
Confessions 
of the Ad Men 

POINT OF VIEW

Do media planners and buyers see the world as others do, and does it affect 
the decisions they make?
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Our Point of View: As advertisers continue to move towards digital-first media 
budgets, we couldn’t help but wonder whether this trend is in part being driven by 
the behaviors of the advertiser, and not the target market. Studies confirm that the 
people making decisions on how advertising budgets should be allocated sit at the 
extreme end of the spectrum on media usage. Don’t let your bias drive your media 
budget - ensure that your creative and media planning reflects your target, not just  
a younger, more urban, tech-savvy group.

Confessions  
of the Ad Men

Overview
•	 In all walks of life and throughout history, people have 

projected their own worldview onto their surroundings 
to help better understand it: we also tend to use mental 
shortcuts (heuristics) to help us make decisions, but 
these can often be misinformed and ill-judged.

•	 Our own Perils of Perception studies show that 
around the world we readily use stereotypes and 
biases to form opinions. On topics ranging from 
obesity, internet penetration to immigration, it seems 
that we are quite incapable of estimating the state of 
our own nations!

•	 People working at advertisers, at creative agencies 
and at media agencies are responsible for making 
multimillion dollar decisions about where money 
should be invested. They tend to be younger,  
more urban and more tech-savvy than the population 
as a whole. They think about media and behave 
differently from the rest of the population.

•	 As well as thinking and behaving differently from other 
people, they also seem to project their own behavior’s 
onto that of others when asked how they think other 
people behave. For example, they believe that the 
U.K. population spends only half of its viewing time 
watching television programs live – when the true 
figure is 87%. And they predict that more than a third 
of TV viewing is on devices other than a television set 
– when the figure is in fact just 2%.

It’s not all about you…
One of the first lessons a budding market researcher is 
taught is not to project their own behavior and attitudes 
onto those of others. In other words, the ‘sample of one’ 
fallacy. It’s not always an easy rule to follow: we naturally 
draw on our own experiences and opinions when we 
are designing questionnaires or analyzing results.

However, it is important to let the data speak for itself as 
much as possible, and listen, rather than opine, and to 
try and truly understand what the people we are talking 
to are thinking and doing.

A study by Accenture in 2011 found that 23% of senior 
managers they spoke to described personal experience 
as ‘very important’ when making decisions about their 
customer needs. A similar number preferred to rely 
on ‘simple’ data and facts, while 17% credited more 
complex data analysis. Five years on, there is of course 
far more data available to make decisions. But people’s 
own preferences and prejudices undoubtedly come into 
play when sifting and interpreting these data.

‘Déformation professionelle’ describes the tendency to 
perceive the world through the point of view of your own 
profession. Take an architect, for example: when they 
look at a building, they see a structure and appreciate 
its form and lines. To the layperson, while they may like 
or dislike the building, they just see a building. One 
could say the same of photographers or filmmakers: 
they will look at photographs and films differently to 
non-professionals.
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“	Now, what I want is Facts… Facts alone are wanted in life. 
	 Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can  
	 only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts.”
-	 Charles Dickens: Hard Time

The question is: Do media planners and buyers see 
the world as others do, and does it affect the decisions 
they make?

The Perils of Perception
Ipsos has previously fielded research which compares 
what people think is true and compared it to reality.  
The study, Perils of Perception, ran in 33 countries 
in 2015 and 40 in 2016. To pick just a few examples,  
we found that:

•	 When Canadians are asked how much they think 
we spend on healthcare, we think we spend more 
than one quarter of our GDP, when we actually 
spend only 10%.

•	 Canadians think we are much less happy than we 
really are - 60% think we are happy, when the actual 
number is 87%. However, Canadians perform best 
on this measure, guessing the closest to the actual 
number of any of the countries measured.

•	 When asked about the share of immigrants in the 
population, the perception in France was that it was 
just over a quarter – compared to the actual figure 
of just 12%.

•	 Chinese respondents, when asked about the 
proportion of people likely to have internet access at 
home, thought the figure to be around 72%. In fact, 
it’s actually under 50%.

•	 People in Russia think their country’s population 
in 2050 will be 160 million – much higher than the 
United Nation’s projection of 129 million.

In other words, there is a clear gap between perception 
and reality on many topics. The gaps vary by individual 
and certain patterns emerge between countries,  
where the gaps are greater for some topics than they 
are in others.

There are many reasons why such gaps can arise:  
it could be the company we keep, the news sources we 

consult, and a variety of external factors. Déformation 
professionelle can also be a reason why perception and 
reality can differ.

In the advertising and marketing business, there has 
been a strong push in recent years towards preparing 
for a world where people are spending more and more 
time online via their PCs, smartphones and tablets 
and carrying out a growing number of transactions 
on them. Advertisers need to place messages where 
their customers and potential customers will see them 
and know that they need to embrace the digital world.  
Few media agency mission statements do not include 
words like ‘digital-first’, ‘mobile-first’ or ‘programmatic.’

But is the perception running ahead of the reality?

There can be no doubt that this trend is a real one.  
The average adult in the U.S. or U.K. spends more than 
3 hours every day online compared to perhaps 20-30 
minutes reading printed newspapers and magazines.

However, averages can hide great variability. Young 
urban sophisticates are far more digitally and mobile-
savvy than, say, older rural retirees. And this can be a 
problem if these same urban sophisticates are making 
decisions about how best to reach potential consumers 
for a wide variety of goods and services.

Two recent U.K. studies suggest that people making 
decisions on how advertising budgets should be 
allocated sit at the extreme end of the spectrum on 
media usage.

Canadians think we are 
much less happy than we 
really are - 60% think we 
are happy, when the actual 
number is 87%. 

“
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The London  
Media Planner
In July 2016, Newsworks, the U.K. marketing body for 
national newspapers, asked a small group of media 
planners and media managers to keep an electronic 
diary of their activities – including the media they 
consumed – over a one-week period.

It was based on the same method used by the familiar 
IPA Touchpoints studies and designed as a snapshot of 
media behavior from this very influential group of people, 
rather than as a representative sample projectable to a 
larger population.

These were people who, responsible as they are for 
many millions of dollars of advertising placement 
decisions, might be expected to be particularly heavy 
media users of all types. The findings revealed that this 
was not the case.

The Findings: 

•	 London-based media planners claimed to watch 
40% less television than the average adult. Media 
managers say they watch only one third as much.

•	 Almost one third of media planners’ viewing is 
to (largely commercial-free) Netflix, compared to 
just 10% for young adults outside London (actual 
observed data is not available).

•	 Media professionals spend about half as much time as 
the average adult reading printed newspapers. They 
also spend less time reading news brands online.

•	 Email usage amongst media professionals was close 
to double that of the average adult.

In other words, media professionals are not like other 
people. Managers especially seem to have very low 
levels of usage compared to the rest of the population.

Thinkbox
The findings of this study were echoed in a larger 
survey Ipsos Connect ran recently for Thinkbox, the 
U.K. marketing organization for commercial television. 
Once again, we were looking to test whether 
déformation professionelle existed in the advertising 
industry – were people working in the profession 
somehow projecting their own worldview onto the rest 
of the world – a world they were helping their clients to 
communicate with?

We spoke to people working in media, creative and 
digital agencies, as well as to advertisers themselves. 
Do the people designing, planning and creating 
advertising have similar media habits and perceptions 
of advertising as the British public? More importantly, 
do they understand how they behave, think and feel?

Differences between ‘ad people’ and the British public 
extend past the obvious demographic factors such as 
age and where they live. Ad people are more active 
on online services and websites including Netflix, 
Buzzfeed and social media sites. They also claim to 
use more devices to watch TV than the British public – 
for example via their tablets, laptops and smartphones.

When it comes to estimating their media behavior and 
opinions, we compared the industry perspective of the 
British public to BARB and Touchpoints data to reveal 
that ad people do indeed fall into the déformation 
professionelle trap: they think that people engage with 
media and care about advertising much more than 
they really do.
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For Example: 

•	 When asked what share of viewing they thought the 
population as a whole devoted to live viewing (as 
opposed to catch-up and on-demand programming 
from the main broadcasters) the average prediction 
from the ad industry was 49% (which was not far 
different from what people thought themselves). 
The reality is that live viewing actually accounts for 
87% of the total.

•	 Advertising professionals also missed the mark 
in predicting that 37% of viewing takes place on 
devices other than a TV set. The real number is 
around 2%.

•	 Practitioners estimated that YouTube was watched 
on average for 62 minutes a day per person. The 
actual figure is just 16 minutes!

•	 Staying with the general assumption of the ubiquity 
and constant presence of digital devices in people’s 
lives, industry pundits assumed that half of all 
viewing would be accompanied by multi-screening 
(checking phones and other devices while in front 
of the television set). Official data from Touchpoints 
suggest the figure is closer to 19%.

Conclusions
•	 People working in media agencies and in advertiser 

marketing departments are responsible for helping 
advertisers to make decisions on where best to 
allocate their budgets. To do this well, they need a 
good understanding of their clients’ needs and of 
the relative strengths and weaknesses of the media 
options available.

•	 It might be assumed that this would make them 
heavier than average consumers of all forms of 
media. In fact, data from both a small-scale diary 
study and a larger online recall study suggest the 
opposite: media and advertising professionals are 
lighter than average viewers of commercial TV and 
readers of printed publications.

•	 They are, on the other hand, much heavier users 
of social media and many newer, digital forms of 
television. In short, their behaviors are quite different 
from the people they are likely to be targeting their 
advertising at.

•	 It is certainly hard to estimate the ‘correct’ share of 
budgets that should be going to each medium on a 
macro level.

•	 Advertising on the internet and mobile will overtake 
television in 2017 to become the world’s largest 
medium. This increase in spending has accompanied 
massive growth in the reach and time spent with 
digital media.

•	 But in looking at all the influences driving digital 
media spending forward, what is the importance – 
if any – of the behavior and attitudes of the people 
making media allocation decisions? Are they 
investing ahead of real changes in people’s behavior, 
or merely keeping up with them? Certainly, those 
working in and around the advertising business 
need to ensure that they continue to look carefully 
at the data available on media habits to ensure they 
understand how people outside their media bubble 
are behaving.

Practitioners estimated that 
YouTube was watched on 
average for 62 minutes a 
day per person. The actual 
figure is just 16 minutes!

“
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Team
Andrew Green  
is Global Head of Audience Solutions  
at Ipsos Connect 
andrew.green@ipsos.com

Daniel Blackwell  
is Senior Research Executive  
at Ipsos Connect 
daniel.blackwell@ipsos.com

About Ipsos
Ipsos is an independent market research company 
controlled and managed by research professionals. 
Founded in France in 1975, Ipsos has grown into a 
worldwide research group with a strong presence in 
all key markets. Ipsos ranks third in the global 
research industry.

At Ipsos we are passionately curious about people, 
markets, brands and society. We make our changing 
world easier and faster to navigate and inspire clients to 
make smarter decisions. We deliver with security, speed, 
simplicity and substance. We are Game Changers.

With offices in 87 countries, Ipsos delivers insightful 
expertise across six research specializations: 
advertising, customer loyalty, marketing, media, public 
affairs research, and survey management.

Ipsos researchers assess market potential and interpret 
market trends. We develop and build brands. We help 
clients build long-term relationships with their 
customers. We test advertising and study audience 
responses to various media and they measure public 
opinion around the globe.

Visit www.ipsos.ca to learn more about Ipsos’ offerings 
and capabilities.


