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When Sony Ericsson decided to launch the Sony T68i cell phone this summer, featuring an add-on digital camera, it hired 120 actors to pose as tourists in crowed spots such as Times Square and Seattle’s Space Needle. There the actor-tourists would talk up the two-in-one gadget to unsuspecting passersby. 

Did this strategy work? Well, the product and its pitchmen were covered in this newspaper and on CNBC, and in many other places too, helping to create a waiting list of folks who gotta have the latest tech gadget. “This product needs to be explained,” said Jon Maron of Sony Ericsson, “something that works better now in person or in the press than in a TV or print ad.” 

Poor Madison Avenue! Just as marketers are starting to shell out money for advertising again, after a long, dry spell, a small but growing chorus of marketing experts are insisting that the power of advertising to build new brands is waning. “Advertising can only maintain brands that have been created by publicity,” Al and Laura Ries write in “The Fall of Advertising & the Rise of PR.” 

To help prove their point, the Rieses, a father-daughter marketing team, discuss a number of companies that use public relations to create their images and reach their customers, from Starbucks to Red Bull (the “energy drink.”) Consider eBay, where a PR person put forward the heartwarming if apocryphal take of founder Pierre Omidyar starting the online flea market in 1995 for his girlfriend’s Pez-dispenser collection. The tale helped to generate reams of publicity, which in turn attracted sellers. In fact, eBay started running mainstream ads only after newspapers and magazines had written numberless articles on the company’s colorful people and the must-have stuff they were selling over the Internet. (Emu egg incubator, anyone?) 

The Rieses also trumpet the masterly PR launch of Segway, the motorized scooter created by engineering whiz Dean Kamen, Word of the gizmo was leaked to the press well before it was available, sending reporters into a kind of feeding frenzy as they tried to figure out exactly what it was. And of course JetBlue relied on PR not advertising, to start generating buzz in 1999, four months before the discount carrier was even named and a year before its first plane took off. 

The key elements of these campaigns? Bringing the media in early, ahead of launch. Offering something different, preferably with a catchy name. And allowing a charismatic spokesman to carry the campaign forward – eg. Mr. Omidyar, Mr. Kamen (when he finally chose to speak) and David Neeleman, the founder of JetBlue. 

Not that companies missing these elements can’t create a PR campaign of their own. Nor must they be upstarts. The Rieses are at their best when they note some of the strategies used by clever, if otherwise, dull outfits. One of them: teeny Quinnipiac University the private school in Hamden, Conn. If the name sounds familiar, that is because it sponsors the Quinnipiac Poll, which conducts surveys on elections and other hot topics. In 10 years, the poll has helped the school with the unpronounceable name turn up in news stories, quintuple its budget and more than triple its enrollment. To be sure, it’s harder than ever to create advertising that packs a wallop, given ad clutter and a TV audience ready to zap away ads with devices like Tivo. But the Rieses overstate their case, making all advertising seem ineffective and all PR powerful, even while insisting that advertising follow PR’s lead. “Publicity provides the credentials that create credibility in the advertising,” they write. “Until a new brand has some credentials in your mind, you are going to ignore its advertising.” 

Maybe, but the Rieses’ tone undermines their credibility. Too often they come across as either triumphalist or ticket off. Why? One clue may lie in the story they tell of a brand manager at a “hot” company who begged them to lower their $50,000 consulting fee, insisting that he couldn’t afford it. The Rieses resisted; the tight-fisted fellow walked away – and later supposedly spent $50 million on an ad campaign. 

It’s no secret that companies spend a whole lot more money on advertising than PR. American advertising expenditures last year, at $94.3 billion, dwarfed the some $5 billion that companies are said to have coughed up for PR. The Rieses say that clients and their ad agencies are too often seduced by the glamour of TV ads and the attention and creative awards that come with them. PR, by contrast, is considered a crass if necessary marketing evil, and not just among journalists. 

They point to some recent high-profile (and expensive) ad campaigns that failed to boost brand sales, like the “Whassup?” ads for Budweiser and the Taco Bell commercials featuring the talking Chihuahua. And of course, there was the plucky Pets.com sock puppet, which didn’t keep the online pet store from becoming a dot-com casualty. The Rieses even suggest that WingspanBank.com, a short-lived Internet-only bank that supposedly spent $150 million on an ad campaign in 1999, might have survived if its managers had used PR instead. “Don’t run advertising, ‘we warned them.” 

But one can’t help thinking of another piece of advice: Don’t come up with a dumb business plan. For in the end what matters is the quality of the product or service, whether it’s hyped by a sly PR campaign in Times Square or a cleaver dog on TV. 

	


