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Dedication


To my wife, Deborah, who acted as midwife during the delivery of this book.





Introduction


Most small businesses in America today are committing advertising suicide . . . the rest are playing a dangerous game of Russian roulette.


—Barry H. Cohen


It doesn’t have to be that way. You’re reading this, and I’m writing this, because we’re committed to ending that situation. This guide is dedicated to the owners and operators of small businesses and professional practices everywhere. We’re here together to explode the myths—to break through the barriers. In a few short hours, I pledge to give you the tools to compete more successfully . . . no matter what the industry, no matter how large, well-funded, or well-entrenched your adversaries.


This is a practical guide—intended for anyone, regardless of knowledge or skill level. I have taken the most frequent mistakes advertisers make, and presented them along with solutions that work. I challenge you to put them to work in your business or professional practice—immediately.


The first part of this book will address the most common mistakes made by small-business owners. The second part will provide you with a working manual to overcome those frequently made mistakes. You will find a glossary of terms in the back of the book, along with a recommended reading list. As you progress through the book, I will set apart useful tips we call “toolboxes.” You will also find various sidebars to illustrate the points in the chapter. I will take you back to simpler times in my “Time Capsules.” You will look at real-life marketing situations in an imaginary place called “The Highlight Zone.”


Enough with the serious stuff—lighten up, and enjoy 10 Ways to Screw Up an Ad Campaign.





part 1


THE 10 WAYS . . .





chapter 1


Hire Your Brother-in-Law as Marketing Director . . . Or Your Spouse


Would you hire your plumber to do your taxes?


Of course not. Then why would you consider entrusting the lifeblood of your business to anyone but a highly qualified professional?


Over the years, while selling advertising services to companies of all sizes, it has never ceased to amaze me how many unqualified people end up being responsible for this critical function. And don’t deceive yourself—marketing is a critical function. Consider the following: Your accountant controls the money going out. Your marketing director controls the money coming in.


By choosing the right person for your marketing director, you can turn up the faucet on the incoming flow of money—the primary goal for your business.


So hiring the right marketing person is an investment, not an expense. The right person will know that marketing is not an excuse to impress his or her idea of culture or wit upon the masses. He or she will not simply bludgeon them with your logo in the name of brand awareness. That person will not make mistakes so dumb that they will be remembered long after the product itself has achieved some dignity through death. It’s not only small business that has committed the blunders; some of the best and the brightest companies have contributed some of the biggest boondoggles in marketing history. Consider:


• When Coca-Cola launched its product in China, learned the hard way that the popular U.S. slogan “Coke Adds Life” translated to “Coke brings your dead ancestors to life,” in Chinese. It got attention—but it did not sell beverages.


• When Clairol attempted to introduce its curling iron, the “Mist Stick,” into Germany, they discovered that “mist” is slang for manure in German. Not too many people wanted to buy a manure stick.


• When Coors, the great brewer from Golden, Colorado, attempted to translate its slogan “Turn It Loose” into Spanish, it translated to “Suffer from Diarrhea.”


• In American usage, “nova” means a new, bright star—quite a catchy name for a car. When the Chevy Nova was put on sale in Latin America, someone realized that no va is Spanish for “to not go”—the absolute worst name for a car. Unless, of course, you’re one of the few who bought an Edsel, one of the auto industry’s greatest design failures.


The right marketing person will not blunder like this because the right person will understand that marketing is more than coining slogans that make the boss happy. That person will understand the real meaning of marketing.


WHAT IS MARKETING?


Marketing means aligning the way you sell and/or move goods and services through a distribution system to the end user with the way your customers buy. Knowing this, proper marketing amounts to a form of sales insurance. Rather than doing some things, and then, if they work, doing them again, effective marketing means doing the right thing, with the right product, at the right time. And, in the process, avoiding costly mistakes.


The marketing professional does this by asking the right questions. You got it—the whole process is controlled by market research, which boils down to an attempt to ask intelligent questions (and then get them answered). Questions like:


• Who buys this product?


• What makes this product different and better than its competition?


• Where do the buyers shop?


• What do the buyers like, how much do they spend, what do they do in their spare time, etc.?


When the Spalding Company launched the Top Flite XL II golf ball, it sent out a group of professional marketers—myself included—to interview golfers. Countless hours were spent talking to prospective customers. By the end of the process, Spalding knew what balls their prospects used and why, how many balls they used, how often they played, where they bought their balls, and how much they were willing to pay—and every other piece of information that seemed pertinent.


Of course, the new product succeeded.


You probably can’t afford to undertake anything as elaborate as Spalding’s research efforts—but don’t let that bother you. You may not be able to send out squads of marketing ninjas, but you can scope out the lay of the land before taking a swing at attracting customers to your business. Having said that, remember that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, since it can delude you into thinking that you actually know more than you do. Secure in the knowledge that your product sold okay in the United States, you can wake up one morning to find yourself loading thousands of Chevy Novas on ships bound for South America.


But one little fact-finding mission, carried out by someone who knows the pitfalls and blind alleys, can tell you how to price a product and where to advertise it. The right person can determine in advance, using focus groups, whether the product name you had your heart set on will generate sales, or gales of derision.


Think of an advertising campaign as a lightning rod, bringing energy into your business. If that rod is solidly grounded in marketing, it will charge up your enterprise. If not, it will burn it to a crisp.


DON’T PASS THE HAT


Even if your company is small and someone with other responsibilities will wear the marketing hat, make sure that hat fits. Ask yourself:


• Has this person had any contact with your customers, or with people that buy a similar product?


• Does he or she have experience working with outside advertising suppliers?


• Does this person have any established relationships with suppliers of marketing services?


• Most importantly, does this person have any marketing success stories?


If you don’t ask these questions, you may end up like a client I had years ago, a family-owned three-store retail operation. Every two years, they passed the advertising baton to someone else. Yes, the new person always brimmed with fresh ideas and approaches, and gained experience that rounded out his or her value to the operation. But in the final analysis, none of them were advertising professionals. And thanks to the family’s two-year rotation policy, they were completing their learning curve at exactly the time they were called on to pass the baton to another novice. They all received an education, but the operation probably paid more for those educations (indirectly, through bungled marketing) than if the recipients had been sent to the Harvard Business School.
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Take this challenge: List ten ways you excel over your competitors.







Another tendency in small companies is to throw the marketing hat at the sales manager. After all, he or she is involved with both the customers and the products. Except there’s one problem: The CEO usually insists that the sales manager concentrates on making sales, since otherwise the organization may not be able to make its payroll the next Friday. So marketing, which may not produce results for months, is forgotten.


But there are even worse ways of doing marketing—you can do it with a committee. According to Jeff Witchel, owner of Witchel Advertising in East Brunswick, New Jersey, “Design by committee is the kiss of death for an ad.” Too many cooks spoil the broth—especially when none of them wear chef’s hats. He should know. Witchel has worked on campaigns for major food products, including Jell-O pudding and Grape Nuts Cereal, as well as prestigious travel and tourism clients such as Eastern Airlines, Pan Am, and Princess Tours.


THE ART OF HIRING


So, you’re convinced. You’ll hire a marketing professional. What do you look for first?


First, don’t look, listen. You can find the marketing guru of your dreams by listening to the right mantra. Ask yourself:


• Does your candidate talk about airy-fairy forecasts, projections, and reports? Or does the candidate talk about better ways to sell your company’s products?


• Does he or she sound like a graduate school textbook? Or do you hear talk of real-world, roll-up-the-sleeves, get-down-to-business action?


• Does the candidate talk about grand, historic, global trends? Or does he or she have a finger on the pulse of your industry, and of the business climate right now?


• Does the candidate seem concerned with bureaucratic schemes to create a department and spend money? Or is the candidate focused on ways to sell more of your product, and on ways to use your business’s resources better?


Your ideal marketing person may be right under your nose. It could be someone who sells for one of your suppliers. Or it could be that talented person across town who’s “eating your lunch” working for a competitor.


Always remember, youth loves a challenge—and there may be some young hotshots working for a competitor who don’t see any way to move up where they are. You can give them a new career path. Look for somebody lean and hungry, someone who has not reached his or her comfort zone.


Next time you open your industry’s trade magazine or newsletter, see who’s kicking up dust. Notice the people getting awards at conferences and trade shows. Let them know you’ve noticed their work.


Don’t be afraid to recruit in unconventional ways. As a general manager of a radio station in northern Virginia, I needed outside advertising salespeople. Classified ads did not bring quality results, so I called managers at larger noncompeting stations in nearby Washington, D.C. “Surely, you have applicants you don’t have room for, or who aren’t ready for you yet. Send them to me,” I suggested. Within the hour, my fax machine began ringing with resumes of qualified candidates.


Assuming you’ve heard from qualified applicants whose mantra turned out to be what you wanted to hear, what now? Which one will you hire?


First, examine your own prejudices. The law aside, have you discounted an applicant in your own mind because of age, sex, race, or nationality? Don’t let any of these groundless excuses hold you back. A person you have nothing in common with could be just the right person to take your company forward.


Beyond that, you can actually test candidates. Gerald Getz, manager for the Sinclair Radio Group in the Scranton, Pennsylvania, region, asked each of his final contenders how they would increase sales at one property—the underperformer in his group. Each candidate received an overnight courier package with the complete scenario, including all the data needed to make recommendations.


UNIVERSAL PRINCIPLES


As we move along, you’ll find that it doesn’t matter what business you’re in, or how long you’ve operated, or how large or small your business is; the same principles apply:


• Decide what you sell.


• Figure out who buys it.


• Figure out how to find them.


• Talk to them.


• Determine why they should buy from you.


• Examine your delivery system.


• Essentially, tell them your story.


• Say it loud; say it proud.


• Invite them in.


• Please them.


• Invite them back.
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Select a marketing person who understands your business so well that he or she could step up and take over should you need to step down.







Find the right person to beat the drum for you. Then, give them a drum and stand back. Sound too simple? It’s not. I’ll show you how, step by step.


THOUGHTS ABOUT HIRING RELATIVES


Remember one thing about your family: You can’t fire them. Well, you may, after enormous agony, manage to confront them about their non-performance and convince them to step aside. But even then, they don’t go away. You’re still related to them. You still have to live with them, or at the very least, see them at family gatherings. But resentment may color every interaction you have with them from then on—you may see it in every glance and remark.


You may think you have the exception to the “don’t hire family” rule. Your brother-in-law took a couple of marketing courses in college, twenty years ago. Putting him in charge might actually work out. You could fire him if you had to, you think, while taking comfort in the thought that you probably won’t have to. But remember this phrase: “Familiarity breeds contempt.” I use this phrase not in reference to the familiarity between two relatives, but familiarity with the business. He may be too emotionally close to the company, to the status quo, or to you, to really see what’s going on and to take action when a situation demands change. In other words, even if you can fire the proverbial brother-in-law, he may not feel that he can talk back to you or ask serious questions about the system you set up before he arrived. Fresh pairs of eyes and ears can bring a lot to the table. It’s worth the effort to recruit them.


In the introduction, I said most small businesses were committing advertising suicide; while the rest were playing Russian roulette. The disaster starts with people—when you have the wrong ones. Raise the importance of the marketing function in your organization. Treat it like gold.


[image: Image] Time Capsule: “Eat at Grunt’s”


Let’s take the first of those trips that were promised in the introduction, trips back in time to (seemingly) simpler eras. Let’s start with the first advertising campaign—caveman-style.


Let’s have the time machine take us to Grunt’s, a restaurant with a very cave-like ambiance. Well, it is a cave. It’s truly unique—it’s the only restaurant in the valley. The food is notably fresh—today, they’re serving freshly killed brontosaurus from the valley’s bronto stockyards.


But Mr. Grunt, proprietor, is not content to wait for the natural charms and qualities of his establishment to win over a clientele. Ignoring complaints from his mate that the fire is not ready yet, he ascends the hillside and takes a deep breath.


“Aaaaayyyaaaaya-ah-ah! Aaaaayyyaaaaya-ah-ah!”


It echoes off the canyon walls, and the tribesmen gather. They know a “weekly special” notice when they hear it.


Crude? Not really. Consider:


Grunt has defined his trading area: the canyon settlement, his cave, and the stockyards. He appears to have a lock on both the supply and the demand, with a captive crowd. He enjoys an inexpensive delivery system and a great broadcast outlet. And his message communicates a passionate belief in the quality of his product. Admittedly, it communicates little else—but what more do you need?


Well, maybe someone less emotionally involved in the business to handle the marketing—that fire really wasn’t ready.


Candidly, there are other considerations a marketer might also want to ponder—but we’ll get into those as we get deeper into the book. [image: Image]





chapter 2


Hire the Biggest Ad Agency in Town . . . When You’re the Smallest Advertiser in Town


Thinking of hiring an ad agency? Wonderful. Now, put down the phone. Close the Yellow Pages. There is something you must understand before launching your search: One of the worst things you can do is run out and hire the biggest agency in town, simply because of their size.


Size offers no automatic advantage—the billboards are not any bigger, the TV commercials are not any louder. No one will be impressed by the fact that you are using Mega Agency, since hardly anyone will ever know (or care). In fact, as I’ll discuss, size can offer some disadvantages.


In reality, however, there are so many factors to consider when choosing an agency that you might indeed end up hiring the largest one in town—if it offers the best fit for you. Then again, the smallest could turn out to be the best choice.


But first, there’s the bigger question: Do you need an advertising agency at all?


The answer is that, usually, you do—especially if you are spending significant amounts of money compared to other advertisers in your market. (However, advertising costs vary so much from large cities to small towns that it won’t work to say that you should get an agency if you spend more than X dollars.)


By hiring an agency, you stand to benefit from someone else’s experience. Without experience, you will end up relying on the advice of the advertising salespeople of the media you plan to advertise with—hardly an unbiased opinion. An ad agency should be able to offer greater breadth of experience than many media salespeople.


Left to yourself, you might be able to tell the story of your business, to compose a gripping who-what-where-when-and-how narrative to put in front of potential customers. But how do you find those potential customers? What part of the story do you put in front of them? Where do you tell it? When will you tell them? What response can you expect?


The “where” is especially troublesome for beginners confronting the “media maze” out there: national TV, local TV, radio, direct mail, trade magazines, consumer magazines, industrial magazines, daily newspapers, weekly newspapers, billboards, Web sites, sky writing, blimps, Little League uniforms, bus stop benches, mall hand-selling, door knob flyers, infomercials.


Ready to scream? Then an ad agency may be the answer. With an agency, you can acquire a team of experts who can quickly get you through this maze and let you get back to business.


But first, you have to choose the agency that’s right for you. Let’s look at some of the things you need to consider.


SIZE DOES MATTER


One size does not fit all. Put a six-year-old on a ten-speed racing bike, and what happens? It could be the best bike made, full of all the gadgets that bicyclists yearn for—but the child will crash, and the crash could have been prevented.


Similarly, when an advertiser and an agency meet, they must have a good fit. Your first consideration should be the size of the agency. Small clients get lost in large ad agencies. They either receive little attention or are shunted off to “Johnny Junior” account executive.


In the early 1990s, I worked at an ad agency that received a call from a client dissatisfied with his present agency. His budget was significant—more than $400,000 a year. Still, he felt he did not receive the attention he required. You see, many of the other clients at that agency spent millions annually on their advertising.
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Look for an ad agency willing to invest in your business’s long-term growth. Avoid a firm looking to line its pockets. No matter how much you like their work, if you can’t afford their work, keep looking.







AFTER SIZE, QUALIFICATIONS


After you decide what size agency best suits your needs, consider the following factors.


Dinosaurs Need Not Apply . . .


Unfortunately, advertising practitioners come in all shapes, sizes, capabilities, and (sadly) ethics. Nearly anyone can hang out a shingle. There is no licensing process in the ad agency business. Agencies don’t have to pass a competency exam. (If they did, we could quickly thin out their ranks.) Today, it is not uncommon for legitimate ad agencies to even carry errors and omissions insurance.


So how do you penetrate the façade and find out what they really know? Try these moves:


Ask to see resumes or bios of the principals. Their backgrounds indicate the agency’s main areas of interest and competence.


Ask who will service your account. What level and depth of experience do they have? What books have they read on the subject? If they can’t name at least a few titles on my recommended reading list in Appendix A, keep looking.


Ask for references. What satisfied clients do they have in your community? Do their clients have a similar profile to your business? Do they have experience in your industry, or will your business provide their “learning curve”? Peter Caroline, of Write on Target in Green Valley, Arizona, advises, “You have to talk the talk and walk the walk. In any field, you must know the product, and have a feel for it.” Caroline should know; he has a depth of expertise in firearms. His self-promotional piece intones, “If your advertising is aimed at shooters, shouldn’t a shooter be writing it?”


What policies do they have concerning the handling of competing clients? Can you negotiate an exclusive contract for your product category within your trading area? I used to marvel at how many financial and retail automotive advertisers would use the same ad agency—with two artists side-by-side, creating ads for direct competitors. You deserve a certain amount of confidentiality regarding your business’s strategy.


How much of their work does the agency actually perform themselves, and how much do they outsource to freelancers, production companies, and other suppliers? You may find yourselves paying large markups for a “virtual” company that simply acts as a coordinator.


Ask about results, not awards. Agencies love to enter contests. Alas, an ad campaign that wins awards does not necessarily sell products. Remember, you want to increase your return on your advertising investment—over what you would have brought in had you handled the advertising yourself.


Ask to see their “book” (their portfolio of print ads) and their commercial demo reel. They don’t have one? Be suspicious of graphics houses masquerading as ad agencies. In today’s world, an agency with no electronic media background is too one-dimensional to help you stay ahead of your competition.


What is the ratio of money spent on ads vs. money spent creating the ads? If your budget is small, beware the agency that spends so much creating the ads that you can’t afford to do much with them. If that is the case, look elsewhere, because this agency is looking for fees and markups. They’re more interested in their bottom line than yours. (As a general rule of thumb, expect to spend roughly 15 percent of your budget to create the material and 85 percent on ad space or airtime.) I have devoted as much as 95 percent of a client’s budget to buying radio time—and still produced quality commercials with only 5 percent of the ad budget.


    My company recently presented against an agency that brought in a ringer—a hired gun with big agency credentials. They promised the client that this individual, who claimed credit for authorship of some high-profile national campaigns, would work on their account. They then proceeded to strong-arm the client into giving them the whole account, including a direct-response broadcast advertising project, “to avoid charging them large creative fees.” The result: They ran an improperly executed campaign that produced dismal results. They simply did not have the necessary expertise in direct-response broadcast advertising. The client learned the hard way; they ran out of money, later admitting that we could have done a better job. The moral of the story: Don’t get taken in by the flash.
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When looking for an ad agency, don’t just look in the Yellow Pages. First go to someone at a media outlet that you use, and ask who does good work.







NEXT: CREDITWORTHINESS


This is indeed an important consideration. You have to understand that your ad agency will be handling your money. Therefore, you need to be confident that they will handle it with the same care, attention, and integrity that you would. Since most ad agencies act in a fiduciary capacity, their practices can affect how the media perceives your business. If the agency “floats” your money and pays the media late—or fails to pay them—it could cost you serious dollars. Worse yet, it could cost you your reputation. Check the media that the agency does business with for references.


Years ago, one small agency used to collect from its accounts, then invest its clients’ media dollars in six-month certificates of deposit before paying their media bills. This “float” practice is commonly called “kiting.” The media never shared in this little extra profit scheme. I doubt that the clients did either.


[image: Image]Martha Capps: “How Does My Network Grow?”


Go West, young man . . . or Midwest, young lady. Martha Capps, principal of the Capps Companies in Eden Prairie, Minnesota, did just that. A one-person marketing consultant, Capps outsources much of her work to a well-developed and highly trusted network of practitioners. She herself concentrates on the strategic planning aspects of her clients’ campaigns.


Capps cites these advantages to working this way:


1. Clients always work with the principal.


2. She always becomes involved hands-on with the implementation of every campaign.


3. She brings the perspective of having worked in various regions.


Capps cites these advantages over working with a traditional agency, but is quick to caution the advertiser to “be sure the person really has the experience and the contacts.” She also points to the need for a sole practitioner to “become an extension of the client’s staff,” which she mentions comes from developing a long-term relationship—an important element in her effectiveness.


You’re Hiring, Not Buying


When you conduct an agency review, handle it as you would an employee search. Interview the best candidates. Let your staff have some input into the selection process; they may have to work with the agency. Pit one competitor against another. Often, they will do “spec” (speculative) campaigns, in order to win your business.


These days, large corporations often dole out separate assignments to different agencies, according to their strengths. A company may award the consumer portion of their account to one agency, while hiring another to handle their business-to-business advertising. You can, too.


I worked with a high-end retail jeweler for about seven years. Much to one of their agencies’ chagrin, the client awarded me the broadcast portion of their account. The other shop handled their print ads. This arrangement served the advertiser’s best interest.


THE AFTERGLOW


Okay, you followed my advice, and hired an agency you feel comfortable with. Now, the work begins. Here are a few suggestions to keep a well-oiled relationship with your ad counsel.
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When looking for an ad agency, your own industry trade association may be able to make a referral. Do not rely on the names you find in advertising trade magazines; often, only larger agencies will be mentioned there.







Test-drive them. Give an agency a small project before committing your entire account to them. If they handle the assignment well, give them a short-term commitment. Once you are satisfied, turn the balance of the business over to them. Grow into the relationship.


Ask, “What have you done for me lately?” Together with the agency decide, up front, how and when you will measure the agency’s performance. A periodic review is a good idea for both of you—but keep in mind that changing agencies like socks will do little to advance your position in the marketplace. Give them a reasonable amount of time—at least six months—to adjust to how your business operates. Expect them to act as an extension of your staff. At one agency I worked for, we sat in on the client’s sales meetings, and even observed transactions on the sales floor. Another agency I know sends out an annual report card to its clients, asking, “How are we doing?”


Address problems early. Don’t wait until they get out of hand. Start by asking for an organizational chart. Do they have a backup representative to your primary contact? Then find out who the other team members are and how to contact each when you need them. Expect reasonable turnaround times, but be reasonable with your deadlines.


Clarify financial terms up front. Every agency I have worked for or operated presents its clients with a detailed cost estimate of every job. Work begins only after the client signs off on the estimate. That way, there are no surprises when the bill comes.


THE ENDGAME


If things don’t work out, you can tell your ad agency goodbye. And they can do the same. Any number of reasons can cause either party to want to bail out—the client outgrows the agency; the agency doesn’t deliver as promised; or the client doesn’t pay its bills in a timely fashion.


Just make the split in a reasonable and respectful manner. Both the client and the ad agency can help or hurt each other. A “no-fault divorce” is the way to go. Make this part of your understanding.


Try to have a wind-down period, during which you pay for all outstanding invoices and get back any master tapes, layouts, etc. Generally, unless your agreement says otherwise, the client owns the creative product—once he or she pays the agency for it. I have seen many client-agency disputes arise because the parties initially failed to specify ownership clearly. An ad agency relationship is like a marriage—these days, a prenuptial agreement makes sense. And if you find your business on the “dating circuit” again, you’ll be much wiser about what to look for in your next advertising partner.


[image: Image] A Message from the Grim Reaper


Be warned that in advertising, as in most creative fields, the value of a business deal is often founded on the personal relationship between the participants. It is tempting to leave it that way and not formalize the relationship. And, indeed, informality will work—until something goes wrong, such as a partner dying, or leaving unexpectedly.


You will discover that, if you had formalized the relationship and committed your intentions to paper, something might be salvaged. Otherwise, things come to a standstill until a new relationship is established.


ATTENTION, CLASS


So what have we learned? You’ve decided to get help—good decision. You’ve looked around; you’ve asked around, you’ve done the “cattle call.” Now that the dog and pony shows are over, it’s time to make a choice. Make it wisely, but remember—it doesn’t have to be forever. You’re not looking for Picasso or Shakespeare; you need ad counsel that understands how to sell your product. Make them prove themselves. Expect a more effective strategy than you came up with yourself. If you don’t see results in a reasonable period of time, respectfully part company.


[image: Image] “So You Want to Run an Ad Campaign?”


Here’s the situation: Company A wants to launch its new retail cosmetic, health, and beauty aid store chain. The stores appeal to eighteen-to thirty-four-year-old working women. Congratulations—you’re in charge of advertising the launch.


You try ads in the local daily newspapers. And the results are dismal—you discover that the target audience doesn’t read newspapers.


Okay, there’s always television. But you find that they’re out shopping or socializing during prime time.


So you try putting ads on the dance/rock radio stations, aimed at commuters. And the results are still dismal—someone points out that in your metropolitan area the suburban women you are trying to reach commute mainly by train, where the radio can’t reach them.


“Billboards,” you think—they can still see billboards. Except the environmentalists had them all torn down recently.


So there you are at a management meeting, laying out your last, desperate idea: placards inside the commuter trains. The transit authority will be happy to lease you the display space, right beside the public health warnings.


Or, you can hold that meeting to decide what ad agency you want to hire, and outsource the whole problem to a team of experts. The choice (and the ulcers, the migraines, and the career damage) is yours.





chapter 3


Do What You’ve Always Done . . . And You’ll Get What You’ve Always Gotten—And No More


Times change. People change. Fashions change. And your advertising has to influence the same fickle public, which has itself experienced countless changes while discarding countless fads.


You can do it—you just have to embrace change.


For instance, maybe your father had an appliance store on Main Street. A handsome sign marked it, and he advertised in the evening newspaper. But:


• The sign was enough to draw in anyone on their way to the town square. And everyone went there. Now, appliances are sold in discount stores on the highway, and the highway bypasses the downtown—and the store—entirely.


• The older customers who were the mainstay of the business have gotten even older. In fact, they have died off or moved to retirement homes, and certainly are not buying new appliances.


• The last guy to come home and read the evening newspaper was probably Ward Cleaver. Evening papers are dinosaurs, and even morning papers have seen Monday through Saturday circulation decline. Only Sundays are holding on.


So, do you just fold the tent and creep away, dismayed at being trapped in this world you didn’t make? Of course not. You change your advertising and media strategies. You seek to generate traffic to make up for your isolation. You address a new generation of homeowners. You supplement your newspaper ads with other media.


But more than anything else, you keep in mind the situation of today’s consumers: They are faced with enormous poverty.


MODERN POVERTY


I’m not talking about breadlines and hobo jungles. In today’s world, your customers face “time poverty.” Mr. and Mrs. America both work outside the home. After work, they’re both ferrying kids between Little League practice, violin lessons, and karate school. She goes to night school and aerobics classes. He goes to racquetball and bowling.


They’re moving targets—so how do you hit them? More specifically, how do you reach these people with your message when their own affairs demand nearly all their attention?


You get creative. You break with tradition. You find new solutions. You face the fact that if your market research is correct and your best prospects have green hair, visible tattoos, and pierced chins, you need to sponsor a rock concert. (If you discreetly wear your earplugs, no one will know.)


And now we come to the place where I have to tell you that there are answers that you can’t look up in the back of the book. Having told you the importance of doing things differently, and of the need to reach people who can barely steal a glance at billboards, I have to break it to you that there is no pat solution. If there were, advertisers would do it over and over until a sickened public recoiled—as with certain car or long-distance ads—again forcing you to try something new.


I can, however, offer you these successful examples, hoping they will trigger some inspiration.



JEFF’S UNBREAKABLE WATERBEDS


Around the dawn of time (1970), one of my clients opened one of the first stores on the East Coast to sell waterbeds. For years, he got away with the unimaginative practice of advertising $99 waterbeds in the Sunday paper—perfect for impulse buyers. When customers walked in, he’d sell them a better, costlier item. That’s what they call “bait and switch,” and it may or may not be legal, depending on where you live.


In time, it stopped working—the waterbed-buying public became more sophisticated and would not take the bait. Waterbeds became a serious purchase for younger buyers, who did research before purchasing. And they were likely to end up in one of the many waterbed franchise stores that began cropping up. They weren’t necessarily more ethical, but they surrounded Jeff’s store like a wagon train.


So, Jeff called me, and together, we created the first ever “Break the Bed Contest.”


I had learned from his in-store posters that the biggest objection to buying a waterbed from first-time buyers was the “breakage myth.” They were afraid the bed would leak and flood their homes.


So we created a dramatic hands-on (actually, feet-on) demonstration designed to explode the myth—but not the bed. We set up a bed in the parking lot and invited a disc jockey and a traffic reporter from the local rock radio station to jump on the bed during rush hour. During a live broadcast from the store, they invited the audience to a challenge—come on down, break the bed, and win a $500 gift certificate to the store.


We sold some beds. You can, too.
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Try this: Name five ways that your customers or your marketplace have changed. Then devise at least two advertising strategies to address each change.








PROFITABLE FREE LUNCHES


Another of my clients was a very successful restaurant chain. It seemed as though everything they touched turned to gold—with little or no advertising. At least, it seemed that way for a while.


While they had a unique concept, in time the national chains began to move in on their territory with similar restaurants. That’s when they asked for my help.


The restaurant chain’s home state was New Jersey. That’s also the home state of Bruce Springsteen, then in the midst of his “Born in the U.S.A.” tour. So I arranged for the chain to sponsor live reports from a concert. The coverage included commercial announcements offering a free entree to anyone presenting a concert ticket stub at one of the restaurants.


The result: in one week, 856 documented responses. True, these free entrees cost the chain more than the advertising. However, the client had enough foresight to see the value of introducing new customers to their establishments. Besides, most patrons brought at least one other person, and ordered appetizers, drinks, and desserts along with those free entrees. And then they came back, repeatedly, as paying customers.


Remember, it’s never a question of how much advertising you buy. It’s a question of what you do to make it perform for your business. What is the selling strategy behind the ad campaign? What will it do to drive traffic to your business?
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Front and center! Build both a “call to action” and a strong “incentive to action” into every ad, and you’ll get action.







COUSIN MEETS WORLD


My cousin was an average student at best. In high school, no one thought of him as the most likely to succeed. Twenty years later, he built himself and his family a 4,200-square-foot house. Rich’s unique success centers around his ability to sense changes in the marketplace and his industry, make decisions, and respond to them.


He started out selling CB radios—and you’re probably bracing yourself for a woeful tale of bankruptcy, since the retail CB radio market is now considered a classic case of boom, saturation, and bust. But he saw himself as being in the mobile electronics market, so when saturation set in he was able to sidestep into police, fire, and marine radio. Later, he got into mobile phones—long before cellular came along.


Change is certain. Ask any CB radio salesman.


NAME THAT BUSINESS


Remembering what business you’re in can give you some protection against change. After all, if the passenger railroads had realized that they were in the transportation business, they’d still be around today—because they would be operating the airlines.


Similarly, if you are in the pool business, are you in the business of digging holes and lining them with cement, or are you in the business of giving families a specific recreational experience? With this in mind, I once told one of my retail clients in the pool and spa business that his real competition was not the other pool stores. Rather, it was the travel agents. Both were courting the same discretionary funds from families that yearned to experience water sports.


So we fashioned his ad copy around the theme of “the vacation that lasts a lifetime.” We argued that if you buy a pool, you have it next year, and for years to come. If you go on a cruise, all you have next year is snapshots.


You may not be selling pools, but the same line of argument applies to plenty of other products, such as motorcycles, where the advertiser is competing for the consumer’s disposable income. The trick is to look beyond the merchandise and see what personal experience the customer is trying to buy. Then, make sure you’re supplying it.


CONVENIENCE IS (ALMOST) EVERYTHING


With the shopping public being strapped for time and attention, it’s no mystery that a high percentage of supermarket purchases are actually nonfood items. The customers have to buy groceries anyway, so why should they take the additional time to go to a drugstore, a hardware store, and a housewares store if the grocery store is smart enough to offer the same goods?


Convenience rules. So, surely, it would be hopeless for a shoe store in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, to attract patrons from across the Delaware River in Trenton, New Jersey. They would have to drive farther and pay a bridge toll. Except that a shoe store owner I knew advertised that he would pay the bridge tolls of any customers who would (like George Washington) make the crossing and present their toll receipts. They did.


Convenience rules—but there are always other factors you can bring into play, and attract your fair share (better yet, your unfair share) of business.
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