
TV Advertising in the Age of Time-Shifting  
The Real Scope of the Problem and Some Effective Solutions 

Television as an advertising medium is and has been the foundation upon which most advertising 
campaigns are built. Because of its broad reach and unique creative characteristics, television has had the 
unique ability to communicate and persuade audiences en masse.  
 
When the first TiVo hit the shelves in 1999, the advertising trade press ominously predicted that,  soon, no 
one would watch TV commercials anymore and that TV, as we know it,  would die as an advertising 
medium.  Surely the time-shifting phenomenon would be the dagger to the heart of the TV campaign. 

How has DVR usage impacted commercial awareness and effective communication?  
 

In our analysis, we questioned nearly 17,000 teens and adults about their household ownership and 
personal usage of DVRs.  Among these respondents, we also measured awareness of a total of just under 
150 TV commercials, spanning a wide range of brands. 
 
The data reflect not just ‘opportunities to see’, but the percentage of the target who has actually engaged 
with a specific commercial has stored the experience in their long term memory. Specifically, Communicus 

measures awareness of TV commercials using a procedure by which a consumer is shown an edited portion 
of the commercial and asked if he/she remembers seeing it before; those who claim to recall it are asked a 

series of questions to determine actual prior engagement.  We also identify the percentage of the total 
aware who are able to associate the commercial with the correct advertiser or brand.  We’ve evaluated 
over 8,000 TV commercials using this method, which has been proven to be the most accurate means 

available for determining whether someone has actually seen and engaged with a commercial. 
 

Changes in Average TV Commercial Awareness 
Indexed to 2000 

100 103 97 102 100 

0

75

150

'00 '01-'02 '03-'04 '05-'06 '07-'08

Here we are over 10 years later, and DVR ownership 
has grown to nearly one-third of US households. 
However, Communicus analysis indicates that time-
shifting has had a surprisingly minimal impact on the 
ability of a typical television commercial to reach and 
persuade its target audience. There is a small group 
of consumers that is less likely to see your 
advertising based on DVR usage, but it is a minor 
portion of the American TV-watching public. 

Additionally, new venues have emerged that allow advertisers the opportunity  gain commercial exposure 
among consumers who have transferred some of their TV viewing from broadcast to broadband. Although 
the online audience is nowhere near as broad as that which still exists for traditional television, this 
provides an alternate solution to reach viewers in a cost-effective manner using the same TV-based creative 
units that have proven successful in the past. 
 
Let’s take a closer look at what has really happened to television commercial awareness since time-shifting 
became possible. Can a traditional media plan still be effective at reaching your target audience? What 
kinds of people do you lose to time-shifting, and are new media tools the answer to getting them back? 



What  did  the  Communicus  research  show?  

Although DVRs continue to penetrate American households and usage continues to grow, our research 
indicates that the  typical  TV commercial  is still  achieving  the  same  engagement  level  as it  
would  be without  DVR. Even after controlling for total TV time/exposure opportunities, those who 
reside in DVR households and are personal DVR users are, for the most part, no less likely to have seen 
your commercial over the course of a typical campaign period than are those who are not DVR-involved. 

 

Among most people, TV commercials are still getting through. Even among the majority  of DVR users – 
the three-quarters who don’t personally use their DVR for 60% or more of their TV watching – commercial 
engagement levels have been unaffected by the DVR.   
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There is however, a small percentage of DVR users among 
whom TV commercials are less likely to be seen – ‘Extreme 
Time Shifters’, the group with the heaviest fast-forwarding 
thumb that is comprised of about 7.75% of the American 
TV-watching public. On average, over the course of its 
campaign/exposure period, a typical commercial achieves 
about 16 %  lower  engagement  among  Extreme  Time -
Shifters .  
 
Overall, this 16% decline in commercial engagement among 
Extreme Time Shifters translates into a decline  of  
between  1%  and  1.5%  in  commercial  engagement  
among  the  American  teen/adult  TV watching  
population . 

Among  what  specific  group  has  commercial  engagement  been  affected?  
Extreme Time-Shifters use playback mode for 60% or more of their TV viewing. They are most likely to be 
females, younger adults (with  the highest concentration between 20 and 39) and those who either do not 
have children or who have older (teenage) children.  The teen segment also has a high concentration of 
Extreme Time-Shifters, but (perhaps, due to their generally higher TV viewing and commercial 
engagement as compared to adults) teen Extreme Time Shifters do not exhibit below average levels of 
commercial engagement.  
 
Luckily, it turns out that Extreme Time-Shifters are also heavy consumers of other media, indexing high on 
magazine readership, radio listening, movie going, and hours spent on the Internet . These alternative 
media all represent good opportunities to reach those who may be fast-forwarding through your TV 
commercials. 



How  an  online  TV commercial  buy  can  supplement  your  campaign  

A wide range of tools have emerged for advertisers to reach their target audience in the online space. 
Search marketing, banner ads, interactive digital ads, websites, social networking opportunities, and now 
full-length television commercials can be displayed on the Internet . Out of this group of new advertising 
opportunities, the one that can best replace lost TV commercial engagement is the online TV commercial 
buy – the purchase of commercial time that is linked to online TV program viewing. 

 
Who  watches  online  TV? 
The group among which your online TV commercials are most likely to be seen will vary based on the 
specific website and program on which the ad is broadcast. A Communicus study conducted across a 
range of teen and young-adult targeted brands with online TV campaigns suggests that the online 
commercial viewing audience skews toward teens (age 12-17), and that your online buy may be slightly 
more successful in gaining commercial engagement among males than among females.  
 
The  trade -off   
You will reach a far narrower group with online TV, gaining on average only about ten to fifteen percent 
of the commercial engagement as what you can expect to achieve with a traditional TV buy. However, the 
typical online buy will cost significantly less per 1% engaged than the traditional TV buy.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Additionally, the profile of a typical online TV consumer is slightly different  than the profile of an Extreme 
Time-Shifter. So, to compensate for the specific individuals lost to the DVR, you may want to target online 
websites and programs that skew somewhat older (20 to 39) and more female.  
 
Online TV should not be a substitute for traditional TV, and a successful multi-media campaign should 
incorporate more than one executional approach.   This media venue simply provides a cost-efficient 
means of supplementing your buy, gaining back some of those who might otherwise be lost to time-
shifting, and possibly strengthening the success of your campaign by increasing the number of different  
points at which your brand message is being communicated to your target. 
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ü Don’t panic; contrary to much of what you’ve 
read, TV is not dead, nor will it be anytime 
soon. TV continues to be a very viable 
advertising medium.  Communicus studies 
confirm that,  while the ROI of TV campaigns 
will always vary depending on the strength of 
the creative, TV is effective for advertisers 
who use the medium wisely.  In fact, within 
multimedia campaigns, TV very often has the 
strongest impact on brand perceptions and 
behavior. 

 

ü To date, the DVR has impacted TV 
commercial viewership only slightly, and only 
among Extreme Time-Shifters – a small 
percentage of the overall TV audience. To 
insure that you don’t miss this group, make 
sure that your campaign is not reliant only 
on TV. Internet,  radio and magazines all 
represent good opportunities to reach 
Extreme Time-Shifters. 

 

ü Online TV is an excellent venue to use the 
same creative units as produced for 
traditional television and to help compensate 
for those viewers who you may lose to time-
shifting. While the audience is considerably 
narrower than TV, online commercials can be 
effective at increasing engagement 
opportunities among a segment of your 
target in a very cost-efficient manner. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Looking ahead, the same advice applies: don’t 
abandon traditional TV.  Rather, plan campaigns 
that utilize multiple media within the context of a 
cohesive communications strategy.  

 

Interestingly,  this is no different  than the strategy 
that has been employed by smart advertisers for 
years.  And, for years, Communicus findings have 
verified the wisdom of this strategy, confirming 
that: 

 

1.  No one medium will reach or persuade 
everyone; your best chance of success involves 
utilizing multiple points of potential consumer 
engagement, having all messages aligned 
within a unified communication strategy. 

 

2. The best allocation of resources across media 
will vary by campaign, based on creative 
variables.  While media planning models 
provide a good starting point, early in-market 
research feedback is necessary to insure that 
your multimedia advertising campaign engages 
and impacts all of your potential consumers – 
Extreme Time-Shifters, and all other segments 
within your target.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

What do these findings mean for advertising planning in 2010 and beyond?  

For more information on our DVR findings, or on the Communicus System   
for multimedia campaign evaluation, please contact Jeri Smith  at jeri@communicus.com  


