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overview

these days, shopper marketers are shifting their advertising 

dollars to digital. according to the January 2013 issue of 

shopper marketing magazine, 74% of Cpg marketing 

executives said their advertising budgets for digital media will 

increase in 2013.1  and with good reason—shopper marketing 

groups learn more and more every day that digital advertising boosts 

offline sales. 

Digital ads perfectly complement other channels—including local 

newspaper ads, circulars, point-of-sale display, and even radio ads. 

and with print publications declining, including estimates that only 

37% of adult americans read a print newspaper,2  digital will become 

only more important.

the truth is that digital advertising works. But will your digital 

campaign boost your results? 

to answer this question, many top shopper marketing organizations 

have turned to sales lift studies to measure sales figures. Sales lift 

studies are the premium method—they use sales transaction data 

from retailers or directly from shoppers, who take part in research 

panels, to deduce the increase in sales produced by an ad campaign. 

it’s easy to justify digital advertising if you can say that a campaign 

produced a 12% increase in sales. 

But sales lift studies are expensive. although they offer incredibly 

useful data, their price tag puts them out of the budget of many 

shopper marketers. additionally, if you aren’t running a fairly large, 

national campaign, you may not be able to get enough data to run 

a valid study. 

so, what are the alternatives? 

proxY methoDS

most Cpg companies think only of sales lift for measurement. But 

there are other options. maxpoint often uses other methods than 

sales lift studies to deduce offline sales for our customers. We 

call these sales proxy studies. sales proxy studies test metrics 

that indicate an increase in sales, even if they don’t give an exact 

number. 

For example, an engagement survey that measures purchase intent, 

or the likelihood that a customer will purchase a product in a specific 

time frame, provides a strong indication of a sales increase without 

requiring access to sales data. 

The TWo key SaleS proxy meThodS are:

auDience match StuDieS—measure the share of a digital 

ad campaign’s impressions that reaches the intended audience 

segment. if you reach enough of a target audience, then you know 

your sales will increase. 

engagement SurveYS—measure customer attitudes and 

intentions across the sales cycle. there are several types of survey 

questions, but purchase intent questions are particularly relevant  

for sales. 

We created this guide so you know all of your available options. 

We’ll look at the proxy methods, but we’ll also show you some of the 

different options you have for sales lift studies. By the time you’re 

done reading, you should know exactly what options you have 

available, as well as when to use them. there’s a time and a place 

for each type of study—this will teach you what those are.

aren’t clicK-through rateS 
enough?
the industry standard for measuring digital campaigns 
has always been click-through rates (Ctrs). Ctrs are 
simple metrics that allow advertisers the ability to measure 
engagement on a basic level.

But here’s the problem: they’re too limited. if you look 
only at Ctrs, you will miss the forest for the trees. For 
example:

• CTRs do noT measuRe offline sales. 
CTRs are useful in tracking ecommerce 
purchases, but they’re only the first step toward 
understanding offline behavior. And because only 
roughly 5% of retail sales are via ecommerce, 
you’re unable to track the majority of retail 
purchases with CTRs alone.

• CTRs do noT measuRe any aTTiTudinal 
vaRiables. Yes, they measure basic 
engagement, but you cannot glean any customer 
attitudes, preferences, or beliefs from CTRs.

Ctrs measure engagement, but there is much more to 
measure. they’re a good metric to start with, but if you 
really want to measure advertising results,  
you should run one of the more  
in-depth studies.

1. Finkel, Ed. (2013, January). Trends 2013. Shopper Marketing, 26(1), 12–22.  |   2. The State of the News Media 2012, The Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2012.
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ad waste (n)—The measure of digital ad 
impressions served to users that do not match 
the intended audience segment

MaxPoint drastically reduces ad waste, even 
over other forms of digital advertising. By 
reducing ad waste, MaxPoint helps shopper 
marketing groups use their existing budgets to 
reach three times the number of markets than 
with other digital advertising delivery vendors.
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auDience match StuDieS
advertising is about two things: your message and your audience. 

although many advertisers focus on the message, you can’t 

overlook the audience. a powerful ad for a health food product loses 

its thunder if only fast food junkies see it. But if you efficiently target 

your most profitable audience, then even a mediocre ad can move 

the needle on your sales figures. With this in mind, many savvy 

shopper marketing groups know that by measuring audience match, 

they indirectly measure sales increases.

Digital advertising requires a slightly different mindset than traditional 

advertising. traditional print advertising involves the following 

process: you define your audience, you figure out what they read, 

and then you buy your placement. For example, let’s say you’re 

running a special sale for your product at retailers local to the st. 

Louis area. traditional wisdom dictates that you take out ads in the 

st. Louis newspapers.

however, there’s a hidden cost. When you purchase a newspaper 

placement, you’re not just paying for your target audience, but also 

for the other audiences. For example, if the readership is mixed and 

only a small portion of the newspaper fit your demographic, then 

you will also be paying for those readers outside of your target 

demographic. We refer to this as ad waste. 

With digital, you don’t buy placement, you buy an audience. For 

example, if you use maxpoint, you target ideal customers within a 

store radius regardless of what sites they visit online. rather than 

purchasing placement, you purchase a local audience. this can 

drastically reduce your ad waste, making your campaigns more 

effective and cost efficient. 

so how do you know if your digital ads really hit the mark? enter the 

audience match study.

proceSS

Typically, third-party market research firms run audience match 

studies using their access to consumer research panels. 

to join the consumer panels, each user must answer detailed 

questions about their background. additionally, each panel member 

agrees to have software installed on their computers that tracks their 

online behavior. Between the background info and the software, the 

research firm can tie each ad impression to an individual user and 

their demographic background. 

as a result, this is the process of completing an audience match study:

one or more digital ads are displayed to a group of users. 

The research firm polls the web histories of panel members to 
discover who received the advertisements.

The firm cross-references the background information of 
individual panel members to determine the percentage in-
target and target efficiency for the campaign.

KeY metricS

once the study concludes, you’ll receive the following metrics:

percentage in-target. this is the share of a campaign’s total 

impressions delivered to a matching target audience. For example, 

if 30 impressions out of a total 100 were delivered to the target 

audience segment, then the percentage in-target would be 30%. 

of course, this is a simplified example—the researchers calculate 

the percentage in-target based on a demographic’s over- or under-

representation on the consumer panel. therefore, the percentage in-

target is an estimate, although it is an extremely accurate estimate. 

Note: Percentage in-target can vary depending on the product 
and the industry. Therefore, there is no consensus on an  
industry benchmark.

target efficiencY. this is the percentage, expressed as a 

decimal of 1, of the target audience reached by the campaign 

against the total number of target users online. For example, if your 

campaign has a target efficiency of 1.25, then the delivery vendor 

served ads to an extra 25% of users than you would have had you 

simply blanket targeted the internet. 

Note: Although there is no concrete industry benchmark, a score 
higher than 1 indicates an effectively targeted campaign.
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proS:

So, why do an audience match study? Why not just go with the end-

of-campaign reports you get from your ad delivery vendor?

• get a more accurate reSult. ad delivery vendors 
focus on targeting. While they specialize in accurate 
targeting, it can be difficult to collect data for an accurate end-
of-campaign report. as a result, the basic reports from most 
ad platforms aren’t always accurate. Because the research 
firm uses panel data, it can give a more reliable test result. 

• learn new inSightS about Your auDience. to 
join the panel, members must provide detailed background 
information. Because of this, the firm can provide additional 
insights that your platform may not.

• get an inDication of SaleS. although the purpose of 
the study is to measure your audience match, you can still get 
a strong indication of your sales. maxpoint has worked with 
several customers who knew that if they could just reach the 
right audience, they would effectively increase sales. if you’re 
clear on your audience, you can do the same. 

• get immeDiate campaign reSultS. sales lift studies 
typically take a minimum of three months to run. as a result, 
it can take a long time before you get results. however, 
audience match studies are much faster, letting you quickly 
use the results on your next campaign.

• get reSultS for a reaSonablY low price. 
Compared to other forms of studies, these are affordable on 
most budgets.

conS:

of course, there still are some downsides, such as:

• You muSt alreaDY Know Your auDience. if you 
don’t have a clear idea of whom you’re targeting, then you will 
likely reach the wrong group. a 1.5 targeting efficiency means 
nothing if you pick the wrong target audience.

• You won’t get anY Direct SaleS Data. although a 
strong audience match indicates strong sales numbers, you 
can’t easily quantify that sales lift into a dollar amount. it’s an 
indication, not a guarantee.

• You won’t get anY branD perception Data. if you 
run a branding campaign, then you want to make sure that 
the audience you reached also gained a favorable view of 
your brand. it’s counterproductive if you hit the right audience 
with the wrong message. 

example Scenario

to illustrate the study process, it may help to have an example. 

a cereal company wants to promote a new, whole grain cereal. 

it knows that its top target audience is mothers who have an 

interest in health food and who also have two or more children. 

the company could serve a digital advertisement targeted at 

this audience, then commission an audience match study to 

determine if it reached this segment. if it commissioned the study 

with a research firm, it might receive the following statistics:

• percentage in-target of 23%

• Target efficiency of 1.35

Because the percentage in-target can vary depending on the 

campaign, the cereal company cannot necessarily know if this 

is a great score or not. however, with a target efficiency of 1.35, 

which is higher than the 1.0 industry benchmark, the company 

can assume that the campaign effectively reached its audience. 

if the company worked with maxpoint, it would receive useful 

additional insights, such as complementary interests for the 

audience. For example, if the audience is also interested 

in camping, then it might make sense for future cereal 

advertisements to include camping visuals. 
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engagement SurveYS
an engaged customer buys; a disengaged customer doesn’t. 

although sales might be your end goal, you can’t dismiss the 

importance of boosting your brand perception. a strong digital ad 

campaign gets shoppers excited about a product just as well, if not 

better, than traditional print, tv, or radio advertising.  

so how do you measure a boost in engagement or brand 

perception?

Luckily, digital ads simplify the testing process. in the print realm, you 

have to run a focus group, which can be costly. additionally, focus 

groups are artificial—you test brand perception after participants 

view an advertisement without distractions. something can test well 

among a focus group, yet have a hard time making an impact when 

competing with several other ads on a webpage. Focus groups are 

valuable, but they do have some skew.

With digital, you can run a survey in place of an ad impression to 

test customer engagement. Because participants complete the 

survey after seeing an advertisement in its natural state (on the 

Web, competing with other content), you get a more accurate result 

than you could get with a traditional focus group. 

plus, engagement surveys are fairly inexpensive. You can run with 

a third-party group, or depending on the company, you may be able 

to have your delivery vendor run the survey. 

But first, let’s look at how they work.

proceSS

the survey process is simple:

a test group receives one or more digital advertisements. 

a survey is served to both the test group and a control group 
that does not receive any ads. 

the responses are tallied and compared to generate a brand  
lift score. 

it’s a fairly straightforward process, but there are a few tips to keep 

in mind.

First, surveys must be short. if you want to get a decent response 

rate, your best bet is to use a single survey question. the lengthier 

the survey, the lower the response rate. 

second, surveys require a minimum number of respondents before 

the results are considered statistically relevant. it won’t cut it to just 

have two or three respondents—you often need closer to thirty. if 

you don’t hit your minimum quota, you’ll have to purchase additional 

impressions until you reach the baseline. most research firms factor 

this into the initial cost, but it remains a small risk. 

third, you need to match your survey question or questions to your 

campaign objective. the questions you ask should correspond to 

your campaign goal—whether you want to boost awareness, gain 

market share from competitors, or drive in-store sales. To figure out 

which questions to ask, use the table in the next section. 

SaleS funnel Stage Sample QueStion uSeful for

awareneSS Which of the following [products/services] have 
you heard of?

Campaigns meant to boost brand awareness.

attituDeS how would you rate [product/service] in terms 
of [attribute]?

Campaigns meant to promote a specific message 
about a product. For example, if you’re running a 
promotion for a healthy cereal, you might ask, “how 
would you rate this cereal in terms of its ability to 
promote heart health?”

favorabilitY
how do you view [product/service]?  
(answers range from “very unfavorably” to 
“very Favorably”)

Campaigns meant to increase positive brand 
perception in a specific audience segment. 

intent how likely are you to [action][product/service] in 
the next [x months]?

testing whether or not a campaign produced a 
specific behavior. examples include purchasing or 
recommending a product to a friend. 

preference among the following [product/service], which 
one do you prefer most?

testing how well your campaign improved your 
standing against competitors.

table 1.1

StanDarD SurveY QueStionS
You can design the survey however you want. But ultimately, there are a few questions that maxpoint recommends.
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proS:
so, what are the reasons that you would run an engagement 
study? 

• meaSure intangible cuStomer attituDeS. 
audience match studies, Ctrs, and sales lift studies 
give you concrete numbers, but they can’t measure the 
intangibles, such as customer perceptions, beliefs, and 
attitudes toward your products. 

• aDapt SurveYS to meet Your goal. You can 
develop a survey no matter what your campaign goal 
is—awareness, sales, or pulling market share from your 
competitors. 

• get a Strong inDication of SaleS. although it’s 
not an exact sales figure, a high purchase intent score 
demonstrates a strong possibility of a sales lift. 

• teSt a campaign at a reaSonable coSt. 
engagement surveys can be reasonably cheap, making 
them an affordable alternative to sales lift studies. 

• get immeDiate campaign reSultS. sales lift studies 
often take a minimum of three months to run. With surveys, 
you can begin collecting results sooner, letting you improve 
future campaigns much faster.  

conS:

of course, surveys aren’t a silver bullet. in particular, surveys:

• muSt be Short to be effective. For the best 
results, you should test only one question per survey, 
meaning you’re fairly limited in the amount of information 
you can get from one survey. if you test more than one 
question, your survey response rate will decrease.

• can have incremental coSt increaSeS. if you 
don’t meet the minimum number of respondents for a 
statistically relevant sample, then you will have to purchase 
additional impressions before the study will be valid. 

• Don’t uSe concrete SaleS numberS. although 
a high purchase intent score hints at sales, it’s not a 
guarantee. to really know that your sales increased, you 
have to invest in a sales lift study. 

example Scenario

a consumer paper products company is launching a new line of 

paper towels. these towels are both absorbent and eco-friendly. 

the company wants to reach an eco-friendly crowd and become 

the green choice among paper towels.

to do this, the company would:

1. Deliver digital ads to eco-friendly customers who live 
in close proximity to stores carrying the new paper 
towels. 

2. run a survey on a test group, which was exposed to the 
ads, and a control group, which did not receive the ads. 
the survey would ask the question, “how would you rate 
the following brands in terms of eco-friendliness?” the 
rating scale would be 1–5, with 1 being very weak and 5 
being very strong.

3. Compare the results between the test and control 
groups. 

if the test group rates the paper towels as an average of 4 and the 

control group has an average of 2, then the advertisements would 

have produced a 100% brand lift.
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SaleS lift StuDieS
sales lift studies are often considered the holy grail of advertising 

measurement. it makes sense—you get an exact dollar amount for 

your campaign. It feels great to be able to say, in definite terms, 

“This ad campaign increased our sales by 15%.” 

many sales lift studies provide only the lift number. But if you can 

afford to invest in a panel-based study, you can learn deeper 

insights about your responding audience segment. this can help in  

future campaigns. 

But even among sales lift studies, you have several methods to 

choose from. each choice carries a different price tag, depending 

on both the difficulty of obtaining the data and the precision of the 

final result. 

But we’ll get to that. Let’s start with the general process of a sales 

lift study.

proceSS

a sales lift study always involves the following:

gathering sales data from several retail stores or from a 
market research panel

Dividing the sales data into test groups, which received digital 
ads for a product or service, and control groups, which were 
not exposed to the ads

measuring the percentage difference in sales between test 

and control groups

although every sales lift study follows this process, the data collection 

step differs depending on the method. Your choice will dictate the 

study’s price tag as well as the precision and detail of the findings.  

 

Let’s take a look at them, from least expensive to most expensive:

retail partner StuDieS   

(Least expensive)

First up are retail partner studies. In this case, a research firm polls 

sales data from one or more of your retail partners and divides the 

data according to test and control groups. the difference in sales 

between the test and control groups equals the sales lift. 

retail partner studies are typically the least expensive form of 

sales lift study because you don’t need to gather extra data from 

panels or research groups. additionally, to save money, you can 

sometimes skip the third-party research firm and work directly with 

your delivery vendor. however, this depends on which delivery 

vendor you work with.

however, these studies have several flaws:

• theY’re not alwaYS an available option. Your 
retail partner must be willing to provide sales data. some 
partners are unwilling, and others simply do not have the 
data to share.

• theY can be SKeweD. if you test only one retail chain, 
then your data will be skewed—if you end up testing 
an outlier, you won’t have an accurate representative 
sample of the population. For example, one supermarket 
chain could produce overwhelmingly strong sales 
numbers, drastically inflating your sales lift percentage. 

point-of-Sale StuDieS  

(expensive)

in a point-of-sale study, a market research group polls the sales 

transactions of several retail chains that participate in an ongoing 

data-sharing program. as part of the program, retail stores share 

sales data in exchange for either money or access to a research 

firm’s research. The research firm can then use these data for 

sales lift studies (and other research efforts). 

By testing multiple retail chains, the research firm reduces the 

influence of outliers and reduces skew in the data. additionally, 

the research firm also uses statistical models to account for any 

bias or skew. either way, you get a reliable, accurate, and valuable 

result. 

the only real downside here is that they do not provide any insight 

into the responding audience. You know that sales lifted due to a 

digital ad campaign, but you don’t know who purchased (or why). 



proS:
regardless of the methodology, sales lift studies carry a lot of 
benefits. They aren’t thought of as the measurement holy Grail for 
nothing. in particular, sales lift studies:

• proviDe an exact SaleS figure. although you can 
estimate with audience match studies and engagement 
studies, nothing beats having an exact figure for a sales 
increase.

• calculate in-Depth metricS. You can use the 
sales figures to calculate more in-depth figures, such as an 
estimated customer lifetime value, upcoming sales figures, 
and roi. 

• give inSightS into Your auDience. if you choose 
a panel-based study, you can get extra insights into your 
audience. this is particularly helpful when testing for your 
most popular audience segment.

conS:

But even sales lift studies have drawbacks. in particular, sales  

lift studies:

• can be verY expenSive. With the exception of retail 
partner studies, sales lift studies can be out of the price range 
of many customers. 

• ineffective on Smaller campaignS. sales lift 
studies cannot be easily applied to smaller scale digital ad 
campaigns. if your campaign doesn’t have a wide reach or 
if its runtime is short, then you may not have enough data to 
adequately run a sales lift study.

• are lengthY. most studies take a minimum of three 
months, typically with a fourth month to measure any residual 
effects on sales. many studies take longer.  

• proviDe little inSight into earlier SaleS 
StageS. sales lift studies measure only increased sales—
they can’t measure an increase in brand awareness or 
brand preference. to accomplish this, you have to run an 
engagement survey.
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panel-baSeD StuDieS  

(most expensive)

When most people think of sales lift, they think of panel-based 

studies. In a panel study, a research firm studies shoppers on 

three major dimensions:

• their Demographic maKeup. to be part of the panel, 
participants must provide detailed background information. 

• their online activitY. panel members typically install 
tracking software that tracks their online behavior. this allows 
the research firm to keep a detailed history of which ads were 
served to whom. 

• their purchaSeS. panel members scan their receipts for 
all of their purchases, then upload them to a central location 

for the market research firm. 

By correlating these three data points, the firm can produce an 

accurate sales lift number as well as insights into who caused the 

sales lift. 

unfortunately, panel studies can be extremely expensive. in fact, 

they may be too expensive to make sense for smaller or shorter 

campaigns.

example Scenario

a carbonated beverage company has had lagging sales. it needs to 

pull market share from its competitors to boost sales, so it decides 

to try digital advertising to complement its print efforts. additionally, 

it wants to learn more about its most profitable audience segment.

to test the ad campaign’s effect, the company decides to run a 

panel-based sales lift study. to do this, it would: 

1. serve the digital ads to several demographics located 
around its stores. 

2. Commission the sales lift study to test the effects 

among an audience. 

The company may find that the digital campaign boosted sales by 

17%. however, it may also learn that a good portion of its audience 

has a higher income than the company initially suspected.



run Your campaign, teSt it, 
anD then let uS Know how 
Your StuDY went.  We’d love to 
hear what methodology you chose and 
what you learned from the study.

email uS at:  
ShoppermarKeting@maxpoint.com

about maxpoint

maxpoint is a technology company that uses its unique Digital Zip® technology to analyze billions of data points from neighborhoods across the united 
States to help shopper marketers make better advertising decisions. With maxpoint, you’ll move more products off the shelves with digital campaigns that 
complement your current shopper marketing initiatives.

Founded in 2007, maxpoint has offices in New york, Chicago, los angeles, atlanta, austin, Bentonville, Cincinnati, and raleigh.

to learn more, visit www.maxpoint.com, follow us on twitter @maxpoint_int, and subscribe to the onpoint Blog.
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the meaSurement lanDScape:  
how Do You chooSe?
When it comes to measurement, you have options. No matter your 

budget, there’s something you can use. But how do you choose the 

right tool for the job?

ultimately, it depends on your budget and your campaign objective. 

it doesn’t always mean focusing on a sales number.

if you know your target demographic well, then an audience match 

study is all you really need. if you’re running a targeted brand 

awareness campaign, then engagement surveys are the way to go. 

and you can adapt the surveys to get a strong indication of sales. if 

you absolutely need to show a concrete sales number or roi, then 

sales lift is the only way to go.

however, you don’t need to limit yourself to one study type. You 

could easily develop a sophisticated program like the following:

1. testing a product using a panel-based sales lift study. 
once you get the results, you can drill down deeper on 
the highest responding audiences and demographics. 

2. using the insights from the sales lift study, you could 
develop creative targeted at the right audience. You 
can then use an engagement study to test that the new 
ads increase your brand or product favorability among 
the audience. 

3. running an audience study in subsequent campaigns 
to ensure that your delivery vendor continues to reach 
the right people. 

But even if you can’t run all three, there is a measurement study out 

there for your needs. 

So, does digital work for you? We know that it will, but only solid 

testing will prove whether or not we’re right.


