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The media landscape has rapidly evolved over the past 5 years. An explosion in content 
channels and platforms has driven broadcast media to innovate with new products and 
services. These innovations range from narrower audience targeting to using AI to 
align programming content with advertising products. Broadcast companies who’ve 
embraced innovation are now reaping the rewards. Key innovations that have met 
with particular success over the past few upfront seasons are programs with reduced 
ad loads and ad pods with fewer ads.  
 
The changing media landscape, and the claims and pricing tied to these new media 
offerings, beg the question, “Are these new broadcast media products worth it for all 
ads?” To address this question, Ameritest conducted an independent research study to 
evaluate the new media offering most visible to TV viewers, premium pods (ad pods 
that are 60-seconds or less).  
 
We simulated a real-world viewing experience that could be accessed online by study 
participants. We selected an episode from a popular sit-com, “Young Sheldon,” and 
embedded a total of seven ads in two commercial breaks during the show: one 2-ad 
pod after the title sequence and one 5-ad pod later in the episode. The two ad pods 
included four test positions: Position 1 was first in the premium pod, Position 2 was 
second in the premium pod, Position 3 was first in the standard pod, and Position 4 
was the third ad in the standard pod. Four test ads (Target, Whirlpool, DirecTV, and 
Pace Picante Sauce) were rotated in the test positions and 3 clutter ads remained in 
the second, fourth, and fifth spots in the standard pod.  
 

 
 
After exposure to the show with the ads, there was a brief survey. The survey 
measured how well the test ads drew attention, communicated the brand, and 
motivated viewers. The survey also included diagnostic measures to help understand 
why the ads performed as they did, including Ameritest’s proprietary, moment-by-
moment measures of memory and emotion, the Flow of Attention® and Flow of 
Emotion®.  
 
Using online panels, we recruited 1,300 participants, who were divided into four 
groups. Each group watched the same episode of Young Sheldon, the same seven 30-
second ads, and then completed the survey. However, the participant groups saw the 



test ads in different positions. After collecting the data, Ameritest evaluated the 
performance of each of the test ads across the different ad positions. 
  
The value proposition of the premium pods is that an ad will draw more attention, and 
be able to have a greater impact, when it appears in the less cluttered environment of 
a shorted ad pod. As the amount of clutter increases, ad performance will diminish. 
With regard to our study, this meant that the ads in the earlier test positions, those 
with less clutter, should have performed best, and performance levels would have 
diminished in the later test positions as clutter (from both other ads and the program) 
increased. 
 

 
 
Looking at the Ameritest Performance Index (a composite measure of an ad’s ability to 
get noticed, communicate the brand, and motivate behavior), we saw that this pattern 
held true for ad performance in the aggregate: 
 

 
 
However, individual ad performance revealed that this pattern was not consistent.  
 



 
 
To understand the differences in the performance patterns, it is important to 
understand the differences between the ads. The test ads were selected in order to get 
a range of creative quality and congruence types: 
 

• Creative Quality: how the ad performed in the standard Ameritest ad testing 
system. 

• Tonal Congruence: how well the mood and tone of the ad (as exhibited 
through humor, music, lighting, pace, etc.) matched the sit-com. 

• Subject Congruence: how closely the product or subject of the ad aligned with 
the subject of the sit-com. 

• Audience congruence: the likelihood that the target audience for the ad would 
typically watch this type of sit-com. 

 
The Target ad and the Whirlpool ad both had strong creative quality, had a subject that 
was similar to the show, and targeted an audience likely to watch “Young Sheldon.” 
However, while the Target ad’s upbeat music and bright lighting aligned with the sit-
com’s tone, Whirlpool’s somber music and heartwarming story of a single dad and his 
son, did not. 
 

 



This one difference seemed to significantly impact how the ads performed in Position 
1, in the context of the “Young Sheldon” episode. Immediately following the title 
sequence (Position 1) benefited the Target ad, but that same position hindered the 
Whirlpool ad’s performance.  
 
Looking at the Flow of Attention® for both of the ads helped us understand one reason 
contributing to the performance differences. 
 
The Flow of Attention is a moment-by-moment measure of what parts of a film make it 
into viewer consciousness and have the potential to form long-term memories. The 
higher an image is on the graph, the better recalled it is. Images that are higher relative 
to the surrounding images are peaks of attention and are the most likely to stay with 
viewers long-term.  
 
Target’s Flow of Attention showed that the ad maintained viewer attention from the 
title sequence of the show. However, toward the end of the ad, when rational 
information about promotional offers appeared, viewer attention waned. 
 

 
 
 
Conversely, the Whirlpool ad, with its somber music and muted lighting, was not able 
to maintain viewer attention following the title sequence. While key moments that 
included notes the dad sent to his son stood out, the moments in the story showing 
the father’s struggle fell from viewer consciousness.  
 



 
 
These differences in ad performance are consistent with top-down, or goal-oriented 
attention. 
 
Our brains can’t process all sensory stimuli present in the physical world at any one 
time. Instead, we rely on the cognitive process of attention to focus our neural 
resources. Attention can be categorized into two distinct functions: bottom-up 
attention, attention that is guided to stimuli because of their characteristics relative to 
the background; and top-down attention, which is internally guided attention based on 
prior knowledge, plans, and current goals. 1 The YouTube video that asks viewers to 
count basketball passes, and then points out the moon-walking bear that passed, 
unnoticed, through the middle of the game, demonstrates goal-oriented Attention. 
(https://youtu.be/Ahg6qcgoay4) 
 
In our research, the “Young Sheldon” context created an audience goal to see funny, 
cheery, and entertaining content. The Target ad, with its upbeat music and bright 
lighting, fulfilled this goal and maintained viewer attention. On the other hand, the 
Whirlpool ad, with its more dramatic tone, did not fulfill the objective of light-hearted 
entertainment, and lost audience attention. In essence, since the Whirlpool ad did not 
align with what the audience was intending to watch, the audience didn’t notice it. 
 
But the context of the program not only impacted the ads’ ability to maintain viewers’ 
attention, it also impacted how well the ads were able to tell their brand stories. This 
was revealed when we examined the Flow of Emotion®.  
 
The Flow of Emotion is a moment-by-moment measure of the type (positive or 
negative) and intensity of emotion generated throughout a piece of film. In the graph, 
the green line reflects the level of positive emotion, while the red line represents the 
level of negative emotion. This tool helps us understand if the emotion generated by 
an ad’s story is the emotion intended by the advertiser. 
 
In the case of Target, viewers generally had emotional responses that aligned with the 
ad’s intent: the empty basket generated low positive emotion, fun and nostalgic items 

                                                        
1 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24362813 



generated positive emotion, items related to schoolwork elicited negativity, and the 
discount generated the highest level of positive emotion.  

 

 
Whirlpool’s story hinged on the emotion tied to three notes and some burnt cookies: 
 

 
This first note is the introduction of how the father is there for his son emotionally, 
even when he can’t be there in-person. 
 

 
Later in the ad, the father burns and then remakes cookies, which he gives to his son 
with another loving note. 
 

 



After one or two other scenarios, the son thanks his dad with a note of his own. 
 
The intention of the ad is that the son’s note is his way of thanking his father for being 
a good dad. In the second position, when the Whirlpool ad is in the premium pod but 
does not immediately follow the “Young Sheldon” title sequence, the son’s note 
generates the highest level of positive emotion, indicating that the note conveys the 
climatic emotion that the ad intends. The audience reads the note as, “Thank you for 
being a great dad.” 
 

 
 
However, in the first position, immediately following the title sequence, the highest 
emotion is on the cookies, and the son’s note conveys less emotion. What was 
supposed to be an emotional show of gratitude becomes a simple, “Thank you for the 
cookies.” 
 
 
 

 
 

 



This idea that the emotional state of a viewer can alter the meaning of a story is not 
new. In fact, an entire theory of literary criticism called Reader Response theory was 
built on the idea that a story is not fixed on the page, but can change its meaning 
depending on the reader’s response to it. Co-creation is the term we use to address 
this dynamic for storytelling across different media. In the case of Whirlpool, “Young 
Sheldon” created an expectation of a light-hearted story. When Whirlpool presented 
the audience with a more heartfelt narrative, the audience altered the story to match 
what they expected to see.  
 
After our first phase of analysis, we determined that premium pod placement is most 
likely to add value when creative quality and multiple types of congruence are present. 
Due to the effects of top-down attention and narrative co-creation, tonal congruence 
with a program (or, at a minimum, lack of tonal incongruence) is the most important 
element to have for premium pods to add value. But there are further-reaching 
implications… 
 
For researchers evaluating advertising ROI, tonal alignment between programming and 
assets needs to be included in the analysis along with reach, audience composition, 
and creative quality. And when evaluating creative quality, it is important to 
understand not only how an ad performs by why it performs that way in order to 
better understand the potential impact of different programming contexts. 
 
For advertisers, deciding whether or not to pay a premium to run on reduced ad-load 
programs, tonal congruence needs to play a key role in deciding if the additional 
investment will likely see improved ad performance. And for media companies and 
content providers, as advertising products and services continue to evolve, accounting 
for tonal congruence needs to play a key role product development. 


