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Capturing the Flow of Emotion in Television

Commercials: A New Approach

This article introduces a moment-by-moment picture-sorting technique for measuring

the emotional content of TV commercials. This new dynamic approach to analyzing the

dramatic structure of commercials is shown to be a valid predictor of purchase intent.

SocrATES TELLS us in the Phaedrus (Plato, 1952)
that “Oratory is the art of Enchanting the Soul.”
He describes the soul as a chariot pulled by two
horses: the white horse of reason and the dark
horse of human emotion. This first description of
what, in its modern incarnation, is advertising has
framed a debate that occupies us today—the dual
roles of reason and emotion in the art of advertis-
ing. Because Socrates also counsels us that the
“eye is the most penetrating of all the senses,” we
focus our attention on the oratory of our age—
television commercials.

At issue is not whether emotion in advertising
matters—as far as we are concerned we will take
Socrates’ word for it. The research problem we
would like to address is one of measurement. For
advertising research practitioners, we want to know
the answer to a simple question. What is a valid
and practical way to measure the emotional con-
tent of a television commercial that would pro-
vide useful insights for our clients into the
differences between effective and ineffective
advertising?

Advertising researchers, of course, purport to
measure how enchanting advertising is with a
variety of measurement constructs: related recall,
attention-getting power, liking, purchase intent,
and persuasion. The role the dark horse plays in
determining how a television commercial scores
on each of these research report card measures
has been explored many times before. Therefore,
before suggesting a new approach to how the
emotion in an advertisement might be measured,
we should first briefly review what others have

said on the subject.
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EMOTION AND REPORT CARD MEASURES

Using an interesting scheme for classifying 168
television commercials into emotional, mood, hu-
morous, or emotionally neutral types, Walker (1988)
found no positive correlation between emotional
or mood commercials and related recall as mea-
sured by the ASI system, acknowledging the clas-
sification scheme he was using was not actually
based on measurement of the emotion in the ad-
vertisements in his sample. Indeed, on the subject
of recall, Zielski (1982) reported that day after
recall scores may actually penalize emotional
advertising.

In one of the most extensive reviews of in-
market sales effects conducted to date, Lodish
et al. (1995) examined 389 split cable test markets
and found no evidence of a relationship between
related recall scores and sales effects for either
new products or established brands. It appears
that the widely used report card measure of day
atter recall does not capture the potential sales
impact of emotion in advertising.

On the positive side, the famous ARF Copy
Validity Study (Halev and Baldinger, 1991) found
the strongest overall predictor of sales among
the major copytesting measures to be liking of
the advertising. More recent research has at-
tempted to understand the relationship between
liking and other pretesting measures. For exam-
ple, in their analysis of ASI copytesting mea-
sures, Walker and Dubitsky (1994) found small
positive correlations between liking and recall,
and liking and pre/post persuasion, but stronger
correlations between liking and attention, and

liking and purchase intent. They also reported
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high correlations between liking and di-
agnostic measures of entertainment value
and message relevance.

Youn, Soun, Wells, and Zhao (2001) found
that the degree of correlation between re-
call and liking varied significantly as a func-
tion of the product categorv being
advertised. Finally, in a sample of 60 com-
mercials taken from the Unilever home and
personal care database, Kastenholz and
Young (2003) found a strong negative cor-
relation between liking and related recall,
but also a strong positive correlation with
attention and purchase intent.

Advertisement liking has also been mea-
sured on a continuous basis. For example,
using a self-response meter with a 5-point
liking scale, Spaeth, Hess, and Tang (1990)
found a significant relationship between
moment-by-moment advertisement liking
and sales for five direct response televi-
sion commercials. Using the same system,
Polfuss and Hess (1991) found that “hot
spots” in the liking trace curve, or the few
seconds of an advertisement when key
selling points are delivered, were the most
predictive of sales for 10 direct response
commercials.

Taken together, these findings demon-
strate that emotion—narrowly defined here
either as a static measure of general affect
or a moment-by-moment affect measure—
has a role to play both in terms of short-
term sales effects and long-term brand-

building effects.

FROM SIMPLE ADVERTISEMENT LIKING

TO COMPLEX DYNAMIC EMOTIONALITY

The theory behind our new approach to
emaotional measurement builds on a great
body of work by experimental psycholo-
gists (see, for example, Anderson, 2000;
Hoffman, 1998; Leahy and Harris, 2001)
who have demonstrated that cognitive and
perceptual processes are active, selective,
and reconstructive, and are affected equally

by the consumer’s knowledge of the world
) B

as well as her past and current experi-
ence. In short, this relatively new para-
digm contrasts dramatically with the
received view of the consumer as a pas-
sive device, such as a camera that records
everything put in front of it. Accordingly,
our focus is on the journey consumers
take in creating their understanding of a
commercial. On a macro level, our new
approach helps us to identify the per-
ceived dramatic structure of the commer-
cial. On a micro level, this approach
pinpoints the sometimes fleeting mo-
ments of the commercial that either reso-
nate emotionally with the consumer, or
alternatively, alienate her.

More practically, this new assessment
of emotionality (i.e., Ameritest’s Flow of
Emotion™) is an extension of a picture-
or card-sorting technique developed to
assess attention (i.e., Ameritest’s Flow of
Attention™) described in Young and Rob-
inson (1989, 1991, 2002), and in Young
(2002). Specifically, this general sorting
technique—the basis for both types of
measures—works by creating a visual
vocabulary that allows us to probe respon-
dent reactions to a commercial without
resorting to words or verbal language.

Importantly, from the standpoint of cre-
ating a fair test of the visual advertising
experience, this sorting deck comprises
the most natural and culture-free language
we can think of for describing a viewer's
experience of an advertisement, because
the images are derived from the symbol
system of the commercial itself (see, for
example, Young, 2003). Please also note
that this symbol system is a more direct
representation of the commercial experi-
ence and complements the linguistic sys-
tem (e.g., verbal descriptions of what was
said and shown) that would be typically
used in advertising research. Finally, this
technique is minimally invasive because it
occurs after forced exposure to the

commercial.

EMOTION IN TV COMMERCIALS

THEORETICAL DIFFERENCES IN
MOMENT-BY-MOMENT APPROACHES
There are a number of important differ-
ences between our picture sort approach
to measuring a consumer’s moment-by-
moment experience of a television com-
mercial and other widely used response
meter approaches.

First of all, the picture sort approach, as
used in our standard pretesting system, is
multidimensional. As we will see below, a
minimum of two dimensions are needed
to understand the performance of com-
mercials as a whole on criteria such as
attention-getting power, memory, and per-
suasion. Response meter measures tend
to be used in a one-dimensional way, col-
lecting moment-by-moment ratings on lik-
ing, for example, which may limit their
ability to explain the sometimes conflict-
ing signals given by multidimensional re-
port card measures. When interview time
permits, we have found that collecting
picture sort information on a third or even
a fourth dimension can be quite useful
diagnostically.

Continuing in this deconstructionist vein,
the most obvious characteristic of our pic-
ture sort approach is that it separates the
visual channel from the verbal. It should
be noted that, in parallel with picture sort
data, key copy point sorts are also col-
lected in the pretest to gain a more com-
plete picture of the advertising experience.
The ability to separate the audience re-
sponse into two sensory channels allows
us to diagnostically understand inter-
action effects between copy and visuals,
or music and visuals, in creating the total
advertising experience,

Another difference worth pointing out
is that picture sort data are collected after
the advertisement has been experienced
and not while the respondent is actually
watching the commercial, which is the
case with most metered moment-by-

moment approaches. As a result, our tech-
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nique is unobtrusive and does not require
a respondent to be continuously introspec-
tive and self-aware while watching a com-
mercial. Not only does this phenomenon
of watching yourself watching the com-
mercial contaminate the original advertis-
ing experience, it also leads to calibration
errors generated by reaction time effects.

Another disadvantage of metered
moment-by-moment approaches is re-
sponse momentum. This is the tendency
of a respondent to maintain a given rat-
ing until the respondent becomes self-
aware of what they judge to be a significant
change in their attitudes toward the ex-
ecution. This type of response artifact
seems to smooth out or simplify the
moment-by-moment profile of a commer-
cial. In contrast, when comparing the two
approaches side-by-side for the same ad-
vertisement, picture sort data appear to
be “finer grained” than metered moment-
by-moment responses. As a result, picture
sort data, which are collected in discrete
units as a function of the rate of visual
information flow in the advertisement,
and not as a mechanical function of time,
can produce highly detailed insights into
commercials with a complex, high speed
editing structure. In a sense, therefore,
vou might say that metered moment-by-
moment approaches produce “analog” data
on consumer response to commercials over
time, while picture sort data can be thought
of as “digital.”

What follows is the first published in-
vestigation of this new emotional mea-
surement approach using a substantial
sample of television commercials. Where
appropriate, relationships between this
measure of emotion and other constructs
(e.g., attention, branding, recall, and mo-

tivation) are also highlighted.

GENERAL METHODOLOGY
The sample used in this study consists of

120 commercials taken from the Ameri-

The construct employed here is to model “emotion” in

dynamic terms, as a “fluid” that is pumped through an

advertisement.

test™ database. Each commercial was tested
among a mall-recruited sample of 125 to
150 respondents, for which demographics
were balanced to census. Consequently,
these findings are based on nearly 15,000
consumer interviews.

All of the commercials were tested in
the past two years and represent a wide
range of package goods categories and
brands, from beauty to food to household
products, for both established brands and
new products. Nearly two-thirds of the
commercials were in finished form; the
remainder were animatics. The commer-
cials are the work of several major adver-
tisers and more than two dozen large
agencies. The sample also includes com-
mercials that were tested for competitive
benchmarking purposes as well as our
clients” own work. Therefore, we feel this
sample reflects a gamut of creative styles
and philosophies.

At the beginning of a 25-minute
computer-assisted personal interview, the
respondent first sees a clutter reel com-
prised of the test commercial and several
control commercials from noncompeting
categories, after which the breakthrough
measure, the attention score, is collected.
Next, the test commercial is shown again
by itself and measures of motivation, com-
munication, execution perception, and
brand perception are collected. Finally, as
detailed below, a minimum of two picture
sorts for the respective flow measures of
attention and emotion are collected at the
end of the interview.

We use the same stimuli for both flow

measures of attention and emotion: a deck
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of photographic images created by grab-
bing key frames from the commercial that
represent the visual content of the adver-
tisement. The number of visuals in a sort-
ing deck is a function of the visual
complexity of the commercial and is not a
mechanical function of time—basically two
photographic images are included in a
deck if we think a normal person could
tell them apart. The typical sorting deck
contains from 20 to 30 images for a 30-
second advertisement.

To obtain flow of attention informa-
tion, the respondent first sorts each ran-
domly presented image from the deck
into two piles—those she remembers or
those she does not remember seeing in
the advertisement. We then calculate the
percent of respondents who remember
each image over the course of the com-
mercial. This graphic representation of
memory over time is what we call the
Flow of Attention®. Its shape is usually a
highly rhythmic pattern, suggestive of how
the audience is actively searching through,
virtually consuming, the visual informa-
tion in the commercial. As we will see
below, the peak moments defined by this
wavelike structure provide important di-
agnostic insights into why a commercial
is working well or not well on certain
key report card measures.

Next, to obtain flow of emotion infor-
mation, the respondent rates each ran-
domly presented image from the deck on
how she was feeling when she first
watched it. The construct emploved here
is to model “emotion” in dynamic terms,

as a “fluid” that is pumped through an



advertisement—that is, the more emotion-
ally engaging a commercial is visually,
the more emotion is pumped in. To slightly
expand the metaphor, emotion is thought
of as coming in two types, positive and
negative, so that dynamic tension be-
tween the two can be analyzed to under-
stand the dramatic structure of a particular
commercial. Specifically, the respondent
uses a 5-point scale ranging from very
strong positive feelings (5) to very strong
negative feelings (1). We create a graphic
representation—what we call the Flow of
Emotion*—by superimposing two curves:
one represents the percent of respondents
who choose the top two boxes (i.e., posi-
tive scale points) for each image over the
course of the commercial and the other
represents the percent choosing the bot-
tom two boxes (i.e., negative scale points)

for each image.
KEY FINDINGS

Independence of attention

and motivation

First of all, it is important to establish that
the report card measures provided by the
Ameritest” system are essentially unrelated
variables. Specifically, we found that the cor-
relation between Attention and Motiva-

tion was .14. In other words, according to

TABLE 1
Correlations Among Flow Measures

Bumbor of Peaie 10 Flow 6f AUBOLONY .t

Average Level of Positive Flow of Emotion™®

these measurement constructs, knowing that
a commercial has the power to break
through clutter and get noticed tells us noth-
ing about whether or not the commercial
has the power to actually sell something.
Conversely, knowing that the commercial
has the power to motivate purchase intent
tells us nothing about whether or not the
commercial will get noticed when you put
it on air. Both measures are needed to make
a statement about the potential effective-
ness of a particular commercial execution.
In other words, the measures complement
each other.

Similarly; we notice in Table 1 that the
two attention and emotion flow measures
are also essentially unrelated variables. The
correlations of the average level of recog-
nition in the attention flow to the levels
of positive and negative emotion flows
are close to zero. There is a small, but sta-
tistically significant, negative correlation
between the number of peak moments in
attention flow and the average level of
positive emotional flow—though the cor-
relation to negative emotional flow is again
negligible. Because peak moments in the
attention flow can contain two types of
information (either rational, product-related
information or emotional, aesthetic con-
tent), the overall balance of the rational

and emotional information contained in the

Average Recoghnition Number of
Level of Flow

of Attention®

Peaks in Flow

EMOTION IN TV COMMERCIALS

commercials in our sample may be a factor
causing this small negative effect. But, in
general, just like report card measures de-
signed to capture overall attention-getting
power and overall response to the com-
mercial, the two flow measures are tap-
ping into different dimensions of viewer
response to the advertisements on a
moment-by-moment basis.

Interestingly, there is a relationship be-
tween the visual complexity of commer-
cials and the two flow measures. The visual
complexity of commercials can be deter-
mined by simply looking at the number
of frames in the picture sorting deck that
are needed to describe the advertisement.
With this technique, frames are grabbed
as a function of the rate of information
flow and not as a function of time. The
negative correlation between the average
level of recognition in the attention flow
with the number of frames in the deck
suggests that commercials that are more
complex generate a lower average recog-
nition level, as viewers are challenged to
process more visual information in the
same amount of time. Moreover, the neg-
ative correlation with the average level of
positive flow of emotion suggests that, on
average, viewers respond more strongly
on an emotional level to simpler rather

than visually complex commercials,

Average Level
of Positive Flow
of Emotion®

Average Level
of Negative Flow
of Emotion®

Average Level of Negative Tow of BMONORY s

A2
14 =.34*
04 08
-3 %

Number of Frames in Picture Sorts® Deck ,

*=99% confidence
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Factors Explaining Attention

In general, the attention-getting power of
a commercial is a function of two factors:
the content and the form of the execution.
Attention-getting content provides the
viewer with a reward for the 30 seconds
of time that the advertiser is asking the
consumer to spend with the advertising.
This reward can be content that is fun
or entertaining or that is unusual and
different. This can be seen in Table 2 in
the execution ratings that are most highly
correlated with “Attention.” Note that from
the standpoint of attention-getting power
the message does not have to be impor-
tant, nor does a certain level of confusion
form a barrier to the attention-getting
power of the advertisement. These find-
ings probably do not contradict the men-
tal model that many advertising creatives
have of how advertising works.

The “form” of the execution, which we
think of in terms of cognitive processing
or how viewer attention is structured and
focused by the film syntax of the adver-
tisement, is captured by our nonverbal
attention flow measure. The number of
peak moments, which is indicative of clear
narrative structure or simply good story-
telling, is significantly correlated with the
attention score. Note, however, that it is
aesthetic content, not product informa-
tion contained in a peak moment, that

drives overall viewer attention.

Factors explaining purchase intent

The factors that explain a good purchase
intent score are, in general, quite different
from those that explain attention. Pur-
chase intent is primarily a function of
communicating a message that is impor-
tant to the consumer, without confusion,
and particularly in a situation to which
the consumer can relate. The uniqueness
of the execution is not a factor in driving
purchase intent. Significantly, purchase in-

tent is also strongly correlated to the

TABLE 2

Correlations between “Report Card” Measures and

Diagnostic Measures

Verbal ratings

Entertaining

Lots of fun to wa_tc:h and listen to 3

| like the music in the commercial.

Purchase
Attention Intent

r r
o - el

50* iS2*

The commercial is different from other advertisements
_m_!p_the category. :

oy, : SRR =,

The message is important to me.

A s
-.03 50

It's a situation | can relate to. J J

The commercial is confusing. J :

| don't see what the product has to do with what is being

said and shown.

| was so busy watching, | didn’t understand what was
going on. v r

Are.commercial made me more likely to buytheproduct., | 92 a8

) Overall_l Iilf:t:_d'th_f_z_.gqmmercial. 44> 5

Nonverbal measures

Average Frames in Picture Sorts® deck ;

_Number of Peaks in Flow of Attention® .43

Number of Executional Peaks (esthetic, not product content) .34

Dveraga Becognition Level of Flow:of AIBNUONY. . . :

Larege Level of Postive Flowiol Ematien® B :

Jfusians Level ol Nogalive FlOW or BIAIONY e st st

“>99% confidenice

amount of emotion being generated by
the execution, as shown by the emation
flow measure,

Interestingly, the entertainment value
of the execution is correlated with pur-
chase intent, though not as strongly as it
is to attention-getting power. Music, which
contributes a strong emotional compo-

nent to commercials, is at least as strongly
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correlated with purchase intent as it is
with attention. Emotion and the entertain-
ment value of an execution may be re-
lated, but as we will see below, thev are
not the same thing.

As noted above, visual simplicity—
i.e., fewer frames in the commercial
description—is linked to the amount of
emotion flowing through an advertise-



ment, and it is also linked, possibly for
that reason, to purchase intent.

The total amount of information pro-
cessed by the viewer, as shown by the
attention flow measures, is not correlated
with purchase intent. In other words, com-

even if it

municating the right message
is only a single message—is more impor-
tant to making a sale than delivering a lot
of information.

Putting these rational and emotional
components together, therefore, we con-
clude that purchase intent is a function of
communicating a simple, relevant mes-

sage in a dramatic way.

Factors related to liking

Given the importance of liking in the lit-
erature, it should be noted that liking is
significantly correlated with both the
attention-getting power of an execution
and its power to drive purchase intent.
This is certainly consistent with the ARF
finding linking liking and sales effective-
ness. Interestingly, liking is more strongly
correlated with purchase intent than at-
tention. As we will see next, this is be-
cause commercial liking is related more
to whether an advertisement generates
relevant thoughts and emotions in the
consumer than it is to its entertainment

value,

Factors related to emotion

Liking is, of course, linked to the amount
of emotion flowing through a commercial—
the higher the average level of positive emo-
tion, or the lower the level of negative
emotions, the better liked an execution is
(see Table 3).

Interestingly, while there is a statisti-
cally significant association, the correla-
tion between entertainment value and the
average flow of positive emotion is sur-
prisingly low. The correlation with com-
mercial uniqueness is related more to the

negative emotions generated, which may

EMOTION IN TV COMMERCIALS

. . . commercial uniqueness is related more to the nega-

tive emotions generated. . .

be a result of "udg_\f," creative executions
pushing the envelope and crossing the
line for some members of the target
audience.

Stronger correlations to the emotional
flows can be found in the items pertaining
to the relevance of the message and the sit-
uation being depicted in the advertisement.

A significant barrier to the flow of emo-
tion through an advertisement is confu-
sion. In particular, executions in which
the role of the product in the narrative is

unclear, or in which the audience does

TABLE 3

not understand the purpose of the visu-
als, are strongly associated with negative
emotions.

The flow of emotion through a televi-
sion commercial, therefore, appears to be
strongly linked to the flow of meaning
through the advertisement. This suggests
another analogy. In physics, the distine-
tion is made between the total energy
contained in a system and the amount of
energy available to do useful work, or
waorking energy. Similarly, we can think

of the total emotion being generated by

Correlations between Flow of Emotion Measures and

Verbal Diagnostic Measures

Verbal Ratings

Positive Flow Negative Flow

of Emotion® of Emotion®

ENREIIAINING . ..ottt 2 A, s
tote of indo Wotehi and lIBten . i O

The commercial is different from other advertisements

e SOOI Wt o ... .
N L — - -
The message IS INDOMANLIOIME. st s 8

| like the music in the commercial. 28+ —.24*

| don’t see what the product has to do with what is being

said and shown.

=0 33*

| was so busy watching, | didn’t understand what was

going on.

The commerdial (made meimore Ikely te buythe product. _ OBE -

Overall | liked the commercial.

*==99%, confidince
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. . . the “working emotion” being generated by an adver-

tisement, which is that portion that attaches to the

the system of symbolic content in a tele-
vision commercial as being different from
the “working emotion” being generated
by an advertisement, which is that por-
tion that attaches to the brand and helps
drive the sale. The leftover part of emo-
tion is simply the “borrowed interest” of
an execution that entertains or dazzles
but does not sell. With this construct in
mind, it appears that the measure of the
flow of emotion reported here taps more
into the working emotion side of the
advertising,.

Consistent with the findings reported
above, the attention-getting power of a
commercial can be thought of in terms of
the form and content of the execution.
Entertaining or unusual content, which
rewards the viewer for the time they spend
watching the commercial, is one success
factor. The other success factor is whether
or not you have a well-formed execution
in terms of film grammar or syntax, which
makes it easy to cognitively process the
information in the commercial. The first
factor can be measured verbally, with tra-
ditional pretesting measures, while the
second factor necessarily requires a non-
verbal form of measurement,

On the other hand, the motivational
impact or persuasiveness of a commercial
is again a function of two factors. Com-
municating a relevant idea on a rational
or semantic level is one driver of pur-
chase intent. But, as Hollywood has taught
us, film has the power to make an idea
seem larger than life. The working emo-
tion generated dynamically by moving

visual images can magnify the impact of

the rational communication on sales. Again,
the first factor can be assessed with ver-
bal measures, whereas the second re-

quires a nonverbal approach.

CONCLUSION

In this article we have deseribed a new
but simple approach to measuring the
emotional content of television commer-
cials and have related it to more tradi-
tional pretesting measures. The role of
emotion in driving commercial liking,
attention-getting power, and purchas.e in-
tent is a complex subject, and much work
remains to be done in this area. Ulti-
mately, the effectiveness of advertising
must be thought of in terms of the expe-
rience it creates for the viewer, and emo-
tion has an inescapable role to play in
that experience. We must remind our-
selves that human experience is larger
than language—hence the need for devel-
oping nonverbal measures for describing
that experience.

Moreover, by describing emotion as
something that flows through an adver-
tisement, rather than in static terms as a
property that is or is not present in an
advertisement, we are proposing a con-
struct thal we hope may lead to new
insights into the problem of measure-
ment and modeling the role of emotion
in advertising effectiveness. As others
before us have pointed out, emotion
should be thought of in terms of dy-
namic imagery. Socrates gave us the im-
age of the wild horse. Measuring its

movement and h&rnessing its power is

left to us. @
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