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PERSUASION LEADS TO SHORT-TERM SALES
Millward Brown introduced Persuasion questions in our 
Link copy-testing solutions in 1993, describing it as “one 
interesting and often useful measure, but not a magic 
number.” A lot of advertising seeks to grow brands 
by building brand associations that tries to influence 
consumers over time, but with the Persuasion questions 
we are measuring the ability of an ad to bring about an 
immediate change in consumer behaviour. An ad that is 
highly persuasive will change opinions of the brand at 
the time it is seen. The relevance of persuasion in an ad 
assessment will vary greatly, depending on the advertising 
objective. 

There is a clear relationship between having a persuasive 
ad and the likelihood of seeing an increase in short-term 
sales. Weak persuasion reduces the chance of a short-
term sales increasing, especially for new or small brands. 
However when an ad for a new brand scores highly on 
Persuasion, above average short-term sales increases are 
usually observed. 
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Persuasion is an important indicator of a short-term
sales response; especially for new brands
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WHAT MAKES AN AD PERSUASIVE?
Persuasion may not be the initial goal of every TV ad, but when you want to 
make an immediate impact on consumer behavior and generate an increase 
in short-term sales, your ads need to communicate something new, relevant, 
believable and different. Keep in mind that enjoyment is not in itself a factor in 
persuasion, but a lack of it can hurt and ad’s persuasive power.
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MAKING AN AD PERSUASIVE
Four factors contribute to an ad’s ability to communicate a 
motivating message that achieves a persuasive effect: the 
presence of news, relevance, a differentiating message, 
and credibility.

Persuasion correlates strongly with how ads perform in 
conveying new information (“news” here is defined by the 
consumer; what they see as “news” isn’t always the same 
as that intended by the advertiser).
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Link Database: USA

New Information

Persuasion correlates with news

R  = 0.59
2

An important corollary of this is that once the communica-
tion is no longer seen as “new,” it is unlikely to be persua-
sive; a second burst of the ad is unlikely to be as effective. 

Relevance also correlates with Persuasion… 
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Relevance

Persuasion correlates with relevance 

R  = 0.53
2

… as does Differentiation.  Ads have a much better 
chance of achieving a strong persuasive effect if they are 
differentiating—that is, if they are able to communicate 
news that sets them apart from other brands in their 
category.
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Link Database: USA

Persuasion correlates with difference

2

R  = 0.44

Credibility is also a critical factor. But credibility does 
not preclude some scepticism. A consumer response 
such as “I’d have to check it out before I believe it,” is a 
common and reasonable one. An ad that makes people 
curious about confirming its claims may encourage trial. 
What is essential is that the communication should not 
be seen as incredible.
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Credibility

Persuasion correlates with credibility

R  = 0.31
2
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THE ROLE OF ENJOYMENT
A high Enjoyment score doesn’t have a big positive 
effect on an ad’s ability to persuade, but there is 
evidence that ads that aren’t enjoyed (getting “bottom 
box” scores on Enjoyment) are less likely to achieve 
strong Persuasion. Disliking the messenger can be a 
barrier to accepting the message.

Immediate persuasion is unlikely if enjoyment is poor
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WHICH FACTOR IS MOST IMPORTANT? 
None of the four factors described above carries enough 
weight by itself to compensate for poor performance by 
the others. Rather, they are conditions which all need to 
be met if an ad is to generate the motivation necessary 
to immediately affect consumer behavior. Think of the 
Persuasion score as being like a cake—if just one of the 
main ingredients is missing, then the final result will not 
be very appetizing. 

The chart below shows how, if an ad scores well against 
most or all of the four key diagnostic factors, its chances 
of scoring highly for Persuasion are greatly increased: 

Percentage of cases seeing above average Persuasion by the number of
diagnostics achieving above average scores

Above average scores on new, relevant, credible &
different increase chances of strong Persuasion

Two out of four

New + Relevant + Credible + Different

Three out of four

One out of four

None above average

Above average
scores on…

Probability of above
average Persuasion

30%

11%

91%

69%

51%

Particularly note that having the last piece of the jigsaw 
puzzle in place—that is, succeeding on all four factors— 
raises the likelihood of having an above average 
Persuasion score to 9 in 10. 
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These findings hold true globally both for CPG and non-
CPG advertising.

They also hold true for print advertising:

Percentage of print cases seeing above average
Persuasion by the number of diagnostics above average

Print: Above average scores on new, relevant, credible &
different increase chances of strong Persuasion

Two out of four

New + Relevant + Credible + Different

Three out of four

One out of four

None above average

Above average
scores on…

Probability of above
average Persuasion

32%

8%

94%

63%

45%

And also for digital advertising:

Percentage of digital cases seeing above average
Persuasion by the number of diagnostics above average

Digital: Above average scores on new, relevant, credible &
different increase chances of strong Persuasion

Two out of four

New + Relevant + Credible + Different

Three out of four

One out of four

None above average

Above average
scores on…

Probability of above
average Persuasion

23%

9%

97%

73%

44%

Here are the findings from our research: If you don’t 
have important brand news to deliver, Persuasion will 
not be a useful metric. Focus on other responses. It’s 
rare to be able to improve the Persuasion score in an 
ad by changing the creative (unless people simply don’t 
understand the ad). The Millward Brown database shows 
that when we have re-tested revised ads, improvements 
on the Persuasion metric tend to be small.

TV advertising can have many different objectives, but 
if persuasion is your goal, addressing the issues raised 
here will help you maximize the effectiveness of your 
next campaign. 

If you liked  “What Makes an Ad Persuasive?” 
you may also be interested in...

“Measuring Long Term Ad Effects”
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