STRATEGIES FOR RE-ENGAGING AUDIENCES
AMID THE DECLINE OF AD-SUPPORTED TV

Winter 2019

Advertisers have a problem, and it’s worse than
they thought. The decline of ad-supported television
is driving down audience engagement with brands.
Fortunately, there are solutions on the horizon for
smart marketers.

The trend away from ad-supported television by younger cord-cutters is not
just causing problems in reaching young adults and teens. It’s becoming
obvious that alternative methods—principally, digital advertising—are failing
to drive consumer engagement with advertiser brands the way television
advertising has done for generations.
While the evidence presented below is focused on young consumers,
the long-term risk is far broader. As cord-cutting and advertising avoidance
expands to older segments, brands will find it increasingly difficult to achieve
their marketing ROI objectives, unless they respond with new approaches
that not only reach consumers but also inspire brand engagement. This paper
ends with a few important suggestions for how advertisers can thrive in this
challenging new environment.
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YOUNG PEOPLE TALK
ABOUT FEWER BRANDS
The evidence of an engagement problem comes from
Engagement Labs’ TotalSocial® platform that, among other
things, measures the number of times people talk about
brands and product categories. Over the last five years,
the average number of weekly consumer conversations per
person has declined modestly on an overall basis, from 76
to 73 conversations per person per week. But when you
measure the trend by age group, a much more dramatic
change emerges.

Conversation frequency among the most prolific consumer
conversationalists—young people—have plummeted. The
number of consumer conversations per week among teens
have dropped from 115 per person per week to 95, while
among twentysomethings the drop is from 102 to 93 per
person. These declines have been partially offset by more
conversation among older consumers.
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There is reason to believe that the culprit is declining
exposure to television commercials, as millennials are cutting
their cable cords in favor of streaming services—or never
getting a cord in the first place, becoming members
engagementlabs.com

of the so-called “cord never” cohort. Among Millennials,
38 percent receive TV services via streaming services rather
than cable, and half are considering the move, according
to CG42 Management Consulting.
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DIGITAL REPLACING TV AS DRIVER
OF CONVERSATIONS
This shift matters because television commercials have been
an important driver of consumer conversations. In fact,
marketing of some kind drives or supports 60 percent of
all brand conversations, and about half of that comes from
paid advertising.

paid ad, up from 16.6 percent five years ago. Meantime,
TV ads have dropped from first place at 37.4 percent in
2013 to second place at 31.6 percent. The trend is most
pronounced among younger consumers. Among adults 18
to 34, TV claims just 25.6 percent of paid media-inspired
conversations, down from 35.6 percent five years ago, an
enormous 28 percent shift in five years.

Among those paid-ad related conversations, there is a large
shift away from TV and other traditional advertising channels
toward digital. Desktop and mobile ads have leapt into first
place among the leading channels, with 31.8 percent
of all paid-ad inspired conversations related to a digital

Print has dropped sharply, too, while outdoor has slipped
more modestly and radio is flat.
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STEEPEST CONVERSATION
DECLINES FOR TECH, TELECOM,
SPORTS MEDIA
Across the US population overall, the biggest declines
in conversations are concentrated in our most innovative
industries—technology, telecommunications, media/
entertainment, and sports, a subset of entertainment.
All these categories have seen a double-digit percentage
decline in the number of conversations consumers have each
week over the last five years.
At a time of exploding entertainment choices and rapidly
advancing communications technology, we may be seeing
evidence of consumer exhaustion with it all.

Also down, by 8 percent, is automotive, a category that
is itself more “technology-driven” with sharing applications
and business models like Uber, Lyft, and Zipcar reducing
the importance of owning a car, as we’ve noted in other
research.
A few categories are being talked about more often than in
the past : Household and children’s products, the home, and
travel, a combination that suggests the importance of both
feathering and leaving “the nest” where we live.

CATEGORIES MOST TALKED ABOUT VS. 5 YEARS AGO
(Total Public)
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Source: Engagement Labs TotalSocial®

In many of these categories, young consumers appear to be
key culprits. Even bigger declines among consumers under
age 30 are apparent for many of these same categories :
technology, telecom, sports, media, and automotive.
engagementlabs.com

In addition, younger consumers are also talking less about
beauty, retail, food/dining, and beverages, as shown in the
chart on page 6.
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THE CHANGING CONVERSATIONS OF YOUNGER CONSUMERS
THE CHANGING CONVERSATIONS
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Two categories that are flat among the overall population
are getting more conversation attention from young adults :
financial services and health care. Both may reflect longterm financial anxieties among young Americans, but they
also represent an opportunity for marketers. Indeed, the
increase talk about health care probably reflects greater
participation in the health insurance marketplace among
young adults under the Affordable Care Act.
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But the broader trend points to a change in the marketing
ecosystem that is reducing the level of engagement with
brands and that’s where the theory about the decline of paid
TV advertising comes in.
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BIG ADVERTISERS SEEING
BIGGEST DECLINES
Another indicator that TV advertising may be at fault is that
many of the brands experiencing the largest fall-offs in weekly
brand conversations are very big advertisers. Technology,
telecom, and automotive are three categories seeing major
declines both among the general public and among younger
adults.

Looking at 15 brands suffering some of the biggest fall-offs
in conversations in those categories, 13 are on the list of the
biggest advertisers of 2017, including four of five tech and
telecom brands, and all five automotive brands.

SOME BRANDS WITH THE BIGGEST DECLINES
IN CONVERSATIONS SINCE 2013

TECHNOLOGY

TELECOM

AUTOMOTIVE

Source: Engagement Labs TotalSocial®
Brands owned by the 100 largest advertisers of 2017
except for HP and HTC

Based on the five-year trends shown here, major advertisers
have very real reason to question whether they were getting
the return on their investments in 2018 that they enjoyed
five years ago. A key factor is likely the decline of
ad-supported television and the shift to less engaging
forms of paid media.

engagementlabs.com

But not all brands are suffering in this regard. Plenty of
brands are gaining conversations compared to past years.
Among these brands, the gainers include Amazon,
Samsung, LG, Dove, and Axe (See Appendix page 11 for a
more complete list of brands that are up or down versus five
years ago). What many of these brands have in common is
a commitment to highly engaging and creative digital
advertising.
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SURVIVING THE SHIFT AWAY
FROM PAID TV
Numerous studies by Engagement Labs have shown that
consumer conversations “supercharge” advertising—and
particularly, TV advertising. The reason paid television
advertising has been so popular with advertisers is that it is
very hard to beat power of full motion video, with sound, on
a large screen watched by most members of a household.
TV also has the advantage that it is often watched socially,
by two or more people at the same time. In research for
Turner Sports and CBS, for example, Engagement Labs has
shown that advertisers get a bigger conversation bump
when consumers watch together, whether at home or
out-of-home. Digital advertising, in contrast, is more rarely
watched by more than one person at a time, reducing the
potential for the advertising to drive conversations.
Why does this matter? Because conversations among
consumers drive about 19 percent of purchases, according to
a new paper published in the MIT Sloan Management Review,
including conversations that are triggered by paid
advertising.

What are marketers to do? Eric Reynolds, the CMO of
Clorox says marketing is going to change. He says “getting
the right people to have the right conversations” will be
important and that “there will be more marketing, but it’ll be
less obvious. It’ll be more inside people’s lives. People are
going to be going to their trusted networks for information,
not their traditional media.”
Practically speaking, this means thinking differently about
media buying and creative strategies. Rather than focus on
buying reach and tonnage, there will be a new emphasis on
developing relationships and driving engagement.
Story-telling and content marketing will become more
important. Long-term content sponsorships will be attractive
again, as way to develop a relationship between a brand
and a carefully chosen audience. Event and experiential
marketing become more important, too. Advertisers may
also experiment with trying get more value from lighter ad
loads, with a bigger emphasis on creative quality and
relevancy to the audience.

“There will be
more marketing,
but it’ll be less
obvious. It’ll be
more inside
people’s lives.
People are going
to be going to
their trusted
networks for
information, not
their traditional
media.”
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DOING IT THE RIGHT WAY
-- DOVE BRAND STORY
The Dove personal care brand was one of the first to move
toward telling brand stories that engaged consumers and
promoted conversation and sharing online. Dove’s “Real
Beauty” campaign has found many ways to encourage
people to feel better about their “natural” personal
appearances. It is one of the brands enjoying big increases
in engagement despite the broader, downward trend.

The audience for video content has never been larger.
Programming developed by the traditional television
networks is finding new channels for distribution,
but at a cost to the advertiser. The old model had many
disadvantages, particularly for consumers coping the
excessive ad loads during programs. But it did generate
engagement for advertisers. The question now is whether
new tools and techniques can replace the power of
television commercials to drive conversation for brands.
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STRATEGIES FOR INCREASING
CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT
TELL COMPELLING STORIES
WITH STRONGER CREATIVE

Think of your advertising as mini-movies
or TV shows. You need to earn eyeballs rather
than just buy them. You also need to drive
conversations. Decide which stories are best
suited to your brand and will engage your
target audiences.

SPONSOR WHAT
YOUR AUDIENCE LOVES

Pick a few programming platforms that your
target audience is consuming and launch
long-term sponsorship relationships that help
associate your brand with the sports,
concerts, TV series, or causes that make sense
for you.

engagementlabs.com

USE YOUR CURRENT
CUSTOMERS AS A
MARKETING CHANNEL

Give content to and create events for the
customers who already love you. Encourage
them to share your content and stories with
their friends who will be happy to hear your
story when told through a channel they trust.

MOVE FROM CPM
TO ROI

The commoditization of media audiences,
and pressure to reduce the cost per thousand
impressions—accelerated by the shift to
digital—is not driving value. It’s the quality
of the impression, not it’s low price, that
drives true return on investment.
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CONSUMER CONVERSATIONS
BIGGEST LOSERS AND GAINERS
BY CATEGORY
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ABOUT ENGAGEMENT LABS
Engagement Labs is an industry-leading data and
analytics firm that provides social intelligence
for Fortune 500 brands and companies. The
Company’s TotalSocial® platform focuses on the
entire social ecosystem by combining powerful
online (social media) and offline (word of mouth)
data with predictive analytics. Engagement Labs
has a proprietary ten-year database of unique

brand, industry and competitive intelligence,
matched with its cutting-edge predictive analytics
that use machine learning and artificial intelligence
to reveal the social metrics that increase marketing
ROI and top line revenue for its diverse group
of clients.

ABOUT TOTALSOCIAL®
TotalSocial® is a premier data and analytics
platform that provides brands with unique insights,
improved marketing ROI and strategies to grow
revenue.
Fueled by actionable online and offline data,
TotalSocial® is the only platform that encompasses
and listens to the entire social ecosystem.

With the only ten years database, TotalSocial®
offers unique, proprietary data about your brand,
industry and competitive intelligence.
With cutting-edge diagnostics, patent-pending
predictive analytics and machine learning,
TotalSocial® identifies business opportunities
and provides you with recommendations and
a roadmap to grow your revenue and achieve
your goals.

WANT TO KNOW WHAT YOUR BRAND’S
TOTALSOCIAL® PERFORMANCE IS?
Request a Demo

CONTACT US
information@engagementlabs.com
MEMBERS OF THE PRESS
media@engagementlabs.com
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