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Frankly, we were shocked at the reaction when we casually mentioned to a couple of local chief creative officers that we planned to review Al Ries and daughter Laura Ries' new book The Fall of Advertising & the Rise of PR (Harper Business, 295 pgs., $24.95). 

"They've got an agenda, you know," said one top creative, who fancies himself a cutting-edge kind of ad guy. 

"He's an idiot," said another, referring to Al Ries, the elder of the father/daughter marketing strategists and consulting team. 

But the more of the Rieses' engrossing book we read, the easier it was to see why they and their writing could stir up such a strong response. The two authors don't shy away from staking out controversial positions sure to rankle die-hard believers in advertising. 

Chief among the unpopular theories posited by the Rieses is that omnipresent (and therefore devalued) advertising no longer does a good job of selling things. Because of that, most advertising--and he's referring mainly to broadcast advertising--has become just another form of art--something to entertain and occasionally enlighten. 

The Ries team cites numerous case histories to back up their point, including one that won't be popular around the halls of DDB/Chicago. The authors wonder why--given all the award-winning advertising DDB has done for Budweiser in recent years--U.S. sales of Anheuser-Busch's flagship brew have continued to decline, to 35 million barrels in the year 2000 from 50 million in 1990. Clearly DDB's Grand Prix winning "Whassup" campaign and others, the authors suggest, have done nothing to boost Budweiser in the marketplace. 

Having dispensed with advertising as a credible sales tool, the Ries team goes on to argue that effective publicity has become a much better means of selling goods to a skeptical public because people believe in and accept what the media report much more readily than any message found in advertising. But the authors also concede that not every product lends itself to an effective PR campaign. 

At the end of their book, the Rieses turn to an especially fiery quote from one of advertising's own, the late legendary David Ogilvy, to help drive home their overarching point that publicity, rather than advertising, is the better option. 

"The advertising business is going down the drain," said Ogilvy. "It is being pulled down by the people who create it, who don't know how to sell anything, who have never sold anything in their lives ... who despise selling, whose mission in life is to be clever show-offs and con clients into giving them money to display their originality and genius." 

Well, whatever you make of the Rieses' so-called agenda, The Fall of Advertising and the Rise of PR does leave you with a few things to ponder. 


