
 
 

 

TD Ameritrade: First Ad in the Blockchain - Jay Chiat Submission - Connections Strategy 
 
Part 1: 200 word introduction  
 
This case study explains how TD Ameritrade, an online brokerage firm, inserted itself into the 

hottest cultural conversation, the blockchain and cemented its credibility with the community of 

cryptocurrency traders. 

 
● TD Ameritrade launched Bitcoin Futures trading but was not yet seen as a voice of 

authority among the niche audience of cryptocurrency traders. 

● Research into the blockchain community revealed an insight that in order to credibly join 

the conversation about the blockchain, we would need to let the blockchain do the 

talking for us. 

● TD Ameritrade turned the blockchain into a media channel by hacking the unhackable 

and placing a message where only the influencers could see it. We were the first brand 

to place an ad in the blockchain by creatively placing ASCII art to form the image of a 

flag - a symbol which spoke to the originality of the execution as well as our rich history 

of innovation. 

● In the end, we became a part of the blockchain conversation by being a part of it - 

literally. We deepened our credibility with cryptocurrency traders all while driving 

awareness of our new Bitcoin Futures product. Conversation around the brand grew with 

a 229% increase in social mentions and 26.7 million earned media impressions. 
 
Background: 
Cryptocurrency and the blockchain are the most reported, discussed and hyped financial terms 

of the year, but few people truly understand what they are or how to invest in them. Online 

brokerage TD Ameritrade—a company with a long history of firsts and a culture of 

innovation—wanted to make its mark on the blockchain and attract a new generation of 

investors. 
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TD Ameritrade was the first firm to allow traders to execute online trades, and most recently, in 

2018, we broke all industry rules by enabling clients to trade 24 hours a day.  This heritage of 

innovative has earned the brand respect from the hardest-to-reach and even harder-to-convince 

audience: the active trader. Traders are attracted to emerging technology, but they are 

incredibly elusive, jaded and immune to most advertising. 

 

Cryptocurrency and Bitcoin were the hottest investment opportunities of 2018, so TD Ameritrade 

was determined to make their brand part of the conversation and make this mysterious 

investment accessible to more investors. 

 
 
The Challenge: 
The most iconic currency being sold on the blockchain is Bitcoin, and TD Ameritrade was 

among the first to enable clients to trade Bitcoin Futures. While the overall business objective 

was to sell Bitcoin Futures, the real challenge was to position TD Ameritrade as a credible 

player to the insiders and influencers of the cryptocurrency world, who were very skeptical when 

it comes to established brands. To stand apart from the bitcoin buzz, we knew we’d have to do 

something that had never been done before. 

 

Objectives: 
Our objectives were threefold: 

1. Establish credibility as a trustworthy authority on Bitcoin and its associated Blockchain 

technology 

2. Further our brand reputation for being innovative and groundbreaking  

3. Drive awareness of TD Ameritrade’s new Bitcoin Futures offering 

  

Who were we trying to reach? 
The target audience was not only traders who would be interested in trading Bitcoin Futures, but 

everyone keeping a close eye on the crypto craze. These influencers are hard to impress and 

skeptical by nature, so we needed to truly speak their language. We wanted to galvanize the 

blockchain community so the rest of the world would pay attention.  
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Our Insight: 
In order to credibly join the conversation about the blockchain, we would need to let the 

blockchain do the talking for us. 

 

The Strategy: 
The blockchain is an immutable piece of data that can’t be hacked or altered—a public ledger 

that permanently logs data transactions as a record of events. But what if we were able to place 

a hidden message within the data that would be discovered by those who understood it best? 

  

The Big Idea: 
Our idea was to use the blockchain as both our media channel and our message—to talk to our 

elusive audience by hacking the un-hackable and placing a message where only the influencers 

could see it. But since the blockchain is decentralized & thus highly immutable, unchangeable, 

and unhackable, we had to find a way to embed a message into the most secure ledger in the 

world. 

  

Limited by the blockchain’s functionality, we weren’t able to make a polished, highly produced              

ad, but that was part of the fun. With a function of the blockchain called OP_Return, which acts                  

like the memo space on a check, simple messages and characters can be placed within               

transactions. We painstakingly linked 68 individual Bitcoin transactions, featuring 80 characters           

per transaction, to design a larger image in text-based ASCII art—the image of the flag being                

planted—a symbol which spoke to the originality of the execution as well as our rich history of                 

innovation. 
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Connections Strategy: 
We turned the world’s most secure digital ledger into a media channel, and instead of wasting a                 

huge media spend on an ad that lasts 30 seconds or less, we created a piece of advertising that                   

will last forever. 

  

The encrypted nature of the blockchain means that the ad is not easy to discover—charming               

and challenging in equal measures. For the majority of people the experience was explained              

and promoted via a dedicated site, which housed all the individual transactions in one macro               

view, revealing the ASCII-code equivalent of a print ad. Crypto-enthusiasts and influencers were             

naturally the first to hear about this daring digital stunt, and news quickly spread. 

 

Coindesk were the among the first to break the story and soon after, subreddits lit up.                

Investopedia, the world’s leading source of financial content on the web, wrote an article              

praising the innovative move, leading to over 13 million impressions. Soon after, mainstream             

media like the Wall Street Journal was describing it as the “nerdiest, and buzzwordiest ad               

campaign of the year.” 

  

Results: 
We saw a 229% increase in social mentions and 51.6 million media impressions in the first 

week alone.  Rather than rely on traditional channels to sell our new product, we transformed 

the blockchain into a media platform that would drive social currency.  

  

Additional article pick up and mentions stemmed from our earned outreach, which accounted for 

26.7M impressions.  As the news spread, financial services publications such as Investopedia 

and The Wall Street Journal picked up the story. 
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Advertising industry publications including AdWeek and The Drum shouted the news of the 

groundbreaking campaign.  

  

                   

  

Then, a wildfire of conversation was sparked on Twitter as influencers shared the news.  The ad 

got buzz on social media and picked up significant traction in the 4-6 days following its launch. 
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The ad accounted for over 1/4th of total brand mentions during the 11-day period and 99% of 

mentions were positive or neutral. With a $0.11 CPM rate and a total ad cost of only $23.15, the 

ROI on our ad was remarkable. 

 
We deepened our credibility with this cynical and elusive audience by creating the first ad in the 

blockchain. Our history of innovation remains unbroken, all while driving awareness of our new 

Bitcoin Futures product.  
 
In the end we became a part of the blockchain conversation by being a part of it, literally. Having 

been the first to hack the blockchain, we eagerly await what else can be done with the 

technology. 
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