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Creativity might win industry awards, but does PR sell more products?

Advertising may be fun but it usually doesn’t work. Pull apart the zany ideas, the catchy witticisms and pop culture references and you are left with very little in the way of communication, much less an exhortation to buy. 

That’s the conclusion former ad agency executive and marketing consultant Al Ries, with co-author Laura Ries, have come to in their latest book, provocatively titled The Fall of Advertising and the Rise of PR (to be published next month by HarperCollins). 

Ad campaigns, Al Ries says, are too often hugely expensive, mostly ineffective and too entertaining. That’s right – ads are often amusing but still don’t do what they’re meant to: boost sales. 

On the eve of launching the book, Ries is sanguine about the ire his thesis is likely to generate on Madison Avenue. The agencies will not be happy, he knows. 

“That’s both good and bad,” he says in a telephone interview from his home in the US. “It’s a possibility they’ll be after me. I’ve got a feeling there will be some pretty strong objections to the book. But we’ve been through this before.” 

Thirty years ago Ries wrote a series of articles for trade magazine Advertising Age on the concept of positioning, which sparked some lively debate in marketing circles. His latest ideas about the need for companies to shift from big brand advertising campaigns to more strategic, PR-based marketing, have evolved from his ideas on positioning brands in order to cut through the clutter. 

The book catalogues a disturbing list of expensive advertising campaigns that failed to boost sales. 

This includes the famous “wassup” campaign for Budweiser beer. Famous, yes, but effective, no, he says. Budweiser sales in the US have fallen every year for the past decade while sales of Bud Light, which has a far smaller advertising budget, have increased. There are many more of the same ilk, including Taco Bell, Chevrolet, and MasterCard – millions of dollars in wasted spending, according to Ries. 

There is simply too much information out there to hope to get to – or affect – our buying habits. And an obsession with creativity (which generally revolves around being amusing) in the average agency has further divorced ads from sales results. 

Even the agencies know this, he says. “The claim that advertising boosts sales is very hard to argue, and many agencies now claim that advertising makes people aware of the product and whether they buy it depends on the product. The guy who started Starbucks in the US (Howard Schultz) talks about this a lot. It’s a big powerful brand that was built recently and they use some advertising but not a lot.” 

The Body Shop is another, and there are more emerging all the time, he says. Not that he advocates no advertising – simply that PR is needed to launch a brand and advertising should be used to reinforce perceptions already established. But only where there is sufficient commitment from the company because of the growing barrier from media clutter. 

“There will be a lot of negative reaction from big agencies but they brought it on themselves by not doing much to justify the money they are spending. McDonald’s is spending $US500 million and sales go down? How do we justify this?” 

The adherence to advertising, he adds, has much to do with how a marketing director is held accountable. 

“A lot of times the marketing director measures their own success in terms of the size of ad budget. Their ego revolves around it. But we maintain that very little communication takes place in advertising. The only time it seems to work is when it deals with ideas and concepts that were already in people’s minds. 

“You can forget about using advertising to communicate, but it can be used to position.” Take the Avis campaign, where all the ideas are about trying harder to reinforce what consumers already know about its car rental business. “That led us to the idea that advertising resonates with people. But is it going to build a new brand? No.” 

There is the added problem that most ad agencies are more worried about winning awards than their client’s bottom line, adds Ries. This explains the preoccupation with creativity. 

“By focusing on creativity, advertising agencies assume that marketing is a battle of advertisements rather than a battle of products,” he writes in the book. “Agencies want to win the advertising war because it means awards, media recognition and new business.” 

What advertising actually needs is credibility. 

Establishing a brand through PR effectively weeds out the dud ideas because it’s a less predictable path to follow and the media tend to resist many PR approaches. This, he explains, also makes it unlikely that the independence of editorial coverage will be compromised by more PR-led promotions. 

“We think companies will pay more attention to strategy and not launch as many products,” he says. “You emphasise developing original products rather than copy cats. I think the media could be a filter reducing the number of new products introduced.” 

There are a few other sacred cows that Ries delights in skewering. He hates awkward brand names – he puts Accenture in this group – and pleads for more thought about the potency of a name. But does it all fall on deaf ears? 

“I have yet to discuss this idea with anybody who has been negative in general terms,” he says. “They say, ‘I think we are spending too much money on advertising and should spend more on PR.’ Even in companies with a big budget there’s disquiet about the spending. But then there’s the attitude that if everyone else is doing it they feel they should too.” 

So Ries sounds resigned. But he’s not backing down, even if Madison Avenue comes knocking. 



