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Agencies use insights,
but too often they don’t 
own them. 

You need good information on your 

client’s customers and prospects. You 

need to understand market dynamics. 

You want ideas from users, and their 

feedback helps you succeed. That 

much is obvious.  

What might be less obvious is that the 

agency should be the one driving the 

bus when it comes to gathering  

those insights. 

Normally, after the pursuit is over and 

the account is won, the client dumps 

a proverbial shoebox full of old reports 

and presentations on your desk and 

considers the insights box ticked. And 

while that information is often helpful, 

it’s less than ideal. 

The same thing can happen when 

someone else directs the research.  

It’s not exactly the kind of information 

you need because the person who 

sets the objectives was not involved. 

They did not see the problem the 

same way you did, so they didn’t quite 

nail it. Worse, the information might  

be out of date. Using old data is like 

driving using only your rear view  

mirrors. It just doesn’t help you  

move forward intelligently.

That’s a problem.  
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We believe the Agency – the owner  

of the account - should be the one 

directing what information is gathered, 

when and how. Gathering insights 

should be a proactive, forward looking 

exercise that is specifically targeted to 

the information you need to drive  

success for your client. 

We believe a Research Roadmap— 

a plan for the future—should be part 

and parcel of every pursuit. It makes 

sure you get the fresh information 

you need, when you need it. Baking 

it into the pitch makes the investment  

a rounding error on the media  

budget, but it ensures the timely  

information you need to make  

your campaign a success.

That’s why we’ve developed this  

survival guide to owning insights.  

It’s designed to provide inspiration  

for research roadmaps by walking you 

through a variety of work that meets 

your information needs. 

We journey through:

• Market Landscape (p. 5);

• Creative Inspiration (p. 10);

• Content Feedback (p. 15);

• Innovation (p. 21), and 

• Campaign ROI (p. 26).

We hope you enjoy  
the trip.
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1Market Landscape:  
Shedding Light on Growth  
Opportunities
The old usage and attitudes study the client did back in  
2015 is interesting, but does it help you pinpoint fresh  
opportunities? Does it give you a clear picture of the path 
consumers take on their way to a purchase—showing  
where your advertising can intervene, at the right moment? 
Do the attributes in the brand map reflect the messaging  
you want in your new campaign? Odds are the answer is no. 

Taking on a new account is like  

journeying to a country you’ve never 

visited before. There are three things 

you’ll immediately want to discover:

• The lay of the land;

• How people go about their day 

to day lives;

• What their values are,  

and what’s important.
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The lay of the land

We know it’s easier to find new  

places if you’ve got a map. That’s why 

an agency engaged us to do a Market 

Landscape study which, in this case, is 

a very apt name. Their client is a plant 

supplier for landscaping.  

We wanted to understand who  

plants what and why. We were  

particularly interested in where there 

might be opportunities for growth  

by identifying barriers to usage.  

Since their consumers are influenced 

by industry professionals such as 

landscape architects and landscapers, 

we conducted a series of qualitative 

in-depth interviews with landscaping 

professionals, as well as a survey  

of homeowners.   

 

In addition to measuring behavior,  

we asked what people knew and 

didn’t know about plants. When  

we analyzed what they knew,  

in light of what they had planted, 

we realized there were a number of 

misperceptions that were serving as 

barriers to usage. The excellent news 

was that, with the right campaign, 

these barriers were manageable and 

that the industry professionals were 

onside and supportive of education 

efforts to increase use.  

The resulting campaign produced 

flourishing sales, all because the 

agency was ready to take a fresh  

look at the lay of the land.
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How people go about their  
daily lives

In the path to purchase there are  

numerous points where consumers are 

making choices, seeking information 

and being influenced. The challenge is 

identifying the prime time and place to 

connect with the consumer and steer 

them to your client’s product. 

An agency engaged us to trace the path 

to purchase for a hair care brand they 

had recently won. We employed our 

proprietary five step approach to path to 

purchase. At the Need stage we worked 

with the agency to identify openings to 

increase awareness through both online 

campaigns and in-store prompts.  

The Assessment stage revealed in-store 

and online coupon opportunities, as 

well as a need to invest more energy  

in generating reviews and ratings. 

A look at the Shopping Experience 

stage emphasized the importance  

on shelf organization and product  

benefit communication through 

packaging and shelf talkers.  

The Usage stage underscored  

the need to reinforce key long term 

benefits in advertising to encourage 

continued use. The Sharing stage  

exposed a need to devise a campaign 

to facilitate online sharing and  

to encourage reviews. 

This look at the path to purchase 

helped focus media spend and  

identified opportunities for  

influence at key moments.

 
Need

Usage

Sharing

Assessment

Shopping Experience
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What is valued?

A change of agency is a great  

opportunity to reboot a brand.  

We worked with an agency that  

inherited a brand that was strong and 

mature. But the recent campaigns  

were not moving the needle on sales.  

A rethinking was needed. 

As a mature brand, you could not  

reposition it in a way that was  

inconsistent or inauthentic. We  

started with qualitative interviews  

with stakeholders both inside and  

outside the company—people with 

a sense of what the brand could and 

could not become. 

We then shifted to qualitative research 

with consumers—both users and 

non-users—to make sure we had a 

fresh look at the brand essence and the 

nature of the market. We didn’t want  

to be limited by working with the  

attributes and market assumptions 

“we’ve always used.” As the research 

went on, we iteratively floated trial 

repositioning balloons, to see what got 

shot down and what might have the 

potential to take flight.

Following that, we widened our  

focus with a quantitative study of all the 

major brands in the space—measuring 

who owned what positioning—using 

the freshly refined set of attributes we 

discovered in the qualitative round.  

By using advanced analytics to link 

those attributes to purchasing habits, 

we were able to identify that the old 

campaign failed because it had  

emphasized attributes the brand 

“owned,” but had no impact on  

purchase decisions.  

More importantly, we identified  

purchase drivers the brand could  

credibly claim.  

After testing a number of new ways  

of reframing the brand, the agency  

identified a credible and powerful  

new positioning that revitalized the 

brand and its sales.
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Thought Starters for Market 
Landscape—more solution  
examples:

Usage diaries can provide you with 

rich, accurate information about 

how, when and why people do what 

they do. By capturing information 

over time you avoid the distortions 

of memory and capture revealing 

insights into unusual occasions. You 

can sometimes find interesting and 

inspiring anomalies that you do not 

find in cross sectional studies,  

where people tend to recall what  

they usually do.   

Market sizing involves stepping  

back from current customers and 

evaluating the entire population to 

determine the full size of the market, 

including lapsed users and very  

occasional buyers. This 30,000 foot 

view helps you identify other  

potential market targets as well as 

insight into the full potential value  

of the market.   

Risk assessment lets you exam-

ine how at-risk your loyal customers 

are. Find out what other brands are in 

their consideration set, and  

identify which competitors they 

might be flirting with. Think of it as 

functioning like a car’s proximity 

sensors; when a brand is getting too 

close, you’ll be able to change course 

before there is impact.
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2Creative Inspiration:  
Spark Fresh Thinking
A fire can’t burn in a vacuum. Neither does creativity. 
What’s needed is fresh insight into what people are  
doing. Observations coupled with insight can come  
together like oxygen, a flame and rocket fuel. 

Research can’t produce your creative ideas. But it  
can fuel them by exposing you to a fresh way of  
understanding who the consumer is, what they do  
and how they interact with the offer. Our Qualitative 
Center of Excellence developed three ways to help  
fuel agencies with creative inspiration.
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Mobile Missions

We have always wanted to recruit  

people for our Mobile Missions using 

the original Mission Impossible meth-

od of sending people a self-destructing 

tape, but our lawyers keep saying “no.” 

Our Mobile Missions are a little less  

dramatic, but no less engaging.  

We help agencies get inspired by  

sending their client’s customers or  

potential customers out on shopping  

expeditions and ask them to 

 photograph or videotape where 

 they go, what they look at and,  

ultimately, what they buy. Sometimes 

we ask participants to take us out with 

them on a night out, or to an event. 

The resulting pictures, videos and diary 

entries provide a rich source of insight 

into the lives of consumers. It’s a quick 

way to get inside a consumer’s world 

and come away with a perspective  

that delivers inspiration and provides 

support to the client for your ideas.
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Image collage        

An illuminating way to understand 

people’s visual culture is to ask them 

to assemble a collage using images 

they associate with a brand, company 

or experience. We ask people to take 

photographs or download images 

they feel are representative or  

evocative. The visual nature of  

this exercise captures feelings and 

perceptions that people otherwise 

struggle to articulate. 

Pulling these items together into  

a collage also allows people to  

make connections and suggest  

relationships that are revealing. 

Your brand next to a picture of some 

shots on a bar, next to a picture of 

beautiful people dancing reveals one 

message. Your brand next to some 

shots and a picture of someone  

vomiting in an alleyway sends a very 

different one. The connections can 

be important.  

In addition to conveying a sense of 

feeling, collages also provide you  

with a sense of people’s graphic  

vocabulary—giving you thought  

starters and input for mood boards. 
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Brand in action

Another approach that can spark new 

connections is capturing information 

on the brand in action. If your brand 

was a snack food, for example, we’d 

ask people to record what they are 

doing when they were eating, where 

they are, who they are with and how 

they are feeling. We might ask them 

to take a picture or record a snippet 

of video, if appropriate.  

The aim is to enrich thinking about 

the kinds of emotional relationships 

people have with the brand.  
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Thought Starters for Creative 
Inspiration—more solution  
examples:

Word association games allow  

you to tap into people’s top-of-mind 

associations, revealing ideas and  

feelings that people might skip or 

suppress if asked a more formal  

question. We use Associative Group 

Analysis to score the order and  

frequency of mention, providing  

a clear picture of which words and 

concepts were more top-of-mind 

and more strongly linked.   

Ideation inspiration involves ask-

ing people to come up with solutions 

for problems your product solves. For 

example, if your product makes  

a process more efficient you might 

ask people to come up with other 

ideas for ways to make that process 

even more efficient. The value is not 

so much in the competitive ideas  

they generate, but in providing  

insight into how they think about  

the problem you solve. This delivers 

useful inspiration for fresh ways to 

convey your client’s benefits.
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3Content Feedback:  
Assessment Doesn’t 
Have to Hurt
Getting content evaluated is generally as popular as  
going for a colonoscopy. No one wants to have their 
brilliant ideas probed and examined so intimately.  
Creative evaluations using standard methods can be 
slow, painful and expensive. And all you might learn  
from it is whether the creative “passed” or “failed.”  
It’s no wonder the phrase “testing creative” often  
sends creative types screaming from the room.     

Here are three reasons you should rethink the  
benefits of evaluating content.
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1. Getting feedback can be  
quick and easy

We developed a suite of approaches 

specifically for agencies. Our  

objective is to make evaluation so 

quick and easy that respondents can 

evaluate your idea, message or other 

creative content in a minute or less.  

We recently tested a series of flu  

vaccine messages. We asked citizens 

to evaluate three messages on seven 

key criteria. Because we asked very 

simple yes/no questions, people were 

able to evaluate three messages in 

less than three minutes. The survey 

was so short we were able to run it 

on an omnibus, which meant we  

submitted the messages at noon and 

had results back from 1,000 people 

the next day.    

This lowers costs and complexity  

and opens the door to early stage 

testing—which benefits you and  

your clients. You get feedback  

before investing too much time  

and energy into development.  

Our motto is fail early and fail  

often. You save dollars and time in  

the long run. 
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2. Proof of value allows new and  
different ideas to be pursued

Great but “different” ideas often get 

snuffed out early on because they are 

deemed too risky to invest, in case they 

don’t succeed. That’s a shame, as it leads 

to safe and often boring work.  

When testing is quick and easy it  

becomes possible to show, early on,  

that the unusual but unique idea should 

be pursued. With proof of interest in the 

new idea, you can convince your client 

that it’s not a risky idea. In fact, there is 

proof it is a great one.  

As you go up the hierarchy in a  

client’s company, stakeholders are often 

increasingly risk adverse. Your direct  

client may love the idea, but if they can’t 

get it past their stakeholders, it won’t fly.  

Early proof that your “different” idea is 

a great approach allows fresh thinking 

to flourish. Research acts like a shield to 

protect the idea from those who would 

shoot it down.

Bold ideas can make a big difference. 

SickKids Hospital in Toronto has  

historically used the kind of gentle, 

heart-tugging advertising that is typically 

associated with children’s hospitals.  

Then they released a radically different 

kind of campaign. 

 

“The campaign, titled ‘VS,’ set to the 

pounding beat of the rap song Undeni-

able by Donnie Daydream, depicts hos-

pital patients, past and present, kicking, 

punching and battling adversaries like 

cancer, liver failure and cystic fibrosis,” 

according to CBC television. That’s a rad-

ical change for a traditionally conservative 

type of institution.

To gauge its impact we showed people 

one of the television ads. Three quarters 

(74%) liked or even loved the ad, and just 

a handful (4%) “hate it.” And people did 

not just “like” it in the passive sense of 

Facebook. It made them want to act.

After watching the ad, six in ten (57%)  

said they would be likely to donate  

money to SickKids. Given that 19% said 

they had donated to SickKids last year, 

this represents a potential increase in 

donors of almost 200%. Intent to donate 

was even higher amongst tomorrow’s  

big donors—the coveted millennial  

generation. That’s inspiring proof that 

radical departures from past work can 

lead to breakthroughs. To learn more 

about this campaign check out our 

whitepaper Does SickKids New “Fierce” 

Campaign Break Through or Backfire?

With early testing, bold ideas can prove their 

potential and get the support they need. 
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3. By demonstrating potential  
lift in sales you can justify  
ambitious media investments

The best ideas don’t always get the 

media support they need, and so they 

fail to realize their true potential. By 

doing early stage testing it becomes 

possible to not only ensure the idea 

works, but also to demonstrate its 

potential impact. 

We partnered with a leading brand 

agency in North America to test new 

positioning and packaging for an up 

and coming snacking company.  

The new product was a healthy  

version of their line of potato puffs 

—free of trans fats and made of all  

natural ingredients, making it ideal  

for millennials. 

 

By comparing the new idea with the 

existing offer, the agency was able  

to demonstrate a 45% increase  

in purchase intent. Seeing the  

potential, the agency approached  

the client with proof in hand to  

increase the media buy for the  

launch campaign. 

The result: a great idea, fully realized 

—thanks to the ability to demonstrate 

the potential.
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Be in the driver’s seat in  
evaluations

We’ve heard lots of horror stories 

about clients that want to manage  

the evaluation process themselves. 

It’s usually better if you can be in  

the driver’s seat when it comes  

to evaluations. 

This is what we recommend:

Own the timeline. Sometimes the 

client is on a different timetable than 

you and slows everything down by 

looping in their research group, which 

will delay the process. This forces  

the agency to cool its heels while  

the deadline to launch the campaign 

races on. These slowdowns can 

wreak havoc on your internal  

scheduling, something the client  

may not understand or care about. 

If you control the process, you can 

control the timeline and make sure 

you get the kind of rapid feedback 

you need to keep on track.  

Own the feedback. We have also 

heard of situations when the client 

ends up not putting your idea in the 

best light in a survey, either by not 

providing important context or by 

including it in unflattering or unfair 

comparisons. If you control the  

evaluation process, you can ensure 

your idea gets treated fairly. The best 

evaluation is a fair evaluation.   

These are just two reasons we  

recommend the agency be in  

the driver’s seat when it comes  

to evaluations.
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Thought Starters for Content 
Feedback—more solution  
examples:

Click map feedback uses highlighters 

and click maps to identify which parts of an  

ad or idea are resonating, which are  

confusing and which are turning off  

potential customers. This detailed feedback 

can help fine tune all forms of creative, 

whether it is a raw idea or a near final  

creative execution.   

Emotional reaction uses a cloud-based 

platform to capture, quantify, and interpret 

emotional reaction to video or audio. Our 

solution tracks facial expressions and listens 

for signals, arousal and stress. It allows you 

to get past the unidimensional feedback 

from dial testing and on to the real  

panoply of emotions people experience 

when exposed to your content.  

 

Market impact first measures current 

buying habits and then quantifies purchase 

patterns after exposure to a new concept. 

This makes it possible to identify which 

concepts will steal business from the  

competitor while minimalizing  

cannibalization. This ensures you identify 

the idea—not just with the biggest appeal—

but the one with the largest positive impact.  

Agency-specific benchmarks offer 

you the opportunity to control what other 

pieces of creative you are comparing the 

current pieces too. There is nothing more 

infuriating than being told your creative is 

“below the norm” when you don’t know 

what is making up that norm. The truth  

is creating norms is a lot like making  

sausages. You don’t really want to know 

what’s in them. But if, as an agency, you  

select some prior successes and failures 

and test them, you can develop bench-

marks that are reliable and meaningful.
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4Innovation: Tapping the  
Potential of Community 
to Surface Fresh Ideas
Deadlines. Blind spots. Rapidly changing markets. Trying 
to be everywhere at once, and being out of the box too. 

It’s hard to be constantly inventive when it comes to 
product innovation. That’s why crowdsourcing is so  
important. Being able to tap into a sea of other minds is 
like harnessing the pummeling power of the mighty  
Niagara Falls to generate electricity. It’s a bright idea. 

When it comes to innovation and ideation, we think you 
should connect with people outside your agency too. 
This can take many forms, ranging from crowdsourced 
co-creation programs to expert roundtables to  
ethnographic observations.
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Co-creating for charity

One agency was looking for ways to  

better connect their clients international  

aid charity to Generation Z. They reached 

out to their insight community of donors 

to engage them in a co-creation exercise 

using our Idea Farm methodology.  

This is a four-step process in which ideas 

are generated, bad ideas are weeded  

out, the best ideas are pruned into more 

ideal shapes and, finally, we harvest  

the winning ideas. 

In the first step, “seeding,” we challenged 

the donors to devise new programs for 

helping vulnerable children that would 

encourage Gen Zs to become supporters. 

The ideas uncovered revealed a great  

deal about the kinds of programs and  

connections that people valued when  

supporting children. They also provided 

tremendous insight into ways to connect 

with Gen Z. But that was just the beginning. 

After weeding out the fanciful (holographic 

interactions) and the impractical (flying Gen 

Z youth to see the communities they were 

helping support), we presented  

50 of the better ideas back to the same  

community and asked which seedling 

of an idea should be watered and which 

should be pulled to make room.

We identified a set of ideas that  

attracted widespread interest. We then 

pushed them back to everyone and  

asked for suggestions for pruning and  

improvement. Additional features  

were submitted and tweaks and  

refinements proposed.

Ideas that were promising, but a little  

unrealistic or unrealized, became more 

focused and practical. The owners of those 

ideas digested the suggestions and then 

re-submitted their revised solutions. 

In the final phase, the crowd-improved 

ideas were sent back for voting on which 

were most deserving of investment.  

This gave us a clear idea of what types  

of programs were attracting the most  

attention, and which features held the 

greatest appeal.  

This co-creation exercise was a  

tremendous success because the “crowd” 

that these ideas were sourced from were 

deeply invested and passionate about  

the charity’s mission. This allowed us to  

quickly develop a host of new ideas, which 

the agency further refined and eventually 

A/B tested, before devising a campaign  

to fully roll out the new program. 

Using Idea Farm enabled the agency to 

generate insights, harvest crowd-tested 

ideas and speed up program development.  

03°P’R

01°SE’D

02°WE’

IDEA FARM CO-CREATION PROCESS

04°HA’

1. SEEDING
Asking the crowd for ideas 
focused on your innovation 
challenge

2. WEEDING
Asking people for feedback 
on which ideas should be 
weeded out and which 
should be watered

3. PRUNING
Providing an opportunity for 
people to offer suggestions 
for reshaping and improving 
elements of the best ideas

4. HARVESTING
The crowd votes on which 
of the pruned ideas have the 
greatest appeal and are most 
worthy of investment
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Expert roundtables           

Expert roundtables are a more  

distilled type of crowdsourcing.  

Instead of volume, you’re looking  

for the right blend of expertise.  

These roundtables tend to rise to  

the occasion when you have the  

following ingredients:

• A clear objective or challenge;

• A short term engagement;

• A variety of activities and inter-

actions;

• A mixture of clients, academics 

and consultants;

• A process that allows for people 

to engage at a time that suits 

their schedule.

A client was looking to find opportunity 

in the healthy breakfast-to-go space 

and research revealed this was an 

area where there were unmet needs. 

People were settling for food they 

didn’t feel good about eating,  

but ate it because it was convenient.  

We convened an expert roundtable 

for a four-week exercise, with the 

aim of generating ideas for healthy 

breakfasts to go. The objective was 

to produce ideas for foods that 

were healthy, appealing and, above 

all, convenient. We included client 

representatives from food science, 

manufacturing and sales as well as 

academics, nutrition consultants and 

executive chefs.  

We kicked off with a video  

conference call to get everyone on 

the same page and then carried on 

with an evolving discussion through  

a bulletin board, with the ability to 

upload video, photos, recipes and  

everything short of the food itself.  

By mixing together the right blend 

of people and keeping the process 

short, focused, agile and interactive 

we were able to obtain a series of 

fresh ideas to test with consumers, 

before taking the best testing  

concepts on to  

further development. 
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Filtering ideas

The objective of the expert  

roundtable breakfast food exercise 

was to generate lots of ideas—not  

focus on just one “big idea.” By  

generating many ideas we increased 

the odds of finding a fresh idea that 

resonated with consumers. If we  

had focused on one idea and fully  

developed it we would have bet  

everything on it—a risky proposition. 

Better to spread your bets and be 

more likely to land a winner.  

The reality is, however, that the client 

had neither the time nor resources 

to take all of the expert’s ideas into 

development. What was needed was 

a quick and easy solution for finding 

which ideas had the greatest appeal 

to potential buyers. That’s where Idea 

Filter came in.  

Idea Filter is a system for the rapid 

testing of early stage ideas or  

concepts. With a highly streamlined 

set of essential questions it is possible 

to conduct mobile friendly testing of 

each idea in less than a minute. This 

allowed us to quickly sift through 

the multitude of ideas generated and 

identify a handful of ideas to take 

through into development and,  

ultimately, in-home testing. The 

agency was able to quickly identify 

winning ideas, prove their value to  

the client and quickly get to market.       

IN THE PURSUIT: A SURVIVAL GUIDE TO OWNING INSIGHTS

24

http://resources.marumatchbox.com/hubfs/Idea_Filter_Evidence_of_a_sensitive_and_easy_to_answer_approach_to_idea_and_concept_testing.pdf?hsCtaTracking=caaf86a4-f07e-4bed-bbfe-2cf3a84d7004%7C7448a8dd-742b-4143-b634-26fe53d6639f&__hstc=58240629.7e8f284fabdd5aa277431e3be32e4003.1478100745311.1488213643731.1488399065246.109&__hssc=58240629.3.1488399065246&__hsfp=3393377187
http://resources.marumatchbox.com/hubfs/Idea_Filter_Evidence_of_a_sensitive_and_easy_to_answer_approach_to_idea_and_concept_testing.pdf?hsCtaTracking=caaf86a4-f07e-4bed-bbfe-2cf3a84d7004%7C7448a8dd-742b-4143-b634-26fe53d6639f&__hstc=58240629.7e8f284fabdd5aa277431e3be32e4003.1478100745311.1488213643731.1488399065246.109&__hssc=58240629.3.1488399065246&__hsfp=3393377187
http://resources.marumatchbox.com/hubfs/Fitting_Big_Ideas_on_to_a_Small_Screen.pdf?hsCtaTracking=51ad69c5-6211-4da9-aa52-d4821410440b%7Cbe272fc0-9bbb-4ed0-bee7-609f9b96e381&__hstc=58240629.7e8f284fabdd5aa277431e3be32e4003.1478100745311.1488213643731.1488399065246.109&__hssc=58240629.5.1488399065246&__hsfp=3393377187


Thought Starters for  
Innovation—more solution  
examples:

Ethnography—the systematic  

and holistic study of people and  

cultures—is a great tool for  

generating ideas because watching 

someone meet a need often reveals 

work-arounds or hacks that people 

use to meet their needs. Expertly  

executed, in person or by video,  

ethnography helps you see familiar 

situations with fresh eyes and spot 

the opportunity for innovation.  

Employee input is an often  

overlooked source of innovation. 

While companies often have  

innovation groups, the reality is that 

people throughout the organization 

are intimately familiar with the  

business. Both Idea Farm and Idea 

Filter are great tools to use with  

employees as well as consumers. 

Employees are often full of great 

ideas that never see the light of day 

because no one asked for them.  

Likewise employees often have a  

sixth sense about what kind of ideas 

will sell and which will tank. Building 

an employee insight community  

allows you to do both, on an  

ongoing basis.      

Exploratory qualitative can also 

help uncover unmet needs, reveal the  

why, and help set the stage for those 

eureka moments that fuel innovation. 

Techniques like collage building,  

online diaries and mobile missions all 

can help you make fresh connections.  
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5Campaign Impact— 
Intensely Focused Tracking
Calculating return on investment (ROI) in advertising  
often sparks passionate and emotional debates. With the 
exception of some digital ads and direct mail, there is 
little done in advertising that lends itself to being linked 
undeniably to sales. The effect of advertising is much too 
complex to be neatly captured in simple systems. 

We’ve been part of many meetings where the client’s CFO asks “why are we 

spending so much on advertising?” And then they quote the old saw, “Half the 

money I spend on advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don’t know which half.” 

Since calculating direct ROI from advertising is often problematic, we typically 

look at other indicators. Here are three you might want to consider putting on 

your research roadmap so that you can have answers for the client’s CFO.

We have designed these approaches with value in mind. They are all  

aggressively minimalist, delivering maximum ROI themselves. 
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If we see change in the summary 

variable—for any of the brands on  

the market—then we launch a more 

in-depth look at what is causing a 

brand to become Hot (or Not). That 

way we spend little on tracking, but 

are ready to dig in when we see a 

shift in momentum. 

We think that idea is hot.

“Hot or not”: brand tracking

You’ve seen them before: brand 

trackers that look like a heart monitor 

of someone who is flat-lining. In the 

reporting you see line after line of  

attributes staying maddeningly flat. 

And their presentation is often  

accompanied by a soul crushing 

monotone commentary. And on  

the attribute of ‘trust,’ with a scale  

of 0 to 10, we see no statistically  

different change. 

That kind of research delivers very 

little value, because it measures tons 

of attributes which all tend to rise 

and fall in lockstep with an overall 

summary measure. That is why we 

abandoned multi-attribute tracking in 

favor of a lean, agile approach.  

We call it “Hot or Not.”

The basic premise of the Hot of Not 

approach is to track the brand  

using only a single summary  

variable—something simple like Hot? 

or Not? This makes tracking so quick 

and easy you can follow the entire 

market with just a couple of  

questions on an inexpensive  

vehicle like an omnibus. 

The Facebook “like” nature of the 

question means consumers make a 

quick top of mind judgement. And 

they are not answering complex, 

often confusing and time consuming 

scales. For more on the value of  

binary measures and the  

shortcomings of scales check out  

our whitepaper Changing times  

demand rethinking old approaches:  

a case for quick, reliable, easy to  

answer questions. 
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Laser focused  
campaign tracking          

We recommend a similarly  

aggressively focused approach to 

tracking creative. Forget unaided and 

aided message recall, brand image 

rating and price perceptions.  

You established all that when you  

did your original testing. It’s not going 

to change. Why re-ask it? 

Skip unaided awareness. At best it will 

be a subset of aided awareness.  

At worst it will give you misleading 

information on mistaken identity. 

Regardless, it is a proxy for popularity 

and share of mind, and has very little 

to do with the advertising.

You can also skip repeat purchase, 

frequency of use, purchase intent, 

and price perceptions. People are  

terrible at self-reports of purchasing 

and the clients already have much 

more sensitive sales data anyways. 

Are sales going up or not? The client 

already knows. It’s that simple.  

We recommend showing the ad  

and asking aided awareness and then 

a single thumbs up or thumbs down 

like/dislike question. You know  

immediately if they know and like the 

ad. You even get ad wear-out when 

you see thumbs up decline  

and thumbs down increase. 

Simplicity is the ultimate  

sophistication.  
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Message monitor

Most campaigns have a singular  

objective to communicate a message. 

It might have a million moving pieces, 

but ultimately you have a single point 

to make. It might be educational or 

informative, or it might be a call  

to action. In that case, we often  

recommend not trying to track the 

campaign (especially if it is complex). 

We suggest tracking the message the 

campaign is communicating. If the 

campaign is educational, is there a 

myth to be busted? Let’s track that.  

If it is building awareness of a specific 

benefit, let’s focus on that. 

Do we need to be able to link recall 

to a battery of ad diagnostics? Nope. 

Measure what matters: did the  

message get across or not?
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Thought Starters for  
Campaign Impact —more  
solution examples:

Slogan recall is another very fo-

cused way of tracking campaigns. 

We can ask about slogan recall top of 

mind, then aided and then follow up 

with a thumbs up, thumbs down indi-

cator of feeling. By combining aware-

ness and sentiment we can see when 

a slogan hits its saturation point and 

needs changing to avoid becoming  

annoying.

Usage follow-up is a way of mak-

ing additional use of awareness track-

ing. By conducting follow up inter-

views with people who were aware of  

the campaign vs those who were  

unaware, you can track the effect  

of the advertising on people’s  

self-reported buying habits.
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6There are three 
takeaways we want 
to leave you with:

Own the insights  
you want. 

Why have someone else handle  

gathering the insights you need, 

when they don’t know what’s  

important to you? 

 
 
 
 
 

Plan ahead and include 
insights in your pitch.

If you include insights in the pursuit 

you signify you are serious about  

producing great work. Even better, 

the cost becomes a rounding error  

in the media budget, rather than 

something that drains your fees if  

you don’t plan ahead.

 
 

Pick the insights you want, 
and tailor them to your 
needs.

The research roadmaps we have  

unfolded here hint at possibilities.  

But what we have included is by  

no means exhaustive. 

Got an insight you need? 
No problem, finding  
research solutions is our 
expertise. Don’t hesitate 
to call us for ideas. 

Bon chance on the  
pursuit. May you bag  
a big one! 

For more information, contact  
sales@marublue.net
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