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     FOREWORD 


    The only decent thing to come out of the 1980s was the 1990s. And Mike Sharman. And Cardies. Cardies rocked. By 1980s standards anyway. It sold those dreadful motivational rigid plastic desktop ‘quote-tents’ with messages printed on them. One of them read: ‘You don’t have to be mad to work here, but it helps.’


    If Mike doesn’t have that emblazoned on a wall somewhere, he should.


    Before I became aware of his involvement in the delightful spoof of the surprise Netflix hit of 2020: ‘My Octopus Teacher’, I watched the two-and-a-bit-minute video done for Kreepy Krauly delivered in the same somnambulant tone of filmmaker Craig Foster whose year-long video diary had captured the attention of a fearful world locked down against Covid-19.


    ‘… and then I just had this crazy idea, what if I went every … day …’ had me in hysterics … ‘the waaay it moves … its pipe never gets tangled …’ It was bonkers. But it was also sheer genius. It tapped into the enormous positivity of Foster’s messaging with a sweet, clever, parody.


    I watched it a few times and tweeted: ‘Everyone involved in this is quite deliciously mad. Brilliant.’


    Then I learned Retroviral was involved and it all made sense.


    [image: ]


    Much of what happens in the world nowadays is so carefully filtered, stage-managed and sanitised to ensure that it passes the focus group test, that we are losing cutting-edge creativity. When last did you see an ad that made you guffaw with your hand over your mouth because you can’t actually believe ‘they just did that’?


    When Nando’s had a guide-dog lead a blind person into a pole because it could not resist the aroma wafting into the street it caused outrage, but it also differentiated the chain, which today is one of South Africa’s most successful franchise exports.


    How often do you see a piece of advertising or branding that is worth talking about?


    Not often enough.


    If, as Amazon founder Jeff Bezos, once said: ‘Your brand is what others say about you when you are not in the room’ then B R A N D A L I S M has ripped off the roof, knocked down the walls and taken a dump in the pot plant.


    Nobody meets in rooms anymore and conversations about your brand are happening everywhere all the time. Unless they aren’t, in which case your business – in the third decade of the 21st century – is probably dead.


    Once your brand is in the public domain, it is no longer yours. If you don’t live up to your promise, you will be ‘brandalised’ because your customers will very soon tell you what they think.


    This book will not help you guard your brand from the renegade attentions of people like Mike Sharman, but will position you to capitalise on the opportunity it presents.


    BRUCE WHITFIELD


    Radio, TV and print journalist. Business speaker. Author.

  


  
     PREFACE 


    ‘To the extreme I rock a mic like a vandal …’


     – Vanilla Ice


    Every brand has its genesis as a challenger. It’s created to compete with an existing offering, or borne out of innovation to provide a new solution or product to its target market.


    Forbes details how a business lifecycle evolves from startup, to growth; it then progresses to its maturity phase, and finally, is faced with the crossroads labelled ‘renewal’ or ‘decline’.


    Maturity is synonymous with comfort. Mature businesses take fewer risks because they’ve hustled their way to meaningful market share. Mature businesses tick boxes, as opposed to thinking outside of them. However, in this modern age of fickle, hyper consumerism, they also expire quicker than ever before.


    Credit Suisse has shown that the average age of a company listed on the S&P 500 fell from almost 60 years in the 1950s to less than 18 years today.


    Brands are constantly required to reinvent, or die. 2021 has had its fair share of corporate decimation and death.


    BRANDALISM is a phrase that was first coined in 2012 where street artists – led by an unknown Scotsman, Robert Montgomery – hijacked billboards in the black of night by plastering B&W typographic poetry over your standard ‘buy-buy-buy-call-to-action’ outdoor media.


    ‘Brandalism: Street artists hijack billboards for “subvertising campaign” ’ – The Independent 


    These actions tapped into the authority-versus-anarchy zeitgeist; it became a call to arms for street artists, graffiti craftsmen, and vandals alike, and established a cult – albeit illegal – following across the UK, US and Australia.


    Twenty-six ‘artists’, including Montgomery, brandalised 35 outdoor locations across Leeds, Manchester, Birmingham, Bristol and London as an opposition statement to advertising and its ‘destructive impact’ on issues such as body image, consumerism and debt.


    One of the participants, Bill Posters (every part of me wants this to be his real name and not his street artist ‘personal brand’), was quoted as saying: ‘We’re lab rats for ad execs who exploit our fears and insecurities through consumerism. I’m a human being, not a consumer. So by taking [on] these billboards, we are taking these spaces back. If Sao Paolo in Brazil can ban all outdoor advertising, so can we.’ 


    At the start of 2020, Bushfire Brandalism was executed at the bus shelters of Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane suburbs, in response to the Australian government’s handling of the bushfire crisis.


    ‘It’s amazing what you can get away with in a hi-vis vest.’


    Scott Marsh, an artist from Sydney and one of 41 to participate in this campaign, chuckled that his hi-vis vest was a ‘cloak of invisibility’, while applying a portrait of Scott Morrison that had the words ‘climate denial’ etched into the Prime Minister’s forehead.


    Posters with a melting Caramello Koala, pleading ‘Save an Aussie icon’, and Blinky Bill running from a terminal wall of flames, leveraged locally relevant iconography to create rubber-necking moments to engage passersby to magnify the key message that ‘climate change is a reality’.


    Each poster was complete with a link to a QR code, whereby viewers were directed to a bushfire-related charity of the artist’s choice. It also provided the artist-collective with a trackable reporting mechanism of how and where people were connecting and contributing to the campaign.


    Considering the recency and impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on all of us, Brandalism has been the most prevalent among organisations who have deconstructed their traditional slogans for the sake of encouraging lockdown (in)activity.


    KFC censored the ‘Finger Lickin’’ part of its pay-off line from every touch point – packaging, advertising, social media, in-store screens, and billboards – and went so far as to run digital media on trucks across the globe where it ‘smash and grabbed’ other brands’ slogans, such as ‘gives you wiiings’, ‘just do it’, ‘priceless’, and ‘you’re not you when you’re hungry’, to name a few.


    South Africa’s mobile network operator MTN altered its Everywhere you Go line to Everywhere you Stay, while competitor Vodacom updated its name to Vodacom – Stay Safe as a scrolling display device on the top, left-hand corner of its customers’ mobile phone screens nationwide.


    Nike is known for producing remarkable work, but it played out of its proverbial boots with the copy on this social media poster:


    IF YOU EVER DREAMED OF PLAYING FOR MILLIONS AROUND THE WORLD, NOW IS YOUR CHANCE
Play inside, play for the world.


    Jeep reconfigured its trademark circles and vertical lines’ grille ([image: ]) by using utilitarian objects such as bird’s eye view coffee cup shots, wireless charging pads, and a variety of household remotes to drive its updated #TheGreatIndoors positioning.


    Conversely, McDonald’s Brazil didn’t quite manage to read the room. It received its fair share of social media shade when it initiated a ‘supersize lapse in judgement’. Each one of its two arches – that form the globally, recognisable ‘M’ logo – was spaced apart as a Golden Arches social distancing stunt.


    Comments such as: ‘F@$k right off you award-desperate morons’, ‘Dear #mcdonalds: stop changing your logo for every event and actually f@$king DO something. Nobody cares how you’ve reformatted your “beloved” arches’, and ‘How about pay your workers a living wage!’


    Clearly, not all brands can or should vacillate between profiteering and a perceived purpose. Our approach is to commence with business ecosystem interrogation:


    What are your business objectives, what is your manifesto (a greater, more granular and profound approach than ‘purpose’) and how do you intend on impacting your personal – as opposed to public – relations?


    B R A N D A L I S M is a collection of stories, anecdotes and premises that pertain to the real need for business to dismantle, and vandalise its perceived public-facing persona, in order to survive, and thrive.


    One thing instilled in us as kids is ‘N E V E R write in books’, but in order for us to begin this journey together we need to unlearn this directive.


    Scribble, doodle, Sharpie or graf your way through these pages and tag me (with your tag) in your musings that you opt to share in your social media Stories - @mikesharman


    Life is short. Play naked!
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     PERSONAL RELATIONS 


    ‘They told me I’d never ride again; statistically I shouldn’t even be alive. I came off the bike and hit a tree stump square on. In the middle of Botswana-nowhere. A few centimetres either side, I would’ve dusted myself off, got back on my KTM and not even blinked an eye. But I’d lacerated my spleen. 36 hours door to door – field to hospital – via helicopter. Eight hours was critical …’


    This was my first encounter with Kirsten Landman, a Wolverine-like interior complete with a factually-fictional adamantium skeletal structure (it’s the only possible explanation), aesthetically wrapped in blonde locks – of a Disney princess – that flow out the size-adjusting piece of plastic at the back of her trucker cap; Tomboy Sleeping Beauty with 10 000 followers – at the time – on the ’gram (@kirstlandman).


    This near-death experience had changed her life. It was also changing – in real time – the lives of a Mad Men-esque boardroom, comprising a monumental railroad sleeper bar, complete with a warthog tusk biltong cutter and several alpha males. Half of whom were chain-smoke suppressing the lumps in their throats by consuming the filter of their cigarettes, while the other half puffed second-hand smoke into their own eyes, in order to combat a cry.


    Yellow-stained fingertips. Saltwater stained collar shirts. That ‘girl’ made a group of men spontaneously combust in goosebumps.


    ‘I’m going to be the first African woman to complete the Dakar Rally on a motorbike!’


    I was in.


    [More about Kirsten a little later.]


    The book-less book launch


    Comedians, conference speakers and C-suiters benefit from having an attention-jolting ice-breaker; A smelling salts-like phrase; memorable like the acidity of ammonium carbonate and perfume, uncomfortably tickling the back of your throat.


    My shtick is to challenge people with the poser that there are ‘a lot of dicks in business <insert specific industry based on audience for personalisation> but why be the biggest, when you can be the best dick?’ (gender agnostic, of course).


    What’s your approach to gold-medalling your first impression?


    Four years ago, I treated the launch of my debut book, The Best Dick, like any other commercial campaign brief I would start to tackle:


    •Produce the strategy


    •Develop remarkable content


    •Engage with your most influential target community; from hyper-focus to mass spread


    •Make a commercial impact


    Regardless your industry or size of company, this is a recipe for baking a business – not just developing your integrated marketing communications plan.


    Strategy is the who (audience), what (your offering), where (channels to reach the who – not to be confused with the 60s band), when (timing). Your tactics to achieve this vision is the how.


    I’m no business plan fan, and I believe your product or service is defined by the manner in which your early adopters mould it. You require Play-Doh malleability, instead of rigidity, because the expectation of how the world will engage your offering is incongruous with the reality. You should adapt to your customers. There is no vice versa.


    Over the past decade, I’ve been implementing marketing zigs to competitor zags and I’ve found the greatest returns on my efforts, as a business owner, are:


    •Content creation and digital networking via my Twitter and LinkedIn audiences – grown and nurtured from zero in 2008, with zero paid media support


    •Stimulating the growth of this audience by posting both succinct, bite-sized and long-form opinions, presenting my unique digital marketing industry views at conferences, writing guest pieces for influential industry news sites such as Bizcommunity and MarkLives.com


    •Investment in budget conscious, yet high production video case studies


    •Utilising this collateral and leveraging relationships with influential journalists to maximise public relations results – creating perfect PR mini-storms


    The most impactful way to communicate and convince is to storysell (storytelling that converts to a sale) one to one. The reality is that you can’t talk to every individual that comprises your target audience. It’s unrealistic and would compromise your focus, so you have to talk from one to one to many (your audience).


    In order to reach the intended ‘public’ to introduce your business to, you need to personally convince your journalist network – which resides one degree of separation from you – that your story is a good bet to be backed, from a print, broadcast, and online media perspective. Small wins on the interview front create momentum; it snowballs. Thick skins are essential in entrepreneurship and the need to post media interviews to your social networks is key.


    Mike Butcher (@MikeButcher) MBE, Editor-at-large of TechCrunch, co-founder of Pathfounder, and the individual who’s also been named one of the most influential journalists in European technology by Wired, has condensed everything you should read about pitching your startup to the media in a 53-page Slideshare. For the full deck and more, visit the contact page on MikeButcher.me and be sure to read the hyperlinked line ‘but also read this’.


    Butcher summarises the deck with the following key headings, which I have expanded upon below:


    1. Know who to contact 


    Don’t just shoot words from your Gmail hip. Your investment in the time to build rapport with a relevant journalist, who will find value in your story, is more important than just a mass shooting of emails to the general news address of sites you read occasionally.


    2. Create relationships before the pitch


    A simple way to build a relationship with the media is to start following the individuals – on Twitter – who are influential to your industry and to engage with them, and have a digital dialogue about the things they are interested in. You wouldn’t meet a potential investor for a coffee and blurt out: ‘Hey, give me money for my startup’, so why would you opt for the journalist equivalent of ‘Hey, write a story about my startup’?


    3. Networking and creating buzz will help before you pitch


    Any journalist worth their salt will never copy and paste a press release. They will research you/your startup, they may even test out some of the promised features of your product or service. An existing and established digital presence of the founders or business, and a prominent Google search ranking add credibility to the question ‘why should I write about these guys?’


    4. Have a unique story


    In The Best Dick I delved into the Hero’s Journey and how it is a superb structure for you to articulate the antagonist and protagonist in your startup universe, as well as to construct a base narrative for what your business’ movie would look like. Peaks and troughs, and your dramatic success in the face of adversity, makes your startup an exhilarating story to write and then read about.


    5. Personalise the pitch


    Make a concerted effort to understand what each relevant journalist you intend on approaching writes about. Interrogate their recent stories and package why your venture is aligned to their beat. Personalisation and relevance are lacking from founders who are obsessed with scale and consider growth a numbers game. Media relations isn’t about quantity of outreach, but rather quality of engagement.


    6. Lay out the benefit for the title’s readers


    We all dream about Butcher’s TechCrunch publishing a (positive) piece about our business. It’s one of the greatest, global votes of coverage confidence. The publication you are pitching to is beholden to its most important stakeholder – the reader. If your story isn’t going to encourage that target audience to click to read, why should the outlet waste the time of its most valuable and limited resource – its writers – to cover you and your delusion of brandeur. 


    The don’ts


    Put simply, if you intend alienating the media and burning bridges in a tight-knit community, Butcher suggests you do the following:


    •Be insulting


    •Give me your whole life story


    •Send 100 bloggers or other media the exact same mail pitch


    •Send me the same pitch multiple times – come up with multiple angles


    In 2010, Facebook was the de facto South African social media, and by simply sharing brag pieces to that platform, I was able to build a personal brand from within my friendship network from the inside out. It also helped that a few of my high school and university contacts were now reporters at relevant and respected B2B titles.


    Warning: the collateral damage of operating your own PR machine from within the confines of an intended-friendly space, is your friends; the irony is Shakespearean. People who’ve never waded into the murky waters of starting a business will mistake your self-promotion for arrogance and you are likely to deviate from some of your most ardent ride or dies. Entrepreneurship multiplies grey hair and crow’s feet, divides the number of platonic relationships; an entrepreneurshit downside.


    The Best Dick


    The book title was the best mix of controversy and positioning. The name was designed to pique interest and create talkability, secure PR opportunities, and cut through the cluttered shop front of a content-saturated bookstore. Most importantly, it was a 65 000-word thought-leadership piece, designed as the next tactic in the Retroviral (my creative ad agency) journey.


    It took five years just to define what we ‘sold’. Remember, David Ogilvy only started his ad agency at the age of 38. It’s an infinite investment to remain topical in a fickle, fast-paced industry such as advertising.


    Ogilvy vandalised the ad industry; turned it on its head. He had an infatuation with direct marketing, and an indulgence in being personable. He challenged the fluff and celebrated the sale. Even as he entered his 70s, his self-awareness remained intact. In 1981, he sent this memo to his agency partners:


    Will Any Agency Hire This Man?


    He is 38, and unemployed. He dropped out of college.


    He has been a cook, a salesman, a diplomatist and a farmer.


    He knows nothing about marketing and had never written any copy.


    He professes to be interested in advertising as a career (at the age of 38!) and is ready to go to work for $5,000 a year.


    I doubt if any American agency will hire him.


    However, a London agency did hire him. Three years later he became the most famous copywriter in the world, and in due course built the tenth biggest agency in the world.


    The moral: it sometimes pays an agency to be imaginative and unorthodox in hiring.


    ‘The customer isn’t a moron, she is your wife.’ 


    – David Ogilvy 


    Too often we neglect to shoot our shot because we have a preconceived notion of the specifics of a positive result and the timeline thereof.


    Our post-Covid-19 world has seen entire industries decimated in the space of a few weeks, but Ogilvy shows us that success is subjective. You’re done when you say you’re done.


    Remarkable Content 


    Retroviral is built on a tagline of ‘content | community | commerce’. This is more a ‘mantra’ than a ‘slogan’ and you should be able to use the following questions as a checklist for premeditated success:


    •Is the content remarkable? From white paper to witty video piece, does this content evoke an emotion?


    •Is this content designed to connect with my product or service’s target community, my existing audience, or both?


    •Once I uncage it and release it into my community, is the message sticky enough to convince anyone to engage in a commercial transaction with my product or service?


    Gareth Cliff is South Africa’s quintessential shock-jock. The best reference for an international audience is aesthetically pleasing, blond, short-haired Howard Stern with biceps (when he’s training). His sense of humour has always resonated with me; razor sharp intellectual wit. Not crass, but clever.


    I asked Gareth if he would consider writing my foreword because it would immediately enhance the credibility of my project. Personally, it held my writing to a higher standard, too. It forced me to interrogate every keyboard character I clacked that became permanently embedded in my .docx manuscript.


    I emailed him and called it a forward instead of a foreword. FFS. Idiot.


    True to form, he’s never let me live that down. But, he did write me the most incredible foreWORD:


    The first time I met Mike Sharman he walked into my radio studio in a red speedo, with too much self-confidence and too much body hair. 


    Since then he has gone on to do much more impressive and much less embarrassing things. We have had many conversations over the last three years, often comparing our entrepreneurial journeys and giving each other an encouraging word, and sometimes (but not often) complaining. 


    People all over the world often say that South Africa is a crucible for a very special kind of entrepreneur – there’s a pioneering, fearless, frontier quality to them that often propels them into the stratosphere internationally. Mike is one of those. 


    The stories in this book will not only provide practical information, but also a host of personal anecdotes that reveal a sense of humour and a dose of insanity. As we head into an increasingly technological, politically correct and overwhelming future, we’ll need more of those two traits to make it, and to make it as the Best Dick, not the biggest. 


    GARETH CLIFF, Founder – CliffCentral.com 


    This 177-word testimonial was the most important marketing tactic for pre-sales of my papyrus product. I posted it to Instagram and it became my most engaged upload of 2017. It is the proof point for influencer marketing, as the foreword served to validate why the Exclusive Books and CNA buyers should take a punt on The Best Dick.


    One thousand pre-orders without a completed manuscript, from a debut ‘writer’; highlighting the importance of packaging design in conjunction with an impassioned and not-too-overtly-salesy-sales pitch.


    Repurposing final content to create a tease


    As a brand with a large, engaged following, it’s possible to unleash content on the world in mic-drop fashion, leave the proverbial room with the audience’s mouth agape, and rely on these individuals to fan the word-of-mouth flames via the network of the bush telegraph – think Chicken Licken, or Nando’s. These businesses have surpassed the social media audience Tipping Point and can rely on their followers to have a sunny predisposition to their content, even when the storytelling isn’t at peak remarkability.


    Juvenile brands with smaller, less emotionally connected audiences need a social media wave to build, in order for their content to surf it.


    Tease, then please


    Dropping breadcrumbs for your target market across social platforms can pique interest in the plans you are plotting. Previews need to be like movie trailers. They should convince you to neglect everything else and opt into viewing this feature film for the next 75 minutes. Hollywood marketing is so refined that every one of these promos tease us that the flick in question is the greatest story ever told.


    Posting the foreword was one tactic. Then we utilised the quotable quotes. These served as social media street pole headlines. South Africa’s daily tabloid The Daily Sun, is the poster child for copywriting that results in drive-by, rubbernecking behaviour, on Johannesburg’s busiest streets. KPOW!


    *Magoshas’ Black Friday 


    (*Prostitutes) 


    OR


    **Tokoloshe Wants My Food 


    (**Wikipedia explains: ‘In Zulu/Xhosa mythology, Tikoloshe, Tokoloshe, De’Avion or Hili is a dwarf-like water sprite. It is considered a mischievous and evil spirit that can become invisible by drinking water. Tokoloshes are called upon by malevolent people to cause trouble for others. At its least harmful, a tokoloshe can be used to scare children, but its power extends to causing illness or even the death of the victim. The creature might be banished by a pastor (especially with an apostolic calling), who has the power to expel it from the area.’)


    Our agency social media community managers are briefed in – what I assume is – a similar way to The Daily Sun subeditor, albeit without the ability to use silver bullets such as ‘sex worker’ and ‘mythological creature’ nouns.


    If you consider the average social media user’s thumb scrolls 90 metres (300 feet) daily or 32.8 kilometres (20.3 miles) per annum, branded content needs to be so impactful that your target market’s opposable driver screeches to a halt to spend an extra few seconds observing the signage before accelerating to its next meme destination.


    Instagram had been used as an inclusivity play to enable my core base of social media followers to contribute, creatively, with their comments and heart iconography:


    •They were my Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? ‘ask the audience’ lifeline as I fished for feedback on a favoured book cover


    •They also acted as my niche focus group and sounding board with the bold take-out statements contained within the copy. If these unique lines resonated, then surely the book – as a whole – would be well-received?


    Statements such as these were converted into The Best Dick quotes and Instagrammable posts for social and used as the new moon to my Spring tide:


    I. Big Dicks make outlandish statements, Best Dicks execute statements, outlandishly


    II. Eat your own dog food


    III. Make yourself memorably magnetic


    IV. Get on stage; be a megaphone for your business


    V. Develop a Hero’s Journey for your startup


    Go/No-go


    I get high on launches. In our world, it isn’t the jet fuel fumes or the musings of astronaut mortality but rather the life or death of a project or startup. Like the Cape Canaveral analogy, you should be overwhelmed by a need to vomit. If your guts aren’t terrified then the risk/reward scales aren’t adequately balanced. Your victory condition is directly proportional to the amount you have to lose.


    I start businesses because of the rush they inject in me; entrepreneurship is my OxyContin. The second hit is reflecting on the people that permeate your startup playground.


    October 30, 2017, my team presented me a bespoke, baked tray of cockcakes – cupcakes adorned with handcrafted, non-circumcised, penises – to celebrate the forthcoming launch activities. I couldn’t be prouder. When these individuals are no longer staff, but a tribe of interconnected misfits, you start to achieve entrepreneurship enlightenment.


    A community of collaborators


    I’m often mistaken with Mark Sham due to the similarity in name, and our penchant for public speaking at marketing conferences.


    Mark is the founder of a local TED-like event, Suits & Sneakers, which he describes on the website as:


    ‘Suits & Sneakers was created to disrupt the mundane thinking that comes with the routine of life. Sometimes people go astray because they have forgotten the so-called basics or perhaps they never applied them to begin with. Other times, they’re too rigid and inflexible to have the controlled edginess needed to stand out and thrive!


    Our goal is very simple: We want people to leave having learned one or two simple, yet vital lessons and we want to inspire them to be excellent in every aspect of life.’


    The sheer challenger personality of the S & S event format, as well as the average attendee archetype informed the decision to use this stage as the ideal platform for the launch of The Best Dick.


    Tickets to the event were sold and a book was bundled with each purchase, in order to give it impetus to achieve maximum market adoption.


    Some things never go according to plan


    #ThatAwkwardMomentWhen you expect your books to be at your book launch.


    We were cutting it fine by retrofitting the print and distribution deadlines into the S & S event. My publisher, Tracey, cringes every time I retell this detail of the story, but there is no greater irony than not having books at a book launch. Nada, nix, zero. They had been perched atop a truck ‘on the way from Cape Town’ for several days. The delivery was set to be Swiss-like with its precision, but it wasn’t.


    Live demonstrations are business theatre. Mishaps will always occur and how you handle them can be even more memorable – for your leadership legacy – than the faux pas itself.


    When Elon Musk launched Cybertruck three years ago, he hyped the indestructible ‘Armour glass’ windows of his new vehicle, only for his gimmicky baseball pitcher to throw a steel ball and shatter the impenetrable bullet proof glass, at the much anticipated media event.


    More recently, President Cyril Ramaphosa exploded to meme status within seconds of presenting his live TV interview about wearing a mask during Covid-19 lockdown restrictions. He struggled to get the fabric on his face. The nation spontaneously combusted in digital fits of laughter. To his credit, he was on TV the very next day visiting various communities and had the presence of mind to be self-deprecating about his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle impersonation, when quizzed by reporters.


    I made the most of my book-less book launch and instead of shifting stock, this ‘stunt’ shifted social media sentiment. The sold-out crowd used their social channels to create the swell, and we achieved trending status. The Best Dick was one of the most tweeted about topics across South Africa that evening.


    Viral science


    We’ve made more brands ‘go viral’ globally than any other agency in Africa, and every one of our campaigns that has accelerated beyond our borders has been scientifically coordinated; supported with a smattering of serendipity.


    Your campaign craves strategy, but in a world where 188 000 000 emails, 18 000 000 texts, 5 000 000 Giphy gifs, 4 500 000 YouTube videos, 511 000 tweets, 1 400 000 Tinder swipes and 694 000 Netflix minutes are consumed every real world minute, it’s safe to say that you require a fair degree of luck to cut through the optical fibre clutter.


    1.The day we seeded Nando’s Last Dictator Standing campaign in 2011, Robert Gabriel Mugabe made homophobic slurs in the UK. 2 000 000 views of our campaign in six days.


    2.We had our 2019 Russell Hobbs TV commercial – with a soundtrack that was made purely from the sounds of the brand’s appliances – celebrated and blogged by a respected Italian composer that resulted in global coverage on Best Ads on TV, a South Korean YouTube advertising series, and several other international sites.


    3.A half page interview we secured for Kirsten Landman, who was relatively unknown at the time, was picked up by a producer at eNCA, South Africa’s most watched news channel. Kirsten was interviewed on live TV the following morning and the campaign snowballed. More on that later.


    You have to have a mix of belief and bloody-mindedness, and a relationship with a handful of hyper-influential journalists (importance of network), who cover a range of beats, if your story has any chance of reaching one-to-four corners of the globe.


    If the ancient Greeks had internet, they definitely would have had a god of virality. Of all the deities, he would be my homeboy.


    The universe has an interesting sense of humour. The day of the book launch, SA rapper, Emtee ‘inadvertently’ live streamed his attempt at a best dick on Insta.


    Another one of our tabloids, Sunday World, reported:


    ‘Social media was sent into a complete meltdown‚ after screenshots of what is believed to be Emtee’s manhood went viral.


    The rapper was apparently caught with his pants down when he shared an Instagram live video‚ to his 737‚000 strong followers on Instagram.


    Fans have since taken screenshots from the video and have shared it on Twitter. It is unclear if the video was taken mistakenly or it was deliberate on Emtee’s part.


    However‚ in true Mzansi (South African) style‚ Twitter has been flooded with memes and comments about the‚ erm‚ embarrassing situation. Emtee has quickly become one of the most talked about topics on Twitter as thousands of people poke fun at the debacle.’


    There was an intersection of metaphorical and physical ‘D’s. Emtee’s vessels made the most online noise; his fans became the conduit for delivery of my launch messaging.
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    The Best Dick was now on the tip of everyone’s social tongues. Sorry. You can imagine how many childish puns I’ve had with this title.


    It had gone mainstream and infiltrated a social conversation – so perfectly – almost as if it had been structurally engineered. The only explanation: the viral gods work in mysterious ways.


    ‘The worst thing that can happen is almost always the best thing.’


    – Pepe Marais


    That was all the ammo I needed to approach journalists for book interviews. This story about the story contains aspects from each of the six best practice summary points from Butcher’s PR deck.


    One of South Africa’s most popular TV shows at the time was coincidentally titled Trending, where a daily panel of celebrities dissected social media social commentary and delved into specific trending topics from Twitter itself.


    I pitched my book launch to the producers and the resultant interview proved to be the flint to my tinder. With about 250 000 consumers tuned into that show, my Twitter timeline didn’t have the stamina to maintain the mentions. At one point during my 240 seconds of fame, I was receiving more than 10 mentions per second, hundreds of new followers, and strangers sliding into my Instagram inbox, like I had just been unveiled to the nation as the newest member of the Kardashian clan.


    The banks of the book mentions’ river burst and the media requests gushed through the sluice gates. Within the first month, I was on every major business radio and TV show in the country.


    One simple tactic that enabled the longevity of the social conversation, in addition to the above the line coverage, was a line I wrote in the preface to encourage readers to post their reviews to social and to tag both the hashtag and my user name on the respective media.


    Too often we take the social part of social media for granted, as it’s easier to default to a broadcast, megaphone-wielding mentality. Ask your audience for their comment or engagement. Like most situations in life, the worst thing that could happen is that the response is ‘no’.


    The commercials


    Writing a niche, entrepreneurial book in a small market is never going to make you J.K. Rowling-rich. From the outset of any project, it’s important to be realistic about goal setting before you launch.


    We always interrogate our clients’ business objectives before we develop our communication strategies.


    The book was a social experiment in thought leadership and small B2B business branding. It was never intended to turn a profit. But it did and it also became a bestseller at Exclusive Books and CNA stores where it was read by my target market’s sweet spot – affluent individuals at the Sandton branch, as well as those travelling domestically for business at OR Tambo International Airport.


    Key takeaways from this project


    The demands of retail are not for me – the volume requirements, the distribution channel needs, and the energy required to move that one product with minimal margin. Interestingly, this experiment allowed me to dabble in Shopify and digital payment gateway integration, as well as the honouring of merchandise requests via the last mile of logistic demands.


    SEO is one tactic we don’t spend money on for our business. Backlinks generated on credible sites as a by-product of the digital PR we have converted, have been the most valuable organic SEO play for us. We average more than 600 visits per month to our site, thanks to links to The Best Dick – and the association with retroviral.co.za.


    A book has also proven to be the best thought-leadership tactic; a vehicle to drive maximum value for our service offering. That’s what brings you to these pages.


    ‘Celebrate your victories like a football team celebrates a goal.’


    – Nic Haralambous


    Good work is infectious but it needs a relevant carrier to facilitate the spread. Good work also breeds new business, but you need to share the story with the social world first. Otherwise it’s a tree falling in the woods with no one in the vicinity to yell ‘timmmmbbeerrrrr’.


    Succinct video case studies – two minutes maximum – are how we humblebrag.


    Social media channels have a video content bias. The algorithm favours video because it is more likely to keep eyeballs on-site. More eyeballs mean Zuckerberg and co can attract more advertising dolleroonies. Below is how we packaged the story of the book and its subsequent success.


    The case study script


    The number one challenge for all ad agencies is …


    Winning new business. 


    But, how the $%*# do we attract clients?


    ‘90 per cent of agency new business leads are generated by referrals’ – Hubspot


     ‘96 per cent of B2B buyers want content with more input from industry thought leaders’ – Demand Gen 


     ‘93 per cent of B2B buying processes begin with an online search’ – Hubspot


    So we combined word of mouth marketing, thought leadership, and SEO thinking and published a book about OUR story. We wanted the market to know that we’re not the biggest, but the BEST!


    Results


    Paid launch event – sold out 


    #TheBestDick trended nationwide on Twitter


    A bestseller, top 100 global sales and marketing release on Amazon, and more than 1 000 search results linking the book back to our agency (this is invaluable from an organic SEO perspective)


    Client briefs increased by 30 per cent year-on-year


    20 per cent increase in new business revenue as a direct result of the book


    PR worth more than $1m and reach of 3 million people, without a cent spent on paid media


    This resulted in Retroviral appearing on the front page of Google when people search ‘digital agency South Africa’. Ironically, the most powerful SEO tactic in our business history has been the physical, printed, written word. (Just like my mate Rich Mullholland explained to me: ‘A book is the greatest business card you’ll ever have’; it’s like a thought-leadership steroid.)
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