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Case Study: The $20 Click: Why Small Businesses Can't Afford Google's 
"Best Practices" 

Executive Summary: Google’s advertising ecosystem aggressively pushes "Smart Bidding" as 
a universal solution. However, for small businesses with lower transaction volumes, these 
algorithmic strategies often behave like predatory gambling rather than intelligent optimization. 
This case study documents a B2B campaign where an automated switch from "Maximize 
Clicks" to "Maximize Conversions" resulted in a 1,991% increase in Cost Per Click (CPC) 
within 48 hours. By analyzing the data alongside Google’s own technical documentation, we 
prove this cost spike was not a glitch, but a predictable failure caused by the "Data Threshold" 
gap. 

 

1. The "Before & After" Data Snapshot 

To understand the financial violence of this algorithmic shift, we must look at the specific 
performance metrics of the keyword "elevator modernization" over a three-day period. 

Phase A: Manual Control (The Baseline) 

●​ Date: Dec 19 
●​ Strategy: Maximize Clicks (Bid Cap: $2.00) 
●​ Performance: The campaign generated 11 impressions and secured a click for $0.95. 

The bid cap functioned as a financial firewall, ensuring traffic remained affordable. 

Phase B: Algorithmic Control (The Spike) 

●​ Date: Dec 21 
●​ Strategy: Maximize Conversions (Uncapped/Auto-Applied) 
●​ Performance: Two days later, for the exact same keyword with the exact same match 

type (Broad), the algorithm paid $19.87 for a single click. Notably, impressions dropped 
to 4, indicating the AI aggressively narrowed the audience to a "high probability" user 
that cost 20x more to acquire. 

The Financial Impact: In just 48 hours, the cost of entry for a single visitor jumped from under a 
dollar to the price of a steak dinner. 
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2. The "Official" Reality Check: Why This Was Predictable 

The client experienced this spike as a shock, but a review of Google’s own support 
documentation reveals that this volatility is a documented feature of the system, not a bug. 

The "30-Conversion" Rule Google’s machine learning requires a specific volume of data to 
make accurate price predictions. Industry best practices and third-party experts clarify that a 
campaign should have "at least 30 conversions in the past 30 days" before switching to 
strategies like Maximize Conversions. Some advanced strategies, like Target ROAS, require 
even more stability—up to 50 conversions per month. 

The Volatility Warning When a campaign forces Smart Bidding without this "fuel," the algorithm 
is essentially guessing. Google explicitly warns that campaigns falling below these thresholds 
will experience results that are "slower or less consistent". In this case, "less consistent" 
manifested as extreme price volatility. Because the elevator company did not have 30 recent 
conversions to guide the AI, the system lacked the statistical confidence to bid efficiently, 
resulting in the drastic overpayment. 

 

3. The Narrative: The "Learning Phase" Trap 

Why did the AI decide a single click was worth $19.87? 

When the "Auto-Apply" recommendation switched the campaign to Maximize Conversions, it 
removed the manual $2.00 safety limit. The AI entered a "learning phase," where it attempts to 
test the upper limits of the auction to find where conversions happen. 

In a high-volume account (e.g., an e-commerce store selling sneakers), the AI can make 
hundreds of micro-bets to learn quickly. But in a low-volume B2B environment, the AI "starves." 
It panicked, grabbing a high-intent user signal and bidding efficiently in theory, but disastrously 
in practice. It optimized for the chance of a conversion without any regard for the cost of the 
traffic, precisely because it lacked the historical data to know better. 

 

4. The Lesson: Volume is the Prerequisite for Automation 

This incident illustrates a critical hierarchy of needs in digital marketing that small business 
owners often ignore. 

●​ The Law of Small Numbers: Automation is math. If you are not feeding the machine at 
least 30-50 conversions a month, the algorithm cannot optimize for you; it can only 
experiment on you. 



●​ The "Auto-Apply" Danger: The "Recommendations" tab often suggests switching to 
Maximize Conversions to "bid more efficiently." As this case proves, efficiency is relative. 
For a small budget, "efficiency" can look like paying $20 for a click that used to cost $1. 

●​ The Strategic Fix: Small businesses must resist the allure of set-and-forget AI. The 
winning strategy for low-volume accounts remains Manual CPC or Maximize Clicks 
with a Bid Cap. You must manually control your costs until your volume is high enough 
to "graduate" to Smart Bidding. 

Final Takeaway: Don't let Google's "Best Practices" break your bank. Unless you have the data 
volume to support the machine, manual control isn't outdated—it's your only safety net. Podcast 
of this Case Study: https://youtu.be/I9UR3gZyYF0 
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