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INTRODUCTION 
 

The last few years have seen meaningful changes in how consumers consume media. More use of 
mobile devices means we are seeing more advertising while we are on the run. When we are in the 
home, multi-screen behavior is increasingly the norm, as we watch TV with our tablets on our laps or 
smartphones in hand. So more than ever before, we are seeing ads while our brains are working to 
process multiple streams of information. This white paper explores the published academic research 
on how we process information and ads when we are distracted or multitasking, and seeks to provide 
a framework for understanding how digital advertising can best address consumers in different states 
of attention. 

 
Your Prospects are Increasingly Ad Blind 

 
Millennials are now on their smartphones for as much time as they spend watching TV, not to mention 
lap- tops, game consoles and the radio. According to a recent research report from eMarketer1, adults 
have added nearly half an hour to their daily media consumption in the past five years, contributing to 
an in- crease in multitasking. A California State University Study2 finds that younger generations spend 
more time on more media and more time on multiple types of media at the same time. This shift in 
media use and multitasking behavior creates new consumer patterns as content consumption is diluted 
and consumers are more distracted. 

 

 
When a commercial comes on TV, they turn their attention to the phone. As an ad flashes on the mobile 
screen, they flip to a new page, blind to the messages in front of them. 

 
Mobile is making up a larger slice of advertising spend as consumers switch their attention to the small 
screen, but advertisers have not altered their approach to account for the change in consumption 
patterns, and the underlying change in brain behavior. In 2017, mobile will surpass display on 
programmatic media channels4. Yet, many of these ads are bought and sold as if they are being placed in 
front of a captive (and passive) audience on a big screen. 

Today, consumers filter information and they control their attention. 
Research	proves	that	these	two	emerging	behaviors	affect	the	way	consumers	process	and	remember	advertising.	

	
In this paper, we’ll explore the chronically distracted mind, importance of the multitasking phenomenon, 
and highlight the science this behind this behavior. 

Consumer behavior has not only fundamentally changed, rising 
generations are hardwired differently than previous generations. 
Research shows that millennials, now the largest working generation 
in the US, are “chronically distracted,3” multitasking on their phone and 
across devices, and filtering out irrelevant information. 
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Doing Nothing by Doing Everything 

According to the Kaiser Family Foundation5, more than a quarter (29%) of the time young people used 
media in 2010, “they used two or more media concurrently — that is, watching TV while flipping through 
a magazine, or IMing, listening to music, and surfing the web all at the same time.” Notice what’s missing 
from that study – smartphones. 

 
More recently, Nielsen6 found that millennials spent at least three hours per day on average on their 
smart- phones, almost the same amount as on TV. Accounting for work and school, that means today, 
more free time is spent with multiple media channels than ever before. 

Millennials are doing so much multitasking that it’s rewiring their brains, and not for the better. 
 

Multitasking doesn’t just distract people in the moment; it creates a long-term lag effect. More young adults 
are likely to be “heavy multitaskers,” those that spend a lot of time between screens on a smartphone, and 
between tasks in their lives. In a Stanford7 study, heavy media multitaskers were on average 77 
milliseconds slower than their light media multitasker counterparts at identifying changes in patterns 
during a test that introduced distracting elements into a game. Chronically distracted people are less 
likely to notice and remember information displayed in front of them. There is hard science to explain why. 

 
 

The Science Behind Multitasking: Two Ways It Hurts Advertisers 

Anyone who has a teenager, has stood in line at Starbucks or just sat on the couch with their smartphone 
knows what media multitasking is, and that it’s pervasive. But, for advertisers, the science behind this be- 
havior illuminates specific issues to consider. 

 
PERCEPTUAL LOAD. Academics use this term to describe the amount of stimulation your brain can pro- 
cess through all of your senses. Imagine that your brain is a bucket that can only hold so much water. When 
multitasking, more water might be flowing by, but the bucket can still only hold so much. This causes 
several adaptive effects in the brain. 

 
• THE FILTERING EFFECT: Also known as “inattentional blindness,” when the brain’s capacity to take 
in information is reached, it starts filtering out any information it deems to be irrelevant. 

 
• THE CONTROL FACTOR: As consumers exert more control over more cluttered media (fast- 
forwarding DVRs, scrolling through newsfeeds), the more likely they are to hunt for relevant 
information rather than passively gather whatever information passes across the screen, actively 
blocking everything else out. 

 
In today’s media-heavy society, people’s perceptual loads are often at or above capacity, whether they 
know it or not. Together the Filtering Effect and the Control Factor combine forces to nearly guarantee 
that people are ignoring irrelevant ads. 
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You Say Filter, I Say Inattentional Blindness 

The Filtering Effect is another way to say “inattentional blindness,”8 the research term for how the brain is 
literally blind, or deaf to stimuli when it is overloaded. 

 
NOTE: Advertisers might be familiar with the industry term “banner blindness,” but this is different. Banner 
blindness is actually a learned behavior based on the fact that ad templates frequently place banner ads up 
top and to the left, training consumers to ignore those parts of a web page. 

 
Inattentional blindness is not learned, but is rather a real limit on the brain’s ability to take in information 
from multiple stimuli at the same time. When someone multitasks, they are not physically able to pay 
attention to all of the information in front of them. 

 
In early 2017, the Center for Research Excellence9 studied the effects of multitasking on ad recall as 
participants watched a program on TV, a laptop, a tablet and a smartphone. Digital multitasking 
decreased the participants’ ability to recall adverting details by 25%. 

 
First, the clutter. On digital screens, the higher “load” or ad clutter, tended to affect their ability to pay at- 
tention. 

 
Second, the blindness. Multitasking had a large negative impact on the advertising messages across screens. 
In their words “multitasking across platforms is pervasive and correlates with lower ad engagement and 
recall.” 

Controlling for The Control Factor 

People no longer spend as much time passively watching TV or “surfing the web.” Instead, they have the 
control to fast-forward through ads, and hunt for information across screens, looking for interesting, 
relevant, entertaining content. When the brain is focusing on a task or searching for something specific, 
inattentional blindness is amplified. The “gorilla test”10  famously showed how participants in a study were 
told to follow a basketball during a game, missing a man in a gorilla suit walking directly across the screen. 

 
In another experiment that required listeners to pay attention to what was being said in their left ear, they 
very rarely were able to remember anything they heard coming through the headphones in their right ear. 
More importantly for advertisers, “even if the speaker on your right headphone says your name, 
you will notice it only about one-third of the time.”11 
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Bringing Perceptual Load and Control Factor Together 

Based on their level of control factor and perceptual load at any given time or circumstance, consumers 
can be in very different states of attention and ad receptivity. Therefore it is important to consider the 
likely state of consumer attention when planning the targeting, message content and message frequency 
for online advertising communication. The following are four “states of consumer attention” and high level 
recommendations for addressing them. 

 
 

 
Consumer	actively	trying	to	accomplish	task/	
searching	for	information	while	multi-taking	or	
distracted.	User	may	be	seeing	ads	on	mobile	
device	while	out	of	the	home;	finding	a	store	or	
get	directions;	they	might	be	doing	work	on	a	
laptop	while	watching	TV.	

Consumer is in search mode, 
contextual relevance is paramount. 

Telegraphic messaging & high 
information content - not an 

Consumer	actively	trying	to	accomplish	task/	
searching	for	information,	but	not	multi-tasking	
or	distracted.	User	focused	on	the	task	at	hand.	
Most	likely	at	work,	on	a	laptop	at	home	or	on	
a	mobile	device	in	a	quiet/stationary	location.	

Consumer active search/task mode, 
contextual relevance is desirable, 
behavioral targeting effective since 
messages likely to be noticed in a 
low-load state. 

environment for subtlety. Messaging should highly informative to 

Perceptual load is high. Consumers 
notice fraction of messages in front 
of them. High frequency/message 
repetition required. 

connect with the task-focused consumer. 

Medium Frequency. Perceptual load 
is low, vary messages to convey value 
prop & avoid annoyance. 

 

HIGH PERCEPTUAL LOAD LOW PERCEPTUAL LOAD 
 

Consumer	is	likely	in	“entertain	me”	mode,	but	
is	multi-tasking	between	TV	and	online	content	
or	is	“killing	time”	on	a	mobile	device	while	
commuting	or	waiting	in	a	public	place.	

Audience/behavioral targeting most 
effective as user is not searching for 
information. Physical context cues 
(weather, geo, in-home Wi-Fi) 
leveraged. 

 
Message delivery will be greatly 
enhanced by creativity, humor 
and storytelling. 

 
High Frequency, perceptual load is 
high. Passive “entertain me” mindset 
lends to varying messages to convey 
value proposition and avoid 
annoyance. 

Consumer	is	in	entertainment	mode,	not	
multi-tasking	or	distracted,	likely	immersed	in	
the	content.	Most	likely	at	home	consuming	
content	on	a	tablet	or	casting	to	TV.	

Audience/behavioral targeting most 
effective as user is not searching for 
information. Physical context cues 
(weather, geo, in-home Wi-Fi) 
leveraged. 

Richer creative like video. Message 
delivery greatly enhanced by creativity, 
humor and storytelling. 

 
Lower Frequency, higher impact. 
Consumers annoyed by repetition 
given their attention on entertainment. 

 

 

HIGH CONTROL FACTOR 

LOW CONTROL FACTOR 
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Dynamic Advertising – Getting Through the Filter With Variation 
and Relevance 

Advertisers need to connect with multitaskers differently than a captive audience. For millennials and 
younger generations, multitasking is the new normal. In order to resonate with multitaskers and the 
chronically distracted, advertisers need to focus on increasing both relevance and variation, two 
elements that have been proven to increase the ability to break through. Employing dynamic 
advertising is an effective strategy for advertisers to improve both relevance and variation. 

 
Variation is actually counter to current advertising norms. A recent ARF study, “How Advertising Works”12 
has proven, however, ad burnout is now a pervasive problem that will require a shift in mindset. Many 
advertisers, creative directors and media planners have been trained to focus on a singular selling 
message to create brand consistency. And it’s based on research. In fact, in a study by SDL13, 60% of US 
millennials said they expect a consistent experience when interacting with a brand, whether online, 
mobile or in-store. This is often mirrored in creative, with specific colors, images and messages that are 
rarely varied. 

 

 
If the message has been seen already, it is all too easy to ignore subsequent exposure. If the message is 
irrelevant, negative feelings against the brand could arise. (Remember “the pants that stalked me?”)14 The 
ARF research proved that advertising with many variations work best, consumers who see the same ad too 
frequently suffer from saturation. 

 
Variation is the key to breaking through. Research from the University of Tennessee15 that tested the 
effects of repetition and variation of messaging on desired outcomes highlights two distinct forms of 
variation that are particularly effective: 

 
(1) Cosmetic variation in repeated ads has a greater effect on overall attitudes when 
product relevance (motivation to process) is low. 

 
(2) Substantive variation in repeated ads has a greater impact overall attitudes when 
product relevance (motivation to process) is high. 

Let’s unpack what this means for advertisers. 
 

If a brand is showing advertising to multitaskers with a low motivation to process that means the message 
is not immediately relevant. In this case, simply varying the cosmetic elements of an ad, such as changing 
colors or placement of images is enough to improve the attitude the person has of the ad. It keeps the ad 
fresh, and makes it less likely to be ignored. 

 
On the other hand, if the person is likely to care about the ad, but is distracted, then varying the 
“substantive” elements, such as which product is displayed or the text of on the ad, is likely to improve the 
person’s attitude toward the ad. It keeps the ad relevant. 

Consistency of brand may matter at a high level, but with multitaskers, 
consistent imagery and messaging make advertisements invisible. 
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In fact, the researchers for the study above say, “Multiple exposures of the same ad, though initially 
effective, can lead to diminished effectiveness as repetition increases. However, several researchers 
have found, either implicitly or explicitly, that the use of varied ads in a multiple-exposure campaign can 
forestall tedium.” One relevant strategy is “common sense sequencing,” where an advertiser varies the 
image and message of a creative based on the number of exposures. 

 
There is a growing body of research that shows how important variation is, particularly when that variation 
is directed by relevant data – relevance to the context of the content, and relevance to a consumer’s own 
life and behavior: 

 
• Relevance to research and purchase behavior: An MIT study called “When does Retargeting 
Work? Information Specificity in Online Advertising”16 showed that increasing relevance over the 
course of the consumer’s research journey increased campaign performance. 
• Contextual relevance: The ARF produced a study17 about advertiser engagement, which 
showed that engagement as a result of contextual relevance increased ad performance as 
well as favorability. 
• Engagement: Swedish firm Goo Technologies reported from their research that, “Millennials are 
more likely than any other age group (21% vs. 9% of those ages 35+) to say they would pay attention 
to online ads if they were interactive.”18 This is easier when you tailor an engaging ad to an 
individual’s tastes and preferences, such as the topics of a trivia game. 

CONCLUSION 
 

It’s a fact: millennials and younger generations are “chronically distracted” by their multitasking behavior, 
primarily on mobile devices. And it’s a fact that these consumers are fundamentally different than their 
predecessors in how they consume and process media and advertising. Their fragmented attention often 
makes them “inattentionally blind,” less likely to see, process and internalize traditional ad messages. 

 
For advertisers, variation and relevance are two essential tools in the fight against inattentional blindness. 
Variation and relevance are best accomplished through dynamic advertising, which has the power to combine 
visual and substantive elements of an ad, responding in real time to consumer characteristics, behavior and 
circumstance. Dynamic ad technology is already established. The new challenge for marketers and their 
agencies will be to evolve the ad development process and learn the new techniques needed to take 
advantage of the power of data-driven, dynamic ads. Those that master these new skills will be best 
positioned to connect with the new, chronically distracted consumer. 
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