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HOW TO COMBINE
TRADITIONAL AND SOCIAL-
MEDIA ADVERTISING

Not too many years ago, the challenges facing advertising plan-
ners revolved around media-mix allocations between, for exam-
ple, TV and magazine, or whether to add radio or out-of-home to
the plan. In today’s world, the planning process has become far
more complex. Besides the sheer number of options that are now
available, the nature of how marketers can communicate in some
of the socially interactive media venues is radically different than
was true of the traditional, broad-based media tools.

In simpler times, advertiser-controlled messages were broad-
cast out to consumers; those messages that the viewer perceived
to be engaging, informative, funny or offering the promise of some
reward for attention were successful in generating notice. In
today’s environment, the consumer has taken more control over
the process. Not only is it easier to switch away from messages that
are perceived to be uninteresting (as when fast-forwarding through
the commercials in time-shifted TV viewing), but in many cases,
consumers are actually choosing to interact with brands—at times
of their choosing and on their own terms, as, for example, on
brand-sponsored social-media sites. It is precisely because con-
sumers have taken a greater degree of control over whether, and
indeed how, they interact with an advertiser’s messages that it has
become critical for us to develop a better understanding of the
marketing communications landscape from the consumer’s point
of view.

Updating integrated marketing
communication plans to include
social media

By Esther Thorson
and Jeri Smith

— Esther Thorson 

THE BEST
APPROACH IS
TO USE BOTH
SOCIAL AND
TRADITIONAL
ADVERTISING,
BUT TO USE
THEM INTER-
ACTIVELY AND
AS THEIR
DIFFERENCES
REQUIRE
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KEY CONCEPTS
The following overall principles inform our

understanding of how advertising works.
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SELECTIVE  PERCEPTION
People who like a brand (and those who have some pre-
existing level of involvement with it) are more likely to
engage with advertising for that brand than are people
who are more neutral toward or less involved with the

brand. This phenomenon, while intuitively logical, is very
important to understanding how advertising works.

Because the magnitude of selective perception varies
along some relatively predictable lines, this phenomenon

can help to inform advertising campaign planning for
best-in-market effectiveness. Additionally, an

understanding of selective perception drives how to best
measure advertising effectiveness.

PERSUASION KNOWLEDGE
Consumers generally understand that the purpose of

advertising is to sell. As such, there is a natural tendency
to react negatively to advertising—just because it is

advertising. Interestingly, there is some evidence that
when consumers perceive the source of the ad message

to be other consumers, the level of resistance to the
message declines significantly.

MUTATION OF EFFECTS
Over time, individual ads and commercials wear out and

become irritating. Not only does advertising cease to
persuade after too much exposure, negative reactions to
specific creative elements actually grow with increased

exposure. However, Communicus research clearly
indicates that a strong campaign, if refreshed with new

creative elements, can live for many years. In fact, a good
campaign that has robust synergies across elements

builds its persuasive power as the consumer engages with
multiple elements, across media and over time.

According to an April report, 94% of marketers say they are
now using social-media marketing (SMM), although 17% say they
have been using SMM less than six months (Search Engine Watch,
2012). As advertisers add SMM to their arsenal, they must consid-
er both costs and benefits, and how SMM relates to other forms of
advertising. What we will demonstrate in this report is how SMM
and traditional advertising work differently, and that the best
approach is to use both—but to use them interactively and as their
differences require. We will also provide some guidelines about
how best to combine SMM and traditional advertising, whether
online or offline, consistent with our earlier work on integrated
communications (Thorson and Moore, 1996). 

From the advertiser’s point of view, the challenges of resource
allocation across an integrated marketing communication (IMC)
campaign transcend yesterday’s issues of how much of the budget
to invest in each media venue. Not that the traditional media mix
and allocation issues have gone away—they’re just now part of a list
that also encompasses a broader range of marketer-generated
activities that have the potential to consume large amounts of mar-
keter resources. We’re talking about money, but also about time
and energy.

Back in the old days (say, 10 years ago), the advertising-related
duties of a typical brand manager included working on and
approving the creative brief, and later reviewing and approving
the creative product itself. Those are still important tasks, but as
advertisers confront a myriad of new, nontraditional choices,
many of these don’t come as neatly packaged as does the TV com-
mercial. In fact, advertising and brand managers today can easily
find themselves consumed with minute details associated with the
planning and implementation of important-sounding promotions,
integrations and social-media programs that are actually quite
small-scale in terms of reach.

DIFFERENCES
The goal of this paper is to help marketers put social- and tradi-

tional- media tools and tactics in perspective, in terms of what they
can be expected to accomplish. To do this, we will demonstrate
how these different consumers approach different communication
venues, and based on those differences, the challenges that each
type of tactic is best equipped to address. This report combines
the scholarly work of one author, Thorson, with real-world
research results pulled from research archives of the company
Communicus, run by the other author, Smith. The questions focus
on the consumer experience of IMC campaigns, and are addressed
as follows:

1. What are the differences in the consumer mind-set when
approaching traditional vs. nontraditional advertising?

2. How do ads that use traditional and nontraditional commu-
nications venues differ in their ability to persuade?

3. Given these findings, what are the best practices for individ-
ual marketing communications venues, and for integrated cam-
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paigns overall?
To address these questions, we use data from the Communicus

database, which includes more than 40 years of research on the
effects of advertising.

Communicus—the company along with the research methodol-
ogy — was founded in the early 1960s on the basis of experimental
studies conducted under the auspices of the Advertising Research
Foundation (the “ .A.R.M,” or  Print Advertising Research
Methodology studies; see Mehta, 2000). Seymour Smith then fur-
ther developed the Communicus method in association with a
number of prominent advertisers including DuPont, AT&T and
Coca-Cola. Modified over the years to reflect the changing advertis-
ing landscape and changes in market research, Communicus
(http://www.communicus.com/) is used today by advertisers who
seek insights on the in-market performance of their advertising
and IMC campaigns.

The Communicus system evaluates and diagnoses the in-mar-
ket success of advertising and IMC campaigns based on a relative-
ly straightforward theoretical foundation:

1. For advertising to have an impact, people first have to
see it.
■ And consumers don’t see campaigns, they see ads.

As such, the best way to determine ad awareness is
on an ad-by-ad basis. Starting with the framework
established by the Advertising Research Foundation,
Communicus has developed and refined procedures
to measure ad awareness for ad executions in tradi-
tional offline media (TV, radio, print, OOH and in-
store) and in online-media venues (including tradi-
tional ads as well as earned brand engagements). 

2. Among those who have seen the advertising, it should
change brand attitudes, perceptions and/or behavior
(depending on the advertising objectives).
■ Overall changes over time are not necessarily an

accurate reflection of the impact of advertising. For
example, negative overall marketplace trends
might mask the effects of advertising. As a simplis-
tic example, a brand might be losing share based
on competitive influences; the advertising may
actually be having a positive offsetting effect, but
not enough to reverse overall negative trends. In
this scenario, any scaling back of advertising would
only exacerbate the overall sales declines. As such,
tracking global brand metrics over time often mis-
states (and very often understates) the actual effec-
tiveness of advertising. Moreover, tracking studies
typically have little success in isolating the differen-
tial and/or interactive effects of various elements
within the overall campaign.

THE COMMUNICUS SYSTEM
Isolating the impact of IMC campaigns using

a longitudinal design

By interviewing the same consumers before and after advertis-
ing and other IMC elements have appeared in-market, Communicus is
able to separate selective perception (consumers’ propensity to
engage with ads for brands that they already like or use) from the
changes in brand attitudes and behavior that are produced by the
advertising. The method involves:

PHASE 1:
Pre-campaign-launch interviews in which a sample of 1,500 to

6,000 consumers report brand purchasing, usage and preference infor-
mation, and future purchase intentions. Brand perceptions across a
broad variety of attributes (e.g., is a cool brand, is innovative, etc.) are
also collected for a target brand and key competitors within its prod-
uct category.

PHASE 2:
Post-campaign interviews ask the same individuals the identical

brand questions after the campaign has been in-market for between
three and nine months. Importantly, during this phase, the specific
campaign elements that respondents have seen and remembered are
also assessed using a series of memory triggers and “proving” proce-
dures pioneered by Communicus.

FROM THIS DATA SET, COMMUNICUS IDENTIFIES:
1. Groups of consumers who have seen (engaged with) any ads

within the campaign, and those who have seen specific ad-mediames-
sage combinations. 

2. The level of selective perception present for the various ads,
media and messages, by comparing the pre-campaign-launch (phase
1) brand ratings of those who later saw ads with the  phase 1 brand
ratings of those who later did not see ads. Selective perception is
present when pre-campaign brand ratings are significantly higher
among those who eventually saw advertising compared with those
who did not see advertising.

3. After controlling for this selective perception, the post-campaign
( phase 2) differences in brand ratings among those who saw ads with
the post-campaign ratings of those who did not see ads. 

4. The changes in brand ratings that have occurred between the
pre-campaign and post-campaign period among those who saw ads
(advertising impact) as compared with the changes in brand ratings
that have occurred among those who did not see ads (advertising
impact on brand ratings). This “difference of differences” measure is
the true impact of advertising.

http://www.communicus.com/
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FIG 1. ISOLATING SELECTIVE 
PERCEPTION EFFECTS
Hypothetical example of Brand X selective perception. Post-test difference
is from those with prior selectivity.

FIG 2. ISOLATED ADVERTISING IMPACT EFFECTS
Hypothetical example of brand X with significant impact. 
post-test differences are from the campaign and not the result 
of selective perception.

EVALUATION SYSTEM

Based on these insights, Communicus uses an in-market
advertising campaign evaluation system that is based on a lon-
gitudinal design. A wide range of major advertisers have used
the system to isolate and quantify the impact of their consumer
communications campaigns over the past 50 years. Initially,
Communicus studies were designed to isolate the impact of tra-
ditional-media campaigns on brand perceptions and behavior.
However, as the advertising environment has become more
complex, the Communicus method has been instrumental in
isolating the effectiveness of IMC and the myriad traditional and
nontraditional communications elements within these pro-
grams.

A fundamental concept employed by the Communicus
method is “selective perception” (Hastorf and Cantril, 1954) (see
“Key Concepts,” page 4). Nearly 70 years of research has
demonstrated that people in all kinds of venues attend to con-
tent that they like and are interested in. For advertising, this
means those who already have selectivity toward a brand are
going to be much more likely to engage with the brand’s adver-
tising than those who do not. From a research standpoint, it
thus becomes important to isolate this dimension among test
subjects before the campaign launches. Otherwise, if you
posttest your campaign among a group of people and compare
brand attitudes among those who have and have not engaged
with the campaign, you will mistakenly overreport campaign
effects. Essentially, you will attribute the full post-advertising
difference to the impact of the campaign, while undoubtedly
some of the differences were pre-existing.

Figure 1 (left) shows a pre-post-test result where all the
posttest difference is from those with a prior selectivity. Figure
2 (left) shows a pre-post-test result where there is a campaign
effect that is in addition to the prior selectivity.

BY CAMPAIGN LEVEL, BY MEDIA, BY MESSAGE
The specific way the Communicus method separates effects of

selective perception, as operationalized here, is further detailed
in Appendix 1 (see page 22). The basic concept is that because
people who already have a positive attitude toward a brand are
more likely to see an ad for that brand, when you measure the
impact of an ad, you have to separate those people from those
who didn’t already have that positive attitude. Otherwise, you are
inadvertently concatenating the effects of selective perception
with the effects of the ad influencing brand attitude.

The selective perception and advertising-impact analyses
described in Steps 2 through 4 in “The Communicus System,”
(page 5) are undertaken both on a campaign level and by differ-
ent media and messages within the campaign. In other words,
it is possible to assess the selective perception level and brand
impact of an overall campaign, but also the differences in selec-
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tive perception and campaign impact that are present for, say,
the TV executions vs. the digital ads vs. the social-media compo-
nents of a campaign. Likewise, selective perception and cam-
paign impact can be isolated and compared for different mes-
sage components within the campaign; for example, brand
equity messages vs. line-extension launch messages vs. promo-
tional campaigns.

The Communicus method, as noted, has been applied to
scores of brands and scores of campaigns for those brands. In
the analysis here, we chose to look specifically across just
three types of products from among all of the existing data.
The first two product categories are characterized by strong
imagery or badge dynamics and relatively young targets.
Advertisers within these categories have been early adopters
of many new communications venues, and have pioneered
the development of innovative fully integrated communica-
tions programs. Our third category has until more recently
maintained a more traditional, TV-centered advertising com-

munications approach, with growing—but still secondary—
use of nontraditional communication elements.

1. Snack food brands. Snack brands, including salty
snacks, candy and gum, tend to have younger consumer tar-
gets. Our database includes many brands that are advertised
to teen and even preteen targets. Importantly, snack brands
are often consumed in the presence of other people, and func-
tion as frequently purchased, low-cost but highly visible
“badges.” Advertising communications in the snack food cat-
egory tend to have a heavy component of nonrational mes-
sages— snack brands strive to be fun and cool.

2. Beverages. Nonalcoholic-beverage brands tend to have
young targets, including teens and young adults. Alcoholic
beverages are marketed only to adults, although targets for
many brands skew toward the younger (under 30) end of the
adult spectrum, since younger legally of-age beverage
drinkers try new brands, set trends and generally index
strongly for alcoholic-beverage consumption. Possibly even
more than snacks, beverage brands are badges, with much
beverage consumption occurring in social settings. Beverage
marketers have historically worked to create brand personas
that are happy and fun, largely through advertising and other
brand communications that are entertaining and inclusive.

3. Consumer packaged goods (CPGs). Supermarket
products advertise to an adult primary grocery shopper who
is historically mostly female, although in recent years has
broadened to include adult male primary grocery shoppers as
well. CPG brands compete against other like brands on the
basis of a blend of rational brand claims (e.g., “contains no
artificial ingredients” or “cleans better”) and emotional end
benefits (e.g., “a brand you’ll feel good about serving to your
family”). With the growth of generic options, major CPG
brands have been facing even more pressure to add value on
both the rational and emotional levels to ensure that their per-
ceived worth is maintained.

An additional source of data for this paper is the
Communicus 2012 study of Super Bowl advertising effective-
ness (http://www.communicus.com/sbtopic2.php). The Super
Bowl is a unique advertising environment, and results of how
advertising works in the football broadcast cannot necessarily
be generalized across other advertising environments.
However, some of the findings from this research can shed
light on some best practices for advertisers that strive to
achieve strong cross-media synergies (for example, using the
interactive effects of TV advertising and SMM, as well as to fur-
ther our understanding of the dynamics of selective percep-
tion).

IT IS POSSIBLE TO ASSESS THE
SELECTIVE PERCEPTION LEVEL 
AND BRAND IMPACT OF AN 
OVERALL CAMPAIGN,BUT ALSO
DIFFERENCES IN SELECTIVE 
PERCEPTION AND CAMPAIGN
IMPACT FOR, SAY, THE TV
EXECUTIONS VS.THE DIGITAL ADS
VS.THE SOCIAL-MEDIA
COMPONENTS OF A CAMPAIGN

http://www.communicus.com/sbtopic2.php0
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developed based on consumer feedback, traditional advertising
represents the voice of the brand—talking to consumers and shap-
ing the message in ways that the advertiser hopes will engage,
communicate the intended messages and persuade. 

4) SMM1 engagements can provide significant value to the
brand by strengthening consumer affinity (“a brand for peo-
ple like me”) and can be effective in generating awareness
and trial of new flavors, line extensions, etc. At their best, cur-
rently represented most broadly by Facebook brand pages, social-
media engagements get consumers involved with other con-
sumers, sharing brand perceptions, feelings and usage experi-
ences. These conversations include, and are in many cases initiat-
ed by, the brand voice. But because they also include consumers
talking to consumers, the conversations can be very persuasive. In
fact, Communicus research combines with academic theory to
support the idea that because the SMM environment represents a
blend of advertiser and consumer voices, this environment can
provide a unique and powerful opportunity to persuade.

5) On the basis of their broader reach potential and weak-
er selective perception dynamic, traditional media have a
relatively greater potential to drive more behavioral change
than do more narrowly focused media venues. While much
has been written about the decline of TV watching, TV remains the
best advertising medium to reach and engage large numbers of
consumers. Of course, the impact of a Facebook interaction or a
YouTube view is different from that of a TV commercial engage-
ment, as discussed below. However, the point we’re making here
is that, despite changes in the media environment and in con-
sumer behavior, TV remains the medium with which advertisers
have the potential to influence the largest numbers of consumers.

6) Broader-based traditional media can also drive people
to engage with branded social media—where these newly
engaged consumers can interact with those who are already
brand fans—thus building and enhancing brand affinity. To
capitalize on this dynamic, advertisers should build links that
encourage cross-media engagement, thus optimizing overall
impact and ROI. 

We now turn to a detailed summary of the Communicus data
that lead to these conclusions.

KEY FINDINGS
SNAPSHOT
Here are six insights to help
you understand the results of
this study

1) Selective perception is a real and quantifiable phe-
nomenon. Using longitudinal data from the Communicus data-
base, it is clear that consumers who like or use a brand are gen-
erally more likely to engage with the advertising for that brand
than are those who are also in the category, but do not have the
same degree of connection with that particular brand (see
Appendix 1 for measurement details). This is also consistent
with scholarly findings (e.g., Erlich, Guthnew, Schonbach and
Mills, 1957; Mehta, 2000).

2) The degree to which selective perception occurs for
advertising communications is highly variable across dif-
ferent types of advertising campaigns and media venues.
For example, as will be seen, selective perception tends to be
stronger for CPG campaigns than for snack or beverage cam-
paigns. Not surprisingly, selective perception is generally a
greater dynamic in determining social-media engagements
(brand fans tend to frequent that brand’s Facebook page) than
in determining TV commercial engagements (both fans and
nonfans might see and remember the TV commercial for a
brand). However, where do online ads fall within this spectrum?
We will delve further into patterns of selective perception, and
present some explanations for the patterns we have observed.

3) Traditional advertising is often relatively more suc-
cessful than branded social media in communicating spe-
cific brand attributes and benefits, and in many cases does
a better job at accomplishing the tasks associated with
brand positioning. What used to be called new media—online
banner ads and online videos or commercials—actually tend to
function much like old media in terms of persuasive impact. We
thus include them as “traditional advertising.” While often

1. As used here, social-media marketing (SMM) is brand message that is incorporat-
ed into social-media sites like Facebook and MySpace, and on blog sites.
Advertising via Twitter can be considered a form of SMM, but we have not as yet
tested a large number of IMC campaign in which the use of Twitter was strong
enough to be quantified. We also include brand websites here; since these are
engagements considered part of the earned-media-exposure world—consumers
actively choose to participate in an advertiser-led conversation.
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Selective perception is a real and quantifiable phenomenon.
Using longitudinal data from the Communicus database, it is clear
that consumers who like or use a brand are generally more likely
to engage with the advertising for that brand than are those who
are also in the category but do not have the same degree of con-
nection with that particular brand. (This is consistent with the
scholarly literature that has attempted to define and understand
selective perception; see Appendix 2.) 

How can we understand the selective perception effect from an
intuitive point of view? When people already know and have
formed attitudes about a brand, it is like seeing a familiar face in a
crowd. The face just seems to stand out. Actually, the theory
employed here posits that the first task for advertising is to “break
through” into people’s attention system. Once the advertising
manages to grab attention, the content of the advertising can work
its effects to persuade people. But as it does so, it has to overcome
people’s strong inclination to not be persuaded, and sometimes
even a negative orientation toward being exposed to the ad.

Note that there has recently been significant scholarly analysis
of what practitioners think of as “breaking through.” Nyilasy and
Reid (2009, 2012) point out that advertising professionals, whom
they interviewed at great depth, have a highly consistent but unar-

ticulated “theory” about how advertising works. Curious about
just how professionals think about commercials, Nyilasy and Reid
interviewed some 500 professionals and found surprisingly gener-
al agreement and beliefs about how people process commercials.
Nyilasy and Reid call these “core native theoretical ideas.” The first
belief is that to be effective, commercials must “break through and
engage.” For the practitioners, this means that commercials have
to get consumers’ attention and engage them in a “feeling” or
affective response to the commercial. Emotional response to a
commercial, for example “liking it,” is a foundational dependent
variable in most theories of advertising processing (e.g., Shimp,
1981; Mitchell and Olson, 1981; Homer, 1990). We are employing
this definition of “break through” here. 

In spite of the fact that selective perception operates very
strongly most of the time people are exposed to TV advertising, in
certain viewing environments, consumers want to engage with
commercials even though they aren’t perceived as necessarily rel-
evant to them personally. The motivation for this viewing is argued
to be strictly for entertainment value. The most extreme example
of this is the Super Bowl. For weeks leading up to the game, con-
sumers are subject to advertiser and media-generated hype about
the commercials that they will see. The expectation is that, even if
consumers aren’t in the market for a car or a house or even partic-
ularly interested in light-beer brands, they will be rewarded for
their engagement by being entertained by the Audi or Century 21
or Bud Light commercials they will see. And, in fact, in the annual
Communicus Super Bowl longitudinal research study, we find that
selective perception for Super Bowl commercials is, on average,
significantly lower than for TV commercials that air in more typi-
cal viewing environments. This tells us that the Super Bowl is a ter-
rific opportunity to get a message to those who are not already
brand fans. It provides a good example of a situation in which the
effects of selective perception are attenuated.

Typically, however, consumers are not so generous with their
time and attention. They attend to things that they perceive to be
relevant, self-affirming or otherwise reward their attention (e.g.,
Taylor, Franke and Bang, 2006). New product news or communi-
cations about product benefits might be relevant to those in the
market for, or considering the purchase of, a particular brand:
“Hmm, I do like McDonald’s, and it’s great that their new salads
look so delicious.” Self-affirmation comes from viewing messages
that reinforce pre-existing beliefs: “Wow, I knew that I liked Audis,
and now I have more support for why that’d be a good purchase.”
Given the present discussion of selective perception, it is reason-
able to define it here in terms of the consumer relationships with
the brand, and it is generally strongest among those who:

■ Are current brand users;
■ Are considering buying or are favorable toward the brand;
■ Believe that the brand embodies attributes and/or benefits

that are relevant to them;
■ Are active in the category and are not brand rejecters.

LET’S TALK
FURTHER ABOUT
SELECTIVE
PERCEPTION

■ What it is
■ Why you should care
■ How to control for it
■ Key findings and patterns
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■ Conversely, selective perception occasionally is present
among those who actively do not like a brand. This negative
brand attitude can motivate advertising engagement because
the message is perceived to be relevant as an example of the
brand being untruthful or deceiving.

HIGHLY VARIABLE
The degree to which selective perception occurs for

advertising communications is highly variable across dif-
ferent types of advertising campaigns and media venues.
TV advertising is generally less subject to selective perception
than are ads in other media types. This is because, historically
at least, TV-watching behavior tends to be more passive than
involvement with entertainment in other media venues. That
said, there are clearly differences in watching TV and watching
time-shifted TV. Estimates suggest that watching TV does entail
far more commercial viewing, perhaps as much as 80% of the
commercials (e.g., Schweidel and Kent, 2010). On the other
hand, watching time-shifted advertising is reported to involve
nearly 90% avoidance of the ads, which, of course, can be fast-
forwarded (e.g., Plunket, 2010). Considering only TV-viewing
behavior, it’s sometimes easier to continue to focus on the
screen during commercials than to change the channel, get up

and go somewhere or mentally tune out. 
In contrast, participation with most other media venues

involves either more competition for attention or more active
tune-out/switch-out behavioral dynamics:

■ Radio, even more than TV, is generally experienced while
engaging in other activities.

■ Magazines and other print media are consumed with
hand on page: “Nothing interesting here? Turn the page.”

■ Online ads have a dual dynamic. The online viewing
environment is active, with the consumer deciding what sites to
visit and what to attend to or click on. Second, online ads are
usually only part of the page, providing a relatively easy way for
the consumer to ignore the part of the page that isn’t perceived
to be of interest. Even “page takeovers” generally have an opt-
out option (and those that don’t rate high on viewer annoyance,
but that’s another story for another day).

■ The most voluntary of all are social-media engagements,
earned views, in which consumers are only exposed to brand
communications if they choose. 

Turning back to TV, it can be argued that this medium is,
over time, taking on the characteristics of the media types that
are more prone to selective perception. While watching TV with
remote in hand is not a new phenomenon, evidence suggests
that today’s consumer is increasingly viewing TV more actively.
Prerecorded shows make it easy to skip commercials or other
content, and the short-attention-span consumer is also increas-
ingly apt to just change to another of the hundreds of channels
available if the content on-screen at the moment is uninterest-
ing. Additionally, TV is more than ever being watched in dual-
screen mode: The viewer is active with another screen while
watching TV, thus affording more opportunities to easily tune
out what is perceived to be dull on the main (TV) screen.
However, note that a study this year suggested that multiple-
screen viewing was actually associated with more commercial
watching, not less (Belsky, 2012).

Figure 3 (above left) shows the difference in branded engage-
ment (that is, the percent of a sample of targeted consumers
who remembered seeing an ad and could name the advertiser)
among brand users vs. nonusers for each medium from an
aggregated sample of nine recent Communicus studies (three
studies within each category). Note that these data are based on
the Communicus benchmark/post-test as described above. As
predicted by selective perception theory, the results of a logistic
regression analysis revealed that brand users are significantly
more likely to have branded engagement of ads for that brand
than are brand nonusers (p < .05). Secondary analysis revealed
that the gap between users and nonusers for SMM engagements
is significantly greater than the corresponding gaps for the
other media types (p < .05).

FIG.3:SELECTIVE PERCEPTION EFFECTS
BY MEDIA TYPE
Dollars in thousands.

TV TRADITIONAL ONLINE SOCIAL MEDIA 
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ACTIVELY CHOOSING

Across these three categories, online ads are, on average, about
equally subject to selective perception as are TV commercials. This
suggests that, at least among consumers in these three product cat-
egories, the dynamics of actively choosing what ads to attend to in
today’s TV-viewing environment have become quite similar to the
dynamics of the online-viewing environment—more actively
engaged consumers who are attending to the content they choose
rather than passively absorbing whatever is presented. One small
but notable exception is that traditional online advertising among
CPG brands shows significantly more selective perception than TV,
although both these media types show far less selective perception
than SMM. This may reflect differences in the target market for
consumer packaged goods relative to the beverage and snack mar-
kets. It also could, in part, be a function of how CPG advertisers
tend to use digital advertising (e.g., to provide links to coupons,
recipes, etc.). In contrast, advertisers in the snack food and bever-
age categories have in many cases evolved their use of digital
advertising to include more entertainment-oriented features (e.g.,
links to games, embedded humorous videos and tie-ins with pro-
motions that are high in entertainment value). 

Interestingly, our combined data from the three categories
under study show that selective perception is highly variable for
traditional ads run online (that is, advertiser-generated content
that is exposed to the consumer on some third-party site and that
appears as an ad, not incorporated into the content of the site).
More specifically, we find greater variability in the degree of selec-
tive perception in traditional online advertising than in either TV
advertising or SMM. It is notably more difficult to predict exactly
how much selective perception an integrated multimedia market-
ing campaign should expect to encounter in the digital domain rel-
ative to either TV or SMM. This is most likely based on a relatively
broader array of both creative types and media-buying opportuni-
ties for online ads than are present for the more traditional offline
media. Specifically, while TV commercials are mainly available in
varying lengths, creative options in the online ad space include
static banners, animated banners, interactive banners, in-banner
videos, page takeovers and so on. Media-buying options in the
online environment run from broad-based to highly targeted and
even personalized. 

Selective perception also varies by category, and tends to be
stronger for CPG campaigns than for snack or beverage cam-
paigns.  The differences, while significant across media types, are
most pronounced for social media and traditional online market-
ing.

LIKABLE
Why is there less selective perception in broad-based

media, like TV, for snack or beverage campaigns than for CPG
campaigns? 

Both snack food and beverage advertisers target young
audiences, and have historically worked to create brand
images that are fun and inclusive. As such, the advertising for
these brands generally is likable, and not just for consumers of
the brand, or even category consumers. Broadly entertaining
advertising provides a reason to engage: “This commercial is
going to amuse me.” While selective perception is present for
TV commercials in snack food and beverages, these categories
tend to exhibit less selective perception than we see for TV
commercials overall.

PRODUCT BENEFITS
In contrast, CPG advertising has historically presented the

target consumer with reasons to buy this brand—usually
instead of other brands in the category. While some CPG adver-
tising is likable, and some CPG advertisers have category
expansion as a goal, the main focus of the vast majority of TV
commercials for CPG products has been, and remains, on

product benefits that are largely relevant to consumers who
are in the category. And within the category, commercials for
brands that are favored tend to generate stronger levels of
awareness on the basis of personal affinity: “Wow, they are
talking about a brand I like. This commercial must be provid-
ing true and useful information.”

The differences in selective perception are even greater for
snack and beverage brands than for CPG brands when it comes
to social media. Many snack and beverage brands have been rel-

TYPICALLY CONSUMERS ARE
NOT SO GENEROUS WITH 
THEIR TIME AND ATTENTION.
THEY ATTEND TO THINGS
THAT THEY PERCEIVE TO BE
RELEVANT,SELF-AFFIRMING
OR OTHERWISE REWARD
THEIR ATTENTION.
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atively early adopters of social media, including Facebook and
YouTube. Starting as early as 2008, some teen-targeted brands
had accrued upward of 3 million Facebook fans, largely on the
basis of providing fun and entertaining contests, games and
other youth-targeted activities. Beverage brands have also used
their Facebook pages and YouTube videos to engage brand users
and nonusers alike in entertaining, and sometimes shareable
activities. The consumer doesn’t need to be a brand fan, or even
a category user, to find the site or the video enjoyable. In recent
years, snack food and beverage advertisers have also introduced
promotions that are accessible via the brand’s website or
Facebook page. As with games and contests, these promotions
often don’t directly involve the brand, and thus are as relevant
for brand nonfans as for brand fans. In contrast, CPG advertisers
have worked to generate involvement in their social-media activ-
ities primarily through interest in the brand. A typical appeal to
encourage a CPG brand’s user to log on to its Facebook or web-
site has been a coupon offer or a promise of new recipes or usage
ideas. On this basis, it’s not surprising that those who engage
with CPG social-media activities are highly likely to be brand
fans, while the same is not as true in the snack food or beverage
categories. Figure 4 (above) illustrates this point. Using the same

nine brands in Figure 3 (page 10), a logistic regression revealed
that across media types, the CPG category was significantly high-
er (p < .05) on selective perception relative to the beverage and
snack categories.

BRAND INTERACTIONS
What does selective perception mean in terms of the out-

comes of these different types of brand interactions? 
■ Does traditional advertising (“traditional” in the sense that

the advertiser is selecting the time, place and message content)
have a harder time changing minds because of the selective per-
ception filters? 

■ Or, conversely, are social-media interactions less likely to
produce changes in brand perceptions or behavior because
you’re preaching to the choir? 

Actually, the answer is that both types of communications
work, but they work in different ways, and they produce differ-
ent types of outcomes.

FIG.4: DIFFERENCES IN SELECTIVE PERCEPTION BY MEDIA TYPE AND BRAND CATEGORY
Consumers who engage with CPG brands in social media are highly likely to be brand fans, more so than
beverage or snack brands
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Young children assume that everything they see on TV is
true. Because of this, advertisers who target their ads to chil-
dren must conform to strict industry-imposed standards
(Laczniak and Carlson, 2012). However, as children grow into
more sophisticated consumers, they learn that advertising mes-
sages are, in fact, advertising messages (Laczniak and Carlson,
2012).

As such, consumers construct credibility barriers to protect
them from advertisers and their persuasive intentions. Because
of this general understanding that the purpose of advertising is
to sell, or “persuasion knowledge,” there is a natural tendency
to react negatively to advertising, just because it is advertising.
Friestad and Wright (1994) developed the concept of persuasion
knowledge, which suggested this phenomenon. They showed
that people have “intuitive” or “native” theories about how
advertising is designed to influence them. A number of studies
have shown that the more “persuasion knowledge” is activated
in people, the more negative reactance they show (Ham, 2011;
Kirmini and Campbell, 2009). Indeed, all the scales that have
been developed to measure persuasion knowledge index nega-
tive responses to commercials, not positive ones. The negative
reactance of the persuasion knowledge model, or PKM, is
always present in consumers and kicks in whenever they iden-
tify a message with a persuasive intent.

Interestingly, the negativity toward commercials predicted by
PKM is very much analogous to the second feature that Nyilasy
and Reid (2009) found in practitioners’ thinking about how
advertising works. Their second core theoretical idea is what
Nyilasy and Reid call “the mutation of effects.” Advertising pro-
fessionals believe that over time, commercials and even general
ideas about a brand (e.g., “Coke is it”) wear out and become irri-
tating. That is, negative reactance to commercials inevitably
grows with increased advertising exposure. Nyilasy and Reid talk
about this reactance in terms of “historically based noise that
exists in consumers’ minds.” With the simple change to say that
there is always an “ad negativity” response waiting to kick in,
this idea is quite similar to persuasion knowledge.

BREAK THROUGH AND ENGAGE
Ham (2011) first attempted to bring the positive response of

“break through and engage” (Nyilasy and Reid, 2009; 2012) togeth-
er with the negative reactance of persuasion knowledge and
“mutation of effects” by identifying “persuasion inferences.” His
theory was that positive and negative responses to commercials
occur simultaneously and probably interact with each other. The
negative response occurs because the stimulus is an ad and it is
negative to be affected by advertising. The positive response
comes from the impact of the ad itself (that is, its ability to break
through and create positive affect). Ham tested this by showing
people the same set of commercials, but telling one viewing group
that the commercials were generated by regular people like them-
selves (like a lot of the “ads” people create and post on YouTube),
and the other group that the commercials were “real,” that is, cre-
ated by advertising professionals. He found, as predicted by the
persuasion inference model, that the user-generated commercials
produced less negative reactance because viewers assumed ordi-
nary people were just trying to have fun, not influence others.
Indeed, those who thought the commercials were user-generated
showed much lower agreement with the negative statements on a
persuasion knowledge scale.

If consumers have lowered resistance to messages they per-
ceived that other consumers generated, this suggests that informa-
tion gained from sources in which consumers are talking to each
other about a brand would be more persuasive than information
gained from advertising perceived to be strictly the “voice of the
advertiser.” As such, to the extent that SMM engagements have
blended sources—e.g., the brand and “other consumers like me”
both have a voice in the conversation—these engagements have the
potential to produce strong persuasive effects.

In fact, the persuasion influence model can help explain the
differences in persuasive abilities of different IMC vehicles. The
more the consumer perceives the message to be a scripted ploy by
the advertiser to sell the product, the higher the negativity barrier.
The traditional TV commercial or magazine ad, produced and
paid for by the advertiser, represent cases in which the negativity

PERSUASION KNOWLEDGE
Consumers construct credibility barriers to protect
them from advertisers and their persuasive intentions
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barrier can be expected to be highest. As discussed above, these
messages are more accepted (that is, with lowered negativity bar-
riers) when consumers believe that the message has been created
by other consumers—even though the consumer is well aware the
advertiser paid to run the ad. As such, the “voice” is that of anoth-
er consumer, not of the advertiser.

In contrast, communications that are perceived as less scripted
and more as conversations will have lower negativity barriers.
Indeed, we posit that barriers will be even lower if the conversa-
tion has a blend of voices (advertiser and consumer), and lowest of
all if perceived as unscripted conversations in which the conversa-
tion is completely or mostly controlled by the consumer.

This, then, helps to explain the power of SMM as marketing
tools. Clearly, the relative lack of control that the advertiser has
over the conversation can work against attempts to clearly and
succinctly position the brand as intended, and can be somewhat
unnerving. However, advertisers who can find the right balance of
allowing conversations between and among consumers without
appearing to be the dominant voice can effectively lower the bar-
riers produced by persuasion knowledge, and can be quite persua-
sive indeed.

DIFFERENCES IN TYPICAL PERSUASIVE
PROFILES BY MEDIA TYPE

For objectives that involve telling the consumer something
about the brand, traditional advertising (both off- and online) is
often relatively more successful than branded social media. To
build or reinforce brand position, to communicate brand benefits
or attributes, conventional communications venues in which you
control the message and how it is presented have historically in
general been most effective.

To compare the relative persuasiveness of traditional ad cam-
paigns to the persuasiveness of SMM campaigns in terms of their
ability to change brand perceptions on brand attributes vs. their
ability to build brand affinity, we examined more than 225 recent
teen- and young-adult-targeted traditional TV-based campaigns
that had affinity-building (“it’s cool”; “it’s for people like me”) as a
primary objective.

Across this broad cross-section of traditional ad campaigns that
were intended to build brand affinity, we found that only about
one in five were effective in building target perceptions on affinity
dimensions. In contrast, the typical traditional ad campaign with a
more tangible benefit-driven objective was twice as likely to
accomplish its objectives, building target perceptions among near-
ly four in ten targeted consumers.

As an example of this strength of traditional media types, and
TV in particular, we highlight a recent snack campaign. For attrib-
utes related to the brand’s taste, a mixed-effects regression
revealed that TV was significantly more effective at changing per-
ceptions, after controlling for selective perception, compared with
social media (p < .05). In Figure 5 (page 14) we show the relative

TASTE ATTRIBUTE A TASTE ATTRIBUTE B

THE MORE THE CONSUMER
PERCEIVES THE MESSAGE
TO BE A SCRIPTED
PLOY BY THE ADVERTISER
TO SELL THE PRODUCT,
THE HIGHER THE
NEGATIVITY BARRIER.

FIG 5. IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA AND TV ON
BRAND ATTRIBUTE DIMENSIONS
TV was more effective changing perceptions of a snack brand’s
taste than social media.
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impact on these two attributes from TV and social media. As we
have already mentioned and will discuss in more detail below,
such a pattern does not hold for brand affinity dimensions. So tra-
ditional advertising offers a better opportunity to control the mes-
sage and thus ensure that the story you broadcast to the consumer
remains true to your intended brand positioning. The tradeoff,
however, is twofold:

1. Because of the persuasion knowledge barriers (“this is just
them trying to sell me something”), the message may be discount-
ed— not attended to or not believed.

2. For messages with affinity-building objectives, traditional
media in which the voice is that of the advertiser may be less effec-
tive than SMM, as discussed below.

To build and reinforce brand connections or affinity, SMM
engagements are often more effective.

While traditional advertising struggles, particularly among teen
and young-adult targets, to build perceptions that this is a “cool
brand” and “for people like me,” the branded social-networking
media excel at this. As a place where consumers are surrounded
by like-minded brand fans, feelings of affinity and personal con-
nection are readily built.

Besides being voluntary (or “earned” engagements), most SMM
experiences involve significant input from ordinary consumers in
the form of brand conversations. As Ham (2001) found, this should
reduce that intrinsic negativity toward the content, and strong per-
suasive effects should be possible. In fact, Communicus findings
show that SMM engagements can be highly persuasive. Even
though the advertiser is not in complete control of the message,
the brand claims when seen in the SMM environment are often
accepted more readily than would be the case if those same brand
claims were seen within the context of a more traditional ad.

It is not unusual, within the categories in which we’ve quanti-
fied the impact of advertising, to see those who have engaged with
the brand via Facebook to show significantly stronger persuasive
impact vis-à-vis the brand claims than those who’ve engaged with
the brand’s multimedia, multimillion-dollar ad campaign.

Additionally, because brand users are often found at a brand’s
social-media sites, these venues can be effective in generating
awareness and trial of new flavors, line extensions, etc. 

To demonstrate this important effect, we focus here on a case
study from a recent snack campaign that strove to improve percep-
tions on brand affinity dimensions. Using the Communicus
methodology, we were able to assess the independent impact of
social-media participation and TV ad engagement on improving
these dimensions. Within a larger study, we assessed SMM and TV
impact on three specific affinity attributes. We found that within
this campaign, SMM was highly effective at generating significant
impact on these dimensions, while TV failed in all three instances
(see Figure 6, above). For all three attributes, a mixed-effects
regression revealed significant differences between TV and social

media on attribute impact at the p < .05 level. While this case study
is a particularly striking example of the power of a successful SMM
campaign, it is not uncommon among beverage and snack brands
to see these sorts of results.

While we highlight here the impact that a successful SMM cam-
paign can have on brand affinity, we should mention some
caveats. First, while SMM is highly impactful on brand affinity, in
the sense that individuals who engage with the social media are sig-
nificantly more likely to change their brand perceptions relative to
those who do not engage in social media, it struggles to have high
levels of market penetration. Even the most successful social-
media campaigns often struggle to get more than 15% of their mar-
ket to engage. So while SMM is highly impactful, it is impactful
among a far smaller subset of a brand’s target market than TV or
print advertising. Thus, marketing directors must think carefully
before allocating large portions of their media budgets to social
media at the expense of TV spending.

Second, while TV advertising may not directly generate the
same degree of impact as SMM on affinity dimensions, it still plays
an important if not critical role for most advertisers. Many
Communicus studies have found that TV can be a powerful tool to
drive engagement with and usage of a brand’s social-media tools.

AFFINITY 
ATTRIBUTE A

AFFINITY 
ATTRIBUTE B

AFFINITY 
ATTRIBUTE C

FIG 6. IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA AND TV ON
BRAND AFFINITY DIMENSIONS
Social media was more effective at generating awareness for 
new flavors and line extensions
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FIG 7. AD AWARENESS BY MEDIA TYPE
TV still dwarves other channels for brand awareness
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According to Communicus findings, social-media engagement is
typically two to three times higher among individuals who have
seen a brand’s TV advertising than among those who have not.
Given the low levels of engagement often seen in the social-media
domain, its overall opportunity to build brand perceptions would
fall dramatically if it were not integrated with a strong TV campaign. 

Third, while social media has proven particularly effective at
generating impact on affinity dimensions, it is often less suc-
cessful at improving impact on more rational dimensions.
While in some recent cases we have seen SMM engagements to
be strongly persuasive across attribute dimensions (probably on
the basis of the lowered PK barriers that are inherent in the
venue), the lesser degree of advertiser control over the message
makes it far from certain that the brand-positioning objectives
can be achieved among those whose sole exposure to the
brand’s message is via SMM channels.

For brands that need tens or hundreds of millions of
impressions to make their sales numbers, there is still no
medium like traditional TV. 

Of course, not everyone who is reached (that is, has “opportu-
nities to see”) will actually engage with the marketer’s message.
Our findings highlight clearly the importance of airing creative
executions that are strong in engagement and branding dynam-
ics. Apart from program type, media variables such as day part,
commercial position within the pod, etc., the creative variable
itself will determine whether a given commercial achieves brand-
ed engagement among less than 5% or more than 60% of your
intended consumers.

Cross-category Communicus norms indicate that the average
TV commercial will achieve branded engagement more than 2.5
times as large a percentage of a typical consumer target than will
the online ads aimed at that same consumer target. Of course, the
typical TV campaign has a far greater media investment than does
the typical online campaign. However, across a wide range of
product categories, we’ve found that it is generally not possible to
achieve branded engagement for a campaign that runs exclusively
online among 50% or more of a consumer target—no matter how
much you spend. In fact, the average digital campaign achieves
branded awareness among less than one-fifth of its target audi-
ence, while roughly two-thirds of TV campaigns gain branded
awareness among half or more of their consumer target. These
numbers suggest that while digital can be an effective tool for an
integrated marketing campaign, TV still dwarfs it in terms of gen-
erating overall awareness of a campaign (see Figure 7, page 16).

Although the success of TV vs. online campaigns in achieving
branded engagement varies by product category, the relationship
between typical TV-campaign awareness vs. digital-campaign
awareness remains strongly skewed in favor of TV. For example,
you would expect a TV campaign in the snack category to achieve
twice the awareness of a digital campaign in that same category. In

SNACK BRAND BEVERAGE BRAND

FIG 8. SOCIAL-MEDIA AND TV ENGAGEMENT
INTERACTIONS
Social-media effect stronger when used with TV
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contrast, CPG TV campaigns achieve five times the awareness of
CPG digital campaigns, with the relatively weaker performance of
digital campaigns in the CPG space a function of the fact that mar-
keters who target adult primary grocery shoppers have historical-
ly been somewhat slower to adopt online-media advertising prac-
tices than marketers who target teens and/or young adults.

Not surprisingly, the typical advertiser can expect far lower
engagement from social media than from a typical TV campaign.
While we see growing numbers of consumers participating with
brands online in the more “earned” engagements, the overall
numbers are still relatively small compared with paid media
engagements. For example, achieving 5 million Facebook fans or
YouTube views is considered a major accomplishment, while the
average TV commercial can engage upward of 20 million and 30
million targeted consumers with a very modest GRP level buy.

Broader-based traditional media can also drive people to
engage with branded social media.

For best practices in building audience for SMM engagements,
we can look to brands in the snack food and beverage categories.
Several recent campaigns from these two categories that the
Communicus methodology has evaluated highlight the effective-
ness of traditional TV advertising for driving users to engage with
the campaign’s social-media components. We again turn to case
studies, which we think provide particular insight into how social
media and traditional media interact. We highlight one snack
brand campaign and one beverage campaign.

As shown in Figure 8 (page 16), both our recent snack campaign
and beverage campaign showed significantly higher percentages
of branded engagement for social media among those who also
engaged with TV than among those who did not engage with TV (p
< .05), with the beverage brand having a particularly large effect.
For both campaigns, social-media engagement was more than two
times as high among those who engaged with TV compared with
those who did not. This suggests that TV is a useful tool for driving
social-media usage, providing an often unrecognized added value
within the overall campaign. Secondarily, marketing teams should
focus on harnessing the driving force of TV by creating integrated
campaigns that connect social-media tools with the more broadly
seen traditional TV advertising. Overall, a successful campaign will
use the broad engagement possible through TV marketing to fun-
nel individuals toward its social-media tools, which as described
above, are particularly powerful for generating high levels of
impact on brand perceptions.

Best practices in fully mining TV’s ability to drive consumers to
engage with a brand’s SMM go well beyond simply tagging TV com-
mercials and other ads in traditional media with a Facebook logo
or link. Advertisers who are most successful in attracting strong
SMM involvement provide consumers with a reason to take the
time to engage in SMM activities. For teen and even young-adult
targets, contests, games and other activities that offer the promise

of entertainment can be highly effective in this regard, while CPG
advertisers typically succeed with promises of financial gain (e.g.,
coupons, sweepstakes) and/or with suggestions for product usage
(e.g., recipes).

An example of the types of entertainment-oriented entice-
ments to attract teen targets to a brand’s Facebook page was pre-
sented by Wrigley and Communicus to the Advertising Research
Foundation’s 2010 Annual Re:Think Conference
(http://thearf.org/rethink-10.php). In this presentation, the Skittles
brand was the focus. Specifically, the brand had achieved more
than 3.7 million fans (one of the highest Facebook fan bases of any
brand at that time, trailing only Coca-Cola and Starbucks) by gen-
erating teen involvement in contests and games surrounding its
“Rainbows” campaign. Likewise, the Wrigley Starburst brand had
achieved at that time a fan base of nearly 2 million, to whom it pro-
vided entertainment that reinforced and built upon its
“Contradictions” campaign. On TV, Starburst provided contradic-
tions such as a “screaming mime,” a “living dead” mummy or an
“albino lifeguard” to reinforce the brand’s own contradiction: solid
yet juicy. On the brand’s Facebook page, consumers could submit
their own contradictions and vote on their favorites among those
submitted by others.

Of course, in today’s marketing environment, there are many
other examples of brands that drive Facebook involvement
through tie-ins with broad-based TV campaigns. While the teen or
young-adult target was the earliest to adopt many SMM engage-
ment behaviors, across our clients, advertisers that target adult
primary grocery shoppers, as well as those that target adult males,
have recently shown heightened interest in engaging with branded
SMM programs that offer either entertainment or more tangible
rewards. 

The 2012 Super Bowl provided numerous examples
(http://www.communicus.com/sbtopic2.php), many of which
had their success documented in the Communicus Super Bowl
XLVI advertising effectiveness study. Overall, the study findings

THE TYPICAL ADVERTISER
CAN EXPECT FAR LOWER
ENGAGEMENT FROM
SOCIAL MEDIA THAN FROM
A TYPICAL TV CAMPAIGN
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indicated that, for the advertisers that used SMM tactics before,
during or after the game, the advertiser achieved SMM involve-
ment among about one in five of those who engaged with their TV
commercial. Tactics ranged from prereleasing game spots on
YouTube and Facebook to tagging partnerships with Shazam to
interactive websites, apps and competitions. 

Some that built strong SMM involvement included:
■ Honda CRV: As of game time, the brand’s Super Bowl com-

mercial starring Matthew Broderick had already generated more
than 10.3 million YouTube views, second only to Acura’s
Seinfeld-Leno spot. Beyond YouTube, Honda’s “Leap List” pro-
motion, in which consumers were invited to post ambitious life
goals for chances to win prizes, enabled meaningful and brand-
linked connections. According to Communicus findings, this
combined TV-SMM effort generated significantly more actions
(actual investigations of the Honda CRV) and increases in pur-
chase considerations for the brand than would have been the
case with the TV buy alone.

■ Coca-Cola, with the polar bears that appeared in the
brand’s Super Bowl commercials and were themselves viewing
the game online on the CokePolarBowl.com microsite, generat-
ed so much viewing that the company had to act fast, adding 18
servers in support of the site to avoid a midgame crash.
Importantly, in addition to generating views, the Communicus
study found that the SMM program, which was also integrated
with Facebook and Twitter, was significantly more successful in
changing Coke buying plans than were the commercials alone. 

■ Automakers Acura and Audi, along with advertisers as
varied as Doritos and GoDaddy, incorporated SMM activities
into their Super Bowl ad plans in ways that demonstrably
improved the effectiveness of their TV buys.

Figure 9 (above) summarizes how advertisers can build inte-
grated IMC programs that best harness the strengths of each type
of advertising venue to produce maximum marketplace impact.

For most advertisers, the media venues at the top of the funnel
represent the best potential to engage broad groups of consumers,
while the further down the funnel you progress, the narrower the
potential engaged audience becomes. Another characteristic of
the communications venues that are higher vs. lower on the fun-
nel include the extent to which the consumer is more passively
engaged in choosing engagement with the communications (at the
top of the funnel) to a consumer who actively chooses whether,
and how much, to engage with the brand’s communications.

And finally, communications vehicles at the top of the funnel
involve an advertiser-controlled one-way “telling” message,
whereas at the bottom, the consumer can engage in actual two-
way conversations with the brand, and can discuss the brand with
other consumers. Midrange communications vehicles often
involve some degree of consumer choice (rolling over or clicking
on an online ad, for example), thus providing some degree of inter-
activity, but usually not involving voices of other consumers.

SUPERBOWL — Honda CRV’s Broderick, Coke’s Polar Bear
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A theoretical and data-based review of how consumers inter-
act with and respond to the creative components within a typical
IMC campaign, with particular focus on TV—the broadest-based of
traditional communications tools—and social media—the newest
and narrowest—leads to the following overall findings:

1. Selective perception, the tendency of consumers to engage
with advertising communications for brands that they already
favor, is generally present for communications across all media
types. However, one could expect it to be far stronger for commu-
nications venues that are more selective and voluntary. As such, the
advertiser that is using SMM can generally be expected to be speak-
ing largely to brand fans, whereas the advertiser that employs TV
commercials will be heard by an array of consumers that includes
brand fans and those who are more neutral.

2. Persuasion knowledge, which leads to the intrinsic negativ-
ity bias toward brand messages, on the basis that the consumer is
aware of the sales motives of the advertiser, is also present for
brand-sponsored communications across media types. However, to
the extent that SMM channels are experienced as “conversations”
in which consumers participate along with the brand, the negativi-
ty biases can be diminished. As such, SMM communications have
the potential to be more persuasive.

3. Different media have different persuasive abilities, in
part because of the difference of perceived voice (brand vs.
brand-consumer blend). For example, SMM interactions can be

particularly effective in building perceptions that a brand is
“cool” or “for people like me.” Conversely, messages that use
traditional advertising venues in which the brand is in control of
the content are often better options for building brand attributes
and positioning aspects that are better served with a clearly
focused message. However, SMM channels can also be effective
in conveying brand information that includes topics such as new
flavors and new usages, which are often of particular interest to
the brand user who may be present in this space and attentive to
these messages. 

4. Driving consumers down the funnel via communications
tactics that, either explicitly or implicitly, encourage consumers
who have engaged with a brand’s broad-based communications
to then engage with messages that are found in more targeted
media venues can greatly benefit the overall IMC campaign effec-
tiveness. Specifically, by generating SMM engagement among
those who are more neutral to the brand, the advertiser stands
to gain on the basis both of greater opportunity to build brand
affinity and lowered PK barriers.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
The findings of this analysis suggest that advertisers have an

opportunity to improve the overall effectiveness of their IMC
programs, as follows:

1. Rethink the functionality of the different media used
within the communications effort.

a. TV: Best for achieving broad-based awareness, and
for engaging a wide swath of both brand fans and those
who are more brand neutral. Compared with SMM, TV also
often represents an opportunity to communicate attribute-
based messages, on the basis of the control that the brand
has over the content and presentation of the message. 

b. Traditional ads run online: Like TV, traditional ads
run online are opportunities for the advertiser to control
the presentation of the message, thus providing a strong
opportunity to convey brand attributes. However, vs. TV,
online ads tend to engage a consumer group that is some-
what more presold on the brand, thus limiting the out-
reach potential of ads run in these venues.

c. SMM: By nature of the blended consumer and adver-
tiser voices, SMM can be very effective in building brand
affinity. While typically generating far narrower audiences,
SMM venues can be extremely persuasive among nonusers
who can be motivated to engage with a brand in SMM
channels.

2. Given persuasion knowledge, and the negativity biases
with which consumers approach advertising messages, you may
have the opportunity to gain strong persuasive advantages by

CONCLUSION:
MANAGERIAL
IMPLICATIONS
Here’s how advertisers can
improve the overall 
effectiveness of their integrated
marketing communications
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incorporating consumer voices into SMM conversations, and into
more traditional advertising communications as well. 

3. Rethink how interactions between communications
venues are developed within your IMC program. Based on
the potential value of having consumers who aren’t yet brand
fans engage with your SMM programs, use at least a portion of
your broad-based messages to provide consumers with reasons
to participate in the types of brand-consumer interactions that
occur in this space.

4. Given the presence of selective perception through-
out the brand communications realm, consider developing
creative content that will provide even brand nonfans a reward
for engaging with all of your messages: those that appear on TV

and other offline venues, those that appear online as tradition-
al paid online ads and those in your branded social-media
space.

Through a better understanding of the pre-existing mind-sets
of those who engage with brands via traditional advertising (both
offline and online) vs. social networks, advertisers can better
connect with the audiences they seek to communicate with.

Likewise, by knowing what types of changes in brand per-
ceptions and behaviors are best accomplished by using differ-
ent types of communications experiences, advertisers can be
more strategic in their use of the various tools available in both
the offline and online space. This research shows that there are
notable differences in advertising impact across different types
of communications channels, and advertisers should tailor their
communications based on these differences.
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The panels above show the probability of having a positive atti-
tude toward a brand before and after a tested advertising cam-
paign for those who either did or did not engage with that brand’s
ad campaign. The red line indicates the change in this probability
among those who prove that they have engaged with the advertis-
ing campaign the brand runs. The blue line represents this change
among those who did not engage. In the left panel, there is no
selective perception. That is, at “pre” measurement, both groups
are equally positive about the brand. After the campaign, the red
group has a much more positive attitude toward the brand. Those
who saw it, presumably because of the impact of the ad, became
more positive about the brand. 

In the right panel, however, the “pre” or “benchmark” meas-
urement shows that people who would go on to engage with adver-
tising were already more positive about the brand than those who
ultimately did not see the ad. Those who engaged with advertising
became more positive about the brand, but so did those who did
not see the campaign’s ads. Thus if you consider the difference
between the two differences the net effect of exposure to the ad,
the ad in the right panel had no effect. 

Here is another way to look at the same phenomenon. In this
graph, the x axis represents the total number of positive state-
ments about the brand that the individual agrees with. The red line
represents the probability of reporting having seen an ad for the

brand in a new campaign. As one can see, the more statements a
person agrees with, the greater the likelihood that he or she will
see one of the ads in the new campaign. This is the fundamental
finding of “selective perception” as defined here.

APPENDIX 1
The typical relationship between prior liking for a brand and the
likelihood of seeing ads in the brand’s new camp
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As noted in the text, the concept of selective perception
(Hastorf and Cantril, 1954) was first postulated more than 60 years
ago. In the present paper, we define selective perception as the
idea that those who already have positive selectivity toward a
brand are going to be much more likely to engage with the brand’s
advertising than those who do not have such selectivity. Actually,
early studies of what was called “selective exposure” demonstrat-
ed exactly such an effect. For example, Erlich, Guttmew,
Schonbach and Miller (1957) showed that consumers were more
likely to see ads for a car they had just purchased than were own-
ers of an earlier model of the same car. They also showed that new
car owners were more likely to see ads for their own model than
for others. 

In more recent research, selective perception “theory” has
come to include the selective exposure. For example Celsi and
Olson (1988) talked about how selective perception drove the like-

lihood of seeing an ad and remembering it. Taylor, Franke and
Bang (2006) used what they called “selective perception theory”
to explain how billboards influenced viewers. 

Selective perception is mentioned in many textbooks (e.g.,
Assael, 1981; Burgoon, Hunsaker and Dawson, 1994; Mowen and
Minor, 1998), but there is surprisingly little scholarly work on the
concept. It should be noted, however, that sometimes selective
perception is used to refer to perceiving meanings in messages that
are consistent with one’s own views, rather than the simpler
notion of just being more likely to notice what is relevant, interest-
ing and positive to you. That definition of selective perception is
not consistent with what is used here. 

Specifically, in the present work, we operationalized selective
perception as the measured greater likelihood of people who
already have positive affect toward a brand to see any commercial
for it (see Appendix 1 for measurement details)
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