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Facial coding is a widely used tool to 
measure emotions. Michael Sankey 
examines how effective it is in predicting 
purchase behaviour for ad testing.

Recently, we found it interesting and worrisome to learn that more than a 
third of global Fortune 500 companies are using facial coding for ad pre-

testing and some (e.g. Unilever and Mars) have made it a mandatory component for 
all copy-testing. Brands want to understand emotion in consumption. Great, no 
quarrel there. So, why does this news worry us? In a nutshell, we are concerned that 
facial coding for ad testing does not predict purchase behaviour.  

While Forethought’s work in the measurement of implicit workings of the 
mind – in particular our discrete emotions – was launched in 2010, our research and 
development journey started years earlier, and one interesting notion we considered 
came from poker – ‘the tell’.  The tell suggests that your facial muscles betray your non-
conscious before your cognitive mind can regain control.  

Inspired by that idea, we examined the potential of facial coding to help marketers 
with brand and communications. For us, it didn’t stack up.  There are seven reasons 
we chose a different pathway for understanding the role emotions play in purchase 
behaviour, to underpin brand and communications strategy and execution.
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1. No link to consumption 
behaviour
Facial coding is based on Ekman’s 
work. Ekman identified six basic facial 
expressions of emotion that claimed 
to be universally recognised. From 
a marketing perspective, his theory 
was not grounded in understanding 
discrete emotions linked to consumption 
behaviour. In fact there is minimal, if 
any, scientific evidence establishing 
facial coding as a predictor of market 
performance. 

2. Fails to consider  
body movement
Emotion is not constrained to facial 
expression – it must also consider body 
movement, especially for social emotions 
such as pride or shame. Pride and shame 
have not been linked to distinct facial 

behaviours.  In Forethought studies since 
2010 we have found an emotion such as 
pride (which is not captured in facial coding) 
has frequently been proven to be a strong 
driver of consumption behaviour across 
many diverse categories.

3. Subtle expressions missed
Facial coding is dependent on the 
experience of relatively strong emotions 
– muscle movements that occur below 
the threshold of visual observation cannot 
be analysed. Facial coding has greater 
sensitivity for some emotions, such as 
happiness, than others such as surprise 
and negative emotions such as contempt. 
Indeed, only the feeling of happiness, 
with its expressive feature of the smile, 
is observably related to the underlying 
physiological and facial pattern of 
expression.  

4. Difficult to measure 
 in the real world
Deploying facial coding outside of a controlled 
environment is challenging. Three important 
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considerations – pose, illumination, and 
expression – need to be tightly controlled. For 
instance, on a mobile device the respondent 
may be moving around or shift the angle 
in which they’re holding the device thereby 
hindering the ability to detect facial expressions. 

5. Context dependent
Facial expressions are highly complex and 
context-dependent. For example, gender, 
culture and age differences in expressiveness 
have all been observed. Studies have 
demonstrated that perceptions of emotions 
through facial expressions are not universal, 
but highly influenced by cultural contexts.

6. Doesn’t account for differences 
Facial coding has challenges in accounting 
for differences in facial morphology. For 
example, some people have curvature to the 
mouth that naturally (i.e. when not otherwise 
emoting) – looks like a smile or a frown.

7.  Does not demonstrate  
causal link
In order to most effectively assess 
communications performance, we believe 
that marketers should be assessing 
campaigns on their ability to change brand 
performance (rational and emotional) on the 
scientifically derived drivers of market share. 
Facial coding does not measure change 
in the brand’s emotional performance 
due to the communication – it simply 
measures the emotional performance of 
the communication. Since 2010, we have 
seen widespread evidence demonstrating 
how the creative has elicited strong levels of 
emotion (positive and/or negative). However, 
the same creative did not shift the emotional 
performance of the brand (i.e. the emotion 
elicited by the ad was not linked to the 
brand). If the objective of the communication 
is to bring about a business outcome such 
as gaining market share, then the creative 
measurement should be assessing change in 
emotional performance of the brand.

Adding to the debate, new research 
from Northeastern University published in 
the journal Psychological Bulletin this year 
challenges the conclusion that emotional 
expression can be codified. Research lead 
Professor Lisa Feldman Barret says, ‘we 
conclusively show across hundreds of 
studies that this common-sense belief – that 
each emotion has its own bodily fingerprint 

– is just false.’  Barret cautions that it is not 
possible to read emotion for everybody 
using artificial intelligence platforms that 
read human emotion. Instead a model that 
reads the variability in the emotion uniquely 
for each person over time and context would 
be required. 

Our conclusions
We initially considered that facial coding 
might have a roll as a moment-by-moment 
measure of emotional elicitation however 
the new research by Barret, Quigley, Seigel et 
al appears to have debunked that.  Further, 
facial coding cannot inform which emotion 
should be elicited in communications i.e. 
it doesn’t help to understand the hierarchy 
of emotional drivers of market share in a 
given category nor is it helpful in predicting 
consumer behaviour.  However, for marketers 
there are emotions measurement methods 
in market, built on rigorous science, that do 
provide marketers with this level of strategic 
insight to inform the creative brief, the 
development of the big idea and measure 
executional success.

MICHAEL SANKEY 
PHD, GENERAL 
MANAGER BRAND 
AND ADVERTISING, 
FORETHOUGHT 
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