Opinionated Advertising

A powerful new idea to maximise the efficiency of your advertising 

Good advertising delivers a powerful promise
The debate between good and bad advertising has become a pointlessly subjective one. Broadly speaking it sees the creative viewpoint ranged against the effectiveness viewpoint with the majority of creative directors in the former camp and the majority or clients in the latter – they even have their own awards systems to promote their respective points of view. Stuck resolutely in the middle are the agency account handlers trying to square the circle and strike a compromise between the two for the sake of their agency’s bottom line. 

There is nothing subjective about good and bad advertising. 

Advertising is an amazing business tool with a powerful promise. At its best advertising is capable of delivering results to a business that are totally disproportionate to the investment made in it (essentially the costs of production and media). It is the promise of a disproportionate return on investment that makes advertising so attractive as a business tool.

The distinction between good and bad advertising is simple. Good advertising is work that delivers on this promise while bad advertising is that which betrays it. Good advertising takes the Client’s budget, however meagre, and magnifies it, creating in the process a media multiplier. Bad advertising manifestly fails to achieve this, delivering only what was expected given the media plan and often far less.

It is the media multiplier that is critical to good advertising. This is the x-factor in the advertising equation that accounts for the difference between the advertising spend and the advertising outcome. It’s the magical ingredient – whether delivered strategically or executionally - that elevates advertising from a run of the mill business tool. It is also precisely why bean counters find advertising so frustrating since it is so difficult to predicting the relationship between what is spent and what will be delivered.

The lack of predictability is simply because the content of good advertising escapes from the ad break and the control of the advertiser into other parts of people’s lives. As a result the media multiplier is created by the advertising moving beyond the discrete one to one conversation between advertiser and consumer imagined by the media plan (albeit millions of times over) and creating numerous further conversations. 

In essence the advertising creates a powerful media multiplier by acting as a catalyst. Catalysts create chain reactions and in this case it is a chain reaction of consumers to consumer conversations in which people willingly and actively spread the brand message at no further cost to the advertiser. Good advertising multiplies the budget allocated to it because it has been depth charged by a conversational catalyst. 

The imperative to create good advertising, in other words advertising that has an effect far beyond the coverage and frequency delivered by the media plan, stems from advertising’s one major drawback. 

Advertising may be an amazing business tool but it is also a fantastically expensive one. A strong media multiplier is not a nice addition to the advertising armoury, nudging up the efficiency of the media spend, these days it is absolutely essential to any effective advertising. Few Clients now have the budgets to achieve the business results they need from that advertising. How many advertisers can really claim that the money they spend on advertising is really paid back by the profit on the sales that the advertising generates?

The Marketing Director of Nestle’s Yorkie Bar recently commented that if he had bought the same package as Yorkie received on its launch it would have cost him 36 times more than in 1978 while the cost of the bar had only increased threefold.

This is little wonder given that media inflation is running well ahead of the rise in the prices of the products and services being advertised and with its rate of increase having little to do with the real value of the advertising to the advertiser.

For an advertiser to have any hope that their investment will be returned they need to ensure that every pound spent and every conversation created is a beginning and not an end. That the advertising behaves as a catalyst creating a conversational chain reaction that enlists the audience in the task of selling. 

Bad advertising is not just a missed opportunity it is usually an expensive mistake whichever side of the subjective fence you are on.

The folly of talkability 

We have established the idea that good advertising delivers the promise of a disproportionate return on investment through the power of a media multiplier. And we have described the way that the media multiplier is caused by turning the advertising into a conversational catalyst that sweats the media budget by employing the audience as a hyper efficient medium. 

The problem is that not all conversations are equally profitable. It all depends on whether you want to get the ad talked about or whether you want to get the brand talked about.

The idea of a crude media multiplier has existed for some time in the guise of ‘talkability’. Talkability is the idea that the executional nature of the advertising should cause people to talk about the advertising. 

At any one time there are a select bunch of ads that are being talked about whether in the playground, down the pub or at the water cooler. Notable recent examples have included the ‘Wassup’ campaign for American Budweiser, the Surfers ad for Guinness, ITV Digital’s ill fated monkey and more recently Peter Kay’s ‘no nonsense’ ads for John Smith’s. 

This advertising relies on the potency of the creative idea and the originality of the execution to create fame for the brand. It is the kind of advertising that is awarded by creative awards’ juries, raved about by the advertising industry and liked so much by people that it becomes imbedded into popular culture.

On the whole it’s a type of advertising called well-branded entertainment. Essentially it works by providing people with a 30-second slug of entertainment that is associated through the creative idea with the sponsoring brand. The belief is that people so love the advertising that they transfer these feelings onto the brand creating a predisposition to purchase. But what turns the best well-branded entertainment into good advertising is that the talkability of the humour, the music, the star or any other executional element creates a conversational catalyst – something in the ad people want to talk about.

And therein lies its weakness, what people talk about is the ad – they don’t talk about the brand. That’s not to say they don’t attribute the ad to the brand (this is well branded entertainment after all) but that all the conversations are about the gag, the celeb, the music or the effects and few are about the brand.

This is well branded entertainment so they are well aware of the brand that has brought them the slug of entertainment, however for all the thousands of conversations the advertising creates few are conversations about the brand. Few are about the role that the brand does and could play in those people’s lives and this is where well-branded entertainment misses a trick.

It’s not that well branded entertainment is a bankrupt endeavour devoid of value to the client’s business, which is patently not the case. It’s far better that advertisers use well branded entertainment than the dull lifeless fare that passes for advertising in most commercial breaks. Advertising that hasn’t a hope in hell of escaping the dry logic of its media plan since it contains nothing people will want to talk about – no conversational catalyst and therefore no media multiplier. 

I am merely pointing out that the quest for and obsession with ‘talkability’ that most creative directors and enlightened clients engage in sells both parties short. What good is the fame that comes from people remembering and even talking about your brand’s advertising if it is not accompanied by the fortune that comes from people engaging with and talking about your brand? I don’t argue that well branded entertainment doesn’t have a business effect but that this effect could and should be greater.

Creating conversations about the brand – the power of opinion 

The idea that members of the public have nothing better to do than to talk about brands may seem a little far-fetched. 

Surely the best we can achieve is that the advertising catches people’s imagination and the small piece of culture that has been created on the brand’s behalf worms itself inside people’s minds and into their conversations. We can all concede that people are prepared to talk about advertising – albeit exceptional advertising – but not the brands that pay for them.

This is to miss the point. Providing that you do or say something that is of sufficient interest you can get people to talk about those brands and you can elevate the idea of a media multiplier beyond the two dimensional idea of talkability. The issue is not that consumers won’t talk about brands to each other but that advertisers rarely say anything about those brands worth talking about.

With most strategies ground down to generic chaff by the millstone of qualitative research and a Client ethos hell bent on pleasing all the people all of the time its small wonder that no one is remotely interested in what most brands and their advertising have to say about themselves or the wider world.

Why settle for well branded entertainment when advertising that ignites conversations about the brand itself is within every advertisers grasp? It’s simply a question of making your advertising a vehicle to say something people find interesting and want to pass on.

Igniting conversations about the brand – a matter of opinion

The lifeblood of conversation is opinion. News, facts and pure information may start conversations but the key to successful and sustained conversation is the presentation of and argument over opinions. This is especially the case when those opinions represent a new way of thinking about the familiar world we live in – whether the case in point is the composition of the national football team for a crunch match, the behaviour of a celebrity or a question of greater national importance.

It wouldn’t be too far fetched to suggest that we crave opinion these days both as something to engage with and argue against and as a point of view to appropriate as our own. Opinions whether borrowed of home grown provide us with currency to trade in social situations and as a means of identifying with or against the people that we come across on those occasions.

Opinions fascinate and appal us, attract and repel us but above all they force us to engage with them.

And opinion is also the key to igniting conversations about brands, because opinions delivered directly into those situations by advertising give brands a point of view. As the cluetrain manifesto puts it, these days people want to know more about a brand’s position than its positioning.

If you want to get people talking about your brand give it an opinion in your advertising. Give people an idea that they want to pass on, that engages them in debate, irritates them, panders to them and above all provokes them. See your brand’s opinions as catalysts for conversation in the same way as a talk radio DJ sees the opening few minutes of his or her show as a catalyst capable of providing enough material to fill the next two hours or air time.

A powerful opinion will draw some people closer to your brand and may drive others further away but it will certainly start to wring badly needed value out of your ad spend. And that is where it is most potent.

Giving your brand an opinion

An potent opinion represents a strongly held belief on the part of a brand or organisation about that brand, the category in which it operates or about the wider world. These three categories form the backbone of the opinionated advertising idea since they are the principle areas in which brands can and should have opinions. Regardless of the category, for an opinion to have traction it must fulfil two criteria

Firstly it must be a belief that is uncommon, something that is not presently currency in peoples minds. It goes without saying that for something to be interesting to us it needs to bring us new news – in essence to present the familiar in an unfamiliar way. A powerful opinion defamiliarises us with the brand and therefore helps us to engage us with it. Saying that the AA was staffed by ‘very nice men’ was undoubtedly true but calling the organisation ‘the 4th emergency service’ actively defamiliarised the AA and allowed people to get to know it again on the back of a powerful new opinion. So lets have no more cars that reckon they are half sports coupe and half family car or breakfast cereals that ask us how something so tasty can be good for you. These messages bore me to write them, think how tedious they are to consumers.

Secondly a powerful opinion has to be an idea that causes debate and the more the better. Clearly if the idea of depth charging your communications with an opinion is to create a conversational catalyst then that opinion needs to create debate. Ironically this means that some people have to disagree with the brand’s approach whether its substance or presentation. That said opinionated advertising is not about thoughtless sensationalism. A good opinion shouldn’t shock people (although its execution might) it should stimulate far more fundamental debate because it presents a point of view about things that are important to us. As a fan of Benetton’s classic advertising of the ‘80s and ‘90s I see the work as a way in which the brand declared its position on a number of fundamental issues of the time from racism to the aids epidemic. In the UK our work for Fuji presented a powerful opinion about the role of photography in confronting prejudice whilst the rest of the market was banging on about how rich the realistic the colours were on their prints.

Thirdly the brand has to be credible in offering the opinion it holds. This is phenomenally difficult to police since one of the most potent facets of a powerful opinion can be the surprise caused by the brand holding that opinion in the first place. One of the best examples of this was Iceland’s stand on genetically modified organisms, powerful precisely because it was Iceland talking about it (rather than one of the big 4) and credible perhaps only because of the personal commitment its founder, Malcolm Walker, made to the cause. If Benetton’s campaign backfired at all it wasn’t really because of the shocking images it was the debate that ensued about whether it was credible for a jumper manufacturer to have an opinion about he subjects that it addressed.

Opinions about the brand

It may seen extremely easy to develop an opinion about the brand since their subject is so familiar and something about which both client and agency have considerable knowledge. However given that the vast majority of things that brands know about themselves and talk about isn’t remotely interesting developing an idea that is uncommon, causes debate and is credible represents a considerable challenge. Pot Noodle is a brand that has over the best past decade presented brand opinions that have achieved all three criteria in a convincing and extremely lucrative manner. At the moment Pot Noodle considers itself to be the ‘Slag of all snacks’, where the joy of eating Pot Noodle is balanced by self loathing and disgust that results from such behaviour. What is uncommon with the current Pot Noodle campaign is the disarming honesty it presents about the relationship between brand and consumer – this alone (never mind the potency of the executions) is capable of creating the conversational catalyst we are looking for.

Opinions about the category

These are the natural reserve of challenger brands or at least those brands in a category that don’t define it or to put it another way aren’t implicated in it by consumers. They can be especially powerful for new brands entering the market that wish to change its rules. Egg is the prefect example of a brand that, at launch, had a clear opinion about the financial services category and in particular it’s marketing and communications. Egg’s opinion was that the category was anything but honest and transparent and that Egg was the antithesis of this. While Ikea tried to challenge the whole notion of style in mainstream Britain with its opinion that we should ‘chuck out the chintz’. 

Opinions about the wider world

These are by far the most difficult to pull of because of the issue of credibility.  For an opinion about the wider world to work for a brand its consumers have to believe that the brand can step up to a broader stage. One of the most interesting examples of an opinion that reaped substantial rewards for a brand but was about a wider issues in society was ‘its good to talk’ for BT. Regarded as social engineering more that advertising it capitalised on BT’s credibility as a near monopolistic telecoms brand with ex-public ownership credentials to raise an issue of fundamental importance to society. On the other hand, while it’s opinion about community addressed in Foxes biscuits ‘don’t be a stranger’ campaign is undoubtedly potent I have always had reservations about its credibility coming from a smaller player in the market. Time will tell whether Honda’s current work benefits the brand financially but parts of their new ‘power of dreams’ campaign are strongly opinionated not least the work for the Jazz model.

Creating an opinion for your brand, a thought that elevates you communications from instruction or entertainment to conversational catalyst, merely requires that you follow these rules. Find a place to locate the opinion – brand, category or wider world – and discipline the idea to ensure that it is uncommon, capable of causing debate and credible. It is even possible to elevate many current strategies or positioning into opinions often with very little work. 

The power of opinionated advertising

Opinionated advertising is an idea that has the power to radically improve the efficiency of your advertising.  It does this by depth charging your communications with a conversational catalyst that is capable of causing debate between consumers and therefore multiplying the effectiveness of the budget by many times. Pot Noodle was recently declared Britain’s best value advertising campaign by Marketing magazine precisely for this reason. Critical though, and what marks advertising with an opinion apart from ideas about cut through and talkability, is that those conversations that are generated are about the brand and not just about the ads. This allows opinionated advertising to be instrumental rather than ornamental in its contribution to the success of the brand and in comparison to the vast majority of communications being placed into the market. 

Opinionated advertising has one objective alone, to ensure that advertising delivers on its promise – a promise to deliver business results that are totally disproportionate to the investment made in it. As such opinionated advertising aims to restore the potency of advertising as an indispensable business tool for organisations looking for a manifest change in the destiny of their business.



















