
 

    A Closer Look at the Promise and the Reality  
of Continuous Tracking for Advertising Evaluation  

 
Since the advent of advertising, advertisers have had a love/hate relationship with advertising 
research. Advertising research has been accused of being too powerful (stifling creativity and killing 
the best advertising) and not powerful enough (unable to truly measure the effects of advertising) . 
The myth that itôs simply not possible to isolate the effects of advertising gave ad executives a way to 
avoid being held accountable for their expenditures; this persisted for many years after other 
corporate expenditures were required to prove their worth.  
  
Up until the early 1980s, periodic ad tracking ï although widely acknowledged to be less than 
perfect as a means of measuring the impact of advertising ï was commonly employed. If brand scores 
didnôt improve, well, there were so many other factors at work it just wasnôt possible to sort out the 
true effects of the campaign. However, if the tracking study did show gains in brand scores from one 
measurement period to the next, no one seemed to hesitate to attribute the gains to advertising.   
  
The availability of supermarket scanner data beginning in the 1980s threatened to change the 
equation because it enabled the promotion people to calculate the ROI of sales promotions. The 
purveyors of advertising had to do something to show that advertising, too, provided quantifiable 
value. 
  
Taking a cue from the sales promotion analytics, ad researchers came up with the concept of 
continuous  tracking . The idea was simple: by conducting interviews every week, and by correlating 
changes in the brand measures that advertising was supposed to change with heaviness of TV 
advertising, the researchers would be able to identify the effects of advertising. Importantly, 
continuous tracking would look beyond short -terms sales measures by employing econometric 
modeling to identify slower building, equity -based dimensions. The statisticians promised theyôd be 
able to provide insights on how the TV campaign was building the equity of the brand in ways that 
sales promotions never could. 
  
Fast-forward to today. Nearly everyoneôs using continuous tracking. But unfortunately, the amount of 
real learning that is gained is often quite disappointing.  
  
What’s gone wrong? 
  
1. The power of continuous tracking to isolate the effects of advertising was vastly 

overstated, and has never lived up to the promise.  

Continuous tracking was supposed to provide proof of advertisingôs ability to build the brand. But, 
despite the best efforts of the researchers and statisticians, these studies have historically been 
unable to identify correlations between advertising and equity -related measures, even with the 
assistance of sophisticated econometric modeling techniques. For example, continuous tracking 
studies almost never uncover significant relationships between TV weight and changes in future 
purchase intentions, brand favorability or brand perceptions for established brands.  



 
What can be correlated with TV weight? Brand 
awareness ï established brands sometimes show 
increases in unaided brand awareness that can be 
attributed to TV weight, while TV weight for newer and 
smaller brands can be proven to increase total, or 
aided, brand awareness. 
 
The response of the continuous tracking providers to 
this unfortunate reality has been to work on convincing 
their clients that brand awareness is, indeed, an impor-
tant effect of advertising (an óintermediate variableô) 
that is statistically likely to produce all of those other 
desired outcomes. So, they say, you should be satisfied 
if they can prove that your TV campaign has built 
brand awareness. 
 
With a Communicus comm VANTAGE study, youôll 
learn whether your campaign is impacting the  specific 
dimensions that the advertising was designed to affect 
ï whether these include perceptual dimensions, brand 
affinity, behavior or behavioral intentions, competitive 
advantage, and so on. (And, yes, weôll also tell you 
whether youôve had an impact on brand awareness). 

  
 
2. The concept of correlating advertising pressure 

with weekly consumer data can only work, if at 
all, for media with time -specific exposures (such 
as TV, or at least TV in pre -TiVo times).  

Continuous tracking was originally conceived as a 
means of measuring the impact of TV advertising. TV 
was the dominant  and growing advertising medium in 
the1980s, and was the medium that seemed most 
threatened by the ROI of sales promotions. TV is still 
important, but itôs not all there is; increasingly, 
advertisers want to know about the relative 
contributions of each medium within a multi -media 
campaign.  
  
Take magazine ï often the medium that is added to  
the plan next after TV. How do you know when the 
exposure opportunity has occurred for a monthly 
magazine?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Theyôve created some statistics around that.  
Theyôll tell you that typically a monthly magazine 
achieves X% of its readership in the first week, Y% in 
its second week, and so on. So, they simply assign the 
magazine dollars accordingly.  Even worse, other media 
without time -specific exposure opportunities such as 
out-of-home are typically just ignored.  
 
And what about the fact that more and more Americans 
are watching TV on their DVRs in playback mode or 
online? When did that Sunday night program actually 
get watched? Theyôve developed models for that too. 
 
The result? Continuous tracking has historically been 
biased toward identifying results produced by TV, and 
thus has nearly always understated the impact of non 
time-specific media. And, as a higher percentage of TV 
commercial exposures occur outside of traditional TV 
delivery systems, the inherent problem with relating the 
time of media exposure with changes in brand metrics 
will only worsen. 
 
The  Latest Continuous Tracking Solution to 
Multimedia Measurement?  To overcome the  
multimedia measurement shortcoming, some 
continuous tracking providers now offer an additional 
research module. They ask people which specific TV 
shows they watched last week, what magazines they 
read, what websites they visited (for online, they 
supplement the sample with people that they know 
visited certain websites), and so on.   
  
Then, they develop econometric models that relate 
ñopportunities to seeò (meaning that theyôve found out 
who says theyôve watched the shows and read the 
magazines where your advertising appeared) to brand 
awareness. 
  
Of course, they donôt really know who saw the ads, or 
even if they actually watched Law and Order on NBC or 
USA or A&E, but theyôll model it and search for 
relationships. Sometimes these models identify patterns 
that suggest that one medium is delivering a better ROI 
than another.  
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But, wouldnôt you worry that media that have closer 
estimates of ñopportunities to seeò (like online media 
in which actual page exposures are measured, versus 
media in which the measures are less precise) would 
show stronger relationshipsï relationships that are a 
function of measurement bias, not a reflection of 
superior ROI?  
 
Communicus quantifies the impact of each and every 
medium within your multimedia campaign. The 
analyses are based on comparing changes in brand 
measures among people are proven to have engaged 
with your specific commercials and ads, ad by ad and 
medium by medium, as compared to those who 
havenôt seen your advertising. The measurement 
techniques are comparable for all media, so the 
analysis is truly media-neutral. And because each 
specific ad execution is evaluated in relation to our 
extensive norms, youôll know if youôve got issues that 
are based on creative quality or media investment. 

 
 
3. Advertising analysis that models off of TRP’s 

misses the all - important creative quality 
dimension.  

Continuous tracking assumes that all exposures are 
equal, which of course theyôre not. If youôve got a 
commercial that is a) engaging; b) well -branded;  
c) focused on awareness-building; and d) well-
targeted, your continuous tracking will show strong 
correlations between your TV spending and brand 
awareness.  
  
If your commercial falls short on any of these 
dimensions, you wonôt have good correlations; but, it 
probably wonôt be clear on which of the dimensions 
your advertising fell short. This will require additional 
research, which of course can be done, but falls 
outside the basic continuous tracking design.  

 
 

4. If you do have a TV campaign that’s working, 
you’ll have to wait for significant ‘wear-in’ to 
occur before you know that you’ve got a 
winner.  

Do you have a low-budget campaign ï one that will 

take a month or more to build to meaningful TRP 
levels? Youôll have to wait ï you wonôt see anything 
from continuous tracking for a while. You might be 
having terrific effects among the 10% of your target 
that see the campaign in the first week or two, but 
with continuous tracking ï which tracks total market -
place changes ï itôll be some time before the 
advertising has achieved sufficient awareness for the 
impact to be readable across your overall target.  
 
If you want early indications as to how the campaign 
is performing, continuous tracking with a larger initial 
sample might help. Interview enough people, and 
you can identify smaller changes sooner. This of 
course will add to the cost, but early results are 
critical, so if this is the only option provided with 
continuous tracking, you might just go for it.  
 
With a small-scale Communicus comm ALERT study, 
you can learn within a few weeks of campaign launch 
how the campaign is doing, which ads and which 
media are likely to produce the strongest results and 
the best ROI, and a wealth of diagnostic information 
to guide you toward any indicated mid -course 
corrections. 

  
 
5.  Because a robust continuous tracking design 

would need to include such a large number of 
respondents, most advertisers end up 
compromising in ways that further impact on 
the quality of the analysis.  

 Instead of sampling among their true advertising 
target, many advertisers opt for a broader or general 
population target. While this saves money and will 
yield the numbers required for statistical testing, the 
sensitivity of the advertising effectiveness analysis is 
compromised by including many of those whom the 
advertising is not really intended to influence.  

 
 Further, many (if not most) advertisers budget for 

weekly samples of 100 interviews or less. The data 
from 100 weekly interviews have far too much 
variability for analytic purposes. So, the researchers 
commonly use either rolling averages or compiled 
monthly data to report on and model.  
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The result: far less sensitivity than actual weekly 
data analysis would provide, and far less 
sensitivity than if you were to go back to ópoint in 
timeô tracking ï in which at least you know, 
among a stable base of 400 respondents, what 
advertising had actually aired at the time they 
were surveyed. 
 
To add insult to injury, some advertisers decide to 
eliminate one of the key elements of continuous 
tracking altogether ï the econometric component.  
 
Whatôs left? Rolling averages that track brand 
measures across a too-broad population, in hopes 
that fluctuations in brand awareness will line up 
with TV spending.  

 
 

6.  If you decide to budget the large amount of 
money that’s required to actually track 
weekly changes, can you really expect to 
see meaningful changes in brand ratings on 
this frequent of a basis?  

  Letôs say you are advertising an established brand. 
Itôs probably been around for years. Youôve spent 
tens or hundreds of millions on advertising. Itôs in, 
or has been in, tens to hundreds of millions of 
homes. Even with the most persuasive advertising, 
would you really expect brand perceptions to 
change significantly on a weekly basis?  

  
 Even back when tracking studies were done once 

or twice or four times a year, significant changes 
in brand perceptions, period to period, were the 
notable exception, not the rule.  

  
 For the vast majority of brands, and in the vast 

majority of marketing environments, weekly 
change  in brand measures is an unrealistic 
expectation; therefore, collecting weekly brand 
tracking data serves no practical purpose. 

 

When all is said and done, why would you 
want to use continuous tracking to provide  
the report card on your advertising?  
  
Your task is to determine how well the advertising is 
working. Logic would suggest that you might find out 
by conducting an óad trackingô study. But, you know 
from experience that periodic tracking isnôt a very 
sensitive gauge of advertising impact.  
  
The conventional wisdom says that continuous 
tracking is more sensitive, and it makes sense that it 
should be. As a bonus, a broad-ranging continuous 
tracking study can double as an effective means of 
monitoring brand health. So, if youôre like many  
advertisers, you may have jumped on board. 
  
Youôll surely end up with a lot of numbers, and you 
will have spent a lot of money trying to quantify the 
impact of your advertising. But if youôre like many, 
youôll be left wishing you knew more about how the 
campaign is working, which elements are really 
contributing, and how the campaign could be 
improved. 
  

 
Communicus.  A more direct  (and proven) 
approach to isolating, quantifying and 
diagnosing the impact of advertising.  
 
 
Weôll give you a whole new way of thinking about 
advertising research. 
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