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Introduction

Never before have there been so many insights into the decision-making behavior of cus-
tomers as there are today. It is no longer conjectured how customers decide, but we know. 
This makes it possible to use fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) to observe 
customers shopping and even predict their decisions before the customers themselves 
know how they will consciously decide seconds later. Due to many findings of neurosci-
ence, customers can be understood much better, and marketing and advertising strategies 
can be designed much more effectively and efficiently. Furthermore, today it is possible to 
combine creativity with findings from brain research. The result is advertising that stays in 
the mind better, is attractive for customers and potential customers, and presses the “will I 
buy” button in the brain.

Advertising is increasingly perceived “out of the corner of our eye,” that is, uncon-
sciously, due to today’s lifestyle, which is often characterized by a hectic pace and infor-
mation overload. Likewise, advertising is increasingly viewed online. Therefore, extended 
and partly different mechanisms of action apply to good advertisements than years ago. 
These must be taken into account in concepts. Likewise, the effect of these advertisements 
can often only be measured using methods of unconscious advertising impact measure-
ment. Creative advertising must be oriented towards this today and in the future in order 
to continue to generate economic success.

In addition, marketing campaigns and the associated brand communication are increas-
ingly coming under pressure from profitability. Questions such as whether the ROI (return 
on investment) of a marketing campaign (in the short, medium, and long term) is high 
enough and how this can be increased are being asked more and more consistently. What 
is the return on the billions invested every year in advertising and thus in potential and 
existing customers? To what extent are the right levers of impact being operated?

So the crucial question is: When does advertising work and how can the effect best be 
determined in advance? How can the unconscious but very decision-relevant processes in 
the brain of customers be more strongly integrated into the development of new campaigns 
and thus make advertising more economical and at the same time creative? In order to find 
answers to these questions, we have developed a new, practical, and, at the same time, 
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scientifically sound index for assessing the subconscious impact of advertising: the 
Subconscious Decision Marketing Index (SDMI).

The scientific basis of the SDMI is a systemic and interdisciplinary approach that com-
bines principles and models of neurology, information theory, communication science, 
psychology, and medicine. In addition to the implicit motives of different target groups, 
the SDMI particularly takes into account the functioning of the brain and meta-principles 
of decision-making. This means that the SDMI – as an unconscious advertising impact 
analysis – is a useful supplement to conscious advertising impact measurement and track-
ing, and marketing strategies can thus be developed more efficiently and in a more 
customer-oriented manner.

We now know that over 95% of all decisions (Zaltmann, 2003) are made unconsciously, 
and that 70–99% (Ott, 2015) of purchasing decisions are determined by the unconscious. 
And so it was only a logical consequence that there must be a structured possibility that 
focuses on the unconscious decision-making processes of people and not the conscious 
ones, as in surveys, for example, in order to be able to make more accurate predictions 
regarding purchasing behavior or brand perception. Conscious decisions are made in the 
subconscious, whereby the preparatory processes do not become conscious because the 
conscious is blind to the subconscious (Behrens & Neumaier, 2004). And this is exactly 
where a great lever of impact lies for brands. A change in thinking is taking place in com-
panies as a result of these findings.

Example
In 2014, the market research institute “Best for Planning” released a survey with the result 
that the Banjo candy bar, which has not been on the market since 2009, receives very good 
market data and has 2 million loyal customers. Here, it became clear that respondents 
made a clear error in answering questions by remembering and even claiming to have 
eaten the candy bar that has been out of existence for 5 years. Further, this shows how dif-
ficult it is for people to answer questions correctly. They answer questions to the best of 
their knowledge, but the filter of consciousness, the memory capacity of the brain, and, for 
example, moods often throw a spanner in the works (Best for Planning 2014).

With the methods of neuroscience, decision-making, evaluation, and purchasing pro-
cesses in the brain of customers can be recognized much better and even predicted in parts. 
This means that distortions, for example, due to socially desirable answers or inaccurate 
articulation by the respondents, can be avoided. For example, it has been shown time and 
again that people use a wide variety of vocabulary for one and the same emotional state, 
which naturally has a significant influence on the quality of the response. Research further 
shows that consciously given responses differ from actual purchase behavior and represen-
tation in the brain. For example, Aharon et al. (2001) showed in a study that test persons 
express themselves differently regarding the attractiveness of persons than the reward sys-
tem in the brain of the test persons signals this. As a result, it turned out that the prediction 
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by the scientists was better. It is therefore possible to use the more precise findings in the 
development of advertising strategies in order to increase their effectiveness.

Furthermore, specific areas of the brain could be linked to the willingness to pay and 
the preference for goods. Plassmann et al. (2008) showed that the more the subjects were 
willing to pay for a certain good, the more active the orbitofrontal cortex was. This means 
that there is a structure in the brain that assigns meaning to products. This is therefore 
relevant to decision-making and purchasing. Closely related to this is the perceived benefit 
that the target group attributes to a product or brand. The better the implicit benefit, the 
greater the desire to own this product.

These and many other findings from studies we have evaluated are incorporated into the 
SDMI. Of course, all the principles mentioned in this book apply to TV, online, print, 
billboard, and radio advertising.

What can you expect in this book? In this book, you will find a combination of prac-
tice, science, and clear recommendations. We have divided the SDMI into the four areas 
“Emotion,” “Benefit,” “Hormone,” and “Memory.” For each of these areas you will find 
background and examples.

The SDMI answers questions such as:

•	 Which brain areas should be activated in the customer’s head so that they buy?
•	 How can sales- and image-promoting emotions be created among recipients and inhib-

iting ones be avoided?
•	 How can stimuli and information be anchored in the minds of potential and existing 

customers in this day and age?
•	 What influence do neurotransmitters have on purchasing decisions?

All in all, we place the focus of this book on the buying processes and decisions that are 
unconsciously triggered in the customer’s brain. Because these are decisive and influence 
customers the most.
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1The Subconscious Decision Marketing 
Index© (SDMI)

Abstract

The Subconscious Decision Marketing Index© (SDMI) bundles the most important 
findings of neuroscientific and economic studies on advertising impact and decision-
making and combines them for the first time in an index. The analysis, evaluation, and 
calculation are software-supported and carried out by specially trained experts. The 
result is an expert report with clear key figures and practical recommendations for action.

1.1	� What Are the Benefits of the SDMI for Companies?

Companies are under increasing pressure to come up with a successful advertising con-
cept. The economic success of a company clearly depends on the marketing strategy. It is 
therefore right that companies look more closely and seek certainty regarding the effect of 
the advertising concept. Our definition of advertising success clearly means advertising 
profitability. That means that the advertisement for the service and/or the product is per-
ceived as sales and image-promoting that thus an attitude reinforcement or an attitude 
change is reached toward a better image and a higher purchase desire. Furthermore, it 
means a behavioral reinforcement or behavioral change toward purchase. It should be 
emphasized that advertising recall plays only a minor role in triggering positive purchase 
behavior (Feldwick, 1996; Mayer de Groot et al., 2001, 2002). In summary, advertising 
success means generating the best possible image reinforcement and purchase motivation 
among recipients with as little cost and time as possible.

Classic channel advertising – television, radio, print – is now massively supplemented 
or even already overtaken by online marketing measures. According to the IAB AdEx 
benchmark study (Interactive Advertising Bureau Europe, 2015), the European online 
advertising market grew from €37.2 bn in 2015 to €41.9 bn in 2016. This is an increase of 
+12.3%. Germany ranks second behind the United Kingdom with €14.18 bn as the largest 
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market for online advertising with €5.95 bn. The television advertising market, on the 
other hand, “only” turned over €4.56 billion in 2016 (Statista, 2018). The key factors here 
are not only the increased use of mobile devices by consumers but also the increasing con-
nection of TV sets to the Internet.

Companies are taking potential customers on much more of a journey around the prod-
uct and involving them more and more in marketing campaigns. Social media marketing, 
viral marketing, cross-media, and cross-channel projects as well as search engine optimi-
zation or advertising make it possible through platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, 
Pinterest, etc., that a campaign is perceived, disseminated, and – what is even more impor-
tant – evaluated by significantly more people. Whereas in the past thousands to tens of 
thousands of people were reached through classic advertising measures, today and in the 
future, it will be hundreds of thousands to millions.

As evidenced on social media platforms, people like to engage – i.e., show themselves, 
show what they like, what they don't like, what they believe in, and share good and bad. 
They want to interact with the brand. Companies can control and influence these activities 
to a large extent themselves – depending on what kind of traditional advertising, what 
online advertising, what content they distribute, and which bloggers they involve. This 
means that companies also have an enormous responsibility for the brand as triggers of 
social media activities.

Currently, about 8–10% of a marketing budget is spent on analytics. Due to the high 
speed at which advertising spreads and the new, much greater reach, it is assumed to date 
that this proportion will continue to increase. This would be true if the way advertising 
effectiveness is measured remained at its current level. However, a reduction in the mar-
keting budget is conceivable and feasible. The reduction results from the economic con-
sideration of the analytical tools. Today’s way of measuring advertising effectiveness 
refers to a large extent to the measurement of the conscious advertising effect or the col-
lection of key figures after an advertisement or an advertising campaign has been broad-
cast or put online (tracking). The trend, and this is already visible today, will shift more 
and more toward the analysis of the unconscious effect of advertising, as very relevant 
solutions can be found here. The budget will be invested more efficiently.

When companies invite tenders for a pitch, various advertising agencies present their 
concepts. How can a company make an informed assessment of which of the concepts will 
be well received by customers, strengthen the brand image, and increase sales success? 
Agencies are increasingly using the SDMI to demonstrate the creative value of their work 
in economic terms. This makes it easier for a company to distinguish commercially viable 
ideas from less commercially viable ideas. At the same time, an agency signals that it can 
combine creativity and economics. Here, the SDMI opens a window into the future and 
thus provides a glimpse into the effectiveness of a campaign. Even if the ideas are devel-
oped by the agency or within the company itself, the SDMI is becoming increasingly 
popular. Because through the clear indications, a creative idea can be developed in a short 
time so that it has the best possible impact on customers and new customers.

1  The Subconscious Decision Marketing Index© (SDMI)
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1.2	� What Are the Advantages of the SDMI 
for Advertising Agencies?

There are over 10,000 advertising agencies in Germany. The competition is fierce, and the 
competition for budgets is tough. On the one hand, agencies live from the fact that they 
continually inspire their clients and, even more importantly, the end customers with suc-
cessful advertising concepts and thus with effective advertising. On the other hand, it is 
equally important to find new clients in order to expand the business. To do this, agencies 
have to win pitches year after year. This is highly demanding. To get a contract, you first 
have to be invited to pitch. Once this is done, a hectic period begins where a lot of heart 
and soul goes into ideas for the potential client. An enormous investment of time and 
money is the result. A pitch can quickly cost between €10,000 and €50,000. The probabil-
ity of winning a pitch can be significantly increased if the idea or concept has been ana-
lyzed in advance for its impact.

The SDMI is an excellent way to provide clients with a metric that reflects the uncon-
scious effectiveness of the advertising concept. As an independent institute, we can pro-
vide agencies with a sound rationale as to why this idea should be used. Furthermore, 
clients, that is, the companies, receive a more valid argument for their internal communi-
cation through the SDMI key figure, why they have chosen this agency and thus this 
advertising campaign.

In addition to the evaluation of current projects, agencies also have the option of having 
their existing concepts evaluated retrospectively. This helps to underpin or improve the 
quality of their work, making it more visible and thus more tangible for current and poten-
tial clients. An SDMI analysis, which includes several campaigns over a number of years, 
can demonstrate to clients that the work they do is consistently excellent and provide posi-
tive confirmation of their collaboration. It also increases the chance that good, creative 
ideas will be heard more and more.

1.3	� How Is the SDMI Determined?

The determination of the SDMI is software-supported and consists of the following steps:

•	 Splitting advertising into its levels
•	 Structured analysis and evaluation
•	 Result calculation (Fig. 1.1)

Concrete recommendations for action can be derived from the result with clear key 
figures.

1.3  How Is the SDMI Determined?
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1. Splitting 2. Structured analysis
and evaluation

3. Calculation of results

Structured analysis and evaluation
based on neuroscientific and 
economic studies: What happens
in the brain and the body?
What are the effects on
purchase decisions and image
of the brand?

Calculation of the two key
figures by means of indices,
describing concrete
recommendations for action
for unconscious effectiveness

Quality Quantity1 2

Splitting of advertising into
its layers: Image, text, music
and sounds, etc.

Fig. 1.1  How is the SDMI determined?. (Source: image left © goodluz/Fotolia.com; image middle 
top © contrastwerkstatt/Fotolia.com; image right © Sebastian Kaulitzki/Fotolia.com; buttons © Do 
Ra/Fotolia.com)

1.3.1	� Step 1: Breakdown of Advertising into Its Levels

The aim is to predict the effect of the levels and their building blocks on image and buying 
behavior. To do this, each advertisement is first broken down into its components. In this 
way, the individual stimuli can be better analyzed. Nevertheless, the overall picture is 
always considered as well. In classic TV advertising, there are two levels: the visual and 
the auditory. The visual components are pictures or moving images and their cutouts, 
graphics, drawings, and writing. In the auditory level, spoken words, music, and sounds 
are analyzed.

Visual Stimuli
Here, we conduct an eye tracking1 study or create a focus profile based on eye tracking 
study data. This depends on whether it is a draft of an advertisement or a finished adver-
tisement and whether the use of an eye tracking procedure makes sense. For advertise-
ments with relatively few visual stimuli (a maximum of five elements) or with clearly 
dominant information (such as faces) or a proven eye tracking structure (e.g., woman/man 
looks at product), a focus profile is less expensive and equally accurate. A focus profile 

1 Eye tracking means gaze registration. Eye tracking is a procedure in which the gaze behavior of test 
subjects is registered while viewing images or texts.
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results from the thousands of studies that have already been conducted using eye tracking. 
It is well known that the brain processes what it perceives in two different ways: One is an 
innate process, as with intense colors or anything perceived as life-threatening. The other 
is learned mechanisms, such as gaze paths in reading.

Furthermore, it has been proven that faces and negative stimuli receive the greatest 
attention and that the strongest information processing takes place in the brain when the 
recipient fixates a section of an image for at least 0.2 s (Yarbus, 1967). This time is neces-
sary for a sharp image to emerge. A prerequisite for this fixation is that what is perceived 
is interesting for the recipient. The central visual area, that is, the sharp visual area, has a 
diameter of about 2–3 cm for subjects or texts in front of us. It does not matter whether we 
are holding a magazine in our hand or looking at a computer screen. Studies have shown 
that perception in the peripheral vision area also has an effect on purchase and non-
purchase (Shapiro et al., 1997).

This data is used to create a focus profile, which consists of the most important fixation 
points and the overall composition of the advertisement. In the case of print, poster, or 
display advertising, there are on average five to ten fixation points, whereas in the case of 
TV or online spots, there are between 30 and 100 individual visual stimuli.

If only eye tracking were carried out, nothing could be said about the quality of the 
individual stimuli and their influence on the recipient. An eye tracking study only records 
what is fixed and how the saccade, that is, the course of the gaze, is. A more extensive and 
well-founded analysis of the effect of these stimuli is therefore very useful. Companies 
often try to do this qualitative recording with surveys. Surveys belong to the category of 
advertising impact measurements that focus on the conscious. However, since 70–99% of 
all purchasing decisions are made unconsciously, the quality of such an evaluation must be 
viewed critically. A comparison of individual methods can be found in Sect. 1.4.

With text modules, which can be written or spoken, each individual word, the meaning 
of each sentence, and the meaning of the overall text are considered. It is known that each 
spoken word is perceived by the brain and triggers neuroassociative processes, as do the 
tone of voice and the overall meaning. Likewise, how easily written material can be 
grasped is also assessed.

Auditory Stimuli
Music and sounds are auditory building blocks that are of particular importance. Here – as 
far as it makes sense and is possible – individual sequences are determined for a later 
analysis, as well as the respective overall concept is considered.

1.3.2	� Step 2: Structured Analysis and Evaluation

Now that advertising has been broken down into its individual levels and building blocks, 
the analysis is based on current neuroscientific and neuroeconomic studies.

1.3  How Is the SDMI Determined?
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Words and Texts
For some areas, such as the analysis of words, software could be developed. The so-called 
emotional word value analysis gives – as the name suggests – the emotional value of a 
word. In this way, the most positive and negative words can be filtered out, and at the same 
time, a value for the entire text can be determined. The text is entered, and each word 
receives a word value from −100% to +100%. For example, words such as hate, death, 
war, or accident receive −100%. Words that have a more neutral effect and are given a 
score of 0 are filler words such as and, or, a. Extremely positive words, such as love, 
receive +100%. The emotion value can be determined well with written words. With spo-
ken words, the same word can have a different meaning just by the tone of voice. Thus, the 
word “good” as a statement emphasizes expresses affirmation, ironic emphasizes irony, 
and when phrased as a question expresses doubt. Consequently, in addition to analyzing 
each word, the meaning is also recorded and evaluated. Thus, the word “good” empha-
sized ironically receives a negative value, whereas the word “good” as a positive affirma-
tion receives a positive value.

Different areas of the brain are activated when processing words and texts. A group of 
researchers led by Daniela Sammler from the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive 
and Brain Sciences (Max-Planck-Institut für Kognitions- und Neurowissenschaften) in 
Leipzig (Sammler et al., 2015) has found by means of fMRI studies that brain areas are 
particularly active in the right hemisphere. Two areas are particularly noticeable: the infe-
rior frontal lobe, which supports the evaluation of tone, and the premotor cortex, which 
controls the movements of the larynx. This is interesting because the subjects only heard 
the stimuli and did not speak themselves. So what is heard is also translated into move-
ment commands in the brain.

Another part of the SDMI software analyzes the associations of each word and creates 
an association profile. This profile provides information about which associations are 
associated with this word and whether these fit with the brand values conveyed by the 
company, whether the target group responds to these associations and whether these then 
have a sales- and image-promoting or sales- and image-inhibiting effect.

Language strategies, as a building block of the overall text, are classified, for example, 
with the master model of emotions, into sales- and image-promoting or sales- and image-
inhibiting. Here, too, the evaluation lies between −100% and +100%. In summary, this 
means for text analysis that individual words and the entire text are evaluated, since each 
individual word and the entire text are evaluated in their meaning by the brain and the 
recipient, respectively. Calculation and evaluation examples can be found in Chap. 3.

Sounds
Sounds are entered into a database and rated by software and an expert. A rating scale of 
−100% to +100% also applies. The value indicates how positively or negatively the sound 
is emotionally assessed by people. A threatening, dark dog growl and a bomb explosion 
receive a very negative emotional rating, as do screams of fear. In contrast, a kissing 
sound, a hearty laugh, a friendly babble of a stream, or a pleasant sound of waves crashing 
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