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Author and marketing consultant Al Ries strode to the podium in a packed ballroom at the Chicago Marriott Hotel on Wednesday, planted his feet firmly on the stage, made eye contact with his audience and confidently announced: "I have seen the future, and it is Botox." 

He was referring, of course, to a product that has become well-known through a masterful public relations campaign rather than the expenditure of millions of dollars on advertising. And that was the message Ries and daughter Laura pounded home to more than 500 local advertising and public relations executives at the Business Marketing Association of Chicago event--PR builds brands and advertising maintains them. 

The Rieses' theme will be familiar to anyone who has read The Fall of Advertising and the Rise of PR, the new book the father/ daughter team just published. The book already has sparked plenty of discussion and controversy. 

But the Rieses relish stirring the pot even more in person. Al Ries challenged his audience to name which U.S. advertiser spent the most money on advertising last year. No one in the audience seemed to know it was Chevrolet, which shelled out $780 million. 

Then Ries asked whether anyone could recognize or describe a Chevrolet after all that advertising. "What is a Chevrolet?" asked Ries. "It's a small, large, cheap, expensive car," he said. 

Laura Ries hit on DDB for promoting the notion that the quickest way to make a brand famous is to make its advertising famous. 

And she is no fan of the menagerie of animals--lizards, dogs and frogs and such--that DDB/Chicago has trotted out in its award-winning advertising for the Budweiser flagship brand. Rather, she suggested, DDB should be focusing on Budweiser's well-honed reputation as the King of Beers with ads featuring icons such as the Clydesdales and other content that reinforces that image. 

During the question-and-answer period after the Rieses' talk, the Chicago advertising and public relations community made it clear they don't relish conflict or confrontation. One of the more controversial questions posed to the Rieses was more of a whine, really. The questioner wondered whether it was such a good thing to use public relations when there is no way to control what the media says about a client or product. 

Afterward, Al Ries rolled his eyes when asked about the lack of punch in the queries. "They would have been at my throat in New York." 


