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Emotion in TV ads

Chuck Young, Ameritest, and John Kastenholz, Unilever, explain how to use
emotion in TV commercials, and look at the importance of dramatic structure

N AN INTELLECTUAL LEVEL,
Otelevision commercials work by

telling us what we are supposed to
think about a product or service, but on
another level they work by showing us
how we are supposed to feel about a
brand. Good storytelling, which unites
ideas with emotions, lies at the heart of
advertising effectiveness. For television,
that means constructing a visually com-
pelling story with moving pictures.

In a recent interview with the Harvard
Business Review (1), Robert McKee, one of
the most respected screenwriting lecturers
in Hollywood, discussed some of the
structural principles involved in telling a
good story, and pointed out the benefits of
applying these to the practice of manage-
ment. Most executives make the mistake
of attempting to persuade using Tectures’
replete with statistics, facts, litanies of
bullet points and quotes from authorities.
McKee argues convincingly that execu-
tives could be more persuasive using
‘dramas’ — compelling stories packed
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with emotional power. For the ad busi-
ness, understanding the role of the brand
in the context of the different structures
of storytelling lies at the heart of how to
analyse a television commercial.

Along similar lines to McKee, ad
researcher Bill Wells (2) classified all TV
commercials into two fundamental
types: lectures and dramas. This simple
categorisation brought some clarity to
the debate about the role of reason and
emotion in advertising. But while lec-
tures tend to be simply a linear
presentation of features and benefits
designed to convey a rational argument
for buying the brand — a unique selling
proposition — when we talk about dra-
mas, both light and comic as well as
more emotionally serious, we must
recognise that structural issues are more
complex. Good stories can be told in
more than one way.

In fact, from our pre-testing experi-
ence we have identified four distinct
structures associated with effective
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emotional advertising. And the role of the
brand in each of these four types of stories
is quite different.

To explain these structures we must
first describe how we measure the
emotion in TV commercials. For McKee,
‘A story expresses how and why life
changes.’ To measure the emotion gener-
ated by a commercial story, therefore,
requires a dynamic variable that captures
how the audience’s feelings change as
they move through the film — we call the
measure we use the ‘Flow of Emotion’.

The Flow of Emotion®

The Flow of Emotion® is measured using
a similar picture-sorting approach to that
used to measure the Flow of Attention®,
described in previous articles and presen-
tations (3, 4). A deck of photographic
images, creatéd by grabbing key frames
from the commercial to represent the
visual content of the ad, is sorted on a five-
point scale ranging from very strong
positive to very strong negative feelings.

Importantly, the number of pictures
used in the sort is a function of the visual
complexity of the ad — from 10 to 30
images for a 30-second spot — rather than
as a mechanical function of time. By par-
titioning the advertising experience by
the rate of visual information flow, rather
than by the clock, we are measuring the
change in emotional response in terms of
the subjective time-flow of the story.

The construct employed here is to
model emotion as a ‘fluid’ pumped
through an ad - that is, the more
emotionally engaging a commercial is
visually, the more volume of emotion is
pumped in. To expand the metaphor,
emotion is thought of as coming in two
flavours, positive and negative, so that the
dynamic tension between the two can be
analysed to understand the dramatic
structure of a commercial. We visualise
this structure by creating a graphic that
superimposes two curves: one represents
the percentage of respondents who
choose the top two boxes (positive end of
the scale) and the other represents the
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percentage choosing the bottom two
(negative end of the scale).

The Flow of Emotion® and
pre-testing measures

The average level of these positive and
negative flows is the area under each of
these two curves. The relationship
between these averages and commercial
performance measures on two pre-testing
systems used by Unilever is shown in
Table 1.

For over a year Unilever North Ameri-
ca has been collecting TV pre-testing
measures from both Millward Brown and
Ameritest (s, 6). The correlation between
the diagnostic measure of the Flow of
Emotion® and the performance measures
produced by the two systems for a sample
of 68 commercials shows a similar
pattern.

The Flow of Emotion® does not strongly
predict attention-getting power for either
system. This is highly desirable, since
attention and emotion are conceptually
distinct. It is easy to think of commercials
that break through the clutter but do not
motivate you to buy, as well as those that
have a compelling strategic message
but do not get attention. However, there is
a significant relationship between the
emotion flows and both measures of
branding; and an even stronger relation-
ship between emotion flows and
measures of communication effective-
ness and motivation (for example,
purchase intent).

We interpret this to be like the concept
of ‘working energy’ in physics, where the
distinction is made between the total ener-
gy of a system and the energy available to
do work. The total emotional energy of an
ad may contain a component of entertain-
ment value or even borrowed interest for
the purposes of attracting attention, but
the Flow of Emotion®, as measured, relates
primarily to the ‘working emotion’ in the
system that is available to build the brand
and sell products.

As we will see, the statistical relation-
ship between the emotional flow and

© World Adverhising Research Center 2004

I,i_’-.'
Chuck
CEO of Ameritest, an

international advertising and
brand research company.

motivation or selling effectiveness is in
fact an understatement, because there is
a type of advertising where negative
emotions can be organised to sell brands.

Four dramatic structures

The dramatic structure of a commercial
may be thought of as organised emotion.
In our pre-testing work we have identi-
fied four types of emotional organisation
or dramatic structures which, in general,
are found in effective commercials (for
example, commercials that score well on
pre-test performance measures) — the
Emotional Pivot, the Positive Transition,
the Build, and Sustained Emotion (see Fig-
ure 1).

1.The Emotional Pivot This involves a
‘phase transition’ in audience emotional
states, from a beginning negative state to
an ending positive state. It is characterised
by strong negative emotion ratings at the
beginning, which then vanish abruptly
and are replaced by strong positive
emotions by the end of the ad. The point
in the ad where the negative emotions
flip over to positive emotions is the
‘emotional pivot’. Problem/solution com-
mercials are one genre of advertising with
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this type of emotional structure.

2.The Positive Transition This struc-
ture also involves an abrupt or
discontinuous change in emotion states,
but this time from low-level positive to a
higher-level positive state - like an energy
jump in quantum mechanics. Thus, the
flow graph looks like a step function.
Executions that make use of a reveal tech-
nique, where there is a moment of sudden
realisation that the ad is about something
completely different from what one origi-
nally thought, are examples of this type of
structure.

3.The Build The third type involves a
smoothly increasing flow of positive
audience feelings climaxing in an emo-
tional high point at the end of the ad.
Humorous commiercials with a strong
visual payoff produce examples of this

type.

4. Sustained Emotion The fourth struc-
ture represents commercials that simply
make you feel good from beginning to
end. The flow graph shows a high posi-
tive, but flat, pattern, indicating a high
volume of emotion being pumped»

Negative flow of emotion

Liking 0.46! -0.51*
Ameritest measures
Attention -0.08 0.13
Branding 0.19" -0.24*
Communication (strategic

message playback) 0.31* -0.21*
Motivation (weighted

purchase intent) 0.58° -0.57¢
Millward Brown measures
Attention -0.17¢ 0.33?
Branding 0.29* -0.27*
Communication effect 0.51* -0.59°
Overall effectiveness index 0.44: -0.33*

Notes: 'Significance > 95% confidence, ‘Significance > 99%, confidence, N = 68 Unilever commercials
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through the ad. Montage commercials
with strong music tracks are examples of
this type.

It should be noted that lecture-type ads
will look like this last type of emotional
ad in terms of the flow graph, the main
difference being that the focus of audi-
ence attention in the ad is on rational
information rather than aesthetic or emo-
tional content. We should also mention
that in a paper published last year we
showed that the only type of structure
rewarded by traditional day-after-recall
testing systems is the lecture-type ad (4).

Each of these structures may be
thought of as an elementary building
block that in longer pieces of film may be
combined with others in different ways
to create more complex stories, though
most 3o0-second commercials are short
enough to represent fairly pure examples
of one type.

In analysing an ad, we should also be
careful to distinguish between emotional
effects intended by the creative — the pur-
poseful use of negative emotions in an
emotional pivot — versus unintended
effects, which represent opportunities for
polishing or improving the ad. Our exten-
sive pre-testing experience has often
shown that suboptimal commercials
(those that fail to meet or exceed hurdles
or norms for attention, branding, com-
munication and motivation) do not
introduce the brand at the proper time so
it can ‘take credit’ for an emotional pivot,
or use an unclear, disorganised or incom-
pletely realised dramatic structure,

The four different

roles of the brand

Notice that, in two of the four structures,
the brand identifier is introduced in the
middle of the commercial, as part of the
action, while in the other two the brand is
a bookend, either at the beginning or the
end of the ad. The timing of the introduc-
tion of brand identifiers — for example,
package, name, logo — is key to defining
the role of the brand in the different struc-
tures. A simple way of thinking about the
differences is to think of the brand in
terms of four different Hollywood types.
1.Brand as the star The most obvious
role for the brand is as the star of the little
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movie thatisa TV commercial. In the first
type of drama, the Emotional Pivot, the
plot is quite simple: negative dramatic
tension is created at the beginning of the
ad, then the brand arrives on its white
horse and makes the negative feelings go
away, so the audience leaves with a happy
ending. If the brand arrives at just the
right time, which is at the boundary
between the negative and the positive
emotion state, then the brand receives the
credit of being the cause of this change or
resolution of emotional tension — the
brand clearly becomes the hero. This is
the role of the brand in our Thermasilk
illustration.

2.Brand as supporting actor In the
positive transition, the brand is not the
star, but plays the role of supporting actor.
It is Sancho Panza to the consumer’s Don
Quixote. The consumer, by projection, is
given the starring role. The brand is part
of the action, however, necessary to
advance the scene and create twists in the
plot. The role of the sporty car in some
automotive advertising, for example, is to
take ordinary life and elevate it to a higher
plane of experience — which is the prom-
ise the brand is making to the consumer
as driver. Again, timing is key with this
type of dramatic structure: the brand
should arrive at the boundary between
the low and the higher emotion state —
so that the brand receives the credit as
the cause of the enhanced consumer
experience.

3.Brand as director In the Build, the
brand is not an actor in the story but is
only acknowledged in the credits at the
end of the film. The brand is the director,
an unseen but always-present intelli-
gence, building a story to give meaning or
definition to the experience promised to
the consumer. Many of the IBM blue let-
terbox commercials are of the director

type.

4.Brand as producer The fourth type—
the thrilling exciting hilarious celebra-
tion of amazing sights and sounds you
have never seen before — brought to you
by — presented to you by — the brand!

It is the brand as the producer of

sustained emotions, the rock concert pro-
moter of good vibes, the PT Barnum of
emotional end benefits. And it is upfront
about telling you so. No shyness here.
(But remember, substitute rational selling
propositions for emotions in this model
and - hey presto! — you suddenly have
brand as lecturer.)

Summary

‘We have seen all four approaches to emo-
tional advertising work effectively in the
sense that they score well on measures of
performance. Yet the four types represent a
considerable repertoire for deploying emo-
tions in the service of building brands. This
analysis is confirmation of the idea that
advertising can work in more than one
way, particularly on an emotional level.
What this means from a practical perspec-
tive is that creatives should be empowered
to depict and attempt to evoke the full
spectrum of human emotion from despon-
dence to elation. It is also a reminder to
students of advertising — and good story-
telling — that structure and content are also
important, regardless of the type of adver-
tising we are talking about. [
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