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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

		

		
			
				





PREFACE

			There are a lot of dicks in business. I never want to be the biggest, but rather The Best Dick. The literary world is saturated with entrepreneurial stories or triumph-over-adversity pieces and – as inspiring as this subject matter is – all success stories are shrouded in mystery about the legitimacy of the narrative. The best entrepreneurs tell jaw-dropping stories with a dash of Michael Bay, Hollywood SFX.

It is important to note that this story will contain some colourful language. One thing I can promise you, however, is that there is one f-word that is forbidden from my lexicon and these pages – ‘flashmob’. 

The Best Dick cuts through the BS and provides first-hand accounts of my seven-year business owner journey. It includes candid accounts of bootstrapping a business, turning ‘fuck ups’ into ‘fuck yeahs’, selling a business and navigating my way through the ego-fuelled, political, corporate business beast.

Personal anecdotes delve into the ability to ‘infect an audience with an idea’ and to disseminate a brand to its target market; a Gladwell-like Tipping Point.

I refer to myself as a standup startup – having studied a marketing degree, a subsequent stint as a standup comedian in Hollywood, and eventually gleaming the best insights from time spent at both a startup PR firm and a mid-sized agency in London.

From scribbling logos and formulating some semblance of a new agency model – that combined PR, digital and activation – on napkins at multiple London Starbucks, to starting Retroviral with no business plan and not a solitary client, this is my personal entrepreneurial odyssey.

This is not a blueprint to ‘get rich quick’. Rather, it is intended to challenge any preconceived notions that there is a right way or a wrong way to start a business. There is only your way.

Feel free to tweet me or Instagram me interpretative memes (@mikesharman) while you are engaging with these pages. I’d love to read your thoughts, even if you challenge me on anything you disagree with. Being a business owner is akin to being a parent: we don’t always know what we are doing, and there is a high probability that we are winging it on a daily basis. 

Why did I write this and what does success look like to me? ‘Published author’ has a nice ring to it and a New York Times Bestseller would be an incredibly narcissistic upgrade to my LinkedIn bio, but – more than anything – a win will be knowing that The Best Dick inspired at least one reader to dive in and just start a business. Stop fucking around and get shit done. 

Life is short! Play naked.
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			I	The Standup, Startup

			Standup comedy and marketing are cousins

			Like most kids, in my final year of high school I had to make a decision about my future; make a call about my career path. 

			My head proclaimed: ‘Law!’

			My guts rebelled: ‘Acting, fuck yeah!’

			My folks shrieked: ‘Acting? Do you intend on having a mortgage in your own name in your lifetime? You’ll never be able to afford a medical aid.’

			Aside, but purposefully audible: ‘He’s never going to move out of home. Is he?’

			So I made a compromise. I studied a Bachelor of Arts degree, majoring in marketing communication and when I completed that formality, I chose ‘acting, fuck yeah!’

			Google: ‘Acting school Los Angeles’.

			Result: TVI Actor’s Studio just outside Hollywood, paid my deposit, packed a large, hard-coated Delsey suitcase and moved to The Valley for six months, to ensure that Future Mike couldn’t resent the decisions made by Past Mike.

			Those six months comprised: Drinking sake and barbecuing with Counting Crows’ Adam Duritz while he orchestrated acoustic magic on his guitar; eating home-made chocolate chip cookies baked by the sweet hands of Teri Hatcher when Desperate Housewives was the most popular TV series on the planet; smashing Grey Goose on the rocks during road trips to Vegas, ululating ‘The Goose is mother-fucken looooooooose’, with my housemate Chris; ordering Animal Style Double Doubles from In-N-Out Burger but, most importantly, falling in love with the natural narcotic of standup comedy.

			What. A. Rush. Pit of your stomach sickness, churning from line delivery, converting into convulsions of laughter, or the agony of the opposite side of the spectrum – the silent onstage assassination. Hopefully it’s the former.

			Standup and marketing are inextricably linked. This premise is how I live my career. Every meeting is an opportunity to leverage humour in order to make an impact. Laughter is my gateway drug to new business. Also, the road to branded content creation is paved and then signposted in the fork of either ‘Emotion’ or ‘Humour’. 

			A decently written story – TV or YouTube commercial – with a quality DOP at the helm, accompanied by an orchestral score, can elevate a mediocre concept to Cannes Bronze status. The line between funny and farcical, however, is so fine. 

			Consider a comedian standing on stage at a club, squinting out into the blinding lights and judgmental faces of a multi-demo­graphic audience, about to open his mouth and croak on stage for the very first time.

			This also happens to be an analogy for the scenario facing the rookie social media community manager before he posts a hashtag-TBT, hashtag-blessed, hashtag-yawn piece of unoriginal content from a calendar, signed off by a marketing manager who doesn’t think their target market is on Twitter because they ‘definitely aren’t’.

			Judy Carter, author of The Comedy Bible, simplifies the writing of comedic material into two components: 

			1.	Premise

			2.	Act-out

			It sounds too simplistic. It isn’t. We like to complicate things in the world and business, in particular, to make us seem more impressive, smarter, to elevate ourselves. It’s about being a big dick, or as someone far more eloquent than I described it – Ego.**

			Back to comedy and communication. In both settings – whether you are looking to connect with an audience in a comedy club environment or engage with a target market in your next advertising campaign – it is imperative that you determine the key insight, truth or premise of your material.

			When I started doing standup in US venues, I would open on the topic of accents, as my accent was my obvious USP or differentiator when communicating to an American audience.

			‘Hi. My name is Mike and I’m from South Africa. That’s why I have an accent. And, what’s weird about accents is chicks LOVE accents’ – truth (premise). Regardless of the background of my audience – age, sex, location, creed, or affluence – they identify with the statement that I have an accent and consciously or subconsciously they agree with my words or copy (if we are referring to a campaign).

			The second part pertains to the acting-out of the funny; the crafting of the humour. This requires a slick delivery and commitment to the idea in order to generate audience laughter. 

			So we have the premise, then we transition – immediately – into the act-out to connect the dots between truth and funny within the audience members’ minds. Comedy is dependent on what you first tell, then show your audience, and eventually how your performance becomes a catalyst for their own imagination to carry the chuckle to its limits. When we package these elements together, the execution becomes:

			Premise: ‘Hi my name is Mike and I’m from South Africa. That’s why I have an accent. What’s weird about accents is chicks LOVE accents.’

			Premise part two: ‘You can be Shrek, but if you’re packing an accent, you’re getting some ass!’

			Act-out. Left hand behind head. Pelvic thrusts while speaking seductively into the microphone with a Scottish accent à la Shrek, simulating a movement synonymous with making sexy time: ‘Oooooh, that’ll do, Donkey. That’ll do.’

			There are few things more powerful in this world than words that disrupt the audience thought process. Donkey-ass puns, turning Shrek’s line of affirmation for Donkey – from its intended feature film usage – on its head, by making it smartly sexual; generating mass hysteria from a group of previously disconnected individuals, now connected through the universal language of laughter.

			The best advertising in the world does exactly this. It takes an insight (premise) that connects with you as an individual, forces you to nod your head in agreement, and then leverages a powerfully constructed set of copy lines or imagery to emotionally move you. 

			Laughter, goosebumps, or the development of a lump in your throat. Effective communication is something that facilitates catching feelings. Whether you are on stage delivering lines, or at your keyboard posting snaps, tweets or status updates, every character that comprises a word of each phrase needs to be a purposeful paragraph composition – not just a tick box on a to-do list of monthly KPIs.

			We will delve into real experiences throughout this collection of personal anecdotes, because nothing doth a bigger dick make than an ‘expert’ who has all of the theory and none of the practice.

			Just start it

			One June, two thousand and ten. The day I officially flipped the ‘on’ button.

			2010 was one of the most formative years of my life. I had arrived back in Johannesburg after 24 months in London – working in a PR agency with a focus on digital PR and social media – followed by a ‘find myself’ backpacking stint through India, Thailand, Japan and China.

			I had a hotdesk, a MacBook and a business partner – Murray Legg – with contrasting, yet complementary skills (except for a similar high appetite for risk), who also happened to be one of my best mates since I was 13 years old. He had a day job. It would be a while before he could leave his corporate position. 

			For the past year, we had been working on getting the basics right, via email and Skype calls. CI, website, business cards, business registration, bank account. I had been doodling logos in various London Starbucks, and scribbling thoughts on napkins about my views on the marketing communications landscape and aspects that I wanted to change. I saw our purpose (buzzword alert: it’s currently very trendy for businesses to find their ‘why’) being that of a trusted advisory to brands and marketers who were being blindsided by charlatan agency new-business-development teams. These individuals were using tech jargon and convoluted digital phrases to overcharge and under-deliver, at global and regional levels. New industries and tactics are synonymous with the bullshit-baffles-brains approach.

			Retroviral was established as a challenger brand; Best Dicks, as opposed to Big Dicks. Right from the beginning.

			I wanted to connect the dots between PR – an industry that is generally relegated to basement budgets and the kiddies’ table of marketing gourmet restaurants, sans colouring-in crayons – digital communications and activation. I refer to this as the holy trinity of marketing, because great PR represents the finest storytelling, digital is able to package this story from a branded content, and web stickiness POV, while activation provides brands with the platform to emotionally connect with an audience in a very tangible way. Activation that incorporates technology has the ability to ignite the imagination of a customer.

			In September 2010, I penned this blog post in an attempt to articulate our business views on our cobbled-together weblog that was hard-coded in – of all places – Pakistan, by someone I am most likely never to meet. God bless the internet:

			Preparing to infect your mind with our brands!

			September 13, 2010

			Our site has been under funkstruction (Sharmanism) for the last couple months. We are gearing up to take several local and international brands viral and we want you to join us on this crazy journey. Our aim is not to force advertising down your throats, but to challenge our clients to ensure we produce quality, digital content for you that is slick, relevant and suits your lifestyle.

			We will let you know once we go live. In the meantime, you can follow us on Twitter for the latest viral and digital communications news from around the globe.

			If you’d like to get in touch with us, feel free to drop us a line or fill in and submit your requirements in our ‘contact’ form.

			A few days later I had four armed men follow me and my girlfriend Tami down the driveway of my parents’ home where I had set up my base camp. We had firearms injected into our temples and were tied up with makeshift restraints: my shoelaces, kitchen aprons, and subjected to 75 minutes of house arrest, while the perpetrators sent hands into pockets to inspect for cellphones, and sent feet throughout the rest of the house to ransack high-value, low-weight belongings such as my MacBook, and any jewellery they could get their grubby criminal paws on.

			Needless to say, this was one of the most traumatic experiences of my life. On the plus side, within 48 hours, I had a shiny new MacBook, thanks to insurance, and my stolen iPhone 3Gs was upgraded to a 4, courtesy of a Twitter competition that I won a few days later. True story.

			Less than a month had passed. I was sitting at my hotdesk when Nicky James, friend, former employer and now landlord of said hotdesk, returned from a meeting and proclaimed: ‘Dude! Where’s your car?’

			In hindsight, her choice of phrase was hysterically apt.

			To which I growled: ‘That’s really not funny!’

			Nicky: ‘I’m serious. Your car isn’t outside!’

			My car wasn’t outside. It was stolen. 

			I remember standing in my parking space and looking up into the heavens with outstretched arms, and all I could muster was: ‘Are you fuckin’ kidding me?’

			Besides a couple of trauma counselling sessions to convert the subconscious occurrences of the armed robbery to the conscious, I resorted to blogging as a creative outlet to process the events of the past month.

			This isn’t a pity-party of paragraphs, but rather a purposeful portrayal of the importance of the interconnectedness of the internet. This piece of writing became a proof-point of local virality. I had fewer than 1 000 followers on Twitter and Facebook, respectively, but my story set in motion a series of steps that would spark a realisation that I was onto something with this Retroviral concept, and that it was the right time to be launching this agency concept in the South African market.

			Blog comments of support, social shares, and even inebriated acquaintances or Facebook friends of friends approaching me at local bars: ‘MikeSharman [if not Sharman, I am usually greeted as if my first and last names are combined as a single descriptor], I read your blogpost, dude. I’m so stoked that you’re not dead. Come give me a hug, brother. I love you.’

			Ah yes, the witching hour at South African bars and nightclubs where you’re loved and/or related to everyone in your vicinity.

			I wasn’t a celebrity, yet my story had been disseminated – via social media – to people who did not comprise my immediate circle of friends. An emotional connection had been created between strangers and me, due to storytelling.

			MINI’s PR team contacted me a few days later. The brand wanted to sponsor me a vehicle to help me get back on my feet and to facilitate a road trip I had been planning to various cricket stadiums around the country for several weeks. There was a fancy dress competition that would see the victor receive an all-expenses-paid trip to Nagpur for a South Africa versus India World Cup showdown. 

			Fancy dress was the catalyst for my two-year move to London. 

			Two thousand kilometres later, three Test Matches, and several litres of body paint, a hairstylist and a pair of yellow morphsuit spandex pants combined to transform me into the personification of a Castle Lager draught, the official sponsor of the Proteas. Brand + stunt + story was the equation for a personal victory. It would also become the building blocks for Retroviral’s theorem of Making Shit Go Viral: Remarkable content, seeded to the right people, leads to results.

			Twitter

			My first ‘real’ job in London was as an account manager for a tech PR agency in The City. My clients were predominantly startups; unknown entities, which required a strong narrative for the sake of brand building, especially among The City’s top tech writers.

			My media network was minuscule when I arrived in the UK. Network is imperative in all industries, but PR requires relationships with real people; journalists are the gatekeepers to the success or failure of your public relations tactics. I would peruse the supply of newspapers – daily – to analyse the names of writers specific to the beats, relevant to my clients.

			I would even devour the free newspaper handouts on the Tube every morning and evening. The londonpaper and the Metro served up bite-sized morsels of news about business, politics, gossip, Big Brother and football. In 2008, it seemed like every form of current affairs media that you could consume had at least one reference to social media and, in particular, Facebook, Twitter or LinkedIn.

			I was active on Facebook, had a LinkedIn account as a glorified digital CV, but I was most fascinated by the multitude of descriptions that the media and my early adopter co-workers on the B2B team of the agency used to label Twitter. I was intrigued by the platform’s digital voyeurism and the concept of following business people, thought-leaders, sports stars, bloggers, media personalities and journalists. Admittedly, it was my 25-year-old hormones that led to the trial of the platform after receiving news that Ashton Kutcher was tweeting pics of Demi’s delightful derrière. 

			It took a few months to get into Twitter but once I had built up a handful of followers and had curated a strategic list of individuals to follow, the network became a binary addiction on my commute, albeit on my web-enabled feature phone. This groundwork would eventually be mission critical for the success of Retroviral; I just didn’t know it yet. Never underestimate the impact that today’s legwork will have on your future minutes, days, months or even years.

			WFT. Juju. LOL

			Back in the leather driving seat of the automatic, app-integrated MINI Countryman, life had returned to a semblance of normality and my suburban PTSD had retracted to the manageable recesses of my mind. Retroviral had one retainer in the bag, a $750 monthly fee to manage the Facebook and Twitter profiles for SABMiller’s annual party cruise – Miller Rock the Boat. This eased the burden of the initial startup financial pressures, as I continued to pitch with – in hindsight – my absolutely awful agency one-pager.

			You don’t need the best credentials document to win work. I proved this. You do, however, need someone to give you a chance (network) and to focus all of your being on the most professional execution of this opportunity. When you get the chance, best you not fuck it up.

			My friend Gia was a highly respected strategist at one of Johannesburg’s most creative advertising agencies – Black River FC. She backed me. She also happened to be in a relationship with Sepanta, marketing manager at Nando’s, one of the most loved brands in South Africa, the UK, and Australasia. 

			Sep and I had a discussion about Retroviral at a random social engagement and his pent-up frustration immediately spewed from his lips: ‘Sharman, I keep getting approached by these digital dicks, isn’t there something you can do for us?’

			(This was the age of gimmicky Flash sites.)

			Within a few weeks I was presenting to the brand team, whose simple request was ‘make us fucking famous on the internet!’

			Certainly the most succinct and rockstar brief I have ever received.

			For as long as South Africans can remember, Nando’s has been synonymous with creating social commentary about politics, local personality indiscretions, or other water cooler moments. These insights or premises had been executed – as copy lines – with a subtle logo inclusion to inform audiences that this was the work of the grilled chicken brand. Up until this point, these posters had only ever been disseminated via newspaper, as advertisements.

			Quinton: ‘You say you have a network of bloggers and cool kids, online?’

			Me: ‘I can guarantee your money will be better spent seeding your tactical posters via online influencers than the Sunday papers who are rushing you to take out a full page ad, just so you can reach an ever-declining audience.’

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

			My youthful swagger (read: arrogance) was supported by the knowledge that I had the absolute best other digital PR Dick – in the whole of South Africa – in my corner. Melissa Attree and I were similar beasts. We were kindred communication spirits. We had both worked in PR. We had an incredibly acute appreciation for the craft of marcomms theory, and were about to electrocute life into the principles of virality, like a couple of mad scientists – Internet Igor and Digital Dr Frankenstein. 

			We met on Twitter, progressed to passionate digital communication debates via Skype, and then eventually met – IRL – on the uneven pavements of Parkhurst. It was a Friday. There was wine.

			Fast forward a few months later and my mouth is making promises that I’m fairly certain my ass can cash. These are the only commitments you should make in the early days. Sure, you don’t always know how you are going to achieve something, but if you don’t believe you can achieve it, you should pull the ripcord and salvage the relationship. 

			Quinton: ‘We’re totally going to take advantage of your skills. We want you to prove what you can do, but we aren’t going to pay you for this test.’

			I’m an opponent of ‘free’ work; it’s imperative that you know your worth, but – as a business owner – you are faced with daily decision crossroads. My guts strangled me with the overwhelming veracity of the importance of this call.

			The best business choices – like acting improvisation – are those where you commit, completely. Melissa and I went all-in.

			It was a Friday when we received the call to seed. The little blue bird social network perturbed political firebrand – Julius Malema – and his band of not-so-merry, nor youthful, men comprising the ANC Youth League. Most notably, the proliferation of fake Julius Twitter handles.

			The Youth League had put out an official statement, warning that it would ‘approach the relevant authorities to report these hackers and call for the closer [sic] of Twitter …’

			Cue copywriting.

			WTF, Juju? LOL

			Though we can’t help you ‘closer’ a certain social networking site, we can help you get closer to the bird. The flame-grilled peri-peri bird, that is. So why not come to Nando’s and update your feed with some of our delicious chicken?

			When we finally received the poster, I was apprehensive. It was late in the day; post 15:00. This wasn’t part of the script. I’d let my ego conjure a big dick scenario. The vomit-feels consumed my stomach. Friday afternoons were not suited to optimum seeding conditions. Work hours were preferred.

			Here we go. We jumped onto mails, slid into DMs – professionally – and I posted the Juju smack talk to a personal blog. Melissa and I hit up our contacts: @HurricaneVaness, @CapeTown_Girl, @10and5, @2oceansvibe, @MyCityByNight, @JoziGoddess … 

			We clackety-clacked away at our keyboards that became ouija boards to summon the digital occult-like forces of peer-to-peer, social media sharing; the dark art that defined our key differentiator.

			While other South Africans in our social circles were gearing up for Friday drinkie-poos and their weekly downtime, we were engrossed in the digital PR high. Running TweetDeck search streams for phrases such as ‘Nando’s, Julius, Juju, Twitter’, this was our word of mouth IPO and we gnawed away at any semblance of fingernail until we held our breath for online mentions to rise. Bullish.

			Tens. Hundreds. Thousands.

			By Friday evening, my blog post alone had more than 7 000 unique views. Collectively, at least 25 – 30 000 locals had been exposed to this piece of communication.

			As for Team Juju, a week after the YL contacted Twitter’s head office in San Francisco to complain about a whopping 12 people who had opened fake accounts in Malema’s name, there was no sign that the social network would take action. Shock, horror.

			CEO: Chicken Excellence Officer

			We returned to Nando’s HQ on Monday morning, buoyed by what we had experienced over the weekend. Equally relieved. We had no expectation of what success looked like, but we knew what it felt like. It was this.

			It became a term of endearment if – while navigating through passageways and up a flight of stairs to the second-storey boardroom – I heard a marketing director yell ‘SHARMAN’, followed by a c-word that happened not to be chicken.

			‘Here’s an NDA. Sign it,’ Sep smiled wryly.

			The Juju execution proved we were a quality-over-nepotism hire. It validated the months of Twitter, Skype and real life interactions where Mel and I hypothesised the formulation of online conversation ignition; how we believed it was a scientific process that could be engineered. Seven thousand pairs of eyeballs authorised our interpretation of ‘viral’.

			Ink to paper. TV commercial to eyeballs. What we were viewing – à la National Security Agency briefing – had all the triggers of the most remarkable storytelling. This was a fine piece of branded content with the potential to be seeded and shared locally (and possibly even globally).

			The country’s third largest mobile network operator (wireless carrier) – Cell C – had recently launched an audacious stunt of a campaign where its then CEO, Lars Reichelt, had responded to a YouTube clip of comedian Trevor Noah berating the cellular industry. Reichelt proceeded to write an open letter apology, published it in a Sunday newspaper, as an advertorial – standard South African creative tactic – obviously. 

			Within a few days, Reichelt appointed Noah as the Customer Experience Officer, turned on a Tell Trevor microsite where consumers could share their gripes about the South African mobile landscape – whether it be dropped calls, data or pricing. 

			Finally, Cell C launched its new CI – via a brand TVC – including a logo that looks exactly like the copyright logo. Copyright inception.

			Trevor Noah wasn’t Daily Show famous yet, but he was easily one of the most recognisable South Africans. Also, he was one of the most liked. It made total sense to have someone of his calibre represent the intentions of this challenger brand that genuinely seemed to want to listen to existing and potential customer feedback, and commit to solving as many of these problems as it could. 

			When it was revealed that this influencer-brand engagement had all been part of an elaborate marketing campaign, it was applauded by some. However, there were early adopter techies and some media who felt duped by a seemingly dubious ‘transparent’ stance.

			On South Africa’s answer to Mashable, Memeburn.com, one of the contributors noted:

			I was initially impressed at the honesty within the campaign – they called ‘a spade a spade’ and then announcing plans to sort out the issues. Subsequently, I was very unimpressed to find out that the campaign was a PR exercise. It totally destroyed my initial judgment on its honesty. After some heated exchanges across the blogosphere, Cell C’s CEO commented that we should all wait and see how things are going to change. And so we wait.

			Customer Experience Officer was cause for consternation.

			The Memeburn post continued:

			If you want to have a relationship with your customers, the foundation of that relationship is trust. So is it a good idea to try pulling a stunt and spinning a yarn? Is it a good idea to pretend that a new independent customer service system had been set up? And why would I want to ‘tell Trevor’ instead of Cell C?

			Executionally:

			
					You don’t try to hoodwink your customer, even if you think it’s funny. Don’t make a fool of him, especially if your intention is to make him a hero

					Once you start a relationship with subterfuge it taints the rest of the relationship

					Customer service is a company culture thing. Pretending to outsource customer service to a comedian with no record as a consumer champion is bizarre

					Is appointing a comedian as your customer experience officer just a message to tell everyone that your customer service is a joke?

			

			What I would suggest:

			
					Cell C gets its network and outlets working, and makes sure that the customers are getting a superior experience

					Your customers don’t care how good you say you are, they care about their cellphone service

					Develop the tools to let your customers tell the rest of us about it. Because they are going to do it anyway

					Then go on and invite the rest of us to join in the conversation, using all media at our disposal

			

			Some solid advice for 2010. Insights that are still relevant today, especially about brand promise translating to brand delivery. 

			Consumers and journalists were still coming to grips with brands’ incorporation of integrated social media campaigns into their marketing efforts, while brands were being exposed to the brutal honesty that accompanies channels such as Twitter and Facebook, for the first time. Social media exposed a vulnerability to the previously impenetrable armour of traditional, one-way broadcast and print media. Social Wars: the Customer Speaks Back! 

			Nando’s leveraged its position as social commentator and used Cell C as its target to throw shade. Black River FC had produced one of the smartest branded content pieces of the year that managed to take a jab at Cell C employing a comedian as an ambassador, while driving its communication objectives.

			Meet the Chicken Excellence Officer

			‘The country’s love affair with Nando’s marketing strategy is back in full bloom with the news that its Cell C spoof “viral video” went truly viral,’ reported Memeburn.

			The social media news site continued: 

			The ad features comedian Kagiso Lediga playing the part of Nando’s new Chicken Excellence Officer (CEO) as he takes the viewer on a tour of Nando’s HQ, through its laboratory and into a restaurant, all the while taking subtle swipes at the Cell C campaign.

			This device allowed Nando’s the opportunity to showcase its product seamlessly, while comparing the unrelated, mobile industry speak of 4G – the fourth generation of mobile telecommunications technology – with a fifth flavour that the chicken brand dubbed 5Gs, or Five Great Sauces.

			My favourite touchpoint of this campaign, however, was delivering entry level Cell C mobile phones to bloggers and other online influencers with a set of instructions from the CEO: (1) Go to a quiet place (2) Remove the phone from its packaging (3) Look over your shoulder (4) Turn on the phone (5) Dial 0860 438 227 (6) Meet our new CEO.

			People loved the Chicken Excellence Officer. From expats in London – where Nando’s has become a cult brand and the fast-casual food choice of popstars – to Australia and even New Zealand, tweets about the spoof emanated from the four corners of the globe:

			
					
116 000 views in five days

					
#1 entertainment video of the week on YouTube

					
#3 most watched video of the month

					
The 53rd top rated entertainment video of all time in South Africa

					
Best of all, almost 400 000 promotional meals were sold during this campaign – 25 per cent more than the campaign target

			

			The campaign elicited one of the most mature, ego-less, responses from a local brand. Big Dicks go the litigious route and cite comparative advertising, which is illegal in South Africa, as the statement of claim. Best Dicks release this kind of comment to the media. 

			Cell C ‘sticks’ it to Nando’s

			Cell C CEO Lars Reichelt is arranging for the delivery of two of its new 21.6Mbps USB speedsticks with 60GB of data to the Marketing Director and CEO of Nando’s following the fast-food operator’s flighting of several advertisements parodying Cell C’s advertising campaign around its new network offering.

			‘Nando’s campaign gave us a real chuckle, we love the ads and it’s great to know that our initial campaign is inspiring creativity in other companies,’ commented Reichelt. ‘I trust that the Nando’s executives will enjoy their new super-fast internet connection and that they will consider adding “Speedchicken” to their menu.’

			Bravo Cell C. A few months later when Reichelt chose to leave the mobile operator for personal reasons, Nando’s dedicated an infamous social media poster to the outgoing CEO. It paid homage to the line that was used in the Nando’s CEO spoof. This served as the most fitting tribute.

			Heading: ‘We’ll be watching you, Lars. Like a chicken.’ 

			Body copy: ‘While it was great to poke fun at Cell C, Mr Reichelt, may we be the first to wish you well on your next endeavour. We only hope Cell C’s new CEO can handle a joke as well as you.’

			Reichelt responded a few hours later, via Twitter, ‘… and I will be eating you – flame-grilled and marinated in 5Gs, Nando’s! … wherever I may be! … and I will remind myself that business should be fun and that South Africa is a land of invention, a land of opportunity, a land of incredible people! Thank you! Lars’ 

			The Last Dictator Standing

			We continued to develop an intimate and intuitive relationship with Black River FC. The incremental, intellectual gains from Juju and CEO had aided in digital PR experimentation, informed and formalised our process, and – most importantly – had strengthened our network with new and established bloggers. We had created a culture of ‘embed-demand’ that saw influencers gagging to post poster or video content to their blogs.

			Google Analytics data of unique views and reader numbers was the currency for amateur publishers to justify value in an immature market, where banner advertising and a CPM model was the de facto monetisation option for aspiring-to-be-professional WordPressers.

			Nando’s content brought the eyeballs; addictive link-bait that snared an audience and rocketed the vanity metrics. In one instance, 10and5.com – curated an online showcase of the best that the South African creative industry has to offer across a broad range of categories: graphic design, advertising, illustration, art, fashion, film, photography and music – informed me that a poster garnered more than 10 000 unique views.

			This insight of how influencers had a sheer want for Nando’s content informed our tactical roll-out efforts on the brand’s most impactful campaign. We had created a digital content demand economy that still exists today, four years since we last worked on the brand. 

			It was the end of November, 2011. We were about to engineer a third lightning strike, in as many attempts.

			This is how the UK’s Daily Mail described Black River FC’s latest content:

			Last dictator standing: Mugabe playfights Gaddafi and giggles with Saddam in Nando’s advert showing happier times for despot

			Being a ruthless dictator can be a lonely business – as highlighted in a new TV advert by Nando’s.

			The chicken restaurant chain’s amusing commercial stars some of the world’s most dreadful dictators – and highlights how Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe is quickly becoming the sole member of the club.

			The 46 second advert uses look-alike actors to show Mugabe in happier times with other tyrants including executed Libyan dictator Colonel Gaddafi and former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein.

			Last Dictator Standing starts by showing the Zimbabwean leader laying a lavish table for a festive supper at his palace.

			Mugabe carefully lays out a place setting for Gaddafi as he slips into nostalgic memories of his friendship with the tyrant. Several soft focus scenes then show the smartly-dressed pair larking around and enjoying a playful water fight, during which Gaddafi uses a distinctive golden machine gun.

			To the cheerful sounds of the song ‘Those were the days’, Mugabe then remembers moments of fun spent with other hated leaders.

			The next scene shows him and Saddam Hussein stripped off to just shirts, ties and swimming trunks as they gleefully make ‘sand angels’ in the desert.

			A slow motion sequence then depicts Mugabe giggling as he pushes South Africa’s apartheid-era president PW Botha on a swing.

			Finally the despot is shown driving through Africa on the back of a tank with former Ugandan dictator Idi Amin as the pair re-enact Kate Winslet and Leonardo DiCaprio’s famous romantic pose from the hit movie Titanic.

			The advert ends with the happy times fading to a shot of Mugabe alone, looking bored and lonely at his dinner table as he realises all of his former friends have now gone. A pay off line says: ‘At this time of year, no one should have to eat alone.’

			The commercial was released yesterday by the South African chicken restaurant chain, which has branches in more than 30 countries. Its timing has sought to capitalise on what has been a tough year for many dictators.

			Mugabe stands out from the advert as the one dictator still in power. The former liberation hero has enjoyed three decades of rule in Zimbabwe but has become infamous for his autocratic government.

			In recent years he has seen the complete collapse of his country’s economy, orchestrated human rights abuses and increasingly resorted to violence as a political tool.

			His ruling Zanu-PF party is currently preparing for fresh elections early next year at which many fear the tyrant will launch a fresh wave of terror on his people.

			As part of a social media teaser campaign, Retroviral identified 50 key ‘netizens’ or digital media influencers in its network, to whom three Mugabe lookalikes delivered campaign details and Nando’s YouTube content links.

			Based on the premise of a dinner table topic of conversation ‘which three people living/dead would you most like to invite to dinner?’ Retroviral extended that concept to six people and created the #mealfor6 hashtag for consumers to tweet who they’d invite. Promo vouchers were given away before the launch to influencers and daily – for the duration of the campaign – to members of the public who facilitated the campaign word of mouth spread. At 3pm on 23 November 2011, the link to the website www.mealfor6.co.za went live. The 50 influential keyboard warriors were chomping at the bit (and bytes) to be the first to post the latest campaign with (ideally) server-crashing tendencies.

			The viral gods certainly shone down on us. The next day, Robert Gabriel Mugabe called David Cameron ‘satanic’ for backing gay rights. According to the Telegraph, ‘Mr Mugabe said that homosexuals were “worse than pigs and dogs” and warned those practising in his country: We will punish you severely.’

			This certainly aided in the acceleration of campaign adoption.

			‘In the first 24 hours there were 91 000 views (on the dictator clip) … with not a cent spent on Youtube or Facebook advertising. Youtube has confirmed that it was the fastest to a million (hits) in SA – at that time, in terms of branded content.’

			 – Moneyweb.co.za

			The campaign was the first in South Africa to attract 1 000 000 YouTube views in less than one week, and without a digital media budget. Some of the biggest international blogs and websites, including Huffington Post, Boing Boing and Time, posted the Last Dictator Standing content, and celebrity Stephen Fry – after being bombarded with hundreds of #mealfor6 tweets per second – who had over 4.5 million followers on Twitter at the time, tweeted, ‘Well, that’s one way to sell Nandos [sic]’.

			Nando’s Facebook fans increased by 90 000. There were 9 530 #mealfor6 tweets tracked about the campaign, more than 1 000 blog posts and website news pieces of coverage. The combined advertising value equivalent of this conversation – i.e. what is the monetary value of this exposure if we had paid to appear in all of these tweets and news spaces – exceeded $1.5 million in online mentions alone. The unique video views on YouTube totalled more than 2 500 000. Crushed it. 

			Memeburn reported:

			I’ve been watching the Nando’s Meal for 6 campaign with interest ever since it broke. The wickedly funny ad featuring Robert Mugabe and his happy memories of good times with fellow dictators (including PW Botha) is racking up the kind of international attention unheard of for South African ad campaigns. Already it appears to enjoy the kind of cult appeal typically associated with the Old Spice campaigns of this world.

			This is one of the best examples I’ve seen yet of a social media campaign built around a specific piece of content, specifically a TV ad.

			We had replicated an intimate, comedy club delivery on a global stage with a digital, social premise that had universal relevance. $0.00 was spent on digital paid media.

			The campaign ended up achieving Bronze Cannes Media Lion status, and it was awarded the Grand Prix (read: Best Dick) title for integrated campaign at the Loeries – Africa and the Middle East’s premium brand communications awards – at the end of 2012. 

			We had a minuscule profile in the advertising world up until this point. This was a clearly articulated, defining moment, as we scooped gold, digital PR and silver social media accolades at several high profile local awards ceremonies. This was the Retroviral Tipping-Point.

			Nando’s celebrates its 30th birthday this year and Dicktator Dictator is still the most successful campaign that the grilled chicken business has ever produced.

			Premise: Even dictatorial tyrants have Christmas dinner

			Act-out: Robert Mugabe engaged with other dictators in water-pistol fights, making snow angels and riding a tank with outstretched arms, à la Titanic 

			Voilà!
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