
Total Recall: advertising
exposure and engagement
Steve Cox, CBS Outdoor, shows how the extended exposure provided by some
poster sites promotes ad message retention

THE UK MEDIA industry is general-
ly extremely well served by its
standard 'currency' research.

Whether it is BARB, RAJAR, NRS or
POSTAR, we largely have a high degree of
confidence in our respective medium's
ability to deliver believable coverage and
frequency projections for any proposed
campaign. However, what POSTAR (or
any other media industry currency) can-
not do is factor in additional issues that
might suggest whether a particular format
will generate genuine 'engagement'.

Nor should it. Engagement with adver-
tising is a critical component of any
successful campaign, but its measure-
ment should be kept separate from
'head-counting', not least because the
factors that drive it are open to debate, and
often highly subjective. The subject
matter for the ad, the creative execution,
and the mode and mindset of the observer
will all have a bearing on whether
engagement actually takes place, and
quantitative analysis of these factors is
challenging, to say the least. However,
there is an additional factor that has a key
influence, the measurement of which is
considerably easier. This factor is duration
of exposure.

Dwell time
In a previous Admap article (i), I have dis-
cussed CBS Outdoor's Captive Message
Time study, in which we analysed how
much time Londoners spend consuming
advertising across different media. Our
premise was that this would be a key
influence on the propensity of that adver-
tising to affect their perception of an
advertised brand, and potentially their
resulting purchase behaviour. We discov-
ered that the 'dwell time' spent waiting on
Underground platforms or in tube car-
riages accumulates to ensure that
Londoners spend around one-third of
their total captive message time with
these poster formats.

Recently we took the decision to devel-
op this approach still further, extending
our knowledge of how longer advertising
exposures might drive extra engagement.
We knew that travellers spend more time
in front of ads they see on Underground

platforms or in tube carriages, but we had
no idea how this affects message commu-
nication or retention. Intuitively this had
led us to encourage our customers to
employ copy-heavy creative executions
capitalising on longer exposures, but was
this a good communication idea? Could
extra exposure be beneficial even for
simple 'copy-light' branding executions?
Do longer advertising exposures lead to
greater engagement? Working with
research agency TNS, we undertook to
devise a methodology that would answer
these questions. We christened our proj-
ect Total Recall, for reasons that will soon
become clear.

Our approach was to develop an inno-
vative solution that would measure and
contrast the communications effects of
the same creative work with the same
OTS, but with two very different lengths
of exposure. A representative sample of
300 adults was recruited on-street in a
central London location by asking
'Would you like to take part in some
research? It will take around 20 minutes.'
A small financial incentive was offered,
but no indication was given as to what
the subject for the research would be.

Respondents were then directed
towards the facility where the research
was to take place. On arrival they were
seated in a waiting room and informed

that it would be a few minutes before the
researcher was ready for them. Facing
them were four posters. They were
permitted to use their phone, converse
with anyone else present in the room, or
read anything they may have brought
with them during their wait. After three
minutes they were directed to make their
way unaccompanied to a small interview
room where the research was to take
place. En route they passed another four
posters.

The selection criteria for these posters
were as follows.
> They had received no public exposure
in the previous 12 months, so there was
little of chance of any 'latent' awareness.
>• They were for a wide range of product
categories.
^ They featured a range of creative styles
- some copy heavy, some more simple
branding.
> They were neither known award win-
ners nor creatively weak.

On arrival in the interview room the
CAPI research took place. When half the
respondents had been questioned the ads
in the waiting room were swapped with
those viewed en route to the interview
room, so that each received equal
exposure in the high and low dwell time
environments. In addition, the posters
were rotated around the four locations



in each environment to ensure that all
received an equal OTS. The focus
of the research was simple: to
compare and contrast the effect of the
same ad when exposed to a consumer for
two very different lengths of time.

We sought to investigate two factors
that we felt might contribute to a realistic
measure of engagement.
1. Recall and retention: the extent to
which an ad, and the detail it contains, is
actually remembered.
2. Positive empathy: the extent to which
an ad appears to drive positive percep-
tions of the product or service featured.

Recall and retention were relatively
straightforward to measure. Respondents
in the interview room were shown a
de-branded visual reminder of each ad in
turn for a total of three seconds. They
were then asked, 'Have you seen this ad
since arriving on this floor of the building,
and can you remember the product adver-
tised?' In addition, they were shown a
prompt list of possible 'straplines' and
asked to select which one the poster had
actually featured. This enabled us to
measure advertising and brand recall,
together with an element of message
retention.

Without exception, the ads performed
much better when exposed for longer
periods of time. Figure i shows the
results averaged across all eight creative
executions.

A total of 86% of respondents who
remembered seeing the ads at all had

seen them in the waiting room, and 93%
of those recalling the correct brand had
seen the poster in the longer dwell time
environment. Our overall findings were
that ads in the longer dwell time loca-
tion worked six times harder at driving
recall, 14 times harder at driving associ-
ated brand recall, and were four times
better at generating detailed message
recall. (It is likely that the 'dwell time
benefit' was smaller for message detail
recall because this question was effec-
tively prompted from a list, enabling the
shorter dwell time exposures to perform
a little better.)

In general the posters with a more
detailed creative execution exhibited a
greater 'dwell time benefit' than those
with a more simple message, but the over-
all positive effect was present for both. We
had clearly demonstrated that one effect
of extra duration of exposure is to drive
extra recall and retention.

Our next challenge was to try and
establish whether this extra exposure had
any effect on respondents' attitudes
towards the brands advertised. For this we
decided to employ a proprietary TNS
methodology called AdEval. AdEval is
more usually employed in a copy-testing
capacity, to assess how effective an ad is
likely to be when running for real.
Respondents are shown the execution,
asked a battery of carefully designed ques-
tions, and, based on their response,
classified as being in one of these three
groups:
1. No effect - messages, moods, feelings
and values may (or may not) be commu-
nicated
2. Involved - either what is communi-
cated or the way it is communicated is
found relevant, interesting and worth see-
ing again
3. Motivated - the ad builds, strength-
ens or reinforces the brand consumer
relationship.

Obviously the hope when copy-testing
is that a prospective creative execution
will result in as many respondents as
possible being classified as 'motivated'.
We decided to use this methodology in a
different context. We would investigate
whether longer exposure to the same

'Engagement with
advertising is a
critical component
of any successful
campaign, but its
measurement
should be kept
separate from
"head-counting", not
least because the
factors that drive it
are open to debate'
creative execution resulted in higher
percentages of those exposed exhibiting
'motivated' responses.

Due to the time restrictions on what we
believed would be an acceptable length of
interview we restricted our investigation
to two contrasting executions, a copy-
heavy poster for Sky Europe Airline, and a
more creatively simple branding ad for
Evian. We briefly showed all respondents
the visual prompts one more time, and
then asked the AdEval battery of ques-
tions. By this stage they were aware of the
brand featured in each ad.

The results for the Evian poster are
shown in Figure 2.

Respondents who had viewed the ad
in the 'long dwell time' environment
were over 50% more likely to exhibit
characteristics resulting in them being
classified in the 'motivated' group. This
was evidence that longer exposures were
generating greater empathy with the
brand, enhancing the brand-consumer
relationship.

The results for the Sky Europe poster
were even more striking. Those people
who had benefited from the opportunity
to view this execution for some minutes
in the waiting room were more than 75%
more likely to be classified as being
'involved'. So, while dwell time clearly l>



has a positive effect on empathy generat-
ed by simple branding ads, the effect is
even more marked where the creative
message is more complex.

In addition, respondents were also
asked whether they were likely to buy
bottled water in the next month, or were
contemplating purchasing a holiday to
Europe in the year ahead. We were thus
able to filter out potential 'brand or cate-
gory advocates', and re-analyse this
smaller sub-sample. Exactly the same
effects were observed. All the 'motivated'
scores were higher (as we would expect),
but there was still a marked increase in
likelihood to be 'motivated' amongst the
long dwell time respondents.

Conclusions
So, what have we learned, and what are
the implications for advertisers? The Total
Recall study has shown that there are
two distinct benefits from exposing
consumers to ads for longer periods of
time.
1. First, they are more likely to remem-
ber what they have seen. This is
intuitively what we would expect, but, to
our knowledge, no previous attempt had
been made to prove that this does in fact
happen, or to quantify the effect in a con-
trolled environment. If the first step in a

successful advertising campaign is to
ensure that consumers notice and regis-
ter the message then dwell time is clearly
beneficial.
2. Second, we now have clear evidence
that longer exposure results in more posi-
tive feelings towards the brands or
services advertised. This finding was less
intuitive as longer exposure could poten-
tially have resulted in negative effects due
to boredom or irritation generated by the
message. However, in practice this did not
occur.

It is also worth mentioning one or two
other observations on our methodology
and findings. While we set out to meas-
ure the effects of posters in different
locations, we would argue that the
methodology was not exclusively 'poster-
specific'. For example, it is highly likely
that newspaper or magazine insertions
viewed for longer will exhibit similar
positive effects.

In addition we were only comparing
single exposures, not the effect of whole
campaigns. We have proved that a single
exposure in a 'dwell time location' will be
more effective in engaging a consumer
than a single exposure in a location with
no significant dwell time. What we have
not investigated is whether, for example, a
single three-minute exposure is more

effective than six brief exposures. Much
outdoor advertising may well work on a
'low-involvement' basis, generating
awareness and influencing behaviour
through repeated exposures at a level
where little deep cognitive processing is
involved. Our test was not set up to meas-
ure this effect.

Finally, we would maintain that it is
highly likely that the greater levels of
brand empathy generated by dwell time
exposure will be more likely to influence
behaviour, ultimately driving purchase.
At present, however, this is only an intu-
itive hypothesis, and should be a subject
for future investigation.

Nonetheless, we feel Total Recall has
significantly enhanced our understand-
ing of how longer exposure to advertising
results in significantly greater levels of
engagement, and we're actively promot-
ing this in extolling the benefits of our
poster sites on the London Underground,
along with other high dwell time
locations. •
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