
Powering  
digital insights





Digital technology and constant connectivity has transformed consumer 
attitudes, needs and behaviours; and therefore transformed the business 
of marketing.

Our clients need marketing insights that help them to make decisions 
about how to play most effectively in this dynamic, real-time environment. 

At TNS, we innovate, invest in and mine digital technology and data to 
improve the depth and value of our research. We integrate social media, 
behavioural data, mobile and wearables, crowds and communities to build 
deep consumer understanding and ensure that marketing insights keep 
pace with digital life. 

We apply these insights to provide clear guidance on how to better 
leverage digital media – paid, owned and earned – in the context of 
traditional media and methods to best grow their business. 

We hope you find our perspectives here interesting. Please do get in touch 
to discuss any aspect of your digital marketing – we’d be happy to help! 

Best wishes, 

Sebastien Janini 
CEO, TNS Southern Europe, France & Benelux  
enquiries@tnsglobal.com
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1. Why real-time marketers
need a better radar



Major global or national events increasingly trigger their own 
marketing arms race. From the Superbowl to the birth of a royal 
baby, or the Grammy Awards: no potentially momentous occasion 
is complete, it seems, without an army of eager brand marketers 
planning the perfect real-time marketing response to it.

Real-time marketing can feel like an impossibly competitive area 
for brands – but that’s largely because their definition of it is far 
too narrow

Why real-time marketers need a better radar

This rhythmic test of brand strength and spontaneous creative 
skill has its winners and its losers, and the line between the two 
can be brutally clear. For every realtime marketing triumph from 
the likes of KitKat, Oreos or Samsung, there are plenty that fail to 
make an impact – or that make entirely the wrong kind.
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The lure of the big occasion

Brands are drawn to big occasions 
because they offer the prospect of 
becoming part of a moment that matters 
in their audience’s lives. Rigorously 
scheduled events enable them to plan in 
advance and focus their resources around 
a given few hours. Stripping down sign-
off procedures and clearing diaries for 
rapid turnarounds enables them to appear 
responsive and dynamic, part of the 
experience itself. Oreo’s famous “You can 
still dunk in the dark” Superbowl tweet 
from 18 months ago remains the ideal 
for real-time marketing and demonstrates 
what this type of strategy is ultimately 
designed to achieve: its success was to 
make Oreo a natural response to an 
unexpected moment that the vast majority 
of American families were experiencing 
simultaneously. 

Being the winning tweet on such 
mainstream moments can, of course, 
deliver jackpot returns in terms of retweets 
and amplified reach. However, brands that 
stretch too far in a bid to become involved 
risk appearing as the over-zealous and out-
of-place party guest: ignored until they 

blurt out something embarrassing. Delta 
Air Lines’ tweet intended to celebrate the 
US team’s World Cup victory over Ghana 
went disastrously wrong when it chose 
to represent the African country with an 
image of a giraffe – an animal not found 
in Ghana. In its desperation to be a part 
of the big occasion, Delta managed to 
appear unable to differentiate one African 
country from another. Less damaging but 
of negligible impact were the wave of 
tweets and posts from brands joining in 
to mark the birth of Kate and William’s 
son, Prince George, but few were able to 
secure real stand-out for their messages.

Such missteps are potentially damaging 
of course. But they also represent a 
serious misallocation of resources and 
attention. By defining real-time marketing 
as something that happens only on a 
given few dates in the calendar, too 
many brands are focusing on occasions 
when they have no relevance and passing 
up plenty of more accessible, more 
appropriate opportunities.
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Why real-time is becoming  
a requirement

Brands’ appetite for such real-time 
marketing is driven by the fact that more 
and more of life is experienced through 
digital media. Connected Life confirms 
that the average human being now spends 
3.8 hours online every day. Exploding 
ownership of multiple, and increasingly 
mobile, devices is encouraging digital 
platforms to overlap with other forms of 
media consumption, and all aspects of 
human experience. Traditional, interruptive 
advertising has proven spectacularly 
unsuccessful at integrating brands within 
this connected experience of the world. 
According to a stat released last year 
by Solve Media, you are more likely to 
summit Mount Everest than click on a 
banner ad. To cut through, brands need 
a way to get under the skin of the digital 
experience.

The reality of most  
real-time occasions

However, for brands to become a more 
consistent and meaningful part of their 
audience’s connected lives, they need a 
far more inclusive definition of what real-
time marketing involves. The moments 
that matter to people include major 
TV happenings and historic events, but 
they also include key religious dates and 
festivals such as Christmas, Ramadan or 
Chinese New Year, and they include a 
wealth of everyday occasions where the 
involvement of a brand could be natural, 
intuitive and appreciated. Twitter Everyday 
Moments highlights just some of the 
numerous smaller occasions where brands 
have a clear and valued role to play. 
The predictable rhythms of social media 
discussion around coffee, the weather or 
dinner plans provide real-time marketers 
with the ability to target the fabric of life 
at specific times of day and on specific 
social media channels, not just one-off 
events.

All too often these rich, real-time 
marketing opportunities are squandered 
because brands rely on superficial 
or incidental topline data to do their 
planning for them. On social media, rapid, 
automatic response is no substitute for 
contextual understanding.

Why real-time marketers need a better radar



Real-time risks

Real-time marketing is cluttered with 
misfires when clumsy attempts to engage 
through behavioural targeting become 
obvious to those they seek to target. This 
matters because brands’ permission to 
engage with consumers on social, and 
their permission to use personal data, is 
becoming more fragile all the time. At 
first glance, the fact that 40 per cent of 
global consumers say that they welcome 
engaging with brands on social platforms 
reads like an open invitation to keep 
tweeting, posting and updating. However, 
a closer look at the numbers reveals a 
different picture. For starters, the appetite 
for social media engagement is hugely 
skewed towards fast-growth markets 
such as India, South Africa, Indonesia 
or Nigeria, where mobile web access 
predominates and social media often 
represents the most accessible channel for 
brand engagement. In developed markets 
such as the UK and US, where much high-
profile social media marketing is directed, 

only around one in five people actually 
want to engage with brands on social, and 
the appetite for social media engagement 
varies hugely depending on the age of the 
audience.
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How to succeed in real-time – 
finding the sweet spot

To succeed, marketers 
need to identify their 
relevant real-time 
marketing sweet 
spots, where a specific 
audience’s needs and 
appetites overlap with the 
experiences their brand is 
equipped to offer. 

They must start with a detailed 
understanding of the audience itself: 
both the devices and platforms they 
are using, and their appetite for social 
media engagement with brands. This 
should be intertwined with an in-depth 
understanding of their own brand 
position and equity. Research around 
TNS’s NeedScope framework proves that 
successful, irresistible brands have the 
ability to align their brand experience 
across all the touchpoints where 
they encounter consumers. Seeking 
involvement at the right moments and 

in the right tone of voice is the key to 
extending this across real-time marketing 
opportunities.

TNS has pioneered an understanding 
of Situational Equity, using mobile data 
collection techniques to get closer to 
different contexts and occasions, and 
reveal how the equity that brands enjoy 
varies between them. The Starbucks logo 
above a coffee kiosk enjoys far greater 
power in the minds of commuters during 
the morning rush hour than it does at 
lunchtime, for example, when other café 
brands start to see greater equity. And 
the same fluctuations in situational equity 
occur throughout consumers’ online and 
social media routines: the minutes spent in 
bed with a coffee catching up on the day’s 
headlines on LinkedIn before getting up; 
the dilemma that confronts many office 
workers at the end of the day when they 
check Facebook on their phone whilst 
deciding whether to head to the gym or 
head home; the moments spent deciding 
what to cook for the evening meal – or 
multi-screening in front of the TV whilst 
arguing about who is going to do the 
washing up. All are real-time moments 
with real potential resonance, where a 
broad range of brands have different 
roles to play. By understanding social 

media users on an individual level (as 
Connected Life allows us to do), we can 
identify these occasions and target them 
appropriately. The best opportunities for 
real-time marketing lie in the moments 
when target audiences are most open and 
receptive, and when the brand in question 
has a genuine contribution to make to that 
particular occasion. The focus for brands 
should be on developing a real-time radar 
to identify these sweet spots. 

Why real-time marketers need a better radar

Brand idea and 
relevance

Target  
consumer

Needs at the 
occasion level

Sweet spot



From pre-meditated to genuinely 
responsive

The brands that develop and maintain 
this form of real-time radar are far better 
equipped to respond to spontaneous 
real-time marketing opportunities as 
they develop – and to judge which are 
genuinely appropriate for them to respond 
to. These opportunities can be born of 
major news, events, but much of the most 
powerful and effective real-time marketing 
actually results from brands’ direct 
interaction with consumers themselves.

Memorable examples of the intersection 
between real-time marketing and 
customer service include the business-class 
passenger in an airline lounge, who, after 
complaining on Twitter about the choice 
of music found the track quickly changed, 
and a tweet in response asking her 
whether she thought the new soundtrack 
was an improvement. Or perhaps most 
famously, Kit-Kat’s tweet challenging Oreo 

to a game of confectionary-based noughts 
and crosses, which sprang from a sweet-
toothed consumer agonising over which 
snack to choose.

Brands whose real-time marketing efforts 
are rooted in a proper understanding 
of their brand’s role are able to move 
beyond pre-meditated executions and 
strike a chord through responses that 
develop with the situation. If this takes 
hours rather than seconds, then results 
suggest that the extra time is worth it for 
something that truly hits the mark. It’s one 
of the myths of real-time marketing that 
the most successful brand activity is the 
quickest out of the blocks; in fact, being 
rapid is no substitute for being genuinely 
relevant. Arby’s wasn’t the first tweet 
about the hat worn by Pharrell Williams to 
perform at the Grammy’s; in fact, it only 
made its comment an hour or so after 
the singer’s set. It didn’t matter, because 
it established a contextual relevance that 
no other brand could match. Brands that 
are genuinely committed to being a part 
of connected lives need to find ways to do 
the same.

Being rapid is no 
substitute for being 
genuinely relevant.
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2. Leveraging technology to 
build better insights

The TNS digital toolbox



Connected Life: powering marketing  
in a digital age

Media fragmentation is often described as the greatest challenge 
of the digital age. In reality, it’s the greatest opportunity. 
Connected Life – a TNS study - explores how technology has 
transformed the lives of people and the implications for brands. 
Covering over 55,000 regular internet users in 50 countries, it 
offers essential insight into the impact of the growing digital 
ecosystem on the media landscape. 

Habits and usage research 
for a mobile world 

Mobile habits and usage diaries uncover a deep behavioural 
understanding that is not feasible with studies reliant on recall. 
Mobile habits and usage diaries facilitate

     Closer to the moment questioning

     Pre-defined respondent reminders to maintain engagement

     Greater accuracy when reporting time taken to complete the  
     activity, and better representation of products used

     An in the moment read on attitudes to, and satisfaction with  
     the occasion

     A more accurate radar on identifying ‘white space’     
     opportunities

     Opportunity to build in ‘problem identification’ to evolve and  
     optimise the product portfolio

10



11

Evolving survey architecture  
for a mobile world

With declining PC usage and the proliferation of multi-device 
ecosystems, respondents want to complete surveys when, where 
and how they want. For many, this means mobile.

At TNS we continually evolve and adapt our survey architecture 
through research on research to ensure it is designed and 
optimised to deliver the best possible data, target group 
representation, and experience for respondents.

Mobile diaries: closer to  
the moment consumer insight

Compared to survey methods where consumption is reported 
based on recalled transactions, mobile diaries record actual 
events closer to the moment of consumption or usage. By 
getting closer to the moment of truth than ever before they 
offer improved insight in many areas, including:

     Understanding consumption

     Product usage

     Purchase decisions

     Customer experience

     New product testing

The TNS digital toolbox



Predictive social brand tracking 

Brand tracking data has traditionally provided a ‘rear mirror’ 
view – understanding how brands were perceived, rather than 
providing forward looking guidance. Incorporating social and 
search data into tracking programmes can keep brand insights 
up to date and act as a lead indicator of brand equity over time. 
Rather than understanding what your equity was, it provides 
an indication of what it is likely to be - predicting equity 
scores up to eight weeks in advance. This gives you a valuable 
window of opportunity to take course-correcting action before 
competitors.

A brand guidance system powered 
by precision in the moment 

For individual consumers, brand equity is never constant. It 
fluctuates according to the occasion: time of day, location, 
activity, social context. To measure ‘situational’ equity you need 
to look beyond a snapshot picture of your brand’s equity to see 
the fluctuations and understand what is causing them.

We have pioneered a new approach to measure situational 
equity, using mobile to get closer to the moment when people 
select a brand. Getting closer to the moments of brand 
selection provides a true understanding of what really drives the 
choices people make.

Predicted category volume

Jan 2012 Dec 2012

Category volume

Tracking brand health with social data: CPG short purchase cycle
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The TNS digital toolbox

Evaluating social campaigns on Twitter

Our analysis of Twitter data provides real-time understanding of 
who and what is driving conversation around your campaign - 
and insight that informs how to best influence it as the campaign 
rolls out.

Using social insights for product  
launch evaluation

Knowing how a new product is doing in the early days can 
inform the success of the launch. Insights from social data can 
rapidly gauge reactions to a new product launch amongst an 
engaged target audience.



Extending the value of  
segmentation with social insight 

By mapping social conversation data to existing pre-defined 
segments, we can understand the evolution of your key 
target’s needs over time and by season.

We help you understand which social channels are the right 
ones to engage with your target segments. 

Enhancing customer understanding  
with social data 

By analysing what customers say online about products and 
services, competitive offers and their experiences at each step 
of their customer journey, we provide clients with deep insights 
into their operational performance, complemented with an 
understanding of how social conversation relates to different 
aspects of customer loyalty.
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Decision-making in a connected world 

Connected Life explores how technology is transforming the  
lives of consumers across the planet.

Covering over 55,000 regular internet users in 50 markets 
around the world, Connected Life offers essential insight into 
the impact of the growing digital ecosystem on the media 
landscape.

It uncovers new and exciting opportunities for marketers to  
connect with their consumers in this increasingly complex  
environment.

Find out more at connectedlife.tnsglobal.com



3. Marketers: the future is ready 
for you now



In an ideal world, nobody would ask a market researcher to tell 
them what their brand equity was a month or two ago. Neither 
would they ask to know the thoughts and feelings only of 
people who were prepared to spend time answering questions. 
Marketers want a full picture of what’s really happening to 
their brand, right now. And they want to know in time to do 
something about it. Yet that’s not what they currently get. 

Extensive research from TNS proves that social media and search 
data can accurately predict the results of brand tracker surveys 
months in advance. The implications for market research are 
enormous.

Marketers: the future is ready for you now

It’s true that backward-looking, inevitably unrepresentative 
surveys are better than nothing when it comes to understanding 
your brand equity and making plans to manage it. However 
it’s vital that both marketers and researchers remember that 
traditional brand trackers are inherently a ‘make do’ solution. Our 
industry has been waiting its whole life for something better to 
come along. Now something better has arrived.
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The next generation  
of tracking is ready 

For as long as ‘big data’ has been doing 
the rounds as a concept, there’s been 
the promise of using social media and 
search content to provide an instant, 
real-time snapshot of what consumers are 
saying, thinking and feeling. The potential 
is obvious: you have access to a full 
range of unfiltered opinions about your 
category or brand that respond to events 
as they happen. They provide you with 
insights that are inherently actionable, in 
a timeframe that lets you do something 
about them. It helps too that mining the 
potential of search and social data is likely 
to be more cost-effective than enlisting 
an army of researchers to stop people in 
the street, call them on the phone or ping 
them with online surveys. 

However, there have been plenty of 
understandable concerns about the real 
capability of search and social to perform 
the brand tracker role. On the one 
hand, the sheer noise of all the tweets, 
posts, updates and searches on the 
web makes isolating those that actually 
mean something to a particular brand 

look like a Herculean task. On the other, 
that megalith of social media and search 
content isn’t itself fully representative. 
Not everybody embraces social media 
with enthusiasm – what of the significant 
number of people who prefer to 
express their feelings and opinions the 
old-fashioned way? Do social media 
loudmouths who tweet 30 times a day 

inevitably outweigh those who restrict 
themselves to an hour or so of social 
media time in the evenings?

Representativeness has always been a 
central concern of researchers. However, 
if we are honest with ourselves, it’s a 
concern only because it affects our ability 
to predict the future accurately. We’re 
not in this business to give everyone an 
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How social and search can predict 
the future 

We developed an approach for 
aggregating and cleaning social media 
and search data to isolate only the content 
of genuine relevance to a brand. We also 
developed techniques for integrating 
this cleaned data with previous brand 
equity studies for that particular brand, 
to identify the big data signals that would 
correspond to shifts in brand equity. And 
then we tested how effective our search 
and social model would have been in 
predicting shifts in brand equity that had 
taken place in the past.

The results were nothing short of 
spectacular. Our social and search listening 
data delivered an R2 of 0.9 when it came 
to correlating with brand equity surveys. 
In other words, our approach explained 
90% of the variations in brand equity 
that subsequently took place. And it did 
so up to 8 weeks in advance of when 
these changes appeared in survey results. 
By unleashing the power of big data, we 
were able to bring previously retrospective 
brand tracker insights into the real-time 
present, at a stroke.

Look deeper and the results are more 
promising still. Mentions of brand 
attributes in social media correlated far 
more closely with actual brand equity than 
did the attributes listed in responses to 
survey questions. And, when marketing 
spend data is combined with social media 
data, modelled sales predictions are even 
more accurate. The fact that social media 
and search can predict brand equity isn’t a 
fluke – it’s a natural outcome of data that 
appears more robust and more predictive 
at every level.

equal chance to have their say; we’re in 
it to reveal the real situation in as rapid 
and efficient a way as possible. The 
acid test isn’t whether search and social 
data captures the views of every single 
consumer out there; it’s whether we can 
accurately predict changes in brand equity 
on the basis of the consumers it does 
capture.

In an exhaustive series of studies covering 
61 brands across a broad range of 
categories, TNS has proven that we can.
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Detecting the changing 
conversation  

The answers to these questions can 
change over time, of course. And in the 
real-time world that search and social 
media listening enables, they can change 
quite quickly. Because of this, the ability 
of our model to detect emerging trends 
and adjust to track them can be hugely 
important. The launch of a new product 
such as the Apple Watch produces rich 
listening data that can help marketers 
fine-tune their strategy for maximising 
incremental sales. However, it also 
introduces entirely new themes to the 
social media and search conversation, 
and new attributes that are relevant to 
both the new product and others in its 
category.

Mind and the machine: perfecting 
search and social listening 

How were we able to overcome the 
concerns that exist around search and 
social media listening, and deliver such 
an accurate prediction of brand equity? 
By integrating contextual understanding 
into the isolation of relevant data, and the 
analysis and modelling of that data. We 
didn’t invite machines to do our thinking 
for us; instead we used intelligent analysis 
of the context for each brand to translate 
the stream of content into meaningful 
results.

When it comes to cleaning the data and 
isolating relevant content and searches, 
there are obvious steps involved such as 
targeting the right geographies, de-
duping, adjusting for promotions and 
ensuring that content is genuinely about 
the category. When is a discussion about 
Apple related to technology and when is 
it concerned with baking or groceries, for 
example? However, there are also more 
contextual judgments to be made about 
when content is relevant – and what 
it really signifies: what are the relevant 
attributes for a category like technology, 

auto, or paper towels? Which types of 
comments relate to those attributes? And 
what constitutes a positive, negative or 
neutral comment in this context?
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Beyond brand tracking: the 
broader potential 

Guiding and optimising the launch of 
new products is just one example of how 
predictive big data can deliver benefits 
far outside the traditional brand-tracking 
arena. The same techniques that can 
predict brand equity can provide crucial 
real-time insight as to how a new 
product’s features meet the expectations 
of the market, the improvements that 
could drive loyalty and repeat purchase, 
and the likely impact of the launch on 
the brand owner’s current portfolio. 
And they can do so in a timeframe that 
enables effective launch optimisation. 
When it comes to customer experience, 
effective social media listening is a vital 
tool for detecting divergences from 
the optimal, and feeding actionable 
insight on appropriate responses to the 
frontline. When we combine these new 
forms of real-time data with our growing 
understanding of situational equity, we 
are able to develop exception-based 
reporting that can provide early warning 
of the impact of negative headlines – or 
competitor activity.

Final call for surveys? 

Does this mean the end for survey-based 
data? Far from it. We believe that adding 
a new search and social ‘spine’ to brand 
tracking liberates surveys to do a job 
that they are better suited to. And it 
unlocks the potential of shorter, smarter 
questionnaires to deliver new levels of 
understanding and value. 

It’s a well-known fact that long surveys 
crammed with attribute-related questions 
are a disaster for data quality. Now that 
we are able to detect those attributes and 
predict brand equity faster and more cost-
effectively through search and social, we 
can free our surveys from them. Instead 
we can target questionnaries at the 
areas where they can make the greatest 
contribution: providing individual-based 
insight that complements and deepens the 
aggregate view provided through search 
and social data.

21

Marketers: the future is ready for you now



Tracking change  
Tracking’s new search and social spine: 
six big advantages resulting from the TNS 
approach 

     Tracking goes from retrospective to  
     real-time, with 90% of brand equity  
     variation captured 8 weeks in advance  
     of traditional results 

     More accurate sales predictions and  
     closer correlation with brand equity  
     than traditional survey responses 

     Can adjust to track emerging themes  
     and trends for any category 

     Enables rapid launch optimisation  
     and rapid-response customer  
     experience management 

     Triggers shorter, smarter surveys, to  
     explore the reasons for variations at an  
     individual level 

     Significantly more cost-efficient than  
     traditional approaches 

Introducing intelligent, adaptive 
tracking 

Intelligent, adaptive tracking is the result: 
the integration of a real-time search and 
social view with in-depth surveys that can 
be triggered and served automatically 
whenever the listening data calls for it. 
When this data detects significant or 
unexpected variations in brand equity, 
surveys can be automatically triggered 
to help explore the reasons for them. 
When new themes are detected, we can 
use focused questionnaires to investigate 
further and reveal the role that these 
emerging discussions are playing within 
the category landscape. 

The value of our search and social media 
spine increases exponentially the more 
we are able to attach responsive modules 
(the nerves and sinews of research) to it. 
By bringing our understanding of brand 
equity into the real-time present, we give 
ourselves and our clients the reaction 
time to explore in greater depth, develop 
more intelligent responses and make 
better decisions. The ability to do so can 
rejuvenate research’s contribution to brand 
management.
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These articles were first published in Intelligence Applied, the home of the 
latest thinking from TNS, where we discuss the issues impacting our clients, 
explore what makes people tick and spotlight how these insights can create 
opportunities for business growth.
 
Please visit www.tnsglobal.com/intelligence-applied for further information.

TNS advises clients on specific growth strategies around new market entry, 
innovation, brand switching and customer and employee relationships, 
based on long-established expertise and market-leading solutions. With a 
presence in over 80 countries, TNS has more conversations with the world’s 
consumers than anyone else and understands individual human behaviours 
and attitudes across every cultural, economic and political region of the 
world.
 
TNS is part of Kantar, the data investment management division of WPP 
and one of the world’s largest insight, information and consultancy groups.

About Intelligence Applied

About TNS

Get in touch 
If you would like to talk to us about anything you 
have read in this report, please get in touch with:

Bram van Schaik
Commercial Development Director 
TNS NIPO
t +31 (0)20 522 54 99
e Bram.van.Schaik@tns-nipo.com 

Guénaëlle Gault
Chief Digital Officer 
TNS Southern Europe, France & Benelux
t +33 (0)1 40 92 45 27
e Guenaelle.Gault@tnsglobal.com
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