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It used to be easy to know which consumers had 

experienced your campaign. One thousand 

people in a specific region received a flyer in their 

mailbox. A few thousand people walked past your 

store front. Several thousand people within signal 

reach saw the television commercial. In this 

internet era however, things have completely 

changed. Consumers now have the power to 

decide what they see and when they see it. Even 

if they never look at a single flyer that lands on 

their doorstep or if they never walk past a certain 

store front, chances are they’re searching for or 

researching products online. 

 

It has become increasingly difficult for individual 

brands to control where consumers learn about 

their products and services. Websites have been 

created in countries all around the world, 

websites that often have no relation to and 

sometimes no knowledge of the brand, wherein 

consumers can read about and offer opinions 

about any product they like or dislike. In just a 

few short years, the internet has become the 

single point of reference for those who want to 

be in the know. 

 

Television Spill 

Spill is a standard concept in the world of 

television. Under the Canadian Radio-television 

and Telecommunications Commission 

regulations, at least 60% of  television 

programming on Canadian channels must be 

Canadian-produced, though this percentage can 

be as low as 50% during prime time hours. What 

this means is that even in the best of cases, half 

of the most basic television programming viewed 

by Canadians is spill from US television.  

 

 

But is 50% really the worst case scenario for US 

spill on Canadian TV? Consider that there are 

about 11.5 million cable television subscribers in 

Canada. The table below shows that of those 

subscribers, more than 80% subscribe to 

Canadian channels such as CBC or Sportsnet. But 

this does not represent the entire viewing set. 

Approximately 50% or more of those 11.5 million 

Canadian subscribers also subscribe to US 

Channels. In fact, more than two thirds of 

Canadian cable subscribers receive CNN, TLC, or 

A&E. Clearly, the world of television isn’t clear cut 

when it comes to specifying the country of each 

person watching a program and therefore 

viewing product shots and commercials. 

Subscribers for Canadian 
Channels Within Canada 

Subscribers for US 
Channels Within Canada 

CBC Newsworld 96% CNN  - Cable News 
Network 

72% 

YTV 95% TLC – The Learning 
Channel 

70% 

The Weather 
Network 

91% A&E Television 67% 

CMT – Country 
Music Television 
Canada 

89% Spike TV 59% 

TSN – The Sports 
Network  

86% Speed 50% 

Rogers Sportsnet 81% CNN Headline 
News 

47% 

 

Offline research spill: The concept of television 

spill is transferrable to offline research, and 

subsequently online research. Starting with 

traditional offline research, it is important to 

know certain characteristics, such as the country, 

of people who are participating in a survey or 

focus group. Identifying a country for each 

participant in offline research is fairly simple. 

Focus group leaders simply have to ask the 

person in what country they reside. For paper 

surveys, the mailing address will work. In both  
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cases, the research participant could simply be 

visiting from another country but those chances 

are very small and would subsequently have little 

effect on the results. 

In terms of online research, even though it is 

possible to email surveys only to users who have 

an email address that reflects a specific country, 

it is in fact very simple to have an email addresses 

that doesn’t reflect the country in which you 

reside (e.g., person@hotmail.ca) or no country at 

all (e.g., person@hotmail.com). Another option 

for online surveys is to ask participants in which 

country they reside within the survey, but again, 

data quality can suffer when participants are 

realize that a specific answer is required. 

 

Social Media Spill 

Compared to television spill, social media spill is 

far more ambiguous. How do know you from 

which country a person visiting a specific website 

comes?  

 Social media websites don’t require visitors 
to provide demographic nor geographic data 
prior to visiting or commenting on the site. 
Some sites give visitors the option, though 
the option is rarely taken. And, among the 
few websites that attempt to require this 
information, while they may offer two or 
three options (e.g., US, Canada), they usually 
fail to allow people from other countries to 
select their own country (e.g., Australia, 
Italy). This leads to people falsely selecting 
any country that will get them to the next 
page of the site.  

 

 IP addresses aren’t always accurate and they 
often aren’t even collected. In this age of 
increasing privacy regulations and increasing 
abilities to purchase services from other 
countries, collecting IP addresses will likely 
never be a reliable option.  

 

 Country designations can’t be assigned to 
people based on the website extension (e.g., 
apple.ca or bestbuy.ca). People often visit 
and comment on websites from other 
countries. Further, the websites that 
produce the largest volume of social media 
data do not reflect specific countries.  

 

On that last point, let’s take a closer look at the 

country specifications for five different social 

media websites. The table below shows the 

worldwide number of users and the percentage 

of users who are likely to be American or 

Canadian based on data from 

www.google.com/adplanner. Twitter and Blogger 

are among the most popular social media sites 

with millions of users from around the world. 

Both are well represented among US users, who 

comprise 29% and 38% of the total users.   

More importantly, notice the composition of 

users for country specific websites, including 

CNN, NYTimes, and CBC. Even though these 

websites target users from specific countries or 

even specific cities, a significant percentage of 

visitors are actually not from the intended region. 

For instance, 21% of users of the New York Times 

website are not from the US or Canada. And, 12% 

of CBC.ca users aren’t from the US or Canada. 

 

Source 
WorldWide 

Users 
American Canadian Other 

Twitter 140 million 38% 3.5% 58.5% 

Blogger 73 million 29% 2.7% 68.3% 

CNN 72 million 75% 4.3% 20.7% 

NYTimes 55 million 75% 4.0% 21.0% 

CBC.ca 8.1 million 20% 68% 12.0% 
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Social Media Research Spill: Social Media spill is 

clearly a huge and uncontrollable outcome of the 

internet. Though it is a positive feature for users 

who are instantly able to discover both official 

and unofficial information from a global base of 

thousands of unbiased sources, it requires a shift 

in thinking for marketers and researchers who 

have historically been able to constrain their 

messaging to specific venues. Discussions of 

purchase intent, brand value, and product quality 

are taking place on social media websites without 

regard for campaign timelines or marketing 

strategies. The discussions grow and build over 

time as additional viewers from additional 

countries find and share information that they 

have decided is relevant to them. 

The following three campaigns are excellent 

examples of how consumers have turned local 

campaigns into global phenomenons - campaigns 

that went viral. 

 

Ronaldinho Nike Footwear Ad 

This Nike footwear commercial originated in 

Europe in 2005. It shows a world famous soccer 

player, Ronaldinho, kicking a soccer ball directly 

at the crossbar (the goal) with stunning skill. 

Viewers were so astonished with his apparent 

skill that they caused an uproar across bulletin 

boards and forums in the debate over whether 

the commercial was real. 

The video has now been viewed more than 100 

million times all around the world. This translates 

into 1 view for every 3 Americans, 3 views for 

every Canadian, or 1 view for every person in the 

combined population of Greece, Portugal, 

Belgium, Netherlands, Hungary, and Poland. 

Further, a simple search on Google returns more 

than 383,000 search results – for a video that is 

now more than 4 years old. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://nikefootball.nike.com/nikefootball/tiempo/viral

/low.html 

 

John West bear commercial:  

This commercial for John West seafood hailed 

from the US in 2005 with such success that 

several additional commercials of the same genre 

have since been produced. This particular 

commercial shows an employee of the John West 

company fighting a bear, and winning, to catch a 

fish. This video has garnered more than 400 

million views globally, or 1.3 views for every 

single American, or 13 views for every single 

Canadian. Despite being 4 years old, it still 

produces more than 500,000 search results on 

Google. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.johnwest.com.au/TVC/index.html 
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Dove Campaign for real beauty:  

This Canadian campaign for Dove beauty 

products launched in 2006. Viewers were shown 

that their perceptions of female beauty are based 

on false representations. The video took viewers 

through a session of time lapse photography to 

show how a normal looking woman was made to 

look beautiful through the use of makeup and 

artificial digital enhancements. 

The video was uploaded to YouTube in October of 

2006. After just one day, it had been viewed more 

than 40,000 times. After one month, it had more 

than 1.7 million views and after 1 year, it had 

more than 12 million views. There are even 

claims that this campaign reached almost one 

quarter of all internet users 
(http://www.insites.be/02/MyDocuments/08_Evolution_of_Beauty_

Dove_Case_Study.pdf). A search on Google today, three 

years later still produces more than 900,000 

search results. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hibyAJOSW8U 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

Advertising spill used to be relegated to 

neighbouring communities, and then 

neighbouring countries, usually reflecting spill 

from much the larger area into the smaller area. 

However, the rise of the internet has obliterated 

this trend. Consumers are no longer restricted to 

written materials that land at their door. As soon 

as they open the door to the internet, they are 

bombarded with spill from every country in the 

world, not just from Canada or the US, but from 

Belgium, Africa, Australia, India, and China. It has 

become impossible to fence people into regions 

of commercial relevance. Consumers now have 

the power to determine for themselves what is 

relevant. And they’re doing it. 

 

 

About Conversition Strategies: Conversition 

Strategies is a boutique online market research 

firm based in the US (Conversition Strategies 

Limited) and Canada (Conversition Strategies 

Incorporated).  Conversition listens to consumers 

by applying scientific principles to the collection 

and analysis of social media data. Its strength lies 

in combining the expertise of respected market 

researchers with social media mavens.  
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