Pick your peaks

he Holy Grail of advertising research might look something

online research R

like a cross between a blender and a calculator. It would take By Charles Young

all the variables in the mix and magically calculate an exact
return on investment for advertising. For now, the measure many
large advertisers rely on is in-market awa reness of their advertising.
The measurements provided by tracking studies are key perfor-
mance indicators which senior management uses to assess the suc-
cess or failure of advertising campaigns. Consequently, the size of
the advertising budget, and even job performance reviews, are tied
to these numbers. The accuracy of these advertising measurements,
therefore, is of critical concern to advertising and brand managers
and their agencies.

For many companies, continuous advertising trackers, such as
those offered by Millwa rd Brown, Ipsos, TNS and other large
research suppliers, are frequently one of the most expensive items in
the research budget. Data collection for many of these is now being
moved from the telephone to the Internet.

There are two main reasons why ad trackers are being move d
onlineThe first, of course,is the ability to obtain significant
economies in the cost of data collection. But the second is the abili-
ty to switch from a recall-based to a re c ognition-based form of
advertising awareness measurement.

There has been a long-running
debate in advertising research cir-
cles as to the relatie merits of

H ow to im pl‘ove the recall versus re cognition as the best

way of tapping into consumer

accu racy Of I nte rn et memories of advertising. Recall

. was the first report card measure
ad traCkl ng used in commercial pre-testing and
it is still widely used today. Those
who favor a recall approach use
the commonsense argument that
for advertising to be effective it must first lodge itself in memory - a
necessary, if not sufficient, condition for advertising to work. This is
particularly relevant given the standard argument that the real pay-
out for the advertising investment is to be found in its long-term

effects. Editor’s note: Charles Young is CEO

But there is more than one way to tap into consumer memories of Ameritest, an Albuquerque, N.M.,
of advertising. Those who favor re c ognition argue that a consumer’s research firm. He can be reached at
inability to recall or actively retri eve the memory of a television 505-856-0763.
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commercial days or weeks after see-
ing it is not a valid indicator of
whether or not the consumer has in
fact seen the ad or whether that ad
has indeed made a lasting impact on
their stored impressions of the
brand. Indeed, recognition-based
awareness measures are usually
quite a bit higher than those pro-
duced by recall.

In commercial pre-testing, for
example, Ipsos-ASI, the category
leader, uses re c ognition as a com-
plementary measure to day-after
recall, and finds, on average, that
consumers will report roughly
twice the level of ad awareness with
re cognition as opposed to a recall
approach.

As a nod to recognitionists, there-
fore, telephone-based trackers have
sometimes fallen back on the idea
of using verbal descriptions of an ad
to cue recognition.

Howeve r, verbal measurements
do not reliably capture visual expe-
rience. Imagine if you had to find
someone in a crowd that you had
never met before. Think of how
much more difficult it would be to
re cognize that person if all you had
to go on was a written paragraph
describing the person you’re look-
ing for...as opposed to having a
picture of the person.Verbal re ¢ og-
nition is simply not the same as
visual recognition.

The main reason verbal methods
have been used in the past to track
television advertising has been sim-
ple economics: for the past genera-
tion, the telephone was cheapest
way to collect tracking data - but
you cannot show consumers pic-
tures over the telephone. With the
Internet, you can combine tele-
phone’s low cost with the ability to
show images.

Most research companies now
tracking advertising over the
Internet use a visual approach to
measuring television advertising
awareness. The most common
method is to use a storyboard, typi-
cally comprised of either four or six
de-branded still photos taken from

the commercial, to stimulate recog-
nition.

Initially, for early adopters of
Internet tracking, the reason for
using storyboards rather than play-
ing full video was based on band-
width restrictions. But now the
main rationale for storyboards as
the preferred approach is based on
interviewlength.You can gather
more data on more advertising exe-
cutions using still photographs,
which the respondent might spend
a few seconds looking at, than you
can if you have to download ad
films.

Quite useful

This ability to measure ad aware-
ness by individual execution can be
quite useful in our age of fragment-
ed media and integrated marketing.
Advertising managers are beginning
to demand more insightful infor-
mation from their expensive track-
ing studies. They want to know
more than simply how many con-
sumers have seen the ad campaign.
Increasingly, they are beginning to
ask more precise questions such as,
“Which of my ads has the con-
sumer seen?”’ In other words,
“Which are the strong performers
in my advertising mix, and which
are the weak performers?” These
are questions that recognition-based
measurement - but not recall-based
measurement - can now begin to
address, time permitting.

A previous article I published in
Quirk’s (“The Eye is Not a
Camera,” March 2003) confirmed
the validity of using storyboard as
a substitute for full video in com-
mercial awa reness tracking. This
article described a method for
choosing the right still photos to
use in constructing the storyboard
for the recognition measurement.
But choosing the wrong photos, as
I will show below, can lead to a
considerable understatement of the
true consumer awareness of your
advertising.

When most research tracking
companies construct the storyboard

stimulus for online ad tracking the
typical approach is for the research
analyst to use “judgment,” some-
times in “consultation with the
client and agency,” to select the
four to six still photographs to rep-
resent the commercial.Yet in our
experience from pre-testing the
visual component of television
commerdials using our Picture Sorts
methodology, we know that up to
30 pictures may actually be needed
to accurately capture the visual
information content of the average
commerial execution.

You can get a very different
impression of the commercial
depending on your choice of visu-
als. Figure 1 shows two storyboards
constructed from the same com-
mercial. While there is some over-
lap, it looks like the storyboards are
describing two different commer-
cials. If this was your advertising
being tracked in the marketplace -
and nextyear’s ad budget depends
on how well it performs - which of
these two storyboards would you
use to cue recognition of your ad?

One of these two storyboards was
constructed using the judgments of
an ad hoc panel of 20 experienced
researchers (with a minimum of
two years of experience in the ad
research business) who voted on
which images to use in the story-
board. The other was constructed
using consumer feedback from a
commercial pre-test.

The consumer feedback was in
the form of an Ameritest Flow of
Attention graph, a key diagnostic in
our online pre-testing system (see
Figure 2). In the pre-test interview
consumers “sort” all the pictures
used to represent the visual infor-
mation content of the ad, usually
from 10 to 30 pictures for a typical
30-second ad (depending on the
visual complexity of the ad).The
sort is done by having the images
brought up randomly on the screen
15 to 20 minutes after a consumer’s
exposure to the ad and asking them
whether or not they remember see-
ing those images in the ad.The
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Researchers’ picks using judament”

G

graph shows all the visuals from
beginning to the end of the ad,

with the height of each picture in
the graph showing the percentage
of the commercial audience
remembering that image.

“Peak” moments

In analyzing these attention flows
the “peak” moments are particularly
useful. By definition, these are the
images the consumers remember
best after their experience of the ad
has been transferred from short-
term to long-term memory - so it
should not be surprising that these
images are related to the long-term
memory effects of the advertising. A
number of papers we have pub-
lished (which can be found on our
Web site) show how content analy-
sis of these peaks can be used to
predict the attention-getting powe r
and the day-after-recall score of a
television commercial.

In the experiment described
above we we re trying to understand
how well researchers could predict
in advance which visual moments
in the advertising the consumer was
likely to focus on. We looked at 10
commercials, like the one shown in
Figure 1, re presenting a range of
categories from packaged goods to
high-tech. We asked the panel of
researchers to predict which ones

would be the peak images of the
commercial from the viewpoint of
the consumer. We then compared
the results to actual consumer data
from pre-testing.

What we found was that experi-
enced researchers we re not very
good at predicting what consumers
would focus on in the ad. Using
judgment, researchers were correct
only 44 percent of the time in pre-
dicting what the peak visuals in the
commerial would be for the target
audience consumer.

Of course, it’s likely that creatives
might be better at this prediction

business, but our pre-testing experi-
ence suggests that they are fre-
quently surprised by what the con-
sumer focuses on as well. But more
to the point, creativs are infre-
quently asked to provide input as to
which visuals to include in tracking
studies.

Does it matter?

The central question is this: Does
the choice of pictures used in the
storyboard stimulus really matter?
To answer this question, we per-
formed a separate experiment
recently with one of our clients,
Unilever. (This experiment was
reported in a different form at an
ARF conference) In this experi-
ment we had two cells of matched
samples of 100 target consumers
each for one of their successful per-
sonal care brands. We took visual
samples from eight commercials
that had aired over the past several
years and measured ad avareness
using a recognition approach.

(As an aside, it should be noted
that, unlikerecall, recognition
memory decays very slowly, also
making re c ognition the better
approach for studying the long-
term effects of advertising.)

This difference between the two
cells was this: in the first cell the
re cognition stimuli we re only peak
images that we re identified from
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the pre-test Flow of Attention,
while in the second cell the stimuli
that we used we re entirely non-
peak visuals. Ad awa reness results
from the two cells are shown in
Figure3.

As you can see, for the very same
set of commercials, advertising
awareness is 40 percent higher for
the stimulus using peak visuals
compared to the one using non-
peak visuals!

This magnitude of difference
would be sufficient for researchers
to reach entirely different conclu-
sions about the success of the
advertising campaign.

Peak visual moments can be easi-

ly identified in a pre-test within 20
minutes of commercial exposure.
These turn out to be “branding
moments” - the small number of
images lodged most strongly in
consumer memories long after the
advertising has aired in the market-
place.These branding moments are
one of the keys for identifying the
long-term eftects of advertising.
And they are also key to under-
standing the metrics that, for now,
stand in for advertising’s ROI.

Of course, this is the extreme
case, because in the real world a
storyboard constructed using “judg-
ment” is likely to contain a mix of
both peak and non-peak visuals, as

demonstrated by our first experi-
ment. Nonetheless, this underscores
the importance of identifying the
right images to use in recognition-
based Internet ad tracking in order
to narrow the range and improve
the accuracy of awa reness measure-
ment.

New risk

So, while moving ad tracking stud-
ies from the telephone to the
Internet re presents a substantial
gain for researchers working on the
problem of measuring advertising’s
impact in the marketplace, there is a
new risk that Internet trackers who
are not careful may still understate
true ad awareness. The solution is to
build a bridge between two critical
pieces of Internet advertising
research, p re-testing and post-test-
ing. By feeding consumer input
from pre-testing into the post-test-
ing design, you can achieve a criti-
cal methodological improvement in
the accuracy of your online ad
tracking. |Q
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