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Brand Purpose and Cinema: Putting the role of cinema in context of all channels 

Learn how cinema can turbo-charge your media investment plan 

By 

Doug Pulick, Sarah Barasch, Jennifer Friedlander and Fiona Blades 

 

Introduction 

“Consumers increasingly expect brands to have not just functional benefits but social 
purpose”. Harvard Business Review, Competing on Social Purpose, September - October 
2017, Omar Rodgriguez Vila and Sundar Bharadwaj. 

More than ever marketers are seeking to communicate a deeper meaning and purpose for 
their brands in order to attract and keep customers.   

But communicating this depth and complexity is difficult in a world where people are 
bombarded with so many commercial messages every day that many don’t even register. 

Using a new global study, we put cinema under the spotlight and compare its performance 
with all other media channels, from TV to digital (and even owned and earned channels).  
Not only does the work cover all media touchpoints, it picks up these brand encounters in 
real time.  This means we see in the real world what people are noticing and paying 
attention to, rather than in a more artificial laboratory setting.  The new evidence from 
this work will help marketers to understand the role cinema can play in the marketing mix. 

 
The backdrop 

In a scenario where change is a constant, marketers increasingly seek ways to differentiate 
their brands.  People are more demanding, knowing what they want and how they wish to 
receive it.  Access to information is easy and fast.  Discounts, promotions, free samples, 
and traditional communication channels have become commonly used tools. Genuine 
innovation - be it new packaging, flavors, products or services, is somewhat of a rarity 
these days with the vast array of options already available.  So, how can a brand stand out 
and be different? The answer may be in creating the right experience! 
 
It is possible to translate the concept of brand experience according to the definition of 
Brakus, Schmitt and Zarantonello (2009), as "... sensations, feelings, cognitions and 
behavioral responses evoked by stimuli related to the brand that are part of the brand 
design, its identity, packaging, communications and environments." 
 
Generating a good response demands a clear strategy and we see that brands are using all 
they have to reach customers and evoke responses. People are consistently bombarded 
with information, communication and messages, from different sources in different ways.  
Although marketers would hope otherwise, many of these brand encounters are neutral 
and one neutral experience could generate a negative impact in long term metrics, such as 
on perception, consideration and recommendation. Neutral is the new negative and 
neutral experiences erode a marketing budget. 
 



This neutrality creates a brand challenge for marketers and raises the question “Which 
experiences are most effective at cutting through with a meaningful message?”  The study 
we will present goes beyond measuring the traditional brands encounters.  By capturing 
people’s experiences with brands as they have them it reveals the complexity of the real 
world.  We see which touchpoints are most positively received to overcome the issue of 
“neutrality”. 
 
The problem with traditional metrics 

Most measurement tools only present part of the picture.  Media reach only covers paid 
brand encounters.  We need to understand the impact that paid media has on other brand 
encounters, such as going to the brand’s website (owned) or creating positive word of 
mouth (earned). 

Media reach measures what, as marketers, we push out and not what people actually pick 
up.  We need to know what is noticed and registered.   

We also need to go beyond measuring the quantity of experiences people are having with 
our brands to understanding the quality of these experiences – are they positively received 
and relevant? 

This study design and SAWA partnership 

For over a decade MESH Experience has been capturing people’s brand encounters. When 
we picked up cinema experiences, we noticed how positive these were, yet cinema 
represented only a fraction of the total media pie. 

Working with SAWA, the global cinema advertising association, we decided to create a 
bespoke global study to understand the role cinema plays within the marketing ecosystem. 

This study is building and evolving over time as we add more and more countries.  The 
body of work we are using for this paper involves over 1200 participants and 4,500 
experiences.  Waves have been conducted in North America, Canada and Germany with 
Argentina and Brazil soon to be included.   

The real-time experience tracking approach we have used is conducted as follows: 

• Participants are recruited through a variety of approaches.  Some were recruited 
via online panels, others via communities or through being intercepted following 
online cinema ticket purchase.  The key was that we knew the person was likely to 
be visiting the cinema in the next week.  However, the participants were recruited 
to report on brands (and not specifically the cinema experience). 

• Each participant completes a short survey about their consideration and 
perception of four brands.  We have chosen these brands because we know that 
they are being advertised in the cinema (although our participants don’t know 
this.) 

• At the end of the mobile/online survey, the participant is asked to keep a diary of 
every brand encounter with the four brands over the next week.  For each 
experience (over 100 touchpoints are recorded), the participant tells us how 
positive it made them feel, how relevant it was and how likely it was to make them 
choose the brand next time.  Participants also provided photos and comments as 
well as answering more detailed questions about the experiences. 



• Following a week of diary reporting the participant answers a second survey, 
capturing their brand consideration and perceptions of the four brands.  This data 
is useful for us to see how perceptions of the brands has changed.  For instance, if 
someone didn’t consider a brand and now does, which brand encounters have 
played a vital role.  Through using logistic regression, we can isolate the impact of 
different experiences to see whether TV, cinema or word of mouth is playing the 
biggest role in impacting e.g. brand consideration. 

 

Key Findings 

Paid experiences reach more people than owned or earned experiences in our study, but 
they have a less positive and persuasive impact.  However, a paid experience can be the 
first step to triggering an owned or earned experience. “I saw a commercial online for 
Brand X in the morning and actually bought one for lunch to try.” 

In fact, it is consumption/usage and purchase experiences that are most engaging for 
people. 

 

 

Social media, cinema, TV and online all perform strongly as channels. However, much of 
social media is organic experience with brands with only a third being paid. 

TV is the dominant channel.  People are 25% more exposed to a brand’s content through 
TV than through online and 66% versus out of home in this study.  So for pure exposure, 
TV wins out.  People often comment that they have seen the ad on TV before.  However, in 
43% of cases when people saw the brand on TV, they were doing something else as well as 
watching TV.  These activities ranged from eating to browsing online or talking on the 
phone.  Brands are competing for attention in the real world when they advertise on TV, 
which can make it hard to cut through with a more complex message. 

When we look at the online experiences people are having, search and active engagement 
is key.  In 68% of online brand occasions people were searching online.  These activities 
ranged from looking for inspiration, checking prices and browsing for products and 
services.  However, in 77% of instances people are not actually buying.  What we see is 
that people are receptive to very relevant messaging – for example, if they see an ad for 



the pair of shoes they were considering buying at a discounted price, this resonates well.  
But for a brand to cut through with a more purpose-driven message is extremely hard. 

This is where the role of cinema fills a gap.  Cinema cuts through the neutrality.  Over two 
thirds of cinema experiences are Very or Fairly Positive.  This is a higher percentage than 
for any other paid media touchpoint.  When we conducted logistic regression on the 
experiences overall in this study we found that a Very Positive Experience had 5 times the 
impact on improving brand consideration and a Fairly Positive Experience had 3 times the 
impact.  In fact, neutral experiences made people less likely to consider a brand which is 
why neutral experiences can be so damaging.  What’s more the difficult to reach 18-24 
year old audience rated 79% of their cinema experiences as positive.  41% of these were 
Very Positive in comparison with TV at 26% and Online at 24%. 

We then saw that the engagement people had with a cinema experience led to them 
taking out more information about the brand message, leading to greater comprehension. 

 

When people described their brand experience in the cinema they used 20% more words 
than when they were describing an online experience and 12% more than when describing 
a TV experience. 

But brands are under-investing in cinema.  Let’s have a quick look at automotive brands.  
We have data from Australia on a couple of automotive brands and neither advertise in 
the cinema.  In our study we do have some car brands.  What we see is that the 
experiences are more positive through cinema than TV and online.  So cinema is a 
particularly effective channel to cut through the clutter.  What’s more, if you combine 
cinema with other channels, like TV, it has an even more powerful impact.  Participants 
who had both a cinema and TV experience were twice as likely to increase their brand 
consideration as those who didn’t. 

Let’s look at a couple of case studies. 

One of the brands we captured was Levi’s.  Cinema experiences were not only the most 
engaging paid media touchpoints, but they were highly persuasive and relevant too.  We 
even saw people commenting that they had bought a pair of jeans following viewing the 
ad.  The quality of experience is not simply determined by the media channel but by the 
message and we could see that Levi’s’ touchpoints overall were more positively received 



than for the other three brands in the NCM SAWA study wave.  We saw very detailed 
descriptions of the brand story which demonstrates how a brand can communicate more 
complex messages and a sense of purpose.  22% of experiences for Levi’s were categorised 
as communicating the brand story, the same percentage as experiences for promotional 
messages.  Both were working successfully. 

 

Experiences for Levi’s were not only more positive than for the other three brands but 
they made people more likely to choose this brand next time they buy jeans. 

For the second case study, we demonstrate how the findings of the SAWA study added to 
the body of knowledge for Screenvision.  Screenvision found that people engage more 
with cinema than with TV, consistent with the SAWA findings.  Moviegoers are twice as 
likely to engage with cinema as TV, 93% say the cinema is a memorable experience (+22% 
vs TV) and 57% say they think about the movie experience a lot after the movies (+25% vs 
TV). Cinema advertising delivers a memorable impression: 84% average eyes on screens 
during ads, response intensity is +18% versus TV and heart rates are lower leading to 
greater retention of the message.  So in the Screenvision wave of the SAWA study, it was 
not surprising to see that cinema experiences generated 55% very positive experiences 
versus TV at 33%.  Only 17% of cinema experiences were neutral versus 34% for TV. 

We also looked more deeply into the experiences and found that a cinema experience 
creates 1.5 times more sense of comfort and makes people feel 2.5 times more connected 
than for TV.  In terms of the sheer number of words used to describe an experience we 
saw that cinema generated an average of 19 words in comparison with TV at 16 and social 
media at 15. 

In terms of the implications for marketers, this study demonstrates that if marketers want 
to communicate more complex messages and create a deeper bond between the brand 
and its customers, cinema provides a unique opportunity.  However great the frequency of 
message communication is through other media, such as TV and online, the way that 
people are engaging with these other channels in the real world, mean that the level of 
engagement and comprehension might never be achieved.  In fact if someone hasn’t 
understood the brand message, they can become irritated generating neutral and negative 
reactions that erode a brand’s budget.  Therefore, putting cinema onto the media 
schedule can turbo-charge the effectiveness of the rest of the mix.  Once the message is 



taken in via cinema, the other channels can provide a happy reminder of this experience, 
bringing back the positive emotions of the cinema experience and the purpose of the 
brand. 


