 

Against this backdrop, this paper asks: How do social media marketing professionals navigate 

strategic decision-making under conditions of persistent Meta Ads performance volatility? The 

paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 reviews existing literature; Section 3 presents the analytical 

framework and methodology; Section 4 analyzes the three primary dimensions of platform 

uncertainty with real data; Section 5 discusses strategic adaptive responses; and Section 6 concludes 

with implications for research and practice. 

2. Review of Literature 

2.1 Strategic Decision-Making under Uncertainty 

Classical strategic management theory, rooted in the work of Simon (1955) on bounded rationality, 

posits that decision-makers operate with incomplete information and limited cognitive processing 

capacity. In the context of digital advertising, platform opacity amplifies this bounded rationality. 

Kahneman (2011) further highlighted the role of heuristics and cognitive biases in decision-making 

under uncertainty — factors highly relevant when marketing professionals respond to sudden drops 

in Return on Ad Spend (ROAS) or inexplicable spikes in Cost-Per-Click (CPC). 

More recent frameworks, such as the Dynamic Capabilities framework (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 

1997), are particularly germane to this study. Dynamic capabilities emphasize a firm's ability to 

sense, seize, and reconfigure resources in response to environmental change — precisely what is 

required of marketing professionals operating in a volatile ad ecosystem. Research by Srinivasan 

and Hanssens (2009) on marketing and firm value demonstrated that shifts in digital advertising 
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environments significantly impact financial performance, underscoring the strategic, not merely 

operational, nature of ad platform management. 

2.2 Social Media Algorithms and Marketing Strategy 

The rapid evolution of social media algorithms has received growing scholarly attention. A 2024 

study of SMEs found that social media analytics significantly enhances organizational innovation 

and adaptability, which in turn positively affects strategic decision-making (Aptikom Journal, 

2024). The study, employing Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with data from 200 SMEs, 

underscored the importance of social media as a strategic resource in a dynamic business 

environment. 

Researchers in the International Journal of Information Management (2021) noted that digital and 

social media marketing fundamentally transforms consumer behavior and business operations, 

creating both significant opportunities and new categories of strategic risk (Hanlon, 2021). The post-

iOS 14 advertising landscape — characterized by signal loss and attribution gaps — represents one 

such risk category that has been widely studied in trade literature but deserves more formal academic 

attention. 

2.3 ROI Volatility and Attribution in Digital Advertising 

Attribution — the process of crediting sales or conversions to specific advertising touchpoints — 

has become increasingly problematic in the post-privacy era. Researchers at DataFord (2026) noted 

that ROI can swing ±20% day-over-day due to late-arriving conversions, API backfills, and double-

counted clicks, making reliable performance assessment a persistent challenge for practitioners. The 

growing divergence between platform-reported metrics and actual business outcomes has led to 

what practitioners describe as an "attribution black box," where campaign decisions are made based 

on incomplete or misleading data. 

2.4 Gaps in Literature 

While the academic literature has addressed social media marketing strategy and ROI measurement 

in broad terms, there remains a notable gap in empirical and analytical studies focusing specifically 
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on how marketing professionals adapt their strategic decision-making processes in response to 

platform-specific uncertainty — particularly as it manifests in Meta's ad ecosystem. This paper aims 

to address that gap by synthesizing industry data with strategic management theory. 

3. Methodology 

This study adopts a secondary data analytical approach, drawing on: 

1. Platform-Level Data: Meta's quarterly earnings reports and advertiser communications (Q3 

2023 – Q1 2026). 

2. Industry Analytics Reports: GeistM's Q1 2025 Meta Rate Trends report (with period-over-

period data across five verticals), the Coinis Blog's analysis of Meta ad cost escalation in 2026, 

Right Side Up/Varos CPM analysis, and Lebesgue.io performance trend data. 

3. Practitioner Literature: Reddit's r/FacebookAds community posts, LinkedIn professional 

discussions on Andromeda updates, and advertising industry publications (LinkedIn Ads, 

Abhishek Dubey, Marketing Dive). 

4. Academic Sources: Peer-reviewed articles on strategic decision-making, digital marketing, 

and social media analytics. 

The analytical framework employed is a three-dimensional uncertainty model, examining: (a) 

algorithmic volatility, (b) delivery and cost unpredictability, and (c) ROI attribution erosion. For 

each dimension, real quantitative data is presented, followed by strategic implications. 

Limitations: This study does not include primary survey data from marketing professionals and 

thus cannot claim representativeness across practitioner types, industries, or geographies. Future 

research should supplement these findings with structured surveys or in-depth interviews with Meta 

advertising practitioners. 

4. Meta Ads Performance Volatility: Evidence and Analysis 

4.1 Dimension I — Algorithmic Volatility and Delivery Inconsistency 

4.1.1 The Andromeda Update and Its Aftermath 

http://lebesgue.io/
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Meta's "Andromeda" algorithm update — fully rolled out in 2024–2025 — fundamentally 

restructured how ads are delivered and optimized. Under the previous system, advertisers could 

achieve strong performance with 3–5 tightly targeted creatives and narrowly defined audience 

segments. The Andromeda framework, by contrast, is built on machine learning optimization that 

requires creative diversity at scale: industry practitioners report that 10–20+ creative variants per 

campaign are now necessary to provide the algorithm sufficient signal diversity to optimize 

effectively. 

This transition has had pronounced consequences for delivery stability. When Andromeda's AI 

recalibrates for an account, campaigns enter what practitioners describe as a "learning and instability 

phase," during which daily results can swing dramatically. The algorithm is, in effect, running 

internal A/B tests across the advertiser's creative inventory to identify which combinations perform 

with which audience sub-segments — a process that introduces short-term volatility as a structural 

feature, not an anomaly. 

4.1.2 Quantified CPM and CTR Volatility (Q1 2025) 

Industry-tracked data from GeistM's Q1 2025 Meta Rate Trends analysis — covering five key 

verticals (Health & Wellness, Sports & Supplements, Fashion & Beauty, Food & Beverage, and 

Home & Family) — documents dramatic period-over-period swings, summarized below: 

Period CPM 

Change 

CPC 

Change 

CTR 

Change 

Notable Outlier 

Mid-Jan 2025 (1–

15) 

-36% -6% -30% Sports & Supplements CPM: 

-50% 

End-Jan 2025 

(16–31) 

+16% +9% +9% Sports & Supplements CPM: 

+33% 

Mid-Feb 2025 (1–

15) 

+4% -5% +8% Sports & Supplements CTR: 

+78% 
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End-Feb 2025 

(16–28) 

-3% +4% -7% Health & Wellness CPM: 

+55% 

Mid-Mar 2025 

(1–15) 

+6% -5% +10% Sports & Supplements CPM: 

+21% 

Source: GeistM Q1 2025 Meta Rate Trends Report 

These figures reveal a striking finding: within a single month (January 2025), CPMs swung from 

-36% in the first half to +16% in the second half — a 52-percentage-point reversal in just two 

weeks. Such volatility makes it virtually impossible for practitioners to plan weekly budgets with 

any confidence, and daily optimizations based on early performance signals risk over-correcting for 

noise rather than responding to signal. 

The Health & Wellness vertical deserves particular attention: CPMs rose +55% in late February 

while CTRs simultaneously rose +73% — a divergence indicating that while costs rose sharply, 

audience responsiveness also increased, suggesting algorithmic targeting improvements coexisting 

with auction pressure. 

4.1.3 Seasonal and Event-Driven Delivery Spikes 

Beyond algorithmic cycles, external events compound delivery uncertainty. During the 2025 holiday 

shopping season, CPMs spiked by as much as 66% in key e-commerce categories as competitive 

auction pressure peaked. Meta's ad delivery system operates on a 48–72 hour learning window for 

micro-optimization; when broad external shocks (elections, global events, major holidays) redirect 

user attention patterns, the algorithm must re-learn engagement signals, creating unpredictable 

delivery outcomes during the most commercially important periods of the year. 
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4.2 Dimension II — Cost Escalation and ROI Unpredictability 

4.2.1 Structural Cost Inflation 

The macro-level cost environment for Meta advertising has deteriorated substantially for 

advertisers. Key data points from 2025–2026 include: 

 Cost-per-lead climbed 21% year-over-year in 2025, according to Coinis blog analysis of 

Meta advertiser data. 

 Meta's average ad costs grew 14% against only a 6% increase in impressions, effectively 

meaning advertisers are paying more to reach the same-sized audience. 

 Instagram's average CPM hit $9.46 in Q2 2025 (surpassing Facebook's CPM), driven by 

intense demand for prime placements including Stories and Reels. 

 In Europe, Meta's Q4 2025 earnings revealed an average 14% increase in the average cost 

per ad served, year-over-year. 

 Meta's user base grew approximately 5% in the relevant period, while Wall Street projected 

20%+ revenue growth — a gap filled primarily by auction inflation rather than inventory 

expansion. 

This structural inflation is driven by five compounding forces: (a) increased advertiser count 

competing for finite attention, (b) AI-driven bidding tools that enable more aggressive bidding 

among sophisticated advertisers, (c) privacy-induced data loss that reduces targeting precision and 

increases effective waste, (d) platform-level billing and tax pass-throughs (up to 12% in some 

markets effective January 2026), and (e) loss of third-party audience data following cookie 

deprecation. 

4.2.2 The ROI Swing Problem 

Research published by DataFord (2026) documents that ROI can swing ±20% day-over-day due 

to late-arriving conversions, API backfills, and double-counted attribution events. This creates a 

profound strategic challenge: a campaign that appears unprofitable on Day 1 may reveal profitability 
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72 hours later as conversion data completes — but practitioners operating under daily performance 

review cycles may have already shut down or significantly reduced such campaigns. 

The practical consequence is a systematic bias toward premature campaign termination during 

normal learning-phase volatility. Industry practitioners on Reddit's r/FacebookAds community and 

LinkedIn confirm that ending campaigns during a single bad week can significantly worsen long-

term performance by resetting the algorithm's learning progress. One widely cited practitioner 

recommendation suggests cutting budgets by 40–50% rather than turning campaigns off during 

volatility periods, as complete termination destroys accumulated learning data. 

4.2.3 The ROAS vs. Profit Paradox 

A critical dimension of ROI unpredictability is the disconnection between platform-reported ROAS 

and actual business profitability. As Coinis (2026) documents, a high ROAS can mask thin 

margins and create an illusion of success while undermining the bottom line. A concrete 

example illustrates the problem: an advertiser reporting an 8x ROAS on a product with 10% gross 

margin is in fact losing money on every sale after fulfillment, returns, and overhead costs. 

Conversely, a brand achieving a 2x ROAS on a high-margin subscription product may be executing 

a profitable long-term customer acquisition strategy. 

This ROAS vs. profit paradox is compounded by Meta's post-privacy attribution underreporting. 

Because iOS ATT opt-outs mean Meta cannot observe many downstream conversions, its reported 

ROAS systematically understates true campaign effectiveness, leading brands to prematurely 

cut budgets on campaigns that are, in fact, driving untracked revenue through delayed conversion 

paths. 

4.3 Dimension III — Privacy-Driven Signal Loss and Attribution Erosion 

4.3.1 Post-iOS 14 Signal Environment 

Apple's App Tracking Transparency (ATT) framework, introduced in 2021 and now deeply 

embedded in user behavior, created a structural shift in the data environment available to Meta's 

optimization algorithms. With the majority of iOS users having opted out of cross-app tracking, 
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Meta lost access to a significant share of the conversion signals it previously used to optimize ad 

delivery. The consequence: ads are shown to broader, less precisely targeted audiences, with 

more budget required to achieve the same conversion volume. 

This signal loss has had cascading effects. Meta's algorithm relies on conversion events to optimize 

delivery toward users most likely to take a desired action. Fewer observed conversions mean noisier 

optimization signals, a slower learning phase, higher CPAs, and ultimately, greater volatility in 

campaign outcomes. Practitioners report that campaigns which previously stabilized within 7–10 

days now may require 3–4 weeks to exit the learning phase under the degraded signal environment. 

4.3.2 Modeled vs. Observed Conversions 

Meta now supplements its reduced observed conversion data with modeled (estimated) conversion 

data, using statistical techniques to infer the likely number of conversions it cannot directly observe. 

While this approach preserves some optimization signal, it introduces a new layer of uncertainty: 

marketers are optimizing campaigns based in part on statistical estimates rather than observed 

outcomes. As one noted industry practitioner summarized: "The effectiveness of ads hasn't 

necessarily gone away, but it has become more difficult to know how effective those ads are." 

The divergence between Meta's modeled attribution and third-party tracking data has become a 

persistent source of strategic confusion. Brands operating with Shopify analytics, Google Analytics 

4, or third-party attribution tools frequently observe significant discrepancies between platform-

reported conversions and independently verified sales, complicating budget allocation decisions. 

5. Strategic Responses: How Professionals Navigate Meta Volatility 

5.1 Creative Diversification as Algorithmic Adaptation 

The primary strategic response to Andromeda-era uncertainty is a fundamental reorientation toward 

creative-led performance. In the post-Andromeda environment, Meta's AI handles most audience 

targeting dynamically; the advertiser's primary lever is the creative input provided to the algorithm. 

Practitioners who previously competed on audience precision must now compete on creative 

volume, variety, and quality. 



International Research Journal of Education and Technology 

Peer Reviewed Journal 

ISSN 2581-7795 

 
  
 

 

  
 
 
 

150 
© 2026, IRJWEB Volume: 09 Issue: 06 | June- 2026 |www.irjweb.com 

Industry consensus recommends maintaining 10–20+ active creative variants per campaign, 

encompassing diverse hooks (first 3 seconds of video), formats (static image, video, carousel, 

Reels), messages (problem-focused, benefit-focused, social proof-focused), and visual styles (UGC, 

polished brand video, lifestyle imagery). This breadth provides the algorithm with sufficient 

combinatorial space to identify winning permutations across different audience sub-segments. 

From a resource allocation perspective, leading practitioners recommend allocating 10–20% of 

total campaign budget to structured creative testing, while scaling proven creative assets with 

the remaining 80–90%. This structured testing approach — framing each test as a hypothesis with 

defined success metrics — prevents falling into reactive "constant creative refresh" cycles that burn 

budget without generating transferable learning. 

5.2 Temporal Reorientation: Week-Over-Week vs. Day-Over-Day Analysis 

A recurring strategic insight from practitioner literature is the importance of temporal discipline in 

performance evaluation. Given daily CPM and CTR swings documented in Section 4.1 — some 

exceeding 50% within a two-week window — making strategic budget or creative decisions based 

on daily metrics introduces systematic noise-driven errors. 

Best-practice frameworks recommend: 

 Evaluating campaign performance on 7-day or 14-day rolling windows, rather than daily 

snapshots. 

 Setting pre-defined performance thresholds (e.g., "pause only if 14-day CPA exceeds target 

by >30%") rather than reacting to individual outlier days. 

 Tracking week-over-week ROAS trends as the primary optimization signal, supplemented 

by blended business metrics (LTV, payback period, net profit per customer). 

This temporal discipline directly counters the "premature termination bias" documented in Section 

4.2.2, where practitioners shut down learning-phase campaigns based on misleading early-day 

performance signals. 
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5.3 Infrastructure Investments: Server-Side Tracking and First-Party Data 

In response to signal loss documented in Section 4.3, a growing cohort of sophisticated advertisers 

has invested in Conversions API (CAPI) implementation, which sends server-side conversion 

events directly from the brand's web infrastructure to Meta, bypassing browser-level tracking 

restrictions. CAPI effectively restores a meaningful share of conversion signal that ATT would 

otherwise prevent, enabling Meta's algorithm to optimize more effectively. 

Complementing CAPI, brands are investing in first-party data infrastructure — building email 

lists, loyalty programs, and customer databases that can be used for Custom Audience targeting on 

Meta, partially substituting for lost third-party data targeting. These infrastructure investments 

represent a structural reorientation of marketing operations: from reliance on platform-provided 

targeting data toward proprietary audience assets. 

5.4 Budget Architecture Redesign 

The volatility documented across all three uncertainty dimensions has driven significant rethinking 

of campaign budget structures: 

Outdated Practice Adapted Practice Rationale 

Many small, segmented ad 

sets 

Consolidated campaigns 

with broader targeting 

Enables algorithmic 

optimization at scale 

Daily budget reviews with 

immediate adjustments 

Weekly review cycles with 

pre-set guardrails 

Reduces noise-driven over-

optimization 

Shutdown campaigns 

during poor performance 

Reduce budget 40–50% and 

let algorithm re-learn 

Preserves optimization data, 

reduces CPA recovery time 

ROAS as primary success 

metric 

LTV:CAC ratio and blended 

profitability 

Avoids ROAS-profit paradox 

documented in 4.2.3 
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Platform attribution as sole 

data source 

Multi-source attribution 

with third-party tools 

Counteracts Meta's systematic 

underreporting post-ATT 

 

5.5 Decision-Making Framework Under Platform Uncertainty 

Drawing on the foregoing analysis, a six-stage adaptive decision-making framework for Meta 

advertising professionals can be articulated: 

1. Signal Assessment: Distinguish between noise (daily fluctuations) and signal (sustained trend 

shifts) before making any strategic adjustment. 

2. Creative Stress Testing: Maintain a continuous pipeline of creative variants; treat creative 

development as ongoing R&D, not a one-time task. 

3. Attribution Triangulation: Cross-reference Meta's reported data with independent analytics 

(GA4, server-side tracking, third-party attribution) before making budget decisions. 

4. Temporal Discipline: Enforce a minimum evaluation window of 7–14 days for any 

performance-based optimization decision. 

5. Structural Consolidation: Regularly audit audience overlaps, campaign structures, and data 

integration points to eliminate self-competition and data leakage. 

6. Profitability Anchoring: Anchor all performance evaluations to unit economics (gross 

margin, LTV, CAC payback) rather than platform metrics alone. 

6. Discussion 

The findings of this study reveal that Meta Ads performance volatility is not an aberration but a 

structural feature of the contemporary advertising ecosystem, driven by intersecting 

technological, competitive, and regulatory forces. The decision-making environment faced by social 

media marketing professionals is characterized by what Weick (1988) termed "enacted 

environments" — environments that are simultaneously real and constructed through the 

interpretive acts of practitioners who must make sense of ambiguous signals in real time. 
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The strategic responses documented in Section 5 reflect a shift from plan-execute-evaluate 

marketing logic to a sense-respond-adapt operating model. This aligns closely with the Dynamic 

Capabilities framework (Teece et al., 1997): practitioners who thrive are those who have developed 

organizational routines for sensing algorithmic shifts, seizing opportunities in the creative and 

bidding space, and reconfiguring resource allocation in response to evolving cost structures. 

A notable irony emerges from the data: Meta's AI-driven optimization improvements are 

simultaneously increasing advertising effectiveness and advertising costs. As Meta's algorithm 

becomes better at finding high-value users, advertisers bid more aggressively for those users, 

inflating CPMs. The efficiency gains from AI are partially redistributed back to Meta through higher 

auction clearing prices. This competitive equilibrium means that relative advantage in Meta 

advertising increasingly derives from creative quality and data infrastructure rather than 

budget scale — a strategic shift with significant implications for smaller advertisers operating with 

limited resources. 

The study also highlights the risk of metric fixation — the tendency of practitioners to over-rely on 

platform-reported metrics (ROAS, CPC, CTR) without connecting these to underlying business 

fundamentals. The ROAS-profit paradox documented in Section 4.2.3 represents a particularly 

consequential form of strategic error: brands scaling Meta spend based on strong platform ROAS 

metrics may be simultaneously accelerating toward unprofitability. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper has analyzed the multi-dimensional nature of Meta Ads performance volatility and its 

strategic implications for social media marketing professionals. The evidence demonstrates that: 

 Algorithmic volatility — exemplified by CPM swings of up to 52 percentage points within a 

single month — renders daily performance analysis unreliable as a basis for strategic 

decisions. 
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 Cost escalation — with cost-per-lead up 21% YoY and CPMs spiking 66% during peak 

seasons — compresses advertiser margins and demands more sophisticated profitability 

measurement. 

 Attribution erosion — driven by privacy regulations and iOS ATT opt-outs — systematically 

understates Meta's true advertising effectiveness, creating a systematic bias toward under-

investment in campaigns that are in fact working. 

The strategic responses most effectively aligned with this environment are: creative diversification 

at scale, temporal discipline in performance evaluation, server-side conversion tracking investment, 

audience consolidation, and profitability-anchored performance measurement. These adaptations 

collectively constitute a Dynamic Capabilities response to platform uncertainty — organizations 

that develop routines for sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring in the face of Meta's evolving 

ecosystem will achieve durable performance advantages over those pursuing static optimization 

strategies. 

Implications for Practice: Marketing professionals and organizations investing in Meta advertising 

should treat creative development, data infrastructure (CAPI, first-party data), and attribution 

sophistication as strategic capabilities rather than operational tasks. The competitive advantage in 

Meta's ecosystem now resides in the quality of one's adaptive systems, not the size of one's budget. 

Implications for Research: Future work should extend this analysis through primary survey data 

with Meta advertising practitioners across industry sectors, enabling quantitative measurement of 

strategy-volatility response patterns. Longitudinal studies tracking campaign performance across 

multiple Andromeda-era algorithm updates would further illuminate the learning dynamics that 

underpin effective adaptive decision-making. 
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