
 
 
Going Mental 
by Joe Mandese, April 2008 issue 
 
Advances in neurological research can put  advert isers r ight  in 
consumers' heads 
 
Mike Hess spends many of  his waking hours poking around inside people's heads to f ind 
out  what  makes the average consumer t ick.  As director of  global research at  OMD, the 
biggest  buyer of  media in the U.S.,  Hess is responsible for understanding when, where 
and why hundreds of  mil lions of  American consumers use media,  and perhaps even 
more import ant ,  when their minds are most  recept ive t o the ad messages of  his clients 
- giant  marketers like Pepsi,  GE and McDonald's - who spend bil lions each year in the 
hope that  their messages are seen, remembered and acted upon. 

 
Hess, in turn,  spends mill ions of  dol lars each 
year on proprietary research t o understand 
why one message is ef fect ive and another is 
not .  It  seems an endless quest .  But  science 
is bringing us closer than ever to the 
answers.  
 
Recent ly,  Hess had the research-lab tables 
turned on him, becoming the guinea pig 
whose brain was probed by researchers.  The 
result s of  those probes were rendered in a 
series of  squiggly lines,  i llust rat ing Hess' 

neurological responses t o an experiment  in which he, a high-level group of  indust ry 
execut ives,  and one reporter,  part icipated in preparat ion for a meet ing to show and 
discuss their results last  Oct ober.  The meet ing, held in a lecture room of the Harvard 
Business School,  was hosted by four leading research organizat ions that  are t rying to 
f igure out  how t o apply the f ledgling f ield of  neuroscience t o media and market ing 
research, and t o f ind out  whether biomet ric technologies that  map the brain's 
responses to media st imuli can be used the way Madison Avenue has used convent ional 
forms of  audience research like Nielsen's TV rat ings.  
 
In fact ,  the f ield is so promising that  Nielsen it self  is j umping into it .  The media 
research giant  recent ly acquired NeuroFocus, a Berkeley,  CA.-based f irm that  is 
beginning to apply neuroscience to advert ising research. The concept  is not  new. 
Media researchers have sought  to draw a connect ion bet ween physiological responses 
and the way the human brain processes informat ion since the earliest  days of  the 
business. In fact ,  they even had some fairly crude met rics:  One of  the earliest  was 
cal led "f lushometer," a phenomenon that  occurred during the Golden Age of  television, 



when public ut i lit ies reported a pronounced drop in water pressure during commercial 
breaks of  prime-t ime TV shows. The drop was at t ributed t o bathroom breaks, marking 
the earliest  known proof of  commercial zapping. Over the years,  TV researchers 
experimented with everything f rom "whoopee cushions" that  could sense a viewer's 
presence on a couch in f ront  of  a television set  t o going so far as connect ing people t o 
elect rodes to gauge their responses to programming. 
 
What 's changed is that  the science has improved great ly in recent  years - both the 
technology of  measuring biomet ric responses and the indust ry's underst anding of  how 
to interpret  neurological responses. 
 
The Men in t he Whit e Coats 
 
During an Advert ising Research Foundat ion conference nearly 10 years ago, Starcom 
MediaVest  Group research chief  Kate Sirkin presented one of  the earliest  known 
applicat ions of  neuroscience technology to media research. Sirkin's experiment  
involved hooking up consumers t o brainwave technology developed by NASA t o see 
how they reacted t o TV programming and advert ising.  Sirkin showed a viewer's 
brainwave pat tern in response to an episode of  NBC's Seinfeld,  showing peaks and 
val leys in brain act ivit y.  The waves spiked when characters in the show ment ioned 
"Hit ler," but  Sirkin said it  was unclear how to read those responses other than to know 
that  a viewer's brain act ivit y had peaked or ebbed. 
 
Science has come a long way since then: Researchers now know precisely how to read 
f luctuat ions in a person's brainwave act ivit y,  and how to apply those insight s.  
 
"Every t ime a person thinks,  laughs or cries throughout  the day, their brain is 
cont inuously producing elect ric signals.  That 's how the brain communicates," says Dr.  
A.K. Pradeep, president  and CEO of NeuroFocus, the neuroscience research company 
recent ly acquired by Nielsen. Pradeep says each of  those elect ric signals corresponds 
to a discrete brain funct ion,  and it 's possible t o map those frequencies t o understand 
precisely how someone is thinking. 
 
NeuroFocus' technology, for example,  produces between 64 and 128 squiggly lines of  
brainwave act ivi t y that  correlate t o specif ic brain act ivi t ies,  which can be analyzed 
millisecond by mill isecond t o determine whether a person is paying at tent ion,  what  
they are paying at tent ion to,  the depth of  their "emot ional engagement ," and whether 
the brain st ores the informat ion as long-term memory in a way that  might  provoke a 
response later.  
 
Such capabilit ies,  Pradeep says, actually came from research int o a variet y of  mental 
disorders.  Knowledge of  the way the brain processes at tent ion,  for example,  came 
from research int o at tent ion def icit  disorder (ADD) and at tent ion def icit  hyperact ivit y 
disorder (ADHD). Knowledge about  how the brain funct ions during emot ional 
engagement  comes f rom mania,  phobia and epilepsy research. How the brain 
processes long-term memories comes from studying diseases such as Alzheimer's.  
 
Armed with an underst anding of  these physiological measures of  brain act ivit y,  
Pradeep says, researchers can apply what  he calls "derived measures," things that  
would enable media planners to understand how likely someone is to actually purchase 



a product  or brand whose ad message they are exposed t o.  By augment ing their 
brainwave research with eye-t racking technologies,  they can pinpoint  exact ly what  
someone was looking at  and when they were looking at  it .  
 
Bunch of  Brainiacs 
 
What  social research was to advert ising and media 50 years ago, neurological research 
promises t o be for the next  half  century.  If  there was something that  t riggered that  
sort  of  brain act ivit y on Madison Avenue, it  came three years ago, when Harvard 
Business School professor Gerald Zalt man gave a keynote at  an Advert ising Research 
Foundat ion event .  Zalt man, author of  the book How Customers Think,  was a business 
management  professor who t ook a deep dive int o the f ield of  neuroscience and 
developed some interest ing applicat ions for the world of  media and market ing.  Some 
of his thinking has been used t o inform Madison Avenue's so-cal led engagement  
init iat ive.  
 
By mapping and understanding how the brain responds t o advert ising and media 
st imuli,  he suggested, researchers would have empirical knowledge about  what  kinds 
of  advert ising and media content  were most  engaging to consumers.  Because the brain 
- and how it  remembers things - is malleable,  Zaltman says, it 's not  possible t o use a 
map of  someone's thought  processes t o create rules of  thumb. Rather,  researchers 
must  use the informat ion t o understand how people "coauthor" messages. In other 
words, people don't  j ust  passively absorb and process informat ion, but  react  t o it ,  
append it  and make the content  their own. And depending on when and where they 
are exposed to it ,  the content  could be processed very dif ferent ly.  
 
Zalt man has since sought  t o formalize the pract ice of  using neuroscience in consumer 
research, and formed Cambridge, Mass.-based Olson Zalt man Associates,  one of  the 
research and consult ing f irms that  hosted the ad indust ry execut ives at  the summit  
last  October.  The other f irms were Innerscope, which has developed biomet ric 
technologies for measuring brain act ivi t y,  OTX and Sequent  Partners.  
 
As part  of  the proj ect ,  researchers gave at tendees a homework assignment  that  would 
be used later to gauge their brain act ivit y:  Select  f ive images that  evoked a sense of  
"engagement ." Each was then asked to use those images to create a digital "col lage" - a 
master image that  comprised all f ive individual images - while being interviewed, and 
prompted t o pick the images, by an Olson Zalt man analyst .  During the process, each 
respondent  was hooked up to Innerscope's scanner technology, which consisted of  an 
array of  elect rodes connected to the f ingert ips and chest ,  while wearing a skint ight  
black vest .  
 
Weeks later,  the respondent s assembled in the Harvard Business School lecture room, 
where their col lages were push-pinned side-by-side on a wall for the indust ry 
execut ives to inspect  each ot her's handiwork and guess whose images were whose. 
 
The cent ral theme of OMD's Hess' col lage was an i llust rat ion of  a cast le being defended 
from at tacking soldiers.  Asked why he selected t he image, Hess explained. "I see that  
as the consumer consciously being defended." 
 



Much of  the rest  of  the discussion digressed into a circular debate about  def init ions of  
engagement ,  and the group actually spent  li t t le t ime analyzing the squiggly lines 
generated by the part icipants' brains during their homework assignment s.  Perhaps the 
indust ry execut ives simply felt  t oo uncomfortable having their own brain act ivit y on 
public display.  Or maybe they didn't  know how to interpret  what  it  meant .  But  instead 
of  analyzing the dif ferences bet ween t hem, they debated whether it  was possible t o 
develop a "magic mat rix" that  could be used to determine when a consumer's brain 
act ivit y showed them t o be engaged with and disposed t oward a brand and it s 
advert ising message. 
 
Alice Sylvester,  a researcher at  ad agency Draft f cb,  suggested that  the more simply 
such a mat rix were const ructed, the greater it s ut ilit y would be in the real world of  
media planning and advert ising decisions. Somet hing as st raight forward as three 
columns and four rows would be ideal,  she said,  emphasizing, "I need three answers in 
four buckets." 
Unfortunately,  when it  comes t o understanding how the brain works,  such simplicit y 
may never be feasible.  Zalt man's research shows that  memory is malleable and that  
someone may react  dif ferent ly t o the same informat ion at  dif ferent  t imes. That  makes 
Madison Avenue's magic mat rix,  or a simple rule of  thumb, highly unl ikely.  
 
A Spor t ing Chance 
 
On the ot her hand, neuroscience does promise to augment  the more nuanced areas of  
advert ising research - sof ter,  at t itudinal studies l ike the agency world's famed focus 
groups - with much more ef f icient ,  scient if ic met hods. And NeuroFocus' Pradeep thinks 
it  ult imately can establ ish pat terns that  allow agencies and marketers t o target  their 
advert ising and media buys more ef fect ively,  too.  
 
"If  you are doing t ypical survey research with 2,000 respondent s,  neuroscience wil l 
allow you to get  it  down t o 200 people," he claims, adding that  the "cycle t ime" - the 
t ime in which ad execut ives can apply the insight s gleaned from such research - would 
also be great ly reduced. How? Pradeep says that  while we are all individuals,  there are 
pat terns of  brainwave act ivit y are common among like groups of  people,  and that  by 
ident ifying,  understanding and cataloging those pat terns,  the indust ry can vast ly 
improve the planning, product ion and execut ion of  advert ising,  media buys, even 
television programming. 
 
"Are we at  the point  where we can know that  if  an ad is presented t o Joe in such a 
way, Joe's mind will look at  it  in that  way? No. But  Joe as a human being shares 
phenomenal amounts of  characterist ics about  what  he will pay at tent ion t o,  what  wil l 
engage him, and what  he will remember and be persuaded by," Pradeep assert s.  
 
The concept  is not  theoret ical,  he notes.  Neuroscience researchers have already begun 
applying it  with some start ling results.  NeuroFocus, for example,  worked with sports 
network ESPN t o analyze how sponsorships might  most  ef fect ively be placed and 
scheduled within it s pre-game baseball coverage.  Typically,  he says, net works will 
f lash logos on the sport s desks with a wide array of  t reat ments that  might  appear 
clut tered to a viewer.  But  ESPN prides it self  on having a cleaner,  less clut tered 
approach, and the net work's execut ives wanted t o know how viewers perceived the 
dif ference bet ween it  and it s compet itors.  



 
NeuroFocus tested dif ferent  versions of  sponsorships on the ESPN pre-game shows, 
some featuring eight  sponsor references, and some featuring 10, to learn how they 
af fected the brain act ivit y of  viewers,  second by second. Based on the feedback, ESPN 
has changed the way it  produces the shows and plans t o relaunch and retest  them. 
 
Some of the f ixes are simple,  and might  seem int uit ive.  For example,  the research 
showed that  when a sponsor's name is ment ioned both visually and audibly,  the t wo 
references should be synchronized at  the same t ime t o achieve a greater ef fect .  
Moving graphics,  such as a sponsor's logo, should move at  a speed - 2 to 4 megahert z - 
that  is most  opt imum for the human brain to process. 
 
"A lot  of  this is common sense," says Peter Leinbach, vice president  of  mult imedia 
sales research at  ESPN. "Now we have a t ool t o measure i t . " Most  signif icant ly,  
Leinbach says the research validates a long-held,  but  so far unproven aspect  of  the 
underlying model for TV sport s sponsorships.  
 
"It  answers the age-old quest ion that  has plagued so many people for so long," 
Leinbach explains.  "We always knew t hat  viewers accepted that  sponsors of  sports 
programming would be integrated into the telecasts.  Now we can gauge the 
ef fect iveness of  that ." 


