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The paper describes the international validation of a heuristic model for
p re-testing TV commercials. The validation is based on the model’s inter-
nal measures rather than external comparisons such as pre- and post-test
validations. The model states that all effective advertising, anywhere in the
world, must accomplish three goals: attract an audience, clearly link the ad
to the brand in the viewer’s mind, and motivate the viewer to take action.
The model clearly defines key measures that determine Attention, Brand
Linkage and Motivation scores. This paper reports data obtained from over
one hundred thirty (130) pre-tests conducted in the United States, Euro p e
and Asia Pacific for multiple clients.

ON E S I Z E F I T S A L L

A global model for diag n o s t i c
pre-testing of T V c o m m e rc i a l s

C h u ck E.Yo u n g



4 7 0 Chuck E. Yo u n g

E S O M A R Rome Confe rence 2001

IN T RO D U C T I O N

The development of multi-national advertising campaigns re q u i res sensi-
tivity to the diverse cultural lenses through which diff e rent audiences in
our global community view the iconography of an advertisement. Yet it
also re q u i res the operating assumption that on at least some levels adver-
tising works in the same way around the world. The implicit argument is
that in the end all advertising works by making a connection with the
human mind.

For advertising managers, charged with the responsibility of dire c t i n g
advertising for a global brand in a multi-cultural world of incre a s i n g
change and clutter, there is an important need for a simple and cohere n t
framework for thinking and communicating about advertising in a way
that crosses the cultural divides that separate managers in one country
f rom those in another. Indeed, client and agency are sometimes as far apart
in terms of communication as any two countries. A similar divide separates
traditional market re s e a rchers from account planners (Baskin and Coburn,
2 0 0 1 ) .

VA L I DAT I N G DI AG N O S T I C RE L AT I O N S H I P S

Even within a single country the issue of validating commercial pre - t e s t i n g
performance measures against actual in-market sales effectiveness is a dif-
ficult and ongoing problem (Haley and Baldinger, 1991). Generalizing the
p roblem across national boundaries is a much greater challenge to
re s e a rchers given the confounding effect of variable market conditions, dif-
f e rences in brand development, and other marketing and cultural factors.
This larger problem is well beyond the scope of this paper, instead, our
focus is on the issue of determining the quantitative relationship between a
variety of diagnostic constructs that are commonly used to describe the
experience that a viewer has of a television commercial—variables which
can be measured within the course of a single respondent interview.

A HE U R I S T I C MO D E L F O R DI AG N O S T I C PR E-T E S T I N G

A “heuristic” model is one that is primarily used for “teaching purposes”—
in our case, to help advertising decision-makers understand important
relationships in the complex problem of advertising measurement so as to
bring clarity with re g a rd to what the re s e a rch is telling them. Simplicity,
t h e re f o re, is prized at the expense of showing all the relationships that
might be included if we were interested in building a predictive model.
This clarity is of paramount importance, we have found, if re s e a rch is to be
used effectively for decision making by non-re s e a rc h e r s .



This heuristic model which shows the primary relationships between diff e rent 
c o m m e rcial variables provides clients with a “mental road map” to major pre - t e s t i n g
m e a s u re s .

In the A m e r i t e s tT M heuristic model, shown in figure 1, information is
arranged in a hierarchy of importance. At the top of the model is what pre -
testing is supposed to predict: in-market sales results. One level down are
the evaluative measures that provide the report card portion of the analy-
sis. Two levels down are the diagnostic measures that are correlated with,
and there f o re help to explain, the evaluative measures above.

The arrows in the model highlight the primary relationships between the
d i ff e rent variables measured and hence provide a “road map” for inter-
p reting a complex set of re s e a rch data.

E s s e n t i a l l y, the heuristic model says that for any commercial to be eff e c t i v e
it must accomplish three distinct things:

1. It must get noticed and attract an audience.
2. The audience must know who is sending the advertising message.
3. Once the commercial has the audience’s attention it must sell them some-
thing — i.e., motivate sales in the short run or at least create a positive pre-
disposition for sales in the long ru n .

Other variables are important only insofar as they help to explain the vari-
ables of Attention, Brand Linkage and Motivation. For example,
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Entertainment value is not important in and of itself but only because it is
an important predictor of A t t e n t i o n .

The model shows us that Attention is a function of two primary aspects of
the c o m m e rcial execution:

1. Entertainment value: Does the execution entertain or re w a rd viewers
with an enjoyable experience in return for the 30 seconds they are asked to
spend with the client’s message?
2. Flow of A t t e n t i o nT M: This is a moment by moment measure of cognitive
p rocessing that deals with the advertising viewed as a piece of film. Is the
execution a well-edited piece of film that captures and maintains the view-
e r’s attention over time, focusing thoughts and feelings on th e important
ideas and images in the commercial at a pace the viewer can easily keep up
w i t h ?

The model also shows us that Motivation is a function of how well the
strategic pro m i s e is being delivere d :

1. Communication: Does the commercial deliver a relevant, newsworthy
and believable message to the viewers?
2. Flow of EmotionT M: How much emotion does your commercial tap into
with the magic power of film to make your brand’s promise seem “larg e r
than life” and even more compelling than the rational concept? In other
w o rds, the key to motivation is communicating a relevant idea in a dra-
matic way.

It is more than an academic exercise to build heuristic models. If teaching
clients to use re s e a rch to make smarter decisions about advertising gives
them a competitive advantage in the marketplace, then improving your
models over time is a way of sustaining that competitive advantage.

A LE A R N I N G EF F E C T

P re-testing re s e a rch can be used to improve advertising performance in one
of two ways: 1) it can be used as a “filter”, to screen out weak advertising
ideas before they are put on air, or 2) it can be used as input to a process of
“optimization”, to help improve the performance of good advertising ideas
that are not always perfectly executed.

The first approach, which simply uses re s e a rch as a “report card” on the
advertising, operates in a straight-forward, albeit mechanical way: to raise
the performance of the advertising that is put on air, management simply
establishes a hurdle rate for a “go/no go” decision about performance on

4 7 2 Chuck E. Yo u n g

E S O M A R Rome Confe rence 2001



key measures. While this quality control approach would logically raise the
average l e v e l for on-air advertising, it would not necessarily lead to an ongo-
ing improvement in advertising performance over time.

The second approach uses re s e a rch as an input to a “learning process”, with
the goal of providing insights and understanding as to the reasons why exe-
cutions are performing the way they do. The lessons provided by this kind
of diagnostic re s e a rch can be actionable in one of two ways: 1) flawed exe-
cutions can be re-edited for improved performance; and 2) by providing a
feed-back loop for understanding why executions are working as they do,
new commercial “pool-outs” for an ongoing campaign or even new cam-
paigns can be developed that build on a growing base of knowledge.
Empirical evidence that actual learning by the ad team is taking place over
time should be seen in an on-going improvement in commercial perform-
a n c e .

One Size Fits All 4 7 3

An example using a large base of test ads demonstrates the competitive advantage gained
f rom utilizing a “learning” system. 
Base: 200 commercials since 1997.

We have evidence that such a “learning effect” has taken place with a com-
pany that, about ten years ago, adopted the heuristic model reported above
as part of a process for managing advertising development, as shown in fig-
u re 2. Over that ten-year period approximately 200 commercials were test-
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ed in the United States in several closely related product categories. During
this period the average performance of ads being put on air, measured by
both Attention-getting power and Motivation, has increased steadily. At the
same time, the average performance of a substantial number of competitive
ads that the company has also tested — for learning purposes — has not
changed in a systematic way. A d d i t i o n a l l y, sales for the advertised brands
have generally increased along with advertising performance.

In other words, the advertising managers at this company appear to be get-
ting smarter over time. We immodestly suggest a systematic learning
p rocess based on diagnostic re s e a rch, and the heuristic model for interpre t-
ing the re s e a rch data, have made a contribution to this re s u l t

To borrow from Peter Senge’s book on learning organizations. The Fifth
D i s c i p l i n e, “The effectiveness of a leader is related to the continual impro v e-
ment of the leader’s mental models” (1994). The challenge to companies
i n t e rested in leading the way toward building global brands, there f o re, is to
test the assumption that the mental models that we have developed to
explain how advertising works within one country work as well in other
c o u n t r i e s .

VA L I DAT I N G T H E HE U R I S T I C MO D E L: A ME TA- ANA LY S I S O F

IN T E R NAT I O NA L TE L E V I S I O N CO M M E R C I A L TE S T S

This paper reports data obtained from a meta-analysis of over one hundre d
and thirty (130) pre-tests conducted for several clients in the normal course
of business. While for reasons of confidentiality actual test scores cannot be
reported, it is important for purposes of face validity to note that the under-
lying information upon which this analysis is based, was used for actual
business decision making and was felt to be in general accord with the judg-
ment of the experienced advertising professionals making these decisions.

The Sample of Te l evision Commercial Te s t s

The sample used in this study consists of finished television commerc i a l s
conducted by several multi-national advertisers in the United States,
E u ropean and Asia-Pacific markets during the past three years. Specifically,
90 ads were tested in the United States, 23 were tested in Europe and 19
w e re tested in Asia-Pacific. The target for these ads were both business-to-
business and consumer audiences in approximately the same pro p o r t i o n
a c ross the three re g i o n s .

Some, but not all, of the commercials were tested in all three regions and it
should be noted that the same ad did not always perform equally well in all
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t h ree markets. This confirms the importance of understanding cultural dif-
f e rences when developing a multi-national advertising campaign. Some of
the commercials were developed and tested locally while others were
developed in the “headquarters” country and exported for local use with
a p p ropriate translations or subtitles — our sample is not large enough,
h o w e v e r, to draw any conclusions about these diff e rences. In general, the
sample of ads in this study includes both strong and weak performers.

The Research Methodology

The methodology of the test was the same in all three regions, though local, in-
country re s e a rch suppliers handled data collection. Each commercial was
tested among 150 target respondents in a personal interview lasting ro u g h-
ly 25 minutes. Each respondent was first exposed to the test ad in a clutter
e n v i ronment along with four other commercials competing for their atten-
tion. Measures of Attention-getting power (or “bre a k t h rough”), and Brand
Linkage were obtained. Next, the respondent was shown the test ad by
itself and measures of motivation, communication and other diagnostics
w e re collected.

The measure of Attention is obtained after the clutter exposure by asking
the respondent “Which of the ads you just saw did you find intere s t i n g ? ”
Note that this is not a measure of memory or recall, simply a measure of
audience interest This measure is pre f e r red for several reasons. First, it is a
very discriminating measure when asked even a short time after the expo-
s u re to a clutter reel. Second, we find that it lines up well with our client’s
in-market tracking study results. Third, in a soon-to-be-published paper
( Young and Cohen) we will be reporting that it correlates very strongly with
ads that have won major creative award shows — contests which we feel
i n h e rently re w a rd “bre a k - t h rough” creativity — and gives the measure face
validity for agency creative dire c t o r s .

Brand Linkage is measured by coding whether or not the brand name was
used when a respondent reported that a particular ad was one of the inter-
esting ones. In other words, our measure of Brand Linkage assesses
whether or not the brand name is being used as the “retrieval hook” for
describing the ad. It is, in that sense, not unlike a top-of-mind or unaided
m e a s u re of brand, awareness that would be used in a conventional tracking
s t u d y.

Motivation for the ads reported on here is a simple five-point pro b a b i l i t y
intention to buy/do business with scale (e.g. “Definitely will/Pro b a b l y
will...) such as might be used in a conventional concept test. Verbal diag-
nostic ratings are collected using a six-point strongly agree to strongly dis-
a g ree scale.
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Non-verbal measures are based on the Ameritest Picture SortsT M m e t h o d
described by Young and Robinson (1987). In brief, during this last part of
the interview, respondents are either handed a shuffled deck of photo-
graphs or shown the images on screen in a CAPI interview. These images,
typically 10 - 30 pictures for a 30-second commercial, are taken from the
c o m m e rcial. Because the images are based on the commercial iconography
itself, this deck of photos provides a natural vocabulary for interro g a t i n g
respondents about their visual experience of the advertising — without
using word s .

Armed with this new vocabulary, respondents first sort the pictures on the
basis of recall: those they remember seeing in the ad and those they do not.
Next, respondents sort the pictures based on emotional response — by sort-
ing them into six groups based on their feelings as they watched the com-
m e rcial, from strong positive to strong negative response. In general, the
two sorts produce quite diff e rent patterns of data. Data from the first sort is
used to generate a Flow of A t t e n t i o nT M graph (see figure 3), while data fro m
the second sort is used to generate a Flow of EmotionT M g r a p h .
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The height of each picture shows the perc e n t age of the audience recalling that picture.
A c c o rding to the model, this technique provides diagnostic insights into Attention and
B rand Linkage.

MU LT I P L E DI M E N S I O N S O F “ RE P O RT CA R D” PE R F O R M A N C E

A c o r relation analysis was performed on the samples of commercials in
each of the three regions for the Attention, Brand Linkage and Motivation
m e a s u res. Table 1 reports the re s u l t s .



In all three regions we found no significant correlation between A t t e n t i o n
and Motivation, confirming the assumption of the heuristic model that
these are independent measures of commercial performance. This is an
important result. In our experience it appears that some advertising cre-
atives seem to operate with a mental model that assumes an implicit trade-
o ff (i.e., negative correlation) between the two. This is the idea that if one is
to develop commercials with strong bre a k - t h rough power one must down-
play content that delivers a compelling selling proposition. In particular,
d i s a g reement about this premise seems to underlie much advertising
debate across the Atlantic. While it may be true that to develop commerc i a l s
that perform strongly on both measures is more difficult than developing
ads that perform strongly on only one or the other, this re s e a rch suggests
that it is not necessary to give up one to get the other. Such a creative trade-
o ff appears to be a false trade-off .

Brand Linkage also appears to be independent of the other two evaluative
m e a s u res. There is no significant correlation between Brand Linkage and
Motivation in any of the three regions. There is a weak, negative corre l a t i o n
between brand linkage and attention in the United States and Europe, but
not in Asia-Pacific. Again, we suspect the slight negative corre l a t i o n
between attention and brand linkage is the result of an implicit trade-off
some creatives may be making; for instance, there certainly appears to be a
g rowing trend to withhold brand identification until the end of commer-
cials, a creative choice which appears to be based in part on the assumption
that to get the attention of an audience one must get under the psychologi-
cal defenses that consumers have developed against advertising by having
the ad not look like an ad for as long as possible.

These three independent variables, then, form a multi-dimensional
a p p roach to evaluating advertising performance. While it would certainly
be possible to combine the three into a single numerical index, our experi-
ence suggests that doing so produces a “black box” effect and works at
c ross-purposes to the learning nature of diagnostic re s e a rc h .
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EX P L A I N I N G P E R F O R M A N C E SC O R E S W I T H VE R BA L ME A S U R E S

Table 2 shows the correlations between the diagnostic rating statements
included in the interview and the three performance measures across the
t h ree regions. These rating statements are grouped into two primary fac-
tors: an Entertainment factor and a Communication factor.

The Entertainment factor includes items “likeability”, “entertaining”,
“imaginative” and “one I’d like to see again”. Note that all but one of these
items are highly correlated with the Attention measure in all three re g i o n s
and are either uncorrelated or much less correlated with the other two per-
formance measures, again in all three regions. This is consistent with the
m o d e l .

“Likeability”, unlike Entertainment, does have a significant correlation with
Motivation as well as Attention. This suggests that when respondents are
rating a commercial they use the criteria of liking in a fairly “holistic” way
and do not just focus on the entertainment value of the film. This finding is
consistent with the ARF copy re s e a rch validity project (1991) which found
c o m m e rcial liking to be a good summary statistic for determining the eff e c-
tiveness of a commerc i a l .



The Communication factor includes items related to “news value”, “mes-
sage importance” or “relevance”,  “believability”  and, the opposite of com-
munication, “confusion”. Again, these items are highly correlated with the
Motivation measure in all three regions, and are either uncorrelated or
much less correlated with the other two evaluative measures. This, too, is
consistent with the model.

In general, the Brand Linkage measure is not strongly explained by these
verbal rating statements — though it does seem to be somewhat related to
ads that convey relevant news,

Overall, it appears that the primary verbal diagnostic relationships shown
in the heuristic model are good across all three geographic re g i o n s .

EX P L A I N I N G PE R F O R M A N C E SC O R E S W I T H

NO N-V E R BA L ME A S U R E S

Visuals cross language boundaries and are the key to global advertising
campaigns. Yet the old adage that a picture is worth a thousand words is
simply untrue in every piece of communication. There is esthetic informa-
tion that cannot be put into words. That is the message of the French musi-
cologist Abraham Moles in his seminal work Information Theory and Esthetic
P e rception ( 1 9 6 6 ) .

The Flow of Attention and Flow of Emotion are elements of the model that
help us to understand how a commercial is working moment by moment,
f rom the standpoint of the aesthetic effects of film. From a heuristic or teach-
ing standpoint, the Flow of Attention graph helps the advertiser make the
paradigm shift from thinking of the human eye as a re c o rding device, like a
camera, to thinking of it more as a computerized search engine that active-
ly sorts through information. Selective perception is the filter that alters an
advertising message from what the advertiser intended to what the viewer
actually understood.

Just as the Flow of Attention helps us to better understand Attention and
Brand Linkage scores (Young and Robinson, 1987, 1989), a Flow of Emotion
graph helps to explain Motivation scores. Both graphs are analyzed in stru c-
tural terms, with respect to the form and executional content of the wave
functions that are produced by the data, not just in terms of the absolute lev-
els of response. Consequently, for purposes of this validation exercise, rig-
o rous quantitative confirmation is still in pro g ress. Results that we are
reporting here are preliminary — but encouraging.
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This pattern of attention to the visuals is similar across all four countries. Compara b l e
results have been found for tests conducted in Japan and China.

F i g u res 4 and 5 show the Flow graphs for several executions that were re- 
tested in several countries. As you can see, the patterns that are being pro-
duced are quite similar across countries and these results are typical of our
experience so far. As in the United States, visual analysis of commerc i a l s
tested in Europe and Asia-Pacific has contributed insights, complementing
traditional verbal methods, for explaining Attention, Brand Linkage and
Motivation performance score s .

IM P L I C AT I O N S F O R ADV E RT I S E R S

This re s e a rch has helped demonstrate the proposition that whether or not
television commercials are aired in the United States, Europe or the A s i a
Pacific region, they can be consistently evaluated with the independent
variables of Attention-getting power. Brand Linkage and Motivation —
c o n s t ructs which, on the face of it, would seem to be essential to in-market
sales effectiveness. More o v e r, re g a rdless of which region you are talking
about, the kinds of executions that we have found get the attention of the
audience are those that re w a rd the viewer for the thirty seconds of time you
a re asking them to give you — by entertaining them, showing them some-
thing they like or find imaginative and that is worth seeing more than once.
And, re g a rdless of country, the way to motivate that audience is by com-
municating a relevant, believable and newsworthy message that is not con-
fusing to your audience. Importantly, there is, in general, no inherent trade-
o ff between the ability of a commercial to get noticed and the ability of that
ad to sell a brand — the ads that your audience really likes manage to do
b o t h .
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I m p o r t a n t l y, by validating a simple heuristic model with international data
we have shown that it is not necessary to re-invent, country-by-country,
advertising theory or the re s e a rch methods, which advertisers can use to
bring discipline to the creative development process. Thus while it may not
be easy, or sometimes not even desirable, to create universal commerc i a l
executions for building global brands, it is possible to develop standard s
for measuring quality for managers to use in controlling the advertising
p rocess with a global perspective.
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