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Unlocking 
creative’s 
untapped 
potential

For decades, marketers looking to increase the effectiveness 
of their advertising have meticulously measured and 
optimized media spend, using tools like marketing mix 
modeling (MMM) to maximize impact on business KPIs. 

Yet, a critical component of success – creative – has remained 
a comparative blind spot. This is because creative impact 
has been determined intuitively or qualitatively but rarely 
quantified with the same degree of precision as media. 

Without robust data and advanced approaches to creative measurement 
and optimization, brands are investing in media to deliver creative 
whose true value is unknown. This represents a significant untapped 
opportunity. At a time when marketing budgets and performance are 
under heavy scrutiny, brands can unlock value with a new approach 
to creative effectiveness that fuses AI and human intelligence.

By reading this guide you will discover how to:

	→ Quantify creative’s direct sales impact by measuring how  
your creative assets drive results

	→ Uncover creative performance drivers to understand why  
some creative assets outperform others

	→ Integrate new, data-informed measurement approaches with  
existing processes and people for a comprehensive  
understanding of creative effectiveness

	→ Refine and optimize your creative, ensuring peak performance  
and business growth.
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Media

Creative
Idea

Creative
Execution

Advertising 
Effectiveness

Creative
Effectiveness

Defining core creative effectiveness concepts

The combined measurable impact of 
both your creative (idea + execution) 
and media strategies on key 
business goals, especially sales.

The measurable impact of your creative (ideas + execution)
on key business goals, especially sales.

Before we dive in, let’s clarify some key terms we’ll use throughout this guide:

Where, when, and to whom your 
advertising budget is allocated.

The specific, tangible elements that 
bring the creative idea to life. This 
includes visuals (colors, images, 
characters), audio (music, voice, sound), 
text (headlines, copy, calls-to-action), 
pacing, and overall production quality.

Media

The central message at the 
heart of your communication.

Creative idea 

Creative effectiveness

Creative execution 

Advertising effectiveness
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Chapter 1: 
Why you need to 
elevate creative 
measurement with 
increased rigor
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It’s time for a data-informed approach 
to creative measurement 
Media has long been subjected to intense scrutiny and sophisticated 
analytical models. Marketers analyze reach, frequency, channel 
performance, and cost-per-acquisition to justify every dollar when 
planning or buying media. 

Yet, the very message delivered through these carefully planned  
channels – the creative itself – doesn’t get the same level of scrutiny.  
This is a profound oversight given the evidence.

Our analysis shows that 50-70% of a campaign’s sales 
uplift can be attributed to creativity. 

The implications of this are clear – an optimized media plan delivering a 
sub-optimal creative means marketers risk losing sales and squandering 
budget. It’s time for a new approach to creative effectiveness that brings 
data and measurement to the party.

Our analysis reveals the range of effective creative is much 
wider than the range of effective media partners:

Effectiveness

Low Medium High

Creative
Media Partners

This backs up multiple other industry studies, including Creative, The 
Performance Powerhouse, which found that creative quality drives  
56% of impact on purchase intent. And in a world where technology is 
enabling the rapid and efficient creation of assets, making sure these 
assets are effective is more important than ever before.
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To bring analytical rigor to the creative process and unlock 
new growth, we must address some key barriers and challenge 
common misconceptions:

Five important 
challenges we need 
to overcome

Creative is pure art 
not science 

The idea that data and 
measurement stifle 
creativity is false. In 
fact, they provide clear 
boundaries and insights, 
freeing up creative 
energy to focus on what 
truly resonates and 
drives impact.

1
Poor creative  
data quality

The complex and 
unstructured nature of 
creative data has been 
a significant barrier to 
robust measurement.

3
An over reliance on 
outdated methods

Traditional creative 
evaluation methods like 
pre-testing, subjective 
metrics (e.g. likeability, 
brand recall), and 
awards have their place, 
but are not objective 
nor accurate enough 
to demonstrate true 
creative effectiveness, 
especially to the C-suite.

2
Solutions that are 
not fit-for-purpose

Many solutions currently 
on the market that claim 
to use more advanced 
methods fail to 
accurately measure the 
link between creative 
and sales, relying on 
ineffective proxy KPIs.

4
Marketing  
budget scrutiny

Every marketing budget 
is under scrutiny in 
today’s uncertain 
economic climate. If 
creative effectiveness 
remains a “black 
box” it’s difficult to 
justify budgets and 
demonstrate its vital 
contribution to growth.

5
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By implementing a best-in-class creative effectiveness 
approach, we project an improvement of up to 30% in 
advertising’s impact on sales. 

For a company with $1 billion in sales and a $50 million 
advertising budget, this translates into over $27 million  
in incremental sales*.

The impact of creative on sales is undeniable and brands that enhance 
creative effectiveness stand to gain substantial upside.

Our data-informed approach also identifies and eliminates creative 
production waste, allowing for the redeployment of resources from 
developing ineffective or unused creative assets to high-impact ones.

This strategic shift yields additional benefits:

	→ Maximized ROI: Every dollar invested in advertising works harder, 
directly contributing to measurable sales growth by increasing the 
efficiency and effectiveness of your overall spend

	→ Enhanced strategic influence: Quantifying the precise contribution 
of both creative and media to business growth empowers marketing 
leaders to elevate discussions with the C-suite. This data-backed 
confidence strengthens the case for increased advertising investment, 
positioning marketing as a critical driver of overall business success.

* Based on an average Revenue ROI of 3x

The business 
case for data-
informed creative 
effectiveness
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Brands that have a best-in-class creative effectiveness program in place 
today are in a very exclusive club. But there’s an opportunity for every 
advertiser to improve their approach. Before we get into the details of 
how to achieve this, here’s an overview of some key characteristics a 
best-in-class program should feature:

What creative 
effectiveness 
excellence looks like

Business growth mindset

	→ Creative is unequivocally seen as a 
quantifiable sales driver, with its impact 
directly linked to business KPIs

	→ Measurement focuses on incremental 
sales lift attributable to specific creative 
assets and their features

	→ Ongoing assessment of creative 
effectiveness program ensures 
learnings are captured and it evolves 
when required to deliver sustainable 
competitive advantage.

Advanced measurement and analytics

	→ Advanced AI is used for creative 
data augmentation and generating 
insights from this data as well as that of 
competitors

	→ Robust econometric models (e.g. 
marketing mix modeling) directly link 
creative assets to sales lift

	→ Granular feature-level analysis 
diagnoses why creative works, 
identifying sales-driving elements

	→ Advanced simulation allows for 
pre-production optimization 
of creative assets

	→ Reduced creative waste and accelerated 
time-to-market for high-performing 
campaigns.

Adopting data-informed 
processes and culture

	→ Seamless, continuous collaboration 
across marketing, creative, media, and 
analytics teams, with shared goals and 
integrated workflows

	→ Creative briefs are informed by data 
from creative measurement

	→ Insights from launched campaigns feed 
directly into future creative development

	→ A strong, embedded culture of data-
informed creativity, where data 
empowers and inspires, rather than 
constrains.
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Chapter 2: 
Our 6-step guide 
to data-informed 
creative effectiveness 

gaintheory.com 11



When data-informed insights inform brilliant creative ideas and execution, 
the result is advertising that not only resonates emotionally but delivers 
measurable business impact. We’ve developed a comprehensive six-step 
approach that will help you achieve this powerful synthesis. We think it can 
empower marketers by giving them unprecedented control and insight over 
their creative investments.

Gain more control 
and insight into 
your creative

Bring structure to your creative data

Extract competitive insights quickly

Analyze which creatives drive sales

Uncover why these creatives drive sales

Understand the impact of future creative

Build a continuous creative effectiveness workflow

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

Step 5

Step 6

gaintheory.com 12



What if you could decode the DNA of your creative assets?

The volume and variety of creative assets produced by brands today is huge, but manually 
cataloging and tagging them for analysis is an almost impossible task. It’s time-consuming, 
inconsistent, and often misses the subtle nuances that contribute to a creative’s overall impact. 
This begs the question: How can you understand what makes a creative effective if you can’t 
consistently identify and categorize its features? 

Step 1:
Bring structure 
to your  
creative data

How your marketing benefits:

	→ Automated consistency: Eliminate human bias and ensure accurate, uniform tagging across 
vast datasets

	→ Granular detail: Uncover subtle features that might be missed by manual review, providing 
insights into both the creative idea and the creative execution

	→ Scalability: Process thousands of creative assets in a fraction of the time, making global, 
multi-language analysis feasible

	→ Foundational data: Provide the structured “creative DNA” necessary for all subsequent 
analysis.

How AI-driven taxonomy and feature identification can help:

The first step in bringing rigor to creative is to transform unstructured creative assets 
into structured, analyzable data. This is where the latest advances in AI play a pivotal 
role. Multimodal AI models can analyze creative assets at scale across various formats 
– video, image, audio, and text – and all channels to automatically identify and tag 
thousands of distinct features with accuracy. Key things to catalogue include:

	→ Visual elements: Specific objects, colors, scenes, facial expressions, character 
types, product placement, brand logos

	→ Audio cues: Music genre, tempo, voice tone, sound effects, presence of jingles
	→ Textual features: Keywords, call-to-action types, emotional sentiment of copy, 

presence of specific claims (e.g. “new,” “improved,” “discount”)
	→ Overarching themes/ideas: Through pattern recognition, AI can begin to infer 

broader creative ideas like “humorous approach,” “testimonial-driven,” or  
“fear-based appeal”.
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This social video for Zesty Zing!!, a fictious snack brand, was 
created to demonstrate how AI-driven creative taxonomy works. 
The video – stills of which you can see opposite – was fed into 
Gain Theory’s bespoke tool, which automatically generated 
a 300-word narrative and over 25 dedicated keywords.

Narrative excerpt: 

“�This dynamic, high-energy advert for Zesty Zing!! Spicy Chili 
snacks bursts with bold visuals, quirky anthropomorphic 
food characters, and vibrant sound design that create an 
unforgettable sensory experience. The advert captures the bold, 
adventurous essence of the brand, celebrating individuality, 
rebellion, and unapologetic zest with humor and colorful visuals 
that appeal to youthful and expressive audiences. At its core, the 
narrative revolves around vibrant animated characters brought 
to life in glowing urban and fantastical environments - each 
embodying the daring soul of Zesty Zing!! snacks...”

Example keywords: 

Zesty Zing!! Bold flavors High energy

Eye-catching design

Neon aesthetics

Humor

Quirky characters

Rebellion

Bold branding

Vibrant colors

Step 1 (continued):
AI-driven creative taxonomy in action
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What if you could use creative data to generate more insights more quickly? 

Advanced analytics and measurement are a crucial component of a best-in-class creative 
effectiveness program, but you don’t need to wait for a sophisticated MMM to be built before 
you can generate actionable insights. Take competitive intelligence as an example; marketers 
meticulously track how they stack up against their competitors, such as media budget 
allocation and which channels they prioritize. But without understanding the creative assets 
and their features running on that media spend, the insight is incomplete.

How your marketing benefits:

	→ Get answers to key questions such as: 
	— ‘Are our competitors focusing on price promotions, brand building,  
or a specific product feature?’ 

	— ‘Are they using humor, testimonials, or aspirational imagery in their creatives?’
	— ‘Are they putting creative ideas into market that are similar to yours?’

	→ Benchmark your creatives: See how your assets stack up against the competition

	→ Build competitive advantage: Identify white spaces and anticipate competitive shifts.

Step 2:
Extract 
competitive 
insights quickly How advanced AI techniques can help:

Similar to step one, advanced AI techniques enable you to quickly build a library of 
your competitors’ creative assets that you can compare against your own assets. 
This means you start to analyze the competitive space more broadly.

When you layer in media activity you already have, you get a much more complete 
picture of advertising – creative, media, and business performance – in your category.
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What if you could find out how much revenue each creative asset generates? 

Finding a direct link between specific creative assets and tangible business outcomes like 
sales lift hasn’t been easy. Marketers have relied on solutions that use proxy metrics such as 
brand recall, engagement rates, or click-through rates. While indicative, these metrics don’t 
directly translate to revenue, meaning you’re unable to say definitively that “creative A drove 
$X in incremental sales”. The challenge lies in isolating the impact of creative from the myriad 
other factors influencing sales, including media spend, seasonality, pricing, promotions, and 
competitive activity. 

Step 3:
Analyze which 
creatives  
drive sales

How your marketing benefits:

	→ Quantifiable business impact: Move beyond subjective opinions and proxy metrics to 
definitively measure creative’s contribution to revenue

	→ Strategic resource allocation: With evidence about which creative assets drive the most 
sales, marketing teams can prioritize creative that has proven business impact

	→ Justification for investment: With data-informed evidence of the impact of creative budgets 
and strategies, you can have more informed conversations with executive leadership.

How advanced measurement can help: 

A systematic measurement approach that brings together diverse data and 
sophisticated analytical capabilities provides the relevant insights. Key features of 
this approach must include: 

	→ Data integration: Harmonized diverse datasets – creative attributes, media 
impressions/ spends, sales figures, economic indicators, competitive actions – 
ensure consistency and augmented where necessary to improve quality

	→ Advanced modeling: Advanced statistical techniques disentangle the 
relationships between creative exposure and sales outcomes. This allows for the 
isolation of the incremental sales impact attributable to specific creative assets.
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What if you could pinpoint which creative elements drive sales? 

Knowing which creative assets drive sales is a significant leap forward. However, to optimize 
future creative, marketers need to understand why those assets performed well. Was it the 
specific color palette, the emotional tone, the call-to-action, the presence of a certain character, 
or a combination of these elements? Was it the overarching creative idea of reassurance, or the 
specific creative execution of a slow-motion shot? Without this diagnostic insight, replicating 
success becomes a matter of guesswork, and learning from failure is difficult. 

Step 4:
Uncover why 
creatives  
drive sales

How your marketing benefits:
	→ Sales-driving DNA: Identify which specific elements of the most effective creative resonate 

with the target audience and drive conversions
	→ Optimize feature mix: Understand the optimal mix of creative features for different 

campaign objectives or target segments
	→ Avoid pitfalls: Identify features that have diminishing returns or even a negative impact on 

sales, allowing for their potential removal or modification in future creative
	→ Unexpected discoveries: Uncover surprising insights that challenge preconceived notions 

about creative effectiveness.

How AI and analytics can help: 

A combination of machine learning, multimodal AI, and predictive modeling can 
determine the precise contribution of individual creative features, or combinations 
of features, to sales performance. This approach:

	→ Deconstructs performance: Analyze the sales lift attributed to each creative 
asset and correlate it with the presence and intensity of specific features within 
that asset

	→ Identifies drivers: Pinpoint which creative elements (e.g. use of humor, specific 
product shots, fast-paced music) have a statistically significant positive or 
negative impact on sales. This includes identifying the impact of broad creative 
ideas and how they are amplified or diminished by specific creative execution

	→ Uncovers interactions: Reveal how different features interact with each other to 
amplify or diminish impact. For example, a certain type of music might perform 
better when combined with a specific visual style, or a humorous idea might only 
work with a very specific type of execution.
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Step 5:
Understand the 
impact of future 
creative

What if you knew which creative concepts will drive sales before you produce them? 

The goal of any robust measurement program is not just to understand the past, but to inform 
the future. This means moving beyond post-campaign analysis to pre-campaign optimization, 
allowing for the creation of more effective assets before they are even produced and launched.

How your marketing benefits:

	→ Reduce risk, waste: Lower the risk of launching ineffective creative, saving substantial 
production costs and media spend

	→ Increase success rate: Maximizes the probability of developing and launching high-
performing creative from the outset

	→ Empower creative teams: Provide creative teams with actionable, data-backed insights that 
allow them to focus on creative execution, knowing their strategic direction is sound

	→ Faster iteration: Accelerates the creative development cycle by allowing for rapid virtual 
testing and refinement.

How advanced simulation can help: 

Advanced simulation techniques enable marketers to leverage the learned relationships 
between creative features and sales performance to understand the likely impact of 
new creative concepts. Specifically, this approach enables you to:

	→ Create hypothetical feature combinations: Bring together various combinations 
of creative features, encompassing both the creative idea (e.g. “What if we 
pursue a problem-solution narrative?”) and creative execution elements (e.g. “and 
use a bright color palette, a direct call-to-action, and a fast pace?”)

	→ Understand performance: Using analytical models built from historical data, you 
can forecast the likely sales lift of hypothetical creative concepts 

	→ Scenario test: Test multiple creative scenarios, comparing predicted outcomes 
to identify the most promising directions. This allows for rapid iteration and 
refinement of creative ideas without the cost and time of actual production

	→ Build data-backed briefs: Get quantitative guidance on which features or 
combinations are most likely to drive desired business outcomes. 
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While each of the previous five steps offer significant 
value independently, their true power is unleashed 
when they are integrated into a seamless, continuous 
workflow. This creates a holistic ecosystem for creative 
effectiveness, transforming the way marketers 
approach creative development and optimization. 

Step 6:
Build a continuous creative 
effectiveness workflow

It’s a closed feedback loop, where insights from past 
performance directly inform future strategy, ensuring 
constant improvement.

Bring structure 
to your 
creative data

Extract 
competitive 
insights quickly

Analyze which 
creatives 
drive sales

Uncover why 
these creatives 

drive sales

Understand 
the impact of 

future creative

Build a continuous 
creative effectiveness 

workflow Step 1

Step 2

Step 3Step 4

Step 5 

Step 6
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Chapter 3: 
How to integrate 
new approaches into 
your existing creative 
effectiveness 
program
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Enhance the existing creative process
Our new data-informed approach integrates seamlessly with the existing creative process, but the starting point is not your brief. First you 
need to bring structure to your existing creative – often housed in an asset management platform. Starting here is crucial because without 
this step you will not have the data and insights you need to inform and enhance the creatives you produce and the briefs you develop. 

Analyze which 
creatives drive 

sales

Step 3

Uncover why 
these creatives 

drive sales

Step 4

Understand 
the impact of 

future creative

Step 5

Concept 
Ideation & Testing 

Post-campaign
Analysis

Campaign Launch 
& Distribution

Asset Management
PlatformBrief

Content
Production

Bring structure 
to your 

creative data

Step 1

Extract 
competitive 

insights quickly

Step 2

Existing creative process

New data-informed creative measurement process

Step 6: Build a continuous creative e�ectiveness work�ow
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While traditional creative testing methods like copy testing, 
focus groups, and surveys have limitations when it comes 
to quantifying direct sales impact or diagnosing granular 
feature performance, they are far from obsolete. Within a 
holistic creative effectiveness framework, they play a crucial, 
complementary role alongside data and measurement:

The enduring 
value of 
qualitative insight

Early-stage concept validation:
Traditional methods are invaluable at the very beginning 
of the creative process. Before significant investment 
in production, qualitative feedback can help validate a 
creative idea, identify potential cultural missteps, gauge 
initial emotional resonance, or refine core messaging. 
They help answer: “Does this idea make sense? Is it 
appealing? Does it resonate with our target audience?”

Understanding the ”why” from a human perspective: 
While AI can diagnose what features drive sales, 
qualitative research can provide deeper insights into 
the human reasons behind those effects. Why does a 
certain visual evoke trust? What specific emotions does 
a particular music track trigger? This qualitative “why” 
can enrich the quantitative findings, providing context 
and nuance that informs more sophisticated creative 
development.

Iterative refinement: 
During the creative development process, traditional 
testing can be used for iterative refinement of specific 
creative execution elements. For example, testing 
different voiceovers, visual styles, or calls-to-action 
before final production.
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Empower forward-thinking 
creative teams
A common misconception is that introducing data and measurement into creative 
processes will stifle creativity or reduce it to a formula. This couldn’t be further from the 
truth. It can empower brand-side creative teams and their agency partners by providing 
insights that free up creative energy for what truly matters: coming up innovative new 
ideas, crafting compelling narratives, and evoking powerful emotions. But embracing 
data-informed creative effectiveness requires a cultural shift within an organization.

Although such a transformation is not instantaneous, the long-term 
benefits make it an essential journey for any forward-thinking brand.

To help data, measurement and creative to thrive together,  
here are four areas to focus on: 

Break down silos:
	→ Promote closer collaboration between media, creative, and analytics 

teams. When these functions work in concert, informed by shared data, 
the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts.

Encourage experimentation:
	→ Foster a mindset where creative concepts are treated as hypotheses  

to be tested and refined, rather than finished products.

Make effectiveness a core KPI:
	→ Integrate creative effectiveness metrics directly into marketing 

performance reviews and objectives, ensuring it receives the same 
strategic attention as media effectiveness.

Get leadership buy-in:
	→ Secure commitment from senior leadership to champion this new 

approach, providing the necessary resources and fostering an 
environment of continuous learning and improvement.
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Chapter 4: 
What you can do 
now to get started
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For too long, media and creative have been treated as separate 
disciplines, optimized in isolation. However, the future of 
effective advertising lies in bringing the same analytical 
rigor to creative that has long been applied to media.

If you’re a marketer looking to move beyond intuition and truly 
quantify the impact of your creative, diagnose its drivers, and better 
understand future performance, then it’s time to get started. 

Let's begin by recapping three key takeaways from the report:

Let’s embrace the 
future of effective 
advertising

Measuring the effectiveness of creative with more rigor will  
help brands to unlock new growth – for a company with a  
$50m advertising budget, we estimate over  
$27 million in incremental sales could be generated.

1

Measuring creative accurately requires a comprehensive 
approach that starts with bringing structure to existing 
creative data. It includes analyzing which creatives drive 
sales and why, and enabling marketers to better understand 
which creatives will be most effective in the future.

2

Fusing human and AI intelligence by bringing data and 
measurement to the creative process enhances existing 
processes, empowers creative teams with new insights, 
reduces waste, and speeds up time to market.

3
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Creative effectiveness readiness checklist
The best place to start your journey to data-informed creative effectiveness is to assess your 
organization’s readiness. We recommend looking at the following four areas:

   Data availability:

	F Access to historical creative assets (video, image, audio, text) in usable formats
	F Granular media spend data (by channel, placement, audience)
	F Reliable sales data (daily/weekly, by product/SKU, by region)
	F Ability to link media exposure data to sales data
	F Access to competitive media and creative data

   Team alignment & buy-in:

	F Marketing leadership champions the initiative
	F Creative teams are open to data-informed insights
	F Media teams are willing to integrate creative insights into planning
	F Analytics/data science teams are available for collaboration
	F Clear understanding across teams that sales impact is the ultimate KPI for creative

   Technology & tools:

	F Tools for creative asset management
	F Tools for media measurement (e.g. MMM)
	F Readiness to adopt new AI/analytics platforms

   Strategic vision:

	F Clear business objectives for creative effectiveness (e.g. increase sales, improve ROI, 
reduce waste, accelerate creative development time)
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Let’s talk
Contact one of our experts to learn how we can 
help you to implement data-informed creative 
effectiveness into your marketing organization.

About Gain Theory
Gain Theory is a leading global marketing effectiveness and foresight 
consultancy with over 50 years of experience. By fusing deep expertise 
with advanced AI, we empower marketers to make smarter and faster data-
informed investments that deliver unmatched value. Our innovative solutions 
provide actionable insights that enable continuous experimentation and 
improvement, transforming marketing into a sustainable engine for growth.
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