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Is Fast Food Television Advertising A Good Value? 
 

By Charles E. Young 
 
  
Having begun syndicated copytesting of all Quick Service Restaurant  television 
commercials put on air (about twelve new ads every week), we at Ameritest have quickly 
made an important discovery:  on average, QSR ads have only two thirds of the 
breakthrough power of the TV ads that major packaged goods companies such as Proctor 
and Gamble or Unilever put on air. 
  
In other words, for every $1 million spent buying television media, McDonald’s or 
Wendy’s gets only $667,000 worth of eyeball traffic compared to Proctor or 
Unilever.  That’s a poor value. 
  
What’s the reason for this dismal return on investment?  
  
It’s not because the fast food category is a lower “involvement” category than advertising 
for, say, deodorant or shampoo or laundry detergent.   Indeed, we see the best of class 
advertising for QSR can be just as attention-getting or involving as any other category of 
products and services advertised.  It’s just that when you step back to look at the entire 
body of work that is being done for the category, the average level of performance is 
lower for QSR restaurants. 
  
Using the same standardized method of testing the attention-getting power of QSR 
commercials in the context of advertising clutter, the average score of a QSR commercial 
tested within a week of its air date is 31%. In contrast, the average attention score for a 
commercial that one of our packaged goods pre-testing clients would approve to go on air 
is 47%--which is half again as much as the QSR average. 
  
The measure of attention we are talking about, by the way, is target consumer response to 
a standardized question about whether an ad, in the context of clutter, is 
“interesting”.  This measure of attention, in combination with measures of branding and 
motivation, has been strongly validated to sales performance in the fast food category. 
  
So consumers are telling us that they find the QSR ads they see on television less 
interesting than the packaged goods commercials they see on television. 
  
The reason for this is quite simple.  Large packaged goods companies like Proctor and 
Unilever, which produce hundreds of commercials every year, simply do not put all the 
ads they produce on television.  
  
By the time an advertising idea has moved a certain distance along the creative 
development process, every advertising idea has to have its supporters among marketing 
professionals who truly believe that in their experienced judgment the idea will work. 
They will push hard to the last minute to get it on air. But unlike the children of Lake 
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Wobegon, not all creative children can be above average.  In fact, like IQ scores, the 
distribution of attention scores follows a bell shaped curve. 
  
Large packaged goods understand this, and so as a matter of management policy they set 
hurdle rates and action standards—the minimum level of attention they expect the 
consumer to spend on their advertising.  If a commercial does not pass this hurdle rate the 
commercial is not approved for airing, even if the commercial has been produced in final 
film.  (Since production costs represents only about ten percent of the total media 
investment in a television commercial this is a rational business decision.)   
  
The net effect of an action standard policy is that by discarding the ideas that fall below 
the hurdle rate on the bell curve, the average Attention getting power of the commercials 
that are actually put on air is raised accordingly—with correspondingly higher leverage 
against the media budget.  This simple quality control filtering of ads, shown in the 
exhibit below, explains why the on-air average is higher than the average of the 
population of all commercials tested. 
  

 
  
In contrast, Fast Food advertisers almost never leave time in the creative development 
process for this quality control step.  As a result most of the ideas that make it as far as 
production automatically make it all the way to television.  As a result, from a media 
efficiency standpoint (and, therefore, return on advertising investment) Fast Food 
advertisers are leaving a lot of their marketing dollars behind on the table. 
  
  
 


