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W5 on Copytesting 

 

W5 is a collaborative research partner, creatively blending the insight from qualitative research 
with the rigor of quantitative analysis and the strategic category knowledge needed to break 
through today’s cluttered marketplace. 

This white paper summarizes our holistic approach to copytesting research and illustrates its 
benefits in supporting the development and execution of meaningful and effective advertisements.  

 

What is Copytesting? 

Copytesting is a means of researching in depth the effectiveness and appeal of an advertising 
campaign, using qualitative and/or quantitative methodologies. Such research can be conducted 
at any point during the creative development process. When testing a ñrough sketchò of an 
advertisement, research results can be used to guide the development of the content and format 
of advertisement copy. When testing final executions for an advertising campaign, results from the 
research can be used to assess overall tone and diagnostics to select the most meaningful, 
appealing, and effective executions. 

Copytesting is often perceived as adversarial to the creative process, sometimes rightly so. Rarely 
does the process involve integrating the strategy of a particular agencyôs team or the unique 
contributions of its account planners with testing the brandôs overall messaging (i.e., incorporating 
the creative brief). We believe that copytesting is a key element in the developmental process, 
focusing on the nuances of branding, identity, and persuasion, more than simply applying a series 
of formulaic and diagnostic metrics. 

For copytesting to be an effective research tool, it must evaluate the complete communication 
power of a particular advertisement, providing insight into how consumers perceive, think about, 
feel about, and interact with the advertisementôs textual, visual, and/or aural components. With 
such a holistic approach, copytesting can be used to evaluate advertisements in a diverse range 
of media, including newspapers, magazines, broadcast television, radio, and the Web.  

All good advertising tells a story. We at W5, too, seek to develop a story, based on solid 
qualitative and quantitative research, rather than just a series of scores, to explain what is and 
isn't happening in respondentsô interpretations of and reactions to elements of creative 
development. The scores, by themselves, are just reductive numbers that lack specificity and thus 
"mean" little. We believe that understanding how people perceive advertising should be as 
compelling as the creative process itself and not something that is an unfortunate requirement of 
the business world. Good advertising is a successful melding of commerce and art, and its 
evaluation should be equally creative. 
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Why Conduct Copytesting Research? 

While no one will argue the point that effective advertisements help establish a strong brand 
identity, there is still debate as to how a strong brand identity produces a clear return on 
investment. As shown in Figure 1, below, W5 understands that effective advertising must work on 
a number of levels. If any of the goals outlined below are not achieved, clientsô advertising budgets 
are poorly spent. 

TRIAL / PURCHASE

Create a call to action 

among target audiences
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target audiences
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intended messages
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Reach target audiences and 

ñgrabòtheir attention
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Figure 1: Achieving Return on Advertising Budget 

 
All too often, however, marketers and agencies launch an advertising campaign without 
conducting the research necessary to determine whether the advertisements will resonate with the 
target audiences or result in the desired action. W5 understands the investment in effort and 
expense involved in the development and launch of an advertising campaign; we can provide 
copytesting research to ensure that your advertising is well received and reduce the chances that 
an ad will not fit with the brand or resonate with its target audiences, possibly doing more harm 
than good.  
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How Does Copytesting Fit into the Creative Development Process? 

Developing effective advertising campaigns involves a number of steps. Generally, there are three 
stages in the development process in which copytesting can play a key role, as illustrated below in 
Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Copytesting in the Creative Development Process 

 

Qualitative research methodologies are appropriate in earlier stages of the development process, 
as they provide clear, directional results in an efficient and cost effective manner. Results from 
qualitative message testing and copytesting may also be used to fine tune and optimize the 
tonality and determine which executional elements work best within the context of the overall 
campaign theme. 

Quantitative copytesting research is ideal for measuring the appeal and effectiveness of an 
advertising campaign, as well as other key diagnostic metrics, with the power of statistical 
reliability to provide more definitive results. The results of pre-flight quantitative copy testing may 
also be used to establish benchmarks against which subsequent, post-flight quantitative tracking 
results can be measured.  

 

Qualitative Message Testing 

The creative development process begins with concepts that are refined into a number of core 
messages (often using qualitative concept testing to facilitate that step). At this stage, qualitative 
message testing is typically used to conduct in-depth probing of both rational and emotional 
responses to core messages as well as other textual, aural, and/or visual elements that ultimately 
go into finished executions. Qualitative research gives one a better sense of critical but frequently 
unspoken emotional drivers that affect both receptivity to particular messages and trial or 
purchase decisions. Qualitative research efficiently uncovers a deeper understanding of the 
developmental process by extracting broadly applicable insight from a relatively small number of 
people. The premise is that by taking more time and effort with each research participant to move 
beyond preconceived barriers to attitudes and opinions, W5 researchers gain access to more 
content-rich belief structures that provide true market insight to support creative development.  
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 Qualitative Message Testing Methodology 

W5 typically conducts qualitative message testing research in traditional marketing research 
facilities, which allows us to present visual and audio stimuli as needed and engage 
respondents in a structured yet free-flowing, interactive discussion. We typically conduct this 
research employing mini-groups or traditional larger focus groups among like types of people. 
The smaller the size of the group, the more focus there will be on individual motivations, 
usually due to their respective degree of category experience.  

Still the most popular form of qualitative inquiry, group discussions allow for a timely and cost-
effective method of obtaining rich feedback regarding core messages and other textual, visual, 
and/or aural elements considered for an advertising campaign.  

 

 Discussion Flow 

W5 works closely with each client to develop a unique discussion guide to understand 
participantsô category awareness, usage, and attitudes; brand awareness, usage, and 
attitudes; and opinions and perceptions about messages or concepts. Effective group 
discussions, employing a series of individual and group exercises that stimulate participantsô 
vocal, visual, aural, and tactile senses, serve to invigorate a topic flow from the general to the 
specific, soliciting and adapting to participant feedback throughout. This provides an in-depth 
exploration of the "why" that is simply not possible with other techniques.  

For example, W5 often uses a qualitative assessment exercise in which individual participants 
assign a value to each messageôs ability to meet key goals prior to engaging in a group 
discussion of the responses. Figure 3, below, is an example of an individual participantôs 
responses.  

Messages

Respondent Name: John S.

Overall assessment

[Client-specific goal]

[Client-specific goal]

[Client-specific goal] 

The message fits my image of [brand] 

The message is unique

The message is appealing

321

Messages

Respondent Name: John S.

Overall assessment

[Client-specific goal]

[Client-specific goal]

[Client-specific goal] 

The message fits my image of [brand] 

The message is unique

The message is appealing

321

Strongly Agree

Somewhat Agree

Strongly Disagree

Somewhat Disagree

Neither Agree Nor Disagree

Favorite: Message 1

Why? It’s the most interesting and 

eye catching

Least Favorite: Message 2

Why? It doesn’t tell me anything and 

I don’t understand it
 

Figure 3: Example Message Review Process 

Exercises like this enable us to capture individual responses ñunadulteratedò by the influence 
of group discussions and provide a written record that proves useful in the analysis of results.  
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Qualitative Copytesting 

Once core messages have been tested, the next step in the creative development process is to 
develop a variety of ñrough sketchò executions incorporating the core messages and other 
elements that resonate most successfully with target audiences.  

At this stage, qualitative copytesting is typically used to conduct in-depth exploration of both 
rational and emotional responses to several variations on the core messages and other textual, 
aural, and/or visual elements using ñrough sketchò executions as stimuli. Our approach to 
conducting qualitative copytesting is similar to that used for qualitative message testing, described 
above, the primary differences being in the stimuli used and the specificity of the areas of 
questioning. As always, each research engagement W5 conducts is customized to suit the 
particular objectives of each client and each campaign.  

We recognize that in some instances an aggressive schedule or limited budget may preclude a 
step-by-step development process in which message testing and copytesting can be conducted 
sequentially. These stages can be, and sometimes are, combined. Our custom methodologies are 
adaptable, so we can accommodate the needs of clients in a hurry.  

Quantitative Copytesting 

The last step in the creative development process involves developing final executions for the 
campaign. At this stage, quantitative copytesting research is ideal for measuring the appeal and 
effectiveness of an advertising campaign, as well as other key diagnostic metrics, with the power 
of statistical reliability to provide more definitive results. The results of pre-flight quantitative copy 
testing may also be used to establish benchmarks against which subsequent, post-flight 
quantitative tracking results can be measured. 

W5 has developed a measure of overall advertising effectiveness, which we call Communication 
Power. A quantitative approach to copytesting research is useful for measuring key metrics of an 
advertisementôs Communication Power. Quantitative research allows W5 researchers to gather 
data from a wide range of target consumers, allowing us to statistically project research results to 
the overall target population.  

 Communication Power as a Metric 

In order to assess an advertisementôs overall effectiveness, or Communication Power, W5 
believes that we must first have a full understanding of existing perceptions of our clientôs 
brand essence and identity. As such, W5 consultants custom design each survey instrument 
to explore consumersô attitudes and perceptions about the brand and product prior to the 
presentation of the advertisements. Communication Power includes:  

Å Stopping power 
Å Appeal 
Å Breakthrough 
Å Believability  

Å Clarity  
Å Relevance 
Å Brand congruence 
Å Persuasiveness and call to action 

 

 Role of Account Planning 

At W5, we believe that the account planning and creative processes are just as important as 
the final product and therefore we incorporate the specific creative brief that relates to the 
advertisements being tested into the questionnaire. The presentation of these advertisements 
is then randomized in order to eliminate any primacy or recency effect biases. Respondents 
then answer a series of questions pertaining to the advertisementôs communication power. 
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Figure 4, below, illustrates the recommended flow of questioning for an example of a 
quantitative copytesting research study in which three executions of an advertising campaign 
are considered. In this example, respondents would evaluate both the visual and verbal (i.e., 
the taglines) elements of each advertisement, as well as each advertisement as a whole.  

 

 

Figure 4: Recommended Flow of Questioning 

 
W5 does not employ a ñstandardò survey instrument for each copytest we conduct. Rather, we 
adhere to the philosophy that breakthrough messaging is best achieved through a collaborative 
process of development and testing. We believe in working closely with each client to identify their 
specific goals and objectives prior to designing each survey instrument. In this way, each clientôs 
copytesting study truly reflects their unique research needs and is positioned appropriately to 
reflect the culture of the organization.  

 Quantitative Research Methodology 

W5 recommends using an online methodology* for quantitative copytesting research. In our 
experience, an online methodology provides the most effective, cost efficient, time sensitive, 
dynamic, and high quality solution for our clientsô needs. 

Given the breadth of information covered in a quantitative copytesting survey instrument, a 
series of scalar rating questions are used to capture information about consumersô awareness, 
usage, attitudes, and perceptions. An online presentation of such questions provides scalar 
rating questions in a table format that respondents can review and respond to at their own 
pace, allowing for quick but thoughtful and accurate responses.  

Furthermore, we recognize our clientsô needs to include high-quality images, video, and sound 
in copytesting research. An online methodology is the ideal vehicle through which to present 
multimedia stimuli to survey respondents. 

*  For more information, please refer to our white paper, “W5 on Online Research,” available online at 
www.W5insight.com.  

http://www.w5insight.com/
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 Sample 

W5 typically engages an online panel or online affiliate network specifically selected for each 
study, such as a panel of doctors and/or pharmacists for pharmaceutical advertising research. 
In our experience, we have found that data collection is a specialty unto itself. Some firms are 
more specialized in a particular category than others. W5 considers each clientôs individual 
and specific needs to select the ñbest-of-breedò partners most appropriate for recruitment of 
target consumers. Our selected partners are identified as the most knowledgeable in the 
category. W5 works closely with all online panel and online affiliate network partners to 
manage the collection of data, ensuring it is of the highest quality. Figure 5, below, illustrates 
the steps our online partners take to target only opt-in respondents, further ensuring the quality 
of the data. 

 

 

Figure 5: Online Data Collection 

 
Our online affiliate network partners work much like online panels, but are more flexible in 
structure and produce high quality, targeted recruitment. The primary benefits of utilizing 
online affiliate networks result from the use of multiple sources (i.e., not just panels, but also 
rewards programs, industry-related databases, website and organization memberships, etc.) 
for acquiring respondents. This ensures a higher quantity of available participants and also 
allows for easier acquisition of low incidence groups. 

 

In-Depth Reporting  

W5 serves not only as a research partner, but also as an analytic partner. In all engagements, W5 
provides each client with a full report detailing the relevant findings of the research. W5 produces 
a series of actionable conclusions and recommendations and provides specific key findings, which 
are demonstrated and illustrated through a series of applicable charts, tables, and explanations.  
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Figure 6, below, provides an example of qualitative reporting we develop for our clients, 
synthesizing all relevant findings from the research. 
 

 

Figure 6: W5 Reporting 

 W5 Evaluation Scorecard 

Specific to the evaluation of each advertisementôs effectiveness, W5 typically presents the 
overall results of the campaign evaluation using a scorecard method indicating where specific 
advertisements perform above average (green), average (yellow), or below average (red). This 
provides our clients with a graphical reference to quickly contextualize and understand ad 
effectiveness. Nuances and specific areas of performance are addressed in the text of the 
report, allowing our clients to understand challenges and areas of opportunity for each 
advertisement.  

Figure 7, below, is an example of the W5 evaluation scorecard for a series of four executions. 
 

 Ad Executions 

 1 2 3 4 

I would stop and read this ad     

The ad is appealing     

The ad is unique     

The ad fits with my image of [brand]      

[Client-specific metric]      

[Client-specific metric]     

[Client-specific metric]     

[Client-specific metric]     

 

Figure 7: Example W5 Evaluation Scorecard 

 
This method also allows our clients to evaluate each execution in comparison to the other 
executions tested during the research, providing clear guidance on where to proceed. In the 
above scorecard example, Execution 1 is clearly one to pursue, while Execution 4 is one that 
is not. In addition, specific metrics can be added or deleted in order to align the nuances of the 
testing process with the overall strategic direction of a campaign.  
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Frequently Asked Questions 

1. What are the advantages of conducting quantitative copytesting research online? 

We have found that an online methodology provides the most effective, cost efficient, and time 
sensitive option for a dynamic quantitative copytesting research study. An online methodology 
is not only less expensive than other, more traditional, methodologies, but it also ensures the 
highest quality data. Furthermore, an online methodology is the ideal vehicle through which to 
present multi-media information, such as high-quality images, video, and sound to survey 
respondents.  

2. What stimuli can be evaluated in copytesting research? 

Qualitative and quantitative copytesting research can be conducted during any phase of the 
creative development process and can be conducted using print (newspapers or magazines), 
broadcast (television or radio), and Internet advertisements. Due to the cost and time 
associated with developing a final, polished campaign, many of our clients conduct copytesting 
research with ñrough sketchesò of the final product, such as storyboards. This allows for the 
evaluation of multiple executions of an advertisement without the cost associated with the 
development of the final product. However, both qualitative and quantitative copytesting 
research can also be conducted with more final, polished advertisements to assess the 
effectiveness of the completed product. 

3. Can the results of my quantitative copytesting study be analyzed in comparison to 
norms? 

W5 analyzes and reports on marketing research study results to yield comprehensive 
conclusions and actionable recommendations specifically addressing the unique stated 
research objectives. As the quantitative survey developed will be customized to map to the 
final, approved areas of questioning, the subsequent results will be difficult to compare side-
by-side to normative data compiled from standardized marketing research. W5 advises against 
application of norms for comparison of quantitative results for most studies, due to several 
factors: 

 Differences between survey instruments used to collect normative data and used to 
collect data for the study 

 Disparities between the sample frame construction used in the studies compiled into 
normative data as opposed to the sample frame constructed specifically for the current 
study 

 The enormous range of variability in normative data 

 The adherence to strict integrity of question wording across surveys 

 The lack of integration of norms into a strategic business model 

 The lack of control over the methodology used for collection and synthesis of normative 
data 

W5 does not compile data from standardized, off-the-shelf research for advertising campaign 
studies that would be compiled into normative databases. W5 could acquire normative data for 
a quantitative comparison of results from an external resource, but the additional costs would 
be significant. Most importantly, the diversion away from constructing a survey instrument that 
is strategically linked to the research objectives, as opposed to a questionnaire linked to 
normative questioning, would be unproductive. 
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4. What are the benefits of working with W5 for copytesting research? 

Unlike many other marketing research firms, W5 does not subscribe to the idea that a clientôs 
needs can be met with a ñstandardò copytesting study. As such, we work closely with each of 
our clients to design a copytesting study to meet their specific needs and goals. Although we 
believe it is important to refer to previous research and our industry knowledge when 
designing studies, we do not rely on previously designed and implemented survey instruments. 

W5 strongly believes in the value and unique contribution that the account planning process 
brings to creative development. In designing a copytesting study, W5 will often integrate the 
insight of the creative brief into diagnostic metrics in order to evaluate messaging based upon 
its intended strategies. 

 

Want to Know More?  

Visit our web site at www.W5insight.com or contact us at inquiry@W5insight.com or (919) 932-
1117 for more information. 
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