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Introduction
Making Friends with Brands

My marketing career began as a cofounder of a “youth marketing” agency in Montreal, Canada. In fact, my partners and I had earlier started an online portal for North American students called uPath.com. Our mission was to be authentic to the students’ needs and relevant to their lifestyles. I was the editor in chief and creative director of the portal. I had to make sure we gave students a voice. In doing so, we began supporting student causes, clubs, and local bands. We encouraged and supported young writers, and paid them like we meant it. We also began sponsoring campus events and off-campus concerts. To reach our target market, we needed to be where they were and to provide them with a head-turning branded experience. Our success on campus did not go unnoticed. Our clients stopped asking for banner ads. They wanted to be there physically with us instead. Our access to student lifestyle venues across the country—earned through our grassroots efforts—allowed us to begin building brand experiences for our clients’ young consumers.

Access to campus and youth venues also allowed us to start deploying street teams to support our event marketing. We began to  offer “guerrilla marketing” solutions to clients who did not have the deep pockets to afford the advertising and venue fees that come with event marketing or sponsorships. Our form of guerrilla marketing had a specific ethos to it: it had to be based on some form of relevant experience associated with the brand we were marketing. We didn’t want to add to the clutter; our target audience was too marketing-savvy for that. Smart kids can smell a marketing come-on from a mile away. The guerrilla marketing we chose to wage, in all its manifestations, cut through the ad clutter by invoking a powerful sensory or cognitive consumer response. Our guerrilla marketing campaigns revolved around the idea of providing a consumer experience with the brand. Instead of creating ads and writing copy, we were creating unconventional branded experiences for our audience with hundreds of our own brand guerrillas, whom we called our Gears. We named the company Gearwerx.

Our marketing battles weren’t being waged on TV screens and in magazine spreads. They were fought on the streets, in the bars and nightclubs, in malls and movie theater lobbies, at beaches and ski hills, in the downtown cores and on leafy university campuses. We were taking brands directly to the people. In doing so, we engaged them in a form of dialogue that was simply not possible with mass marketing and advertising. We used personal interactions between our Gears and consumers to develop trust and empathy. Our Gears “spoke the language” of our target market. They dressed the same. They believed in the same things. Many of our Gears heard about the company from their friends who had worked for us, but we made it a priority to constantly recruit new guerrillas with specific skill-sets, abilities, and passions. If we were marketing an alternative sports brand, we would recruit skaters and boarders. If it was a beauty product that was about to launch, we would find aestheticians to join the guerrilla teams. If we needed to reach the  student audience, the teams were deployed to campus to get the message out. Our guerrillas were authentic to the brands they were marketing. When they spoke to consumers, they meant what they said.

Creating unconventional brand experiences with our Gears won the company eager clients looking to reach an elusive and ad-savvy youth audience. In the summer of 2003, a major hair care company was introducing a hair gel called Hard into the Canadian marketplace. (You can probably guess the name of the company.) This gel was targeted squarely at the teen and young adult market. Their advertising was edgy, their models were edgy, the name was edgy, and so were their target consumers. But the target consumers are also edgy enough to ignore traditional advertising. They are prone to laugh at the models on the screen or page, and actually care how well a product works before buying it. Most importantly, this target consumer needs to be shown—directly and in their face—how well a product named Hard can stand up to their lifestyle and hairstyle choices.

We worked closely with GMR Marketing to create the Hard Truck and Crew, a head-turning and fully branded bright green Hummer H2 that pulls up in front of a concert venue. Out of the truck fly six punk-rock guys and girls, their outfits and hair reflecting the postgrunge punk-pop ethos. The crew proceeds to set up a couple of industrial-grade fans right in front of the truck. All concertgoers passing through the fans on their way into the concert are struck by a blast of air from the fans. Instantly, their edgy coiffed hair gets tussled. Can their hair product stand up to the Hard Challenge? Hundreds of punks and hardcore concertgoers go head to head with the Crew to see whose hair can “stand up” to industrial-strength wind tunnels. Losers get free Hard product. Winners—and there are a few of them—get massive bragging rights with their friends for days to come.

Or imagine Reading Week on campus: bleary-eyed students stagger with their jumbo-size coffee mugs from their dorms to class to the library to the campus center. This is their daily pattern for weeks leading up to their final exams, until a little fun comes roaring onto the quad, thanks to DaimlerChrysler Canada. The company hired Gearwerx to develop and execute a Jeep-sponsored national campus tour to reconnect the brand with the student market. We rolled three vibrantly colored Jeep TJs onto campus right in the middle of exams, right in front of the main student campus center. Taking a cue from runaway hits such as “American Idol” and “Popstars,” we customized one of the Jeeps with a state-of-the-art mobile karaoke machine and propped up the experience with a mobile soundstage—a PA system, large screens, karaoke DJ and MC—to let the kids blow off some steam and belt out a couple Mariah Carey or Metallica ditties and sappy duets.

Kids would pile into the back of the Jeep—sometimes eight at a time—grab a microphone and start singing their favorite pop songs. If anything would convince a potential consumer that a Jeep can take all sorts of punishment, it is the sight of eight freshmen in a Jeep jumping up and down in unison to a Green Day anthem. All these performances are videotaped and edited by Gearwerx. A personalized e-mail is then sent to the students a few days after the event with his or her clip attached. The e-mails also prompts the users to share the clip with their friends in other schools across the country. Long after our Jeep-brand guerrillas left the campus, karaoke clips were being spread across Canada virally from one student in-box to another, and the Jeep site was receiving thousands of visits of students watching their clips.

Our “Gear-illas” were so effective at reaching our intended audiences, and the personal interactions and connections they were able to achieve between brand and consumer were so meaningful, that our form of  experience-based guerrilla marketing began to spread positive word of mouth within the communities we were speaking with. We quickly learned that good brand experiences created incredible word of mouth and buzz. Bad brand experiences, conversely, spread bad buzz much more quickly. Nevertheless, it became clear that staging brand experiences ignited the best and most compelling form of marketing: consumer recommendations to fellow consumers.

I didn’t really internalize how vital word of mouth is to a brand’s success until one of my Gears explained to me how she thought that what my company was doing was really making friends with brands. I was puzzled and asked her to explain her rationale. After she was through, I hugged her and asked her if I could use her analogy in my pitches to clients, and now I’ll share it with you.

“You market brands the way we make friends,” she said. She was twenty-one at the time.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You start buzz about a brand, then you send in the guerrillas to the street to hype that brand, and then you organize these underground events and concerts sponsored by the brand. That’s just the way we would make friends.”

“Huh?”

“C’mon, you’re not that old! You remember how your earliest friendships were made! You’re sitting in a college dorm room or a friend’s flat, doing whatever”—she then winked at me mischievously—“and someone says, ‘Do you know Katie? She lives on the third floor. No? You should. She’s into what you’re into, and I hear that she’s pretty cool, everyone likes her,’ etc. That’s word of mouth, Max. A friend has recommended a friend to me, and because I like and respect my existing friends, this recommendation goes pretty far.”

 “That’s how I met most of my good friends, through other friends,” I agreed.

“Okay. Now imagine you’re walking to class or a bar or something with your friends, and you run into Katie on the street. Your friends introduce her to you. You exchange some friendly banter, laugh a bit, dish out some gossip, have a good experience . . . and if you like her style and attitude, you would probably make some sort of tentative plans to hang out together sometime soon. That’s guerrilla marketing. You bring a brand (friend) into a natural and unexpected environment and introduce the brand (friend) to someone willing to meet it and hang out.”

“Go on,” I jumped in. “This is awesome.”

“Then you meet Katie at a bar or concert or whatever. Or maybe you already made plans with her when you first met, or during a couple of subsequent chance meetings. However you got there, you have a great time at the event. You dance your pants off at a club, or laugh yourself silly at a comedy show, or just have a great time hanging out together in an apartment watching Melrose Place reruns. That’s it! You two are good friends now. Maybe even for life.”

I was impressed. Very impressed. My Gear understood more about the modern state of marketing than most CMOs or ad agency execs. She got it, and she made me get it, too. It is no surprise, therefore, to find that a large number of experiential marketing firms have started out just like Gearwerx—as youth marketers who appropriated guerrilla, event, and word-of-mouth marketing to reach their target audiences. Small guerrilla agencies started to call their services “experiential,” because the guerrilla teams were able to provide a personal branded experience for the consumer.

San Francisco–based Swivel Media is one such agency that progressed from youth marketing initiatives to experiential marketing campaigns. Since then, the company’s founder and creative director, Erik Hauser, has emerged as a leading voice in experiential marketing circles. He says he started his business “organically” by working for guerrilla marketers, passing out flyers at age seventeen. His entire marketing career has been based on connecting with the consumer personally. Hauser started Swivel Media after witnessing firsthand the disconnect between a brand’s fabulously produced TV commercial, and that same brand being represented by an apathetic and disengaged twenty-year-old handing out flyers on the street—not to mention the sixty-something sampler in the grocery store sticking toothpicks into the product.

“What Swivel Media tries to do is to put the living, breathing embodiment of the brand in the field, who is well trained and is great at interacting with consumers, giving them the same impression that they would if they saw a commercial on television,” Hauser explained to me one day at a conference in Chicago. “We are all social creatures. Humans connect with humans. They don’t hug TV screens or radios. If you can interact with a human in a live brand experience and form a connection with that person, and then walk the consumer through an experience with a product or brand, this greatly increases the meaning and relevance of the brand. The ultimate medium for marketing is people, and to reach them involves giving them a fantastic brand experience. They then will do the marketing for you.”

At the tail end of 2003, Erik founded and launched the International Experiential Marketing Association (IXMA). I was fortunate enough to be one of the association’s founding board members. While working to grow the association to represent over ten thousand members in more than sixty countries, we recognized that the notion of providing a marketing experience to consumers went far beyond event, guerrilla, and word-of-mouth marketing. The various types of marketers who flocked  to the association proved to us that providing a branded experience encompasses an incredible array of marketing methodologies: promotional marketing, public relations, direct marketing, sponsorships, store design and merchandising, product placement, mobile marketing, retailtainment, Internet marketing, packaging, product innovation, and trend seeding—just to name a few. Whatever our field of marketing expertise was called, all of us at the association understood that providing consumers with meaningful experiences was the new way to market to them.

I proposed to Erik that we write a manifesto for the association, and working with a number of members, we announced it to the marketing world in the summer of 2004 on our Web site, www.ixma.org. “Markets have undergone a profound transformation after decades of top-down corporate messaging. As you read this, the marketing world is changing, and with it the way business will be conducted for decades to come,” we proclaimed. “This change is being demanded by the enlightened and empowered consumer—the so-called prosumer—who no longer responds to a media-propelled ‘brand essence.’ Most current advertising still relies on obsessive proliferation of the brand through mass media that seek economies of scale—the more eyeballs, the better. But consumers want more than mass messages sent to eyeballs. They want respect, recognition, and relevant communication, and they’ve indicated that the best way to give it to them is through experiences that are personally relevant, memorable, sensory, emotional, and meaningful. Consumers have changed dramatically, and the brand world must change to meet their needs and desires, or lose them to those that recognize the unique influences shaping the evolving marketplace.”

Customers expect product quality and a positive brand image, we posited, but what they demand is products, communications, and  marketing campaigns “that dazzle their senses, touch their hearts, and stimulate their minds—that deliver an experience. It is those companies that can deliver the right experience to customers that will succeed in the global marketplace today. Businesses will live or die not by the attributes they promise, but by the experience they offer customers at every touch point—in the store, at the Web site, with the product, and through events and advertising.”

We created the IXMA to share insights with freethinking business leaders in preparing for profound changes about to challenge traditional advertising and marketing. The IXMA became a forum for “radically new thinking about how brands are introduced and sustained. The IXMA shows how experiential marketing (XM) uses credible voices, sensory experiences, and respect for the consumer to bring brands—and their essence and benefits—to life, and to create direct and meaningful connections between companies and their customer.” To us, “the question isn’t which industries will be transformed by the focus on customer experience, but only which will be first. Companies who do not recognize this change will perish. Those who see the necessity for change and embrace XM will be embraced in turn by the most empowered consumer base in the history of the world.”

We knew that the power of experience is the new marketing paradigm, but defining experiential marketing was less clear-cut. Agencies and the press were already using the term interchangeably with event marketing, guerrilla marketing, promotions, mobile marketing, and sponsorships. Anything “alternative” in the marketing world, such as product placements, trend seeding, and buzz marketing, was also becoming categorized as experiential marketing. Because our own members came from a wide array of marketing and advertising disciplines, it was no surprise to us that their definitions would vary as well.

Still, a number of common themes—particularly concerning our duty to consumers—quickly became evident. The idea that the marketing message had to be as beneficial to the consumer as the product or service being marketed was at the core of the accumulated definitions. IXMA members described experiential marketing as the opposite of product-centric marketing, as a marketing tactic that provides something meaningful to the individual consumer. They talked about provoking the senses in the consumer, in wrapping her or him up in a brand to instill an inherent understanding of the brand’s value in the consumer’s life. They saw experiential marketing as an integral part of “customer experience design” or “consumer experience management.” In other words, experiential marketing is a marketing strategy that seeks to intentionally bring to life and animate the brand promise for consumers through staged experiences they have with the brand before they buy, during the buying process and at all touch points they may have with it thereafter.

The rise of experiential marketing is a result of the consumer desire to be connected to brands through memorable communication, and the need for marketers to break through the ad clutter and counteract the growing ineffectiveness of mass marketing. Consumers do not want their time wasted on marketing, but they still love an incredible idea or experience. Experiential marketing delivers the brand message when and where the consumer is most responsive to it, and allows the consumer to interact with the brand or product. They want to do this personally. They want to try before they buy, and a dialogue with a brand ambassador is imperative to their understanding of the brand.

Consumers need to internalize the brand, product, or service as individuals and to understand its place in their lives. Experiential marketing encourages sensory and emotional brand connections during this trial and interaction, much more so than traditional advertising. By giving  consumers the tools to engage with the brand, and by enhancing that experience, experiential marketing campaigns are extremely effective at influencing purchase. Furthermore, a positive brand experience gets consumers talking about the brand to their friends. They may even become brand ambassadors, and bring the brand message into their everyday conversations with other consumers. Most importantly, experiential marketers keep the needs of the individual consumer to heart and strive to reach her or him with relevant, resonant, and memorable marketing experiences.

Perhaps a real-life scenario can best illustrate the ethos of experiential marketing. Because experiential marketing has been so closely linked with event marketing, let’s take an example of how interactions with consumers at events can be transformed into a great example of experiential marketing. Imagine the typical summer concert or festival. The day is hot. Beer tents at the fairgrounds hawk the title sponsor’s libations. Servers in the tents put on a good experience, with DJs and scantily clad brand ambassadors. Next to the tents, a major soup company is giving away samples of homestyle chili in small branded bowls. A major wireless company has set up a dozen X-Box game console stations and lets festivalgoers play to their heart’s content. An automaker has rolled in a fifty-three-foot semitrailer to showcase the latest models, encouraging consumers to get a picture taken next to the machines and sign up for a test drive at a local dealership. Consumers appreciate these types of brand outreach and participate enthusiastically. To most, these interactions complement the festivalgoing experience.

Are the companies participating in creating a brand experience? Yes they are. The consumer enters a branded environment to be entertained and educated by a staff of brand ambassadors, at a venue where they are relatively open to the marketing pitch. In the mind of the typical  consumer, brand presence at events has become a common sight. Getting inside the latest Corvette at the event is much more valuable and resonant to him than simply seeing a Chevrolet logo above the stage and on his ticket. In that sense, the company’s presence at the event is indeed experiential. But is it memorable? Will it get consumers chatting? Does it viscerally connect the consumer to the brand? Does it evoke emotional attachment that’s beyond reason? Does it cut through the clutter?

Experiential marketing tries to create a bit of magic for the consumer. This magic is the experience itself. Much like groundbreaking advertising creative, experiential marketing strives to hit an emotional and/or intellectual chord in the individual consumer. It creates a direct and meaningful connection between the consumer and the brand or product being marketed through marketing experiences that go deeper than any form of marketing deployed today.

Manchester, New Hampshire–based Gigunda Group went beyond typical event marketing executions to provide consumers with a magical brand experience at events and festivals for client Procter & Gamble and its Charmin brand. Working with his creative team at Gigunda, CEO Ryan Fitzsimmons came up with an idea he quickly termed Potty Palooza. The cornerstone of the Potty Palooza campaign is a twenty-seven-room traveling bathroom facility mounted on the trailer of an eighteen-wheeler and painted sky blue with big, fluffy clouds that could be seen from a mile away. All the rooms feature flushing porcelain toilets, hardwood floors, air conditioning, aromatherapy, skylights, changing stations, a “Little Squirts” stall for kids, and an LCD video screen. Each room is also individually staffed by a brand ambassador, who welcomes guests and makes sure the experience has not been, um, soiled by the last visitor. Put the Potty Palooza next to the lime green Porta-Johns that are typical to a concert or event. Who would choose  not to do their thing in the Potty Palooza? It’s the ultimate comparison test, and to the consumer, it’s no contest.

Consumers lined up for the Charmin-sponsored bathrooms for twenty minutes at a time, while the regular bathrooms went vacant. During the lineups, Gigunda deployed a dancing Charmin bear—a nod to Charmin’s television and print advertising—to entertain concertgoers and their kids. With Potty Palooza, Gigunda was able to own and direct the entire experience of the interaction between the consumer and the Charmin brand. Furthermore, it allowed the brand to greatly enhance the concertgoing experience for their customers, making the Charmin brand into a positive and relevant memory that enables them to talk about it to their friends for weeks to come. By entering the Potty Palooza environment, the consumer is immediately surrounded by the brand message. Ingeniously, Potty Palooza openly uses other Procter & Gamble cleaning products in front of consumers, further establishing the company as an experience enhancer while showing firsthand the efficacy of these products.

In 2003, Potty Palooza was experienced by over 2 million consumers at more than twenty events in the United States, including the Super Bowl in San Diego. Procter & Gamble’s research showed that Charmin sales increased by 14 percent among consumers who participated in the campaign. This convinced the company to build another Potty Palooza unit to reach twice as many consumers at twice as many events. The company also began making over public restrooms at state fairs, donating time, money, and products to make the bathroom experience wholly Charmin-branded. Overall, more than 30 million consumers experienced Charmin and interacted with its brand ambassadors in just one year. Potty Palooza gave Procter & Gamble the ultimate captive audience, and in turn gave that audience the ultimate branded experience.

Experiential marketing can be as complex as creating Potty Palooza or as simple as encouraging salespeople at car dealerships to pretune a new car’s radio to the same stations programmed in the customer’s trade-in car radio, as Dallas-based Sewell Automotive Companies do. To some marketers, experiential marketing efforts are tactical in nature, and are increasingly being integrated into the overall marketing mix. To others, the consumer experience is the centerpiece of an overall brand strategy where all aspects of the experience are managed—what Columbia University professor Bernd Schmitt terms Customer Experience Management—and experiential marketing is more a large-scale strategy than an individual tactic. Professor Schmitt, who is also the CEO of the Ex Group and a fellow IXMA founding board member, sees Customer Experience Management as “the process of strategically managing a customer’s entire experience with a product or a company.”1

Schmitt points to Singapore Airlines as a company that provides a great customer experience through exceptional service, and Starbucks as a “fast food” chain that uses store design, sensory stimulation, and an innovative product line to deliver a unique consumer experience. We can, as consumers, all point out certain companies and their brands that offer us a meaningful experience. Think of Apple, Amazon, Nike, or Jeep. Some companies are using a great brand experiences with their customers to drive their competitive advantage. According to Schmitt, companies like these “have a real understanding of the customer experience and use that to provide service, products and communications that are relevant to the customer’s lifestyle and deliver a consistent experience.”2

This book is about experiential marketing, or put another way, this is a book on how to market so that the consumer’s experience with the brand is the centerpiece of the campaign. In an article published in late 2004, Advertising Age editor in chief Scott Donaton wrote that “the advertising business is transformed into the marketing business” and that the “definition of marketing is broadened.”3 If this is the case, then experiential marketing can really be viewed as the next level in advertising as well.

Marketing and advertising started out as tools for consumers to make choices regarding the countless new lifestyle products that were hitting the marketplace in an overproductive industrial revolution. In this climate, as Naomi Klein posits, “competitive branding became a necessity of the machine age—within a context of manufactured sameness, image-based difference had to be manufactured with the product.”4 The idea of the brand was invented to meet this need. And as the industrial economy was necessarily made obsolete by the service economy in advanced capitalist markets, advertising and marketing became even more necessary to connect the consumer to the brand. As you read this, this brand paradigm is changing, and changing along with it is the way business will be conducted for decades to come. This change is being demanded by the enlightened and empowered consumer—the prosumer—because the traditional concept of the brand and the mass media that propagate it simply do not work anymore. What the consumer needs is “brand experience,” and this need is presently inaugurating what Joseph Pine and James Gilmore call the Experience Economy.

All marketing in the future will be based on some form of consumer experience. It’s already happening. The mass marketing paradigm is over. Consumers have had enough. People don’t want to be spoken to anymore;  they want to engage in conversations. Millions of us are bombarded by messages and media that are contradictory at best and misleading at worst, messages meant to control and stimulate the impulse to buy. Many of us, however, are no longer part of the passive consumer base—those who are most susceptible to being swayed by advertising and marketing programs. Rather, we are brand atheists and purchase resisters who no longer respond to twentieth-century marketing strategies. Or no longer respond the way traditional marketers would like us to.

Experiential marketing is poised to change all that. As a marketer or advertising professional you will have to come to terms with the fact that you need to know about experiential marketing to survive and thrive. As a consumer you will come to recognize experiential marketing as a direct reaction—even an antithesis—to the way you are being marketed to right now.

The IXMA manifesto was a shot across the bow for traditional marketers, one that signaled this paradigm shift toward experience-based marketing. When we wrote and released it, we attached an eight-point directive for marketing in the so-called Experience Economy. This book is a wide extension of those eight points. It uses IXMA’s eight-point declaration as a primer for experiential marketing principles. It is a guideline for experiential marketers worldwide.

In this book you will read about some of the most forward-thinking marketers, academics, grassroots activists and social commentators who are trumpeting a new course in marketing. The book will immerse you in groundbreaking case studies and outrageously successful experiential marketing tactics. It will discuss the latest trends in marketing—such as product placements, buzz, subviral marketing, roach marketing, text marketing (SMS), flash mobs, pop-up retail, and causal marketing—as manifestations of the experiential marketing revolution.

Through case studies of leading companies’ experiential marketing strategies (both their profound successes and their ugly failures) and interviews with leading experiential marketers and experience economy academics, Experience the Message hopes to augur in a whole new discussion among marketing professionals. It also presents practical strategies and tactics for marketers and executive to jettison their obsession with the status quo. It will encourage all of us to not only think differently, but act differently as well. This book will try to unveil the story of how everything in marketing has changed—and is changing, even as you read these lines. It’s a brave new marketing world. Enjoy the experience.











Chapter 1
Experiential marketing campaigns should clearly deliver a meaningful benefit to the consumer.

What kind of world do we live in where something called “assvertising” is a tried and true marketing method? Seasoned marketing veterans, with MBAs tucked away in their pockets, have raised a collective thumbs-up to putting their companies’ logos on the business end of skimpy panties, which are then flashed by curvy beauties on the streets and in the malls of America. They have paid teenagers to paint logos onto their foreheads and walk around campuses, drawing stares and heckles from their peers. There are ads on vomit bags and tray tables in airplanes, and there are ads on toilet paper. There is eggvertising (yeah, ads on eggs!), and there are ads on the back of corporate pay checks. In 2004 a USA Network campaign for a show called Traffic: The Miniseries affixed fifty thousand one-dollar bills with peel-off stickers stamped with air date, time, and channel. The bills were then introduced into circulation at bars in New York and Los Angeles.

Experiential marketing is practically the opposite of these marketing ploys. For experiential marketers, consumers expect products, communications, and marketing campaigns that dazzle their senses, touch their hearts, and stimulate their minds. In other words, consumers  expect marketing to deliver them an experience, not just another marketing message. Experiential marketing uses credible voices, sensory experiences, and respect for the consumer in its tactics and strategies, and it is employed to create direct and meaningful connections between companies and their customers. Yet most traditional marketers continue to bombard the consumer instead with base marketing. You can get your wedding sponsored by a brand. You can wrap a seventy-story office tower with mesh fabric to make it look like a Pepsi bottle. A twenty-two-year-old Illinois man named Jim Nelson auctioned off “ad space” on the back of his head off of eBay last year. The winning bidder, Web hosting firm CI Host, was granted a five-inch square on the back of Nelson’s noggin, which he permanently tattooed with the company’s logo and tagline. His contract with the firm stipulates that he must keep the tattoo visible for at least five years. The successful sale of head space promoted one company to offer tattoo advertising to hundreds of corporate clients. According to the Web site for TatAd, a company specializing in something called “tattoovertising,” the company is “revolutionizing advertising and the relationship between customer and company. Tattooing is the perfect way to do it. It’s that simple, we’re all walking billboards anyway so why not get paid to do it?” The company specializes in matching people, based on where they live and their lifestyle choices, with marketers who are interested in getting their logos and icons permanently tattooed on strangers. So far, about one thousand people have offered up skin space on the site. If you can brand the human body, you can brand anything.

Thirty years ago, the average American was targeted by 560 daily ad messages. Today the average consumer is exposed to 3,000 to 4,000 marketing messages, from billboards and blimps to TV ads and online pop-ups. These numbers (which, in my estimation, are significantly higher  for younger consumers) are growing every day. Consequently there’s too much commercial noise in our lives—the white noise of marketing blitzes and advertising overkill. This white noise is called clutter. Clutter is why TiVo was invented: to get rid of all the crap we don’t really want to see but that shows up on TV anyway. Clutter is why there are pop-up blockers. Clutter is why the U.S. Congress imposed a “do not call” law on telemarketers. Clutter is why social pundits and the antiestablishment vehemently assert that corporations control our cultural landscape and the media jungle.

Marketers haven’t run out of ideas or media; they’re just thinking of new and radical ones at breakneck speed. Often they are overzealous and truly tasteless. A local campaign for a twenty-six-restaurant pizza company in Oregon and Washington State called Pizza Schmizza, for instance, paid homeless people in Seattle to hold up signs that read “Pizza Schmizza paid me to hold this sign instead of asking for money.” The Associated Press quoted advertising industry watchers as pronouncing the campaign a “first of its kind,” citing the perennial mantra of ad clutter to explain the imperative need for alternative marketing channels.

Even the toilet—probably the last bastion of privacy—is no longer a refuge from the ad-weary consumer. Marketers are buying ad space on stall walls and urinal mats (yes, urinal mats!) to attract an audience that is “captive to its biological needs.” The Indoor Billboard Advertising Association estimates that North American revenues from bathroom advertising is still relatively small—$50 million in 2004, compared to the $5.5 billion spent on outdoor advertising—but the practice is on the rise, up 14 percent from 2003, which rose 12 percent over the year before. It seems that brands don’t mind if they’re pissed on, as long as someone sees the logo.

Even if no one sees it, marketers are anxious to brand it. In 2003 the Russian space program launched a sponsored rocket emblazoned with a thirty-foot Pizza Hut logo. Who knows? Maybe E.T. loves deep-dish pepperoni and cinnamon sticks.

Consumers are inundated with brands at every turn, even in the cosmos. Now, with alarming frequency, consumers are being branded by their news. Not a day goes by without some mention on the nightly news of a publicity stunt, or PR-driven human interest, pop culture, or celebrity “news” reporting. The power and prevalence of PR and the publicity stunt have never been greater. Film releases, magazine cover stories, album sales, news cycles, and product launches desperately rely on PR and stunts like a drowning man reaching for a life preserver. The axiom for these campaigns is simple: the more outrageous the story, the greater the coverage.

For instance, a PR stunt had guys across this continent dripping with lusty machismo when gambling site GoldenPalace.com (which reportedly sees daily action grossing more than $5 million) slathered its URL on a B-list porn star and paid her to streak topless across the eleventh hole in the final round of the 2003 U.S. Open. Earlier that year, another branded streaker emblazoned with the casino’s online coordinates took a sprint through the French Open; the same guy did a buff victory lap at the UEFA Cup soccer final in Spain. The “streaker as advertising” medium worked so well in getting the attention of a slack-jawed press that the company continues to expose itself through publicity stunts during global sporting events, most recently the 2004 Super Bowl and at the Athens Olympics, when a man in a purple tutu outwitted terrorist-obsessed security guards and dove into the Olympic swimming pool in front of the world’s cameras.

The year 2004 was also permanently marked by the mother of all PR stunts when Justin Timberlake ripped the bodice off of a performing  Janet Jackson and bared her right breast during CBS’s Super Bowl halftime show. A few days later, search-engine company Lycos released statistics that may possibly be the first clue to the end of the world: Internet search activity after Jackson’s “wardrobe malfunction” set a new record for activity. Prior to this stunt, the most-searched event in the history of the Lycos 50 survey over a one-day period was the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Janet’s boob had beaten al-Qaeda.

Despite all denials, Jackson’s flash was a premeditated publicity stunt. It’s no coincidence that Janet’s new—and desperately needed—album was about to drop into the market within the month. A single from her upcoming record was unsurprisingly released early, a day after the boob made headlines. The brouhaha forced broadcaster CBS to impose a five-minute delay for the Grammys, making it company policy for any live telecasts. Later that year, the Federal Communications Commission reported that no TV event has ever elicited as many complaints from the American public, slapped the network’s owner, Viacom, with a record $550,000 fine for the flash. A maximum $27,500 fine was imposed on the twenty CBS affiliates that are owned by the network, while affiliates with separate owners were exempt from the wrist slap. And a wrist slap it was: the entire fine could be paid with 7.5 seconds of Super Bowl ad time.



Advertising Shell Shock?

The Janet Jackson incident raised some serious questions in the PR industry, foremost being how to top it. If there was any soul-searching in the offices of PR flacks, it was how to get their clients to do more stunts, not less. After all, the halftime show attracted 2 million more viewers than the game itself, and the day following the infamous Super Bowl, Viacom’s  stock actually went up. And Janet—“Ms. Jackson if you’re nasty”—didn’t fare badly at all. According to research firm CARMA International, she garnered twice as many U.S. press mentions as the Super Bowl commercials in the four days following the event. With attention-grabbing wins such as these, it’s no wonder that the practice of PR shock and awe continues to pervade our cultural landscape. Interestingly, Janet Jackson’s album actually tanked on the charts, after an initial spike directly after the Super Bowl. Apparently no amount of shock value can sell a bad album.

So why do companies choose to assault an already marketing-savvy (and weary) consumer with a blitz of senseless marketing? Surely after dozens, if not hundreds, of such assaults make the front pages and nightly newscasts each year—and after enough pundits decry the moral decrepitude of our social fabric while an equal-strength of marketing execs dictate the need to be “edgy”—these types of campaigns do nothing but calcify the consumer into a mistrustful and even negative reactionary force to creative marketing.

The incursion of advertising and marketing into every facet of our daily lives is reaching absurd proportions, and only a handful of leading marketing and advertising experts are calling for less clutter. The news media often resemble infomercials, as businesses rely on outrageous PR stunts to get on the nightly newscasts. The cumulative result is consumer mistrust converting into utter contempt for intrusive marketing. If everything has been co-opted into a marketing pitch, you can’t really trust anything you see or hear in the media, and you certainly don’t buy what the ads are selling. After all, how can a consumer reasonably trust a company from an ad tattooed on a guy’s head? Of course, the outrageous ploy will generate headlines (pun intended) and spikes to CI Host’s business. But what then? What else would CI Host need to do outrageously to get the consumer to pay attention?

And just exactly how many more products can be integrated into our movies and shows before they morph into feature-length commercials? Marketers have already devoted an entire movie to introduce a car into the cluttered marketplace, with last year’s USA Network with Pontiac and General Motors Present: The Last Ride. That’s really the name of the movie, which stars Oscar-nominated actor Dennis Hopper and the 2004 Pontiac GTO. General Motors took a page out of its own history. Decades ago it packaged shows such as The Dinah Shore Chevy Hour on NBC. But this movie took the practice of product placement to its ultimate end: a feature-length movie scripted, produced, directed, and edited by a corporation. And what will top the Janet Jackson stunt, because we can all rest assured that it will be topped? Some would say that the purple tutu guy at the Olympics already topped the breast-baring antics of the Super Bowl. Is there more to come?

It’s no wonder that the modern-day consumer is shell-shocked by all the base hoopla. Worse still, these prevailing marketing and advertising ploys are all characterized by an impersonality that is tellingly out of touch with the desires of the consumer. There is no emotional connection to their tactics. There is no inherent consumer respect of their strategies. There is no resulting interaction after they have been deployed. There is no conversation between consumers and brands. There is only more white noise.



The Pauper King

We as marketers must listen and proactively respond to the consumers’ dissatisfaction with intrusive marketing. In fact, a landmark survey published by Yankelovich Partners in 2004 found that 65 percent of consumers feel that more regulations and limits should be imposed on  marketing because “they are constantly bombarded with too much advertising,” and 61 percent feel that advertising is “out of control.” The recent spate of intrusive marketing such as clutter, product placement, and publicity stunts is the primary reason for this dissatisfaction, leading 60 percent of poll responders to state that their view of advertising is “much more negative than just a few years ago.” These figures are hard to ignore, and yet so many marketers continue to ignore them. If consumers are cynical about our messages and put up ever higher barriers, marketers reason, then ever more extreme efforts are needed to break through.

Consequently, the marketing and advertising industries are “caught up in a death spiral of disrespect,” according to Gary Ruskin, executive director of Commercial Alert. “In its desperate clamor to claim the attention of potential shoppers, the industry invents a new intrusive ad mechanism almost every week, until citizens are driven nuts by all . . . of it. As for the bromide that the ‘consumer is king’—well, no one harasses a real king.”

Present-day traditional marketers can hardly be said to be giving the consumer the royal treatment. If consumers are cynical about advertisers and marketers, it is not surprising to find marketers and advertisers getting increasingly cynical about consumers’ needs and brand habits. J. Walker Smith, president of Yankelovich Partners, points out that his company’s survey found “69 percent of the consumers interviewed don’t say that they’re getting new technologies so that they can have a better relationship with marketers, they’re trying to opt-out, block, and skip advertising. We have to find a way to combat that.” At a 2004 industry conference where these figures were presented to a ballroom full of marketing execs, Smith audaciously floated an idea to combat the consumer’s attempts to block out advertising: advertisers  will need to pay people to look at their ads. “The thing is that consumers want some sort of reciprocity,” he said. “Pretty soon we’re going to get to the point where we’re going to have to pay people to watch our ads. And I do mean cash money.”

So instead of issuing a call to reconnect with the consumer and rediscover a dialogue between marketers and consumer, the industry cynically determines reciprocity to mean money changing hands. It is telling of how much disrespect the marketing and advertising industry has for the typical consumer, and how out of touch they are with their certain demise.

It is obvious that the consumer is dead tired of the intrusion of marketing and advertising in our cultural landscape. Studies all suggest a deep-rooted hostility to more clutter, yet traditional marketers continue unabated. If folks don’t respond to thirty-second spots, they’ll embed products in the TV shows instead. If that doesn’t seem to work either, they’ll get the products on the news. If people turn off their televisions, they’ll call them at home. They’ll get you at work, at play, at the restaurant, at the hospital, at university, at the wedding, and at the funeral. Like a nightmare salesman, they will intrude and infiltrate and invade until you notice. They will keep at it until you buy something, anything, to get them to stop. And then, pointing at the blip on their sales charts, they will declare their tactics a success and renew their efforts with cynical vigor.

But who told them they can do that? Who allowed these marketers and advertisers to take over the consumer’s discretion? Who invited them in?

The awful truth about marketing, according to Doc Searls, is that “it broadcasts messages to people that don’t want to listen. Every advertisement, press release, publicity stunt and giveaway engineered by the marketing department is colored by the fact that it’s going to a public  that doesn’t ask to hear it.” No wonder that present-day marketing is failing. Much marketing fails to provide a surprise, let alone a benefit. Some would argue that head tattoo advertising is experiential because it is shocking. It is not experiential. Some would argue that streaking at Wimbledon is experiential because it provokes a knee-jerk press with ample chatter to contribute to public fascination. But who is this benefiting?



Enter Experiential Marketing

Experiential marketing is a consumer-focused discipline. There certainly needs to be reciprocity in advertising and marketing, but that reciprocity shouldn’t be financial, as Smith suggested, it should be personal. XMers predicate our marketing campaign on the elements of conversation, a dialogue that is based on one-to-one dynamics. Even if that dialogue is conducted with millions of consumers, the same rules and social graces of personal conversations are inherent in the strategies and tactics we employ. Experiential marketing is therefore a discipline of personal voices. It is a methodology based on human interaction, even if that same interaction is repeated hundreds, thousands, and millions of times.

It is therefore no coincidence that the rise of XM methodologies comes at exactly the time when commercial intrusiveness is at an all-time high. Ruskin and Commercial Alert are pushing the idea that consumers “are hungry for acts of heroism and principle in the advertising arena.” The tenets of experiential marketing, ones that will hopefully be appropriated by marketers worldwide, are based on such principles and always bear the consumer’s benefit in mind. One of the basic notions in experiential marketing is that it shouldn’t intrude on the  consumer. Rather, it should enhance his or her experience with the brand or product message.

Take, for instance, the experience of going to the movies. A recent form of marketing called cinema advertising—ads that appear before movies, not ads that promote movies or movie theaters—is becoming one of the fastest-growing forms of ad-supported media. Right before the cool quick-cut movie trailers appear, moviegoers are subject to a number of long-format commercials, much like the ones they see on TV. Never mind that the experience of going to the movies is loved because it leaves the TV commercials at home. For modern marketers, the movie screen is becoming one giant TV screen anyway, without the remote control.

The problem with cinema advertising is, of course, that no one really likes it that much. Consumers see cinema advertising in the same light they see advertising in other media: they want to avoid it like the flu. Research from Insight Express shows that 91 percent of moviegoers say they “notice” the commercials in movie theaters, but 53 percent stress that movie theatres should stop showing them! Furthermore, 27 percent said they plan to attend fewer movies as a result of growing cinema advertising. Now, here’s research that clearly shows how marketers are not delivering a meaningful benefit to the consumer. In fact, they are adulterating, if not wholly ruining, the moviegoing experience.

Why would any rational marketer—or a theater operator, for that matter—want to use cinema advertising? There is only one reason: the audience is captive. No one wants to miss the previews, those awesome gems of cinema editing that get people talking at the water cooler. Cinema marketers have shown their clients that cinemas
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