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Introduction



 


 


It’s said that the best way to learn is through our own mistakes. If that were always true, the incompetent and reckless would be the wisest among us, and lurching ostentatiously from one awful error to another would hold the key to success. Follow such flawed logic to its conclusion and we’d entrust vital assignments to people known to have frequently screwed up. Reassured by that? No, nor me. Better, surely, to keep our own mistakes to a minimum by learning from those made by our rivals and contemporaries, with insight gained from historic disasters thrown in for good measure.


Even the greatest brands make a mess of their marketing from time to time. The roll-call in this book includes Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, Apple, Starbucks, Virgin, Nestlé, Qantas, Mattel, Sony, Danone, Microsoft, Colgate, Wal-Mart, Bic and many others on the global A-list. I’ve also drawn on plenty of instances of flops and calamities from across the world featuring smaller brands. All told, Great Brand Blunders covers more than 175 examples of marketing misadventures, major and minor, spanning Europe, North America, South America, Asia, Africa and Australasia.


Yet although the book is predominantly about those occasions when things went awry, I have purposely leavened it with some inspiring examples of getting it majestically right. It doesn’t do to be relentlessly negative. And while there are passages where I may be a trifle acerbic in tone, I have aimed also to be upbeat, balanced and instructive – without, I hope, being preachy. In addition to scrutinising stupid decisions and dissecting cadaverous campaigns, I offer some helpful marketing tips. By marching expectantly down blind alleys, others pinpoint for us directions to rule out.


A high proportion of examples in this book are drawn from the last few years. On the one hand, that’s a deliberate effort on my part to be relevant, but on the other it also reflects the fact that more brand blunders than ever are occurring and being magnified because of the phenomenon that is social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook. However, no comprehensive book on marketing disasters would be complete without ‘classic’ failures such as the Ford Edsel, New Coke and Hoover’s infamously out-of-control free flights debacle. Through new research and analysis and some first-hand interviews with those involved, I like to think I’ve brought a fresh perspective to bear on such famous fiascos. At the same time, I hope my take on many of the lesser known faux pas that feature on the following pages will be equally entertaining and illuminating, if not more so.


Blunders from previous generations provide timeless insights and valuable lessons even today. But at the same time it’s important to acknowledge how much the world has changed. We now live in the age of ‘conversational brands’. While without question interacting with a target audience through social media channels is a good thing, it has made marketing more immediate and infinitely more perilous. In the rush to exploit digital opportunities, a lot of the old checks and balances have been swept away. Sometimes relatively junior team members who ‘get’ social media are left to make decisions that can have huge implications for a brand reputation nurtured over decades. Moreover, the loss of message control that is inherent in social media opens the door to all manner of unintended consequences. Today’s consumers expect their voices to be heard. They are passionate in support of their favourite brands. But they also have a sense of ownership that often manifests itself in holding brands to account. The world isn’t populated by unaware, constantly sunny characters like Forrest Gump or Ned Flanders who see good in everyone, everywhere. Real people have strong opinions and take great pleasure in pointing out shortcomings and faults. And when there’s a bona fide balls-up, they may relish the role they play in criticising the brand that’s to blame, helping bad news spread like wildfire – the nightmarish flipside of a successful viral marketing campaign packed with rigorously pre-agreed messages.


Brands that should know better have dropped some terrible social media clangers. Some have opened themselves up to abuse by posting insulting or offensive content – dissing President Obama, joking with young teenagers about hardcore pornography and making light of natural disasters being just a few choice examples of errant behaviour – or by unleashing hashtags that are wildly inappropriate or carelessly present an open invitation to mischief makers. Social media has an insatiable appetite for content, and it is in trying to feed this appetite that brands can come unstuck.


Just as marketing itself has many facets, this book considers numerous aspects of failure, from crass ads that are offensive to their target audience (and in one case a campaign so misjudged it drove a brand to extinction) to publicity stunts so ill-conceived and chaotic that they required the intervention of the emergency services, and in a couple of extreme instances even caused the deaths of participants and bystanders. Brands have unwittingly or incompetently found themselves embroiled in unpalatable controversies about sexism, racism, violence and child abuse. Marketers have blown huge sums of money by pursuing misguided strategies, launching laughable new products such as the Sinclair C5, misunderstanding their customers and running badly devised promotions. There have been fateful product reformulations, like Unilever’s development of a washing powder potent enough to shred clothes, which despite being a bruising, expensive experience was not even close to being the most disastrous product revamp the company had ever undertaken. And there have been bizarre brand extensions (hats off in particular to Kraft in Australia – the oddness of the Vegemite iSnack 2.0 story takes some beating). We can also throw into the mix panicked U-turns, baffling cross-cultural miscommunication, ridiculous rebrandings, devious dishonesty, rogue creative teams and so much more.


Read on, to be amused and amazed. This isn’t a book about taking delight in the foolhardiness of others (well, maybe sometimes a little – when people have done something that is truly, jaw-droppingly, what-were-they-thinking? idiotic) but about understanding why marketing mistakes were made and how to avoid repeating them. It’s about context and insight as much as it’s about comedy and ineptitude. It’s a book not just for marketers, academics, students and business owners but for anyone curious about the complicated issues brands and the people behind them must deal with in order to thrive. When poor choices are made, as with bad architecture the results are there for all to judge – as obtrusive as a giant digital billboard. It’s perhaps of little consolation to those involved in marketing mishaps, but their errors provide a wonderful learning opportunity.


Let’s hear it for the f-word that no advertiser thinks is sexy: failure.





Chapter 1



Awful advertising


The worst campaigns in history


 


Great advertising has the power to surprise, to change perceptions and, at its best, to sear itself into the memory and take root in popular culture. Think of the Smash Martians, Coke teaching the world to sing, the intense art-house beauty of surfers and horses riding the crashing waves for Guinness, the adorable scampering Andrex puppy in all its cuddly incarnations. These are unforgettable examples of campaigns that delivered brand messages by connecting with their target audience. Sometimes, through the cleverness of the creative idea, the technical brilliance of its execution or the sheer ambition of what the advertiser is trying to achieve, advertising can become a landmark event. The Apple Macintosh was a ground-breaking product, but would it have succeeded to the same degree without the excitement of the much-vaunted 1984 commercial by ad agency Chiat/Day? This big-budget dystopian epic, directed by renowned filmmaker Ridley Scott, fresh from critical and imaginative success with movies Blade Runner and Alien, not only got people talking about the product but positioned Apple as the smart and daring underdog with the interests of the public at heart, while rival IBM was implicitly cast in the role of a totalitarian ‘techie’ Big Brother imposing drudgery and conformity.


Yet in order to be great, advertising need not be lavish in scale. Often it is the simple idea unfussily told that is most effective of all. Doyle Dane Bernbach’s insightful and brave work for clients VW and Avis in the 1950s and 1960s – the Mad Men-era heyday of Madison Avenue – worked by turning conventional wisdom on its head. At a time when bigger was generally regarded as better, DDB urged drivers to reconsider what is important in a vehicle by promoting the nimbleness and efficiency of the Beetle with the tagline ‘Think Small’; while for car hire company Avis, DDB flaunted what had been perceived as a weakness – lagging behind Hertz – with a campaign asserting that because it was in second place it had to try harder. By making a virtue of a market position that might otherwise be seen as a negative, Avis gained respect for its honesty and presented itself winningly as a challenger brand prepared to go the extra mile (a good attribute in the car business) because it was steeped in customer service. On the back of the campaign, over a four-year period in the 1960s Avis saw its market share leap from 11% to 35%. The ‘We Try Harder’ tagline proved so compelling that it became the mainstay of Avis’s marketing communications for half a century.


More recently, the multi-award winning Three Little Pigs commercial for the Guardian dramatically reimagined the classic fairy tale as it would be told in today’s social media-influenced, fast-moving 24-hour news cycle and positioned the newspaper as the authoritative choice for anyone looking for the whole picture. Meanwhile, piggybacking – for want of a better expression – on the London 2012 Olympics were a pair of campaigns from different sides of the Atlantic that packed a powerful emotional punch. Channel 4’s Meet the Superhumans work to promote its Paralympics coverage and Procter & Gamble’s (P&G’s) ‘Thank You, Mom’ campaign shared a focus on sacrifice, determination and athletic endeavour that celebrated humanity at its best and most diverse and did so in a way that, considering the limitations of such a short form, was both filmic and exceptionally moving.


When it works, advertising can help brands achieve fantastic results. But when it’s bad …


How to upset a billionaire – Virgin Mobile’s knock-out idea


Sir Richard Branson knows a thing or two about marketing. The Virgin founder is one of the great contemporary entrepreneurs and his sharp eye for business opportunities, mastery of brand building and flair for self-publicity have helped him amass a huge personal fortune. Part of Branson’s considerable charm comes from the boyish gusto with which he throws himself into promotional set pieces. As well as his death-defying long-distance hot air ballooning exploits, classic Branson marketing stunts include shaving off his beard, applying make-up and donning a wedding dress for the launch of Virgin Brides, in the process achieving a passing resemblance to transvestite comedian Eddie Izzard; driving a heavily branded tank down New York City’s Fifth Avenue to draw attention to his cola; and promoting routes for Virgin Atlantic by dressing as a Zulu warrior in South Africa and exposing his bare bottom in Canada to reveal part of his beloved airline’s name. It may appear that he is a man immune to embarrassment, the billionaire who doesn’t blush.


Nevertheless, it is possible to embarrass Richard Branson. How? Through the bizarre move of creating an ad that associates his cherished Virgin brand with date rape. That’s exactly what happened in December 2012 as part of an online Advent calendar campaign for Virgin Mobile USA. The image for the 8th December ‘surprise’ showed a man standing behind a woman in a living room, covering her eyes with one hand while holding a nicely wrapped bijou gift in the other. All very homely, festive and innocent – until we come to the caption. This read: ‘The Gift of Christmas Surprise. Necklace? Or chloroform?’


Needless to say, when the ad appeared online it provoked instant criticism. The condemnation fanned out via social media and soon came to Branson’s attention. As it happens, the Virgin Mobile USA business is owned by Sprint Nextel Corporation, which licenses the right to use the Virgin name from Branson, having bought out the entrepreneur in 2009. Although no longer the owner of the mobile business in the USA, Branson was immediately aware of the damage that could be done to his wider Virgin empire, a tangled web of about four hundred different companies around the globe.


Swiftly putting out a statement on his Virgin Group website, Branson wrote: ‘Having just seen, for the first time, the Virgin Mobile US advert which has upset many today, I agree it is ill-judged. Although I don’t own the company, it carries our brand. I will speak to the team there, make my thoughts clear and see what can be done about it. Virgin Mobile US usually get these things right, although on this occasion it is clear they have gone too far.’ After contacting the team in the States, Branson updated his post to say: ‘Having spoken with them just now they acknowledge a dreadful mistake was made, the advert will be withdrawn within the hour, never to be seen again.’ Once the ad had been taken down, Virgin Mobile USA apologised deeply for any offence it had caused and claimed that it had not approved the image.


Branson’s prompt and prudent intervention took the heat out of the situation. The Everyday Sexism Project, set up to catalogue instances of sexism experienced by women day to day, was among those tweeting appreciation of Branson for listening to their concerns and taking decisive action. Had the controversy not been addressed in this way, the outcome would have been far worse. It’s safe to assume that Virgin Mobile USA has tightened up its advertising authorisation procedures – and that future festive campaigns will feature more traditional and innocuous Christmas images.


PETA’s vegan violence – shock tactics don’t work if you trivialise serious issues


While Virgin was caught completely off guard, the same cannot be said of pressure group People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), which has a long history of employing shock tactics in its campaigning. PETA’s use of nudity and graphic images relating to animal cruelty in advertising has generally served it well, attracting attention and amplifying its voice in the animal welfare debate. Criticism from its opponents is to be expected, but a groundswell of criticism from people who would otherwise support the aims and methods of the organisation is something else entirely. And that’s what PETA faced when it unleashed its Boyfriend Went Vegan commercial on Valentine’s Day 2012.


The supposedly tongue-in-cheek ad features the return home of an injured young woman wearing a neck brace who looks as though she has been the victim of domestic violence. Its punch line, for want of a better expression, is that she is suffering from BWVAKTBOOM: ‘Boyfriend Went Vegan And Knocked The Bottom Out Of Me’. Over the strains of doleful piano music, a male narrator explains that this is a ‘painful condition that occurs when boyfriends go vegan and can suddenly bring it like a tantric porn star’. At the end of the commercial the woman smiles at her boyfriend, presumably to reassure him that she likes the rough sex that’s been triggered by the libido-enhancing change in his diet. Together with the ridiculous name given to the fictional condition, this is clearly meant to bring some levity to the ad. The big problem here is that by appropriating the mood and tropes of a domestic abuse awareness campaign run by a shelter, the advertising reinforces a mindset in the viewer that is not remotely amusing.


You have to ask, what is the message PETA wants its audience to aspire to? That battered and bruised equals great sex? That eating cheese is bad but hurting people is aspirational? Apart from casting Chris Brown and Rihanna, PETA could hardly have got it more wrong.


Not as smooth as Belvedere would like – when vodka advertising goes down badly


Was there something in the water in 2012 that impaired the judgement of several creative teams? Perhaps their drinks were spiked – with vodka. I pick that particular spirit because upmarket Polish vodka brand Belvedere sits alongside Virgin Mobile and PETA on the shameful list of advertising that, in heavy-handedly attempting to be both risqué and humorous, could easily be construed as portraying sexual assault as a laughing matter. Belvedere, which is distributed globally by French luxury goods group LVMH, is named after the Polish presidential palace and is positioned as a premium product quadruple-distilled from the finest rye. The LVMH website describes it as a privileged treat to satisfy the most discriminating taste. All the more inexplicable, then, that such a ‘classy’ brand should take a cheap shot and lower itself with some disturbing innuendo.


In March 2012 Belvedere posted an ad to its official Facebook and Twitter accounts. The ad showed a startled-looking woman grappling to escape the clutches of a leering young man. Its accompanying text read: ‘Unlike Some People, Belvedere Always Goes Down Smoothly.’ Maybe the drink does, but this time its advertising didn’t. Consumers couldn’t see how a woman being pressurised into performing oral favours might be either funny or a fitting way to market a liquor brand. Previous Belvedere ads had also gone for the ‘sex sells’ approach, one, for example, featuring a man blindfolding a woman and the line ‘Trust Your Instincts’. While an open-minded audience would perceive this earlier ad as playful, sensual and unthreatening, the implicit coercion in the ‘Unlike Some People, Belvedere Always Goes Down Smoothly’ execution provoked a very different reaction.


Considering that alcohol can often be a contributory factor in sexual assaults, Belvedere had taken itself into dangerous territory. Consumers immediately voiced their outrage on social media at this ‘shameful’ and ‘horrifying emblem of rape culture’ using hashtags such as #rapeisnotfunny. Just an hour after it first went up, Belvedere pulled the ad and hastily issued the following apology: ‘We sincerely apologize to any of our fans who were offended by our recent post and related comments. As always, we continue to be an advocate of safe and responsible drinking.’ That initial apology didn’t cut much ice and criticism persisted, forcing the president of Belvedere Vodka, Charles Gibb, to issue his own personal apology in which he undertook to investigate how the offensive ad had appeared and to make sure that such an error was never repeated. ‘The content is contrary to our values and we deeply regret this lapse,’ he wrote. As a further expression of contrition over the matter, Gibb announced that Belvedere was making a donation to America’s largest anti-sexual violence organisation, the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (RAINN). The charity thanked Belvedere for its ‘generous’ donation, adding in a statement on its own Facebook page: ‘Nice to see a company that not only undoes its mistake but looks for a way to do good afterwards.’


This could well have been enough to defuse the situation had another problem not surfaced. Not only was the wording of the ad a terrible mistake, it soon came to light that Belvedere had not bothered to secure copyright to reproduce the image. The still was in fact lifted from a short online comedy video, Awkward Moments: The Baby Picture, in which an overbearing mother embarrasses her grown-up daughter by persuading her to recreate a family photo from her childhood. The daughter is played by the actress Alicyn Packard, known for her work as a voiceover artist on computer games and for the kids’ TV series The Mr Men Show. Strictly Viral Productions, a digital media production company co-owned by Packard, made the video. The week after the ad made its fleeting appearance, Packard filed a lawsuit in Los Angeles seeking compensation from the drinks company for emotional distress and for misappropriating her likeness in contravention of Californian law, which prohibits the unauthorised use of a person’s picture for advertising purposes.


According to The Hollywood Reporter, the lawsuit stated:




‘While Defendants have apologized to nearly everyone else, and admitted the offensiveness of the advertisement they have yet to apologize to the plaintiff, whose image she says they used without permission to sell vodka, and who has now been unwillingly made the face of the Belvedere advertising campaign that jokes about rape, and has been put front and center in the worldwide controversy created by Defendants.’





Belvedere’s online calamity was by no means the first time advertisers have tried to shift product by making blow job puns. Another member of this odd little club is a 2006 campaign in Singapore for Danish skincare brand Imedeen. One of Singapore’s biggest stars, the actress Zoe Tay was the face of the campaign to push pills said to be beneficial to the skin. The print ad was dominated by an alluring image of Tay in which she appeared to be recumbent on white sheets. Its headline contained a double entendre that had all the subtlety of Miley Cyrus on a wrecking ball: ‘My Secret to Beautiful Skin? I Swallow.’ Cue a small furore, plenty of giggling and lots of quips about the precise nature of what Tay was doing to nourish her skin from within. The campaign was quickly toned down. An interesting footnote is that pharmaceutical giant Pfizer bought Imedeen in a 2011 acquisition. Now that the brand is part of a vast corporation, its days of smutty advertising belong firmly in the past – but then again, as one of Pfizer’s most famous products is Viagra, perhaps the opposite will be true.


Dale Wurfel and the used Ford – repeating BMW’s misogynist mistake


If Dale Wurfel, a Chrysler car dealership in Ontario, Canada, had known how the Imedeen campaign was received it’s doubtful it would have made a similar blunder with its press advertising in early 2011. Like the skincare brand, Dale Wurfel opted to use an image of an attractive young woman in an alluring pose. In this instance, though, the aim of the campaign was to sell used vehicles. What caught the attention wasn’t the finance package on offer from the dealership; it was the woman’s coquettish manner, pristine make-up and skimpy black dress. But most of all it was the headline text on her arm: ‘You know you’re not the first. But do you really care?’ Complaints began pouring in. From Chrysler to crisis in an impressive 0–60 time. Many people felt that the dealership was objectifying women by comparing them to used cars. As for the allusion to previous sexual partners … well, the headline would hardly have worked for Branson’s Virgin brand, would it? Strangely enough, Dale Wurfel’s campaign mirrored a 2008 ad run in Greece by BMW for its premium used cars, which didn’t receive nearly as much flak. Mind you, Twitter was still in its infancy back then. The rise of social media has unquestionably made it easier for anyone offended by an ad to share their displeasure or concerns with a receptive, often judgemental audience. While cultural differences between Greece and the USA go some way towards explaining why there was less fall-out from BMW’s advertising, if the luxury car maker were foolish enough to run the same advertising copy again today it would guarantee itself a greater level of criticism, with opinionated social media users fanning the flames of the controversy.


In what had the whiff of a damage limitation exercise, on 9th April, the day after the original Dale Wurfel ad ran in the London Free Press, another full-page ad from the dealership appeared in the Canadian newspaper. This ad had the same headline as the last. Only this time the image was of a good-looking man, bow tie loosened, crisp white shirt unbuttoned far enough to reveal some chest hair. Could the dealership now claim it was even-handed to the sexes? There was a suspicion that this second ad may have been hastily cobbled together. There was also something very familiar about the guy in the ad. Wait a minute, people started wondering, isn’t that Tom Ford? The Tom Ford? Handsome, multi-talented saviour of Gucci, founder of the glamorous fashion label bearing his own name and director of an Oscar-nominated movie starring Colin Firth? The Tom Ford flogging second-hand autos in provincial Canada?


Yes, astonishingly, it really was. Dale Wurfel had made use of an image of Ford from an old photo shoot, perhaps without any idea who it was, and certainly without authorisation. Showing the same lack of rigour as Belvedere, this sort of lapse has derailed many more campaigns than might at first be imagined and is an issue I explore at greater length in Chapter 7, Can You Believe It? Ford, though an apt name for a car salesman, was reportedly far from amused at this déclassé turn of events and Dale Wurfel abandoned the campaign at top speed. Ironically, while this time Ford was involved inadvertently, he is no stranger to controversial marketing. In his days at Gucci he oversaw some much complained-about advertising and faced claims of sexism himself for an infamous 2002 campaign shot by A-list photographer Mario Testino in which supermodel Louise Pedersen had her pubic hair shaved into the shape of the Gucci G.


Shaking up the marketing of milk – CMPB annoys its target audience


Of course it’s impossible to determine precisely where the line between sexy and sexist lies – it varies depending on an individual’s point of view. What’s clearer is that even advertising that is in no way intended to be sexy can be pilloried as sexist. A seemingly innocuous drink like milk, more commonly in hot water as part of tea or coffee, can find itself in the sort of trouble that may be more usually associated with beverages such as vodka. This is what happened in July 2011 when the California Milk Processor Board (CMPB) launched a campaign with a radical new approach to increasing milk sales. CMPB is the marketing body for milk processors in the state of California and is behind the popular ‘Got Milk?’ brand, which it also licenses for use by other dairy businesses outside the state. A small levy on each gallon of milk sold by CMPB members is used to fund marketing activity that promotes milk consumption.


One of the biggest challenges in marketing milk is its very pervasiveness. It’s a dietary staple. People already know to pour it on their cereal or add it to their coffee. They know whether they prefer full fat, semi-skimmed or skimmed. Consequently, it’s far from easy to find a fresh angle with which to promote milk. But in summer 2011 CMPB thought it had hit upon something a little bit out of the ordinary – by using the findings of several academic studies which concluded that taking calcium could be a simple and effective way to reduce the symptoms of PMS. One of these was a 1998 study published in the American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology called ‘Calcium carbonate and the premenstrual syndrome: Effects on premenstrual and menstrual symptoms’ (by Susan Thys-Jacobs MD, Paul Starkey MD, Debra Bernstein PhD, Jason Tian PhD and the Premenstrual Syndrome Study Group). At this point it should be noted that this and other studies focused on the use of calcium supplements, not on the consumption of milk. However, armed with the knowledge that milk is a good source of calcium (though incidentally not as high in calcium as some other foods, such as sesame seeds and almonds), CMPB and its well respected San Francisco-based ad agency Goodby Silverstein & Partners set about developing a campaign to highlight how milk could treat the symptoms of PMS.


Rather than pursuing a stale, scientific approach (well, they were on shaky scientific ground) the team opted for humour, putting the focus on downtrodden male partners cowed by the irrational and unreasonable behaviour of women afflicted by PMS symptoms. A series of online and billboard ads featured pictures of quivering, apologetic males holding cartons of milk as peace offerings to unseen, implicitly fierce women. Among the headlines were: ‘I’m sorry I listened to what you said … and not what you meant’; ‘We can both blame myself; I’m sorry for the thing – or things – I did or didn’t do’; ‘I apologize for letting you misinterpret what I was saying.’ To further drive home the message of the male partner as hapless victim of the curse of PMS, the ads displayed a URL to a website called Everything I do is Wrong.


Visitors to the website, positioned as ‘your home for PMS management’, were treated to tools for defusing women’s anger such as a Puppy Dog-Eye-Zer that would enable men to master a facial expression that’s ‘hard to stay mad at’. As well as providing advice on placatory words for men to use – for example substituting ‘irrational’ for ‘passionate’, the site had an emergency milk locator, tracked the global PMS level and boasted a Whose Fault It Is chart, which showed that men were to blame an overwhelming 99.97% of the time. Undeniably, a lot of hard work and creative flair went into putting the campaign together. Yet by portraying men as cringing wimps and women as hormonal and shrewish, this endeavour was undermined by the accusations of sexism it would provoke.


In an interview with the New York Times at the outset of the campaign, CMPB executive director Steve James expressed ‘a little trepidation’ about how it would be received. The strategy of focusing on men when addressing PMS was intended to surprise, get attention and trigger social media debate, he confirmed. ‘Everything I do is Wrong’ certainly met its targets in this regard. Unfortunately, the reaction to the advertising was far less favourable than CMPB had bargained for. Within days of the launch, a groundswell of criticism was building across social and traditional media. There was more to this than random sniping. Comment pieces denouncing the campaign appeared in publications as diverse as AdWeek and the country’s oldest continuously published newspaper, the Hartford Courant. In the latter, a scathing piece was headlined ‘Wrong: Milk Ad Campaign Blames PMS, Insults Women’. The campaign was turning sour. With criticism showing no sign of abating, CMPB pulled the plug on the advertising after a mere two weeks. The ‘Everything I do is Wrong’ website was replaced by an online forum for discussing the issues raised by the campaign. Unsurprisingly, this new site also contained some words of apology: ‘Over the past couple of weeks, regrettably, some people found our campaign about milk and PMS to be outrageous and misguided — and we apologize to those we offended. Others thought it funny and educational. It has opened up a topic that affects women, of course, but also relationships.’


The trepidation James expressed at the beginning of the campaign turned out to be well founded. Although the advertising was intended to be edgy, James concedes that he and the rest of the marketing team miscalculated the ferocity of the reaction it would provoke. James is not the first man, nor will he be the last, to rue making jokes about PMS. But while TV comedy shows may be allowed the leeway to address such a touchy subject amusingly, it’s a much riskier route for advertisers to take. Annoying or offending people you are selling to is never a great idea.



Energy Watch and Popchips off end with stereotypes



Let’s move on … from unappealing sexism to unacceptable racism. In August 2011 a TV commercial by Australia’s leading energy broker Energy Watch was banned by the Advertising Standards Bureau for stereotypically portraying Indian people as dishonest ‘door knockers’. Here’s a quick summary of the ‘plot’, although that must be too grand a word to describe the derisory script. A young man in a suit is canvassing house to house. As soon as his ring on a doorbell is answered by an Aussie bloke, the door knocker launches into his spiel about saving money on electricity bills in a heavy, caricatured Indian accent. Offered a 25% discount on his bill, the householder agrees – only to be stopped in his tracks by a shrill referee’s whistle and the appearance on his doorstep of a young lady with long blonde hair who is dressed in sports gear. She admonishes the householder for being about to sign up without looking at alternative offers and advises him that even if something sounds like a good deal it’s best to check with the ‘energy umpire’ Energy Watch first. After that, she blows her whistle a second time and gives the crestfallen door knocker his marching orders by pointing to the metaphorical touchline. His pitch is deemed so untrustworthy that he is sent off the pitch, as it were.


Among the complaints received by the ASB was one from an Australian with Indian roots, who wrote: ‘I find the ad racist and given that there are hardly any Indians or Asians in ads on Australian TV it merely is pandering to a stereotypical depiction of my heritage.’ Another complainant was more acerbic: ‘If it is acceptable for blue-eyed white people to blow a whistle and show Asians a red card then Hitler will indeed be proud.’


The commercial was directly overseen by Energy Watch’s opinionated, maverick founder and CEO, Ben Polis. In a fascinating turn of events, it soon emerged that racism wasn’t the sole concern about the company’s advertising. Two weeks after the ASB ban, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission instituted Federal Court proceedings against Energy Watch and Polis on the basis of misleading claims in a number of its ads about how much consumers had saved, or stood to save, by using the service provided by the energy broker. On 5th April 2012, it was fate that came knocking at Polis’s door. The three sports clubs sponsored by Energy Watch – Melbourne Victory (football), Melbourne Rebels (rugby) and Melbourne Football Club (Australian rules football) – all announced that they were pulling out of their sponsorship deals in response to racist comments made by Polis on Facebook. Polis was forced to resign that same day from the company he had founded. Before long, Energy Watch was in liquidation. That didn’t prevent the Federal Court from taking action once it had found the company guilty of misleading advertising, however. On 13th July 2012 the court slapped a AUS$1.95m fine on the company formerly known as Energy Watch. Additionally, Polis was personally fined AUS$65,000 for his voiceover work in misleading radio ads.


Summing up why the penalties were awarded, Justice Marshall said:




‘Energy Watch deceived the Australian public in a very serious way. Mr Polis did likewise in radio broadcasts in Brisbane. He did so as the figurehead of Energy Watch, thereby giving greater gravitas to the false and misleading conduct than if the radio advertisements had been spoken by a voiceover actor. The Australian people have been misled and deceived by the sharp business practices engaged in by Energy Watch and Mr Polis and they would rightly expect that such conduct not be treated lightly by this Court.’





As a minor point in defence of Energy Watch’s patronising and predominantly indefensible advertising, at least the TV commercial didn’t have a white person ‘black up’ or wear ‘brownface’ in a throwback to a less enlightened era. How far back from Energy Watch’s ad do we need to rewind to find an example of something that crass? Sadly, we actually need to fast forward a year from 2011 to 2012. In May 2012 snack brand Popchips thought it a good idea to permit its ‘president of pop culture’, the actor and producer Ashton Kutcher, to do just that. The Two and a Half Men star appeared in an internet campaign called ‘World Wide Lovers’, which parodied lonely hearts videos. He played four separate bachelors hungry for romance, including one obviously based on a famous fashion designer – no, not Tom Ford again; Kutcher’s creation Darl could only be a ‘tribute’ to flamboyant couturier Karl Lagerfeld. But it was Kutcher’s portrayal of 39-year-old Bollywood producer Raj that provoked outrage. Kutcher played Raj in ‘brownface’ make-up and gave him a stereotypical Indian accent. The Raj video quickly went viral and just as quickly triggered a wave of negative commentary on Twitter. New York-based technology entrepreneur, investor and prominent ‘blogging pioneer’ Anil Dash wrote a scathing, widely noticed piece on his Dashes blog under the pull-no-punches headline ‘How to fix Popchips’ racist ad campaign’ in which he accused the marketers behind the video of making the world worse by hurting and demeaning people. ‘I know it’s old-fashioned,’ Dash continued, ‘but sell your product on the virtues of being a good product! I promise that’ll work, and be more sustainable long term than hitching your brand to the public’s knowledge of the dating life of a recently-divorced celebrity who’s willing to perform in brownface.’


As the critical clamour intensified, Popchips founder and CEO Keith Belling issued an apology and the Raj video was taken down. The planned use of the Raj character in a billboard campaign was also abandoned. Beyond the idiocy of its racial stereotyping, the campaign was also a failure in that it strayed too far from product relevance. Humour is a wonderful component of an advertising campaign, but not when it alienates or lacks focus.


The smoking gun – how Strand was killed by the friendless fire of its own advertising


In extreme cases, ill-judged advertising can kill a brand stone dead – even if the ad is well-made and memorable. Such was the fate of cigarette brand Strand back in the long-ago days when tobacco products could be advertised on UK television. In 1959 Imperial Tobacco’s subsidiary W.D. & H. O. Wills, a firm able to trace its roots in the business back to a tobacconist’s shop in Bristol in the 1780s, launched Strand with a high-profile TV advertising campaign supported by posters, press advertising and coupons that could be redeemed for free packs. The TV commercial, devised by copywriter John May at British agency S. H. Benson, saw actor Terence Brook smoking while roaming the rain-drenched streets of London in stylish trench coat and trilby hat. Brook was cast due to his resemblance to crooner-cum-movie star Frank Sinatra, at the time the epitome of cool. Atmospheric black and white cinematography was coupled with a pensive, slightly melancholy tune by composer Cliff Adams. A male voiceover was limited to a couple of lines: ‘You’re never alone with a Strand. The cigarette of the moment.’ While the lines may have been delivered as a pair, the Sinatra doppelgänger was most certainly a solitary figure.


The style of the protagonist and soundtrack to the commercial appealed to the public. Once it went on air people began getting in touch to find out if the theme tune was available to buy as a record. Sensing an opportunity, Cliff Adams and His Orchestra booked some recording studio time and laid down the track, The Lonely Man Theme, for release as a single. In 1960 The Lonely Man Theme broke into the Top 40. Further evidence of the commercial’s success at tapping into popular culture came when it was lampooned by one of the leading comics of the era, Tony Hancock. In Hancock’s TV sketch, Strand became the prosaic-sounding food brand Grimsby Pilchards and its now famous slogan was tweaked to the absurd, ‘You’re never alone with a pilchard.’


Undeniably, the advertising campaign earned Strand tremendous recognition. As Winston Fletcher writes in his book Powers of Persuasion: The Inside Story of British Advertising 1951–2000, ‘Public awareness of the brand and its advertising rocketed to over 90% within weeks. This was unprecedented and has rarely if ever been surpassed.’ It was a brilliant achievement, but one with a fatal flaw. Despite the high awareness levels delivered by the campaign, hardly anyone was buying the product. The reasons why revolved around how the Lonely Man was perceived. Many viewers found the focus on loneliness uncomfortable. If the man was reliant on a packet of smokes for company, did this mean he was a bit of an oddball unable to sustain friendships? Was he an addictive personality, craving nicotine above human company? Could he be on his own because of a failed relationship or even due to bereavement? Might he be depressed? Powerful as they were, the imagery and approach of the campaign would have been far better suited to advertising something altogether different from cigarettes. Imagine the tagline slightly recast again, albeit not with tinned fish this time: ‘You’re never alone with … Samaritans/Befrienders Worldwide/Lifeline.’ For an emotional support helpline, this could have been very effective. But trying to position a new tobacco brand around loneliness – rather than something much more positive and aspirational, such as individuality – was doomed to failure. With sales failing to take off despite the high level of standout the advertising achieved, Strand was soon withdrawn from the market.


In a macabre parallel for those who read a degree of existential despair into the character of the Lonely Man, comic genius Hancock, who parodied the ad so drolly with his pilchards, saw his own career and personal life disintegrate in the following years as he became heavily dependent on alcohol. In 1968, shortly after the breakdown of his marriage, Hancock was found dead from an overdose of amphetamines and booze, an empty vodka bottle by his side. A sad end to the story of a lonely man.




More bad ads in brief


• An ad for sunglasses company Sky Optic that appeared on a large billboard on Highway 101, in Encinitas, California was taken down after just one week in September 2012. Clear Channel Outdoor, the company managing the billboard space, removed the ad and deemed it ‘inappropriate’ after hearing complaints about the headline: ‘Happy to sit on your face’.


• Online deals company Groupon had big hopes for its 2011 TV commercial that debuted in one of the expensive, high-profile Superbowl Sunday slots. Unfortunately, the ad, starring Timothy Hutton, was slammed for belittling the plight of people in Tibet. Hutton informed viewers sombrely that the people of Tibet were in trouble, their culture in jeopardy, before continuing in a more jaunty tone: ‘But they still whip up an amazing fish curry. And since 200 of us bought on Groupon.com, we’re each getting $30 of Tibetan food for just $15.’ The idea was to spoof celebrity do-gooders, but the outcome stank like a fish dish left to stand in the sun.


• In 2007 Mars also found itself in trouble over a Superbowl ad that sparked allegations of homophobia. The commercial for the food group’s Snickers bar featured two male mechanics accidentally kissing. Additional online content included sports stars jeering at the kiss. Gay rights organisations accused Mars of anti-gay bullying. The ad was swiftly shelved.


• Singapore broadband provider M1 ran an ad in the Straits Times including a customer care number … that belonged to its rival StarHub.
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