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				Introduction

				Back to the Future

				Business is in flux. We suffer from disorientation wrought by technological change. Convention has been upended, and the digital world—a universe of bits and bytes, atomistic fragmentation that mocks tradition—is all variables, no constants. The rise of search engines and e-commerce has changed the balance of power between marketers and consumers. In May 2013 the Financial Times warned, “Algorithms threaten to end ‘Mad Men’ era of TV ads.”1 Marketers, traditionally expert in product development and brand messaging, are now expected to decipher the meaning of statistics flowing from “machine-to-machine connectivity.” And, given the dizzying pace of innovation occurring in cyberspace, reasonable people can ask: Across unsettled high-tech terrain, is the term digital expert an oxymoron?

				CEOs look to the beast itself for salvation, intoxicated by the promise of new ways to maximize return on investment. A typical Business Insider headline: “Big Data Can Help Marketers Unlock up to $200 Billion.”2 Buzzwords abound: CRM, cookies, digital ecosystems, experience optimization, platformization, algorithmic customization. The advertising world is experiencing unprecedented tumult. In the midst of a digital big bang, the advertising giant TBWA advocates disruption to its clients—that is, the unsettling of category convention to achieve competitive differentiation—whereas Publicis Worldwide wants brands to “lead the change.” But what change and how?

				Digital Salvation?

				Digital technology offers an infinite—and intimidating—range of ways for brands to engage with consumers. Connections can happen in real time. Brand communications can be transformed into brand journalism, with social network feeds providing consumers with relevant news as they go through their day. Branded apps—from Trailhead, The North Face’s hiking path locator, to Allergycast, Johnson & Johnson’s pollen index counter—transform passively received propositions into actual services. Brand promises flower into three-dimensional experiences.

				The gamut of possibilities on this new commercial landscape is almost infinite, too broad for simplistic solutions. More important, the range of strategic imperatives confronted by various product categories is vast, and their needs are incompatible with a paint-by-numbers manual. One thing, however, is certain. Regardless of whether it is cola or computers being sold, the exploding array of digital channels presents increased opportunities to connect and confuse. Unless marketers master the timeless rules of brand building, they will get nowhere. In a hydra-headed digital world, the ultimate commandment of marketing still holds: Consistency is golden. Without long-term ideas behind it, the latest data-mining technique, augmented reality app, or search algorithm will be lost in the background buzz. Technological adventurism will never replace solid, coherent conceptual craftsmanship.

				Ideas that stand the test of time are not quaint. Yes, the digital realm presents exciting challenges. But in that excitement it’s too easy to forget about the consumers themselves—the desires that drive them and the role brands play in their lives. Remember, consumers too are often baffled by technological change. They are also drawn to brands with clear relevant propositions. Back in 1917 J. Walter Thompson, founder of the eponymous advertising agency, a company that celebrated its 150th anniversary in 2014, uttered these enduring words: “Somewhere in your product, or in your business, there is a ‘difference,’ an idea that can be developed into a story so big, so vital, and so compelling to your public as to isolate your product from its competitors, and make your public think of it as a distinctly different kind of product.”

				The dazzling new kaleidoscope of choice and the pressures of a hyperconnected, “always on” digital lifestyle has left more than a few people unsettled. This includes many marketers charged with leading some of world’s greatest brands. In an effort to avoid being branded traditional or obsolete, advertising and marketing professionals fall prey to technological temptation. We furtively deploy the latest or hottest digital innovation without fully considering the basics of brand strategy or message consistency. Consumers end up more confused and less loyal.

				In the midst of this disorientation, order can be especially reassuring. The practice of marketing may be evolving, but the fundamentals of brand building are the same today as they were fifty years ago—the so-called golden age of advertising. Now more than ever, strong brands command price premiums. Now more than ever, strong brand ideas produce profit.

				Only the brand idea—the long-term relationship between consumer and brand that remains steady yet evolves over time—can resolve the tension between traditional brand-building imperatives and the opportunities unleashed by technology and widespread consumer empowerment. Clearly defined yet dynamically interactive, it remains the sine qua non for both consistent messaging and engagement between consumers and brand. Traditional brand building is top-down, articulated by the manufacturer and fueled by message clarity and deep understanding of consumers’ motivations. The new opportunities offered by technology are bottom-up, unpredictable, on the street—of, by, and for the people. Brand building has existed since the dawn of the industrial revolution; the new opportunities are entirely twenty-first century. Yet they need to coexist within the same discipline.

				Plenty of qualified authorities are available to guide readers through the challenges of modern marketing. I am neither a so-called digital expert nor a creative guru. But, as CEO of JWT Asia Pacific, I have had the good fortune of partnering with dozens of clients, both multinational and local, many of whom have succeeded in establishing strong brands in the world’s most dynamic commercial environments—and some who have not. If I have learned one valuable lesson, it is this: Anxiety is not productive. Brands can “lead the change” only when their marketing executives have the confidence to go back to the future and rededicate themselves to timeless marketing principles.

				This Book’s Content: Freedom within a Framework

				It’s time to take a deep breath. With the brand idea as its epicenter, Twitter Is Not a Strategy is designed to forge order from chaos for both marketers and consumers. I offer a four-part framework that unifies conceptual and executional essentials, demonstrating that the brands that address these issues most effectively will always reign supreme, boasting the highest margins and the most loyal consumers.

				In the first two chapters I discuss the rise of brands and how digital technology impacts lives and consumer marketing. From video games to social networks that provide new platforms for self-expression to the Uber app that connects passengers with drivers for hire at the tap of a button, the digital world has yielded an explosion of lifestyle opportunities and consumer empowerment. Few people sit passively in front of the television waiting for commercials to interrupt them with information. New technology is two-way, and it enables ongoing dialog between brands and consumers who now demand a voice. They expect to be heard and join in on the fun—with brands whose advertising is as involving as any of their other entertainment options. And consumers want to be rewarded for loyalty. They don’t want to be talked down to.

				This is the essence of the new engagement—consumers want more than a messy short-term affair. Engagement is now more like marriage: long term (that is, consistent in message), enriched by dialog between consumers and manufacturers, and providing concrete benefits for both parties.

				Engagement needs to be both authentic and constructed. Marketers must forge a paradigm that allows freedom within a framework, pulling off the trick of simultaneously permitting consumers to participate with brands while empowering marketers to manage the message and dialog. In Twitter Is Not a Strategy I outline a simple-yet-nuanced process to grab the holy grail of marketing: harmony between the clarity of top-down positioning and the dynamism of bottom-up consumer engagement; between long-term brand equity and short-term tactical messaging; and between emotional relevance and results elicited by data-driven technology. I address this in four interconnected modules, two conceptual and two executional, which build upon one another: consumer insight, the brand idea, engagement ideas, and the engagement plan.

				Consumer Insights: The Human Heart and Profit Margins

				Technology is not changing humanity; rather, it’s empowering people to satisfy their timeless urges in new ways. For this reason insight into consumer behavior—the secret sauce of power brands—has never been more important. Insights are more than observations; they explain the fundamental motivations behind behavior and preference. They answer the question “Why?”

				The best insights spring from conflicts, or tensions, of the heart. Teenagers want to avoid alienation but also assert their individuality; adults want to maintain autonomy but avoid isolation. Tension can arise between competing human truths—aspirations that unify all of us. Or they can be between competing cultural truths, yearnings that differentiate clusters of people. (The desire for engagement with society is different in, say, Confucian China or Buddhist Thailand than in individualistic America.) Or the tension can be between competing human and cultural truths.

				Consumers spend more time with brands that help resolve their conflicting desires. The role of such brands in their lives will be greater, and pricing can be adjusted accordingly. Insight into consumer motivations—for example, understanding why penny-pinched but status-conscious middle-class Chinese will pay a premium for goods used in public but not at home—is the font of robust profit margins. This truth is increasingly ignored as we dream of salvation through the latest app or data-mining technique.

				The Brand Idea: From Chaos to Order

				A beautiful brand idea is invisible yet possesses the gravitational force to unify messages across an exploding array of media, geography, and cultures. Far more than a theoretical abstraction, it remains the lynchpin of consumer loyalty, efficient media placement, and operational holism. It is the brand’s life force.

				On an untamed brandscape the brand idea ensures consistency across time and media. Nike lives and breathes a “Just do it” spirit. Everywhere. Axe deodorant promises “irresistible attraction” to guys looking to find dates. Everywhere. And Coca-Cola transcends the physical plane of quenching thirst to embody “moments of happiness.” Everywhere.

				The brand idea is more than a positioning statement. It crystallizes the long-term relationship between consumer and brand that remains consistent yet evolves over time. It is inherently mutual and underpins subsequent engagement across both digital and analog media. Every brand needs a soul, etched with a carefully crafted concept. The brand idea is a fusion of insight into consumer behavior and unique brand offer (UBO)—one or more characteristics that differentiate a product from its competitors, on emotional or physical levels. The UBO can spring from a product truth, a differentiating characteristic of the product, or it can be a brand truth, equity accumulated over time by consistent communications. For example, Dove soap contains one-quarter moisturizing cream—that’s a product truth; Johnson & Johnson has long been associated with tenderness—that’s a brand truth.

				Engagement Ideas: From Passive Exposure to Active Participation

				The best brands simplify life; they do not complicate it. That’s why creative executions must be expressions of the brand idea. They can be short term, long term, thematic, or promotional, but all must be manifestations of the brand’s soul. Each new thought must reinforce the existing relationship between people and the brands they love, lest confusion reign.

				The modern business environment is ultracompetitive and hyperaccelerated, so content has to be more than interesting. It has to do more than break through clutter. Super Bowl Sunday notwithstanding, the days of sitting in front of the television waiting for cool TV ads to air are over. Creative executions must still be persuasive, and messages must be elegantly crafted, but we now measure success of communications by depth of engagement. As we say at JWT, we create ideas people want to spend time with.

				In today’s climate of technological liberation, creative executions should not only draw attention but also elicit active response. Great creative ideas are now participation platforms. They can be things people want to spend time with, or “opt in” to an exchange between consumers and brands. The more time people spend using, playing with, and spreading an idea, the deeper their involvement with a brand. For example:

					Axe deodorant’s “sexy alarm,” introduced in Japan, is a daily wake-up call. Delivered on smartphones by a different gorgeous girl every day, the call reminds young guys to maximize “score potential” by wearing Axe.

						Canon Australia’s “EOS Photochains” transformed photography from solitary endeavor to group passion. Offline advertising invited photographers to contribute to a continually growing online chain of photos in which each shot inspired the next.

						Nike+ is a physical manifestation of the company’s “Just do it” brand idea. A series of apps enables athletes to track their individual performances and then share results on social networks.

				
I also examine how engagement ideas are defined so they become medium neutral, bigger than individual communications channels. As media options proliferate, ideas should be equally expressible on everything from television to mobile phones to social media platforms to apps to video games, even to in-store shelf talkers.

				I demonstrate how proper definition of the engagement idea can transform media consumption from passive to active. In the process I uncover how creative execution and media can be married to make any media vehicle pop, and how inspired selection of media can make the creative idea stronger.

				Engagement Planning: Ideas Woven into the Fabric of Life

				Although media have proliferated, every touch point remains an opportunity to both enhance the intimacy between consumer and brand as well as change consumer behavior in a way that increases likelihood of purchase. As a result media planning has entered a new era of melding engagement ideas with digital technology. Marketers need to deconstruct the artificial barriers between traditional (mass) and digital (one-to-one) media planning. New digital platforms—social networks, corporate sites, microsites, online communities, Facebook, Twitter, blogs by opinion leaders—can be aligned with how consumers always have, and always will, make decisions about which brands to buy. This “consumer engagement system,” whether in the digital or analog world, can be broken down into six phases: trigger, consideration, comparison, preference, purchase, and experience.

				The basics of brand building have not changed fundamentally, but the nature of engagement has. That’s why I conclude this book by focusing on the new imperatives of online content—in other words, creative executions developed specifically for digital media. Nine guidelines are proposed to draw on both established wisdom and contemporary vision in illustrating how to optimize the power of online content in an era of consumer “pull”:

					Let “people power” enhance authenticity.

						Let content create value exchange—that is, something useful in exchange for consumers’ attention.

						For message amplification, wrap value in creative execution.

						Develop inherently social content.

						Produce “snackable” content to entice deeper engagement.

						Align content with the path to purchase.

						Reduce waste by targeting.

						
Ensure content is discoverable.

						Use data to optimize creative execution.
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				Twitter Is Not a Strategy is not meant to be a breakthrough book. Indeed it might even be “antibreakthrough.” It is a call for the entire industry to stand up and reclaim the conceptual high ground of marketing communications. Carefully crafted strategies and executions—adherence to the ABCs of brand building—will remain our lighthouse. As brand pioneers, we must explore the shoals of a new digital landscape. But let’s not become stranded by anxiety and indecision. Timeless can be new.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				New World Disorder

				Chaos has erupted in the communications industry. The digital revolution has intensified the clash between the top-down and bottom-up brand-building models: the former is fueled by clarity of message, which is articulated by the manufacturer; the latter is unpredictable, on the street, of and for the people. These opposing approaches must be reconciled. Marketers must permit consumers to participate with brands while retaining the ability to manage message and dialog.

				Today brands are everywhere. A world without them is impossible to imagine. From the moment we wake up to the time we go to sleep, everything we wear, use, eat, or drink is branded: the Armani suit he puts on in the morning, the Starbucks coffee she drinks on the journey to work in her BMW, our smartphones, computers, even our toilet paper. Nothing is immune.

				For companies brands are multibillion-dollar assets with the potential to make or break a business. These companies make huge investments every year to keep their brands alive and commercially viable. But it wasn’t always this way.

				A Brief History of Branding

				Branding as we understand it today is a relatively recent phenomenon. The original meaning of the term brand traces to ancient Egyptians who would burn marks into the flesh of cattle much as cowboys of the Wild West would thousands of years later. But branding in that context was more a mark of ownership than a way of visibly differentiating goods to customers.

				For hundreds of years merchants sold products from anonymous jars, and goods were not always visibly differentiated. In the Middle Ages people would rarely see the same seller twice, and consumers often knew little about the quality of the products they were buying. In a broad parallel to the situation in China today, scams were common as manufacturers cut corners to save costs. In 2008 six infants died and nearly 300,000 were hospitalized when the toxic chemical melamine found its way into China’s fragmented dairy supply chain. Local collection agents are paid based on the volume of milk delivered, and they were adding water to boost earnings. Melamine was used to compensate for the resulting drop in protein concentration. It was one of the country’s biggest food safety scandals, and its impact can still be felt today because Chinese parents buy infant formula overseas. Similarly manufacturers in the Middle Ages would take advantage of consumers by using dyes that would later fade, or by adding less expensive lead to the alloys used to forge metal cups and utensils, resulting in the poisoning of the end users.

				Then came the industrial revolution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the transformation of the agrarian economies of Great Britain, Europe, and the United States. This was an era of unprecedented change. The arrival of the steam engine facilitated mass production; factory lines churned out such goods as canned vegetables and toothpaste at wondrous speed.
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				Early advertising was born of the industrial revolution, which enabled mass distribution of products. It provided a stamp of reassurance, both literal and figurative. Well-known, consistent branding was also a means of discouraging consumers from buying locally or regionally produced copycats. (© Kellogg Company. Used with permission.)

			




				Railway networks and new canal systems started to crisscross nations, linking major towns. Products spread, reaching consumers thousands of miles from the products’ points of origination. “Our market is the world,” Henry J. Heinz said shortly after starting his eponymous food-processing company in the nineteenth century. Heinz possessed some of the more ambitious geographic aspirations of the time, but plenty of fledgling companies were beginning to eye the vast potential of globalization.

				As products spread domestically and internationally, manufacturers realized they needed to find ways to differentiate their wares. They knew that turning a consumer into a repeat consumer required developing goods that were of consistent quality and easily identifiable as such. Stamping products with logos became the required guarantee of authenticity—branding was now a necessity.

				Trademark legislation gave the branding movement greater impetus, providing companies with legal protection for their nascent assets. The iconic red triangle of the Bass Brewery was the first trademark registered in the United Kingdom, in 1876. The following year in America, Quaker Oats became the first breakfast cereal to be trademarked with the US Patent Office. It was registered simply as a “figure of a man in ‘Quaker garb.’” More brands soon emerged. Procter & Gamble, Johnson & Johnson, Nestlé, Lipton Tea, and Heinz all were born during this time. Many still use the same logos that first helped differentiate their products more than a century ago. In 1886 Levi Strauss introduced the two-horse logo that still adorns the leather patch on its jeans. It depicts two horses pulling a pair of jeans in opposite directions, an immediate visual reminder of the superior durability of Levi products. The patch elevated a pair of jeans to a pair of Levis, each stamped with a guarantee of authenticity and promise of quality.

				Products with new exciting monikers emerged as manufacturers realized naming their products could help drive sales. Companies like Procter & Gamble began replacing functional product names with more emotive labels. In 1879 Harley Thomas Procter officially named the company’s white soap “Ivory” after a Sunday church reading from the Book of Psalms gave him a flash of inspiration: “All thy garments smell of myrrh and aloes and cassia, out of the ivory palaces where they have made thee glad.” He thought the word ivory captured the soap’s mild and long-lasting qualities. The new name appeared in mass-market print ads that focused on the soap’s purity. The effort surely contributed to exceeding an impressive $3 million in annual sales by 1889.1

				Manufacturers began to package their products in cardboard boxes, tins, and paper bags, which enabled further differentiation. Colorful eye-catching packaging displayed brand logos and provided information about where the product was made and by whom. Just like the trademark, packaging would become an asset. In 1915 Coca-Cola moved to protect itself against a tide of imitators by running a contest to create a distinctive new bottle shape so the genuine article could be recognized instantly, even in the dark or if it was broken.2 The contour bottle was born, and nearly one hundred years later it remains one of the company’s most iconic assets.
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				Coca-Cola’s uniquely curved bottle is now an iconic tangible brand asset. Since 1916, its contours have remained remarkably consistent and the source from which small moments of happiness flow.

			




				Gradually customers started to recognize and trust brands and asked for them by name. The value of branding quickly caught on. A Coca-Cola officer is said to have valued the company’s trademark at $5 million by the early 20th century.3 The multibillion-dollar industry of branding had been born.

				Top-Down Versus Bottom-Up Communications

				While branding began as a means to provide mass-market consumers with confidence that products had been standardized, branding evolved into something else entirely during the next century. Brands were built using a top-down communications model that spread a manufacturer’s message to mass audiences. Commercials were broadcast across print, radio, and TV to drive awareness. But businesses also recognized the need to foster one-on-one engagement with consumers—the so-called bottom-up approach. For instance, in the 1950s marketers tried to talk directly to kids through entertaining content on the back of cereal boxes or by running competitions that required children to save a manufacturer’s bottle caps.

				The tension between different models—one rooted in message uniformity and the other in one-to-one engagement—has always existed. In the twenty-first century, perhaps the difference between conceptual (analog) and linear (digital) skill sets has exacerbated the gap between “new” and “traditional” marketers. The fundamental challenge of our industry lies in reconciling the gulf between these two paradigms.

				Top-Down Communications

				“A is for Apple, J is for Jacks. Cinnamon toasty Apple Jacks! You need a good breakfast, that’s a fact. Start it off with Apple Jacks. Apple Jacks! Apple Jacks! Apple Jacks! Ten vitamins and minerals—that’s what it packs. Apple-tasty, crunchy, too! Kellogg’s Apple Jacks!” This is an American TV jingle for Kellogg’s Apple Jacks cereal from the 1970s. I was just a kid when it used to blast from the TV set in my living room. But almost 40 years later I can still remember it verbatim.

				I was born in 1963—the era of television. I got home from school at 3 p.m., went to bed at 9 p.m., and spent the six hours in between sitting in front of the television. I would spend hours memorizing television commercials, not just because I wanted to but because I couldn’t help it.

				This was the era of top-down marketing. Tightly controlled messages were created in company boardrooms and pumped out through mass media. Brands developed clear, concise messages that viewers did not have to actively digest; they could passively receive and understand the information. Jingles, commercials, and brand messages quickly permeated the minds of children and adults alike.

				Most people call this traditional advertising, but I prefer to refer to it as the timeless approach. It has been the standard model since advertising began to take off at the end of the nineteenth century. It first came to life through print (newspapers and magazines) and then radio. But the advent of the television really allowed this model to flourish.

				Advertisers loved TV because people loved TV. This new box of imagination spread rapidly across the United States, revolutionizing everything, not just the advertising industry. According to Nielsen, a leading provider of information and insights into what people buy, fewer than 10 percent of American households had a TV in 1950. Within 15 years that figure had rocketed to more than 90 percent.4 Advertisers could suddenly reach massive audiences, pushing product messages into every home in America. Furthermore they could convey brand promises in powerful ways. Messages were no longer static words on a page or disembodied voices on the radio. The magic of catchy jingles and aspirational images converged to sell a whole new level of dreams.

				Advertisers pumped millions of dollars into television, and the industry exploded. American billings more than doubled during the 1950s, reaching $12 billion by 1960; the same was true all over the world.5 During this period the goal was always the same: broadcast the message to as many people as the budget allowed. This was mass-marketing in the purest sense—it was about broad exposure leading to awareness, preference, and finally purchase.

				During this era brands became established authorities. The Jolly Green Giant told mothers his corn was goodness itself; Pears soap left skin as soft as a baby’s; only Bisto—a well-known British gravy brand—could make meat taste right. Advertisers controlled the messages. More often than not, consumers listened and did as they were told. And, boy, did it pay off. Children sang the Apple Jacks jingle, women bought the cream that made their skin soft so their husbands would love them more, and men bought cars that could and would change their social status. Life was simpler.

				This model of advertising continues today, despite what you may hear. Reaching mass audiences is still a major goal for marketers across numerous categories, and TV continues to command the lion’s share of advertising dollars. PricewaterhouseCoopers forecasts global TV advertising revenues will exceed $200 billion by 2017, up from $162 billion in 2012. America will continue to be the dominant market, accounting for 39 percent of total spending, but the fastest growth will take place in emerging markets.6 For the foreseeable future, expenditures for TV advertising are expected to grow each year by 16 percent in Kenya, 15 percent in Indonesia, and 12 percent in India.7

				Perhaps the most powerful remaining testament to the appeal of top-down advertising is the Super Bowl. According to Kantar Media, a firm specializing in media and marketing intelligence, this annual event generated $1.85 billion in network advertising sales between 2003 and 2012. The average rate for a 30-second advertisement also increased by more than 60 percent to reach a colossal $3.5 million in 2012. For advertisers the Super Bowl continues to be an important platform for spreading messages throughout the world. The morning after the 2013 Super Bowl, Volkswagen’s “Get In, Get Happy” commercial, which debuted at the event, had clocked more than eight million views on YouTube. GoDaddy’s “Perfect Match,” an ad that showed fashion model Bar Refaeli kissing a geek, had racked up nearly six million views.8

				To generate widespread awareness of a brand’s message, digital platforms such as Google and YouTube, as well as online social networks, are also being used to capitalize on the popularity of the Super Bowl. This reminds us that traditional and new media do not exist in parallel universes. Advertisers are investing in seeding commercials on the Internet in advance of the game. Many advertisers budget $4 to $6 million to promote their ads through YouTube and Twitter during the weeks before the event.9 To trigger deeper engagement, smart marketers also ensure that Google searches for their Super Bowl ads lead to a relevant page. This method neatly unifies top-down and bottom-up messages.

				While TV advertising has changed significantly in the last 50 years—rousing emotive soundtracks have replaced jingles, and sophisticated minifilms have replaced cute animations—it remains the medium of choice for reaching mass audiences. TV is as relevant today as it ever was, and it will continue to be so for the next 50 years at least. Affordably forging clear brand propositions across broad swathes of people will always require mass media.

				Handled incorrectly, the top-down model can be aggressive, thrusting, and unidirectional. It’s no accident that marketing professionals often describe it in military language: capturing market share, penetrating the customer base, defeating competitors. It can be declarative, propagandistic, uninvolving. But in its best moments it can also encapsulate a belief, a set of values, even a religion. Nike’s “Just do it” slogan expresses a spirit cherished by those who come into contact with the organization. These three words, created by Wieden + Kennedy more than 25 years ago, have weathered decades of change and the explosion of digital technology to take root across the world. Adherents love and universally recognize the slogan. No one doubts that “Just do it” has powered Nike to become the multibillion-dollar corporation it is today. This is what a brand can achieve when top-down messages are conceptually clear and fueled by a deep understanding of consumers’ motivations. This is what makes the model timeless. (Across all media, both traditional and digital, Nike’s brand idea has been executed with great skill, as I describe in subsequent chapters.)
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				Nike’s “Just do it” is more a near-religious belief than product proposition. Nike encourages all of us to challenge conventions and liberate our unique abilities. This poster shows iconoclastic Chinese tennis star Li Na. The headline reads, “Dare to aim higher than the sky.” (Nike Greater China)

			




				The Rise of Digital Technology

				While TV remains a prominent medium, marketers must not consider it in isolation. The truth is that kids and adults today are not just sitting around waiting to memorize television commercials. People may not have changed much, but the world has. Technology has allowed people more control than ever of what they see, hear, and do.

				When the world first shifted gears 20 years ago, digital meant websites, search engines, and chat rooms. But the matrix has grown and become infinitely more complex—and it’s still constantly changing. It surrounds everyone now, transforming how people live their lives. As the media mogul Rupert Murdoch said a few years ago: “[The Internet] is a creative, destructive technology that is still in its infancy, yet breaking and remaking everything in its path. We are all on a journey, not just the privileged few, and technology will take us to a destination that is defined by the limits of our creativity, our confidence and our courage.”10 The journey from the conventions of the analog world, however, will be a bumpy ride. Murdoch’s ill-fated acquisition of also-ran MySpace and his underwhelming efforts to monetize online news are stark reminders of the unsettling nature of digital technology.

				Our smartphones are always with us, empowering and enabling us. These devices are intimate companions: They are the first things we see in the morning and the last things we see at night. They have become so prevalent in Japan that walking with a smartphone now has an official term: aruki sumaho. Advertising campaigns warning against aruki sumaho were plastered in subway stations after people became so engrossed by their smartphones they began falling onto train tracks. Who knows what more these devices will offer in five years’ time? In Africa mobile banking is already coming of age. According to a report from the Pew Research Center, 56 percent of Kenya’s nearly 44 million people make or receive mobile-phone payments.11

				Through technology societies are becoming more connected, social, and liberated. Just 15 years ago social media did not exist. Now the combined number of Twitter and Facebook users is greater than the entire population of China—and that figure does not even consider Instagram, Pinterest, LinkedIn, and the plethora of other social networks. According to global conversation agency We Are Social, netizens in Asia collectively spend two million years on the Internet every month.12 E-commerce provides new opportunities for price transparency. Consumers can get the best deal available; they are no longer stuck paying the inflated prices in their nearest store. The Internet allows previously isolated corners of the world to purchase otherwise out-of-reach products. Living in a lower-tier city in China, where flashy bricks-and-mortar stores might be in short supply, is no longer a barrier to conspicuous consumption. The Internet has opened the door for people to make the leap into consumer society.
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				It is misleading to think of the one billion users of Facebook as a “nation,” but the sheer reach of the social media platform has upended the balance of power between manufacturers and people who buy their goods. The “little guy” now has the power to frame the debate.

			





				Human relationships are changing, too. A whole generation is growing up without ever knowing what it is like not to be connected. The Internet is changing the way we choose our partners. More than one-third of US marriages are now said to begin online, while in China dating sites like Jiayuan.com and Baihe.com boast millions of users.13 Pornography is no longer just a secretive item kept on the top shelf of a closet—the Internet caters to any desire at any time.

				The living room, once used for passive escape, is now a site of liberation. The power of technology and digital games has transformed sofas into racing cars. People watch TV when they want; TV networks on the other side of the world cannot dictate when viewers watch programs. Gone are the days when Asia would wait months for a blockbuster Hollywood movie or TV show to reach its shores; favorite shows are just an illegal click away. In China, the world capital of illegal DVDs, people can watch anything as soon as it airs. Decent-quality knockoffs are available for as little as $1 a movie or $3 for an entire season of a television show.

				Technology is also helping people lead healthier lives. Health and wellness apps have become personal trainers, motivating people to push harder and connecting them with others who can inspire their journey to fitness. The balance of power between patients and health professionals is shifting. Patients armed with Internet print-outs now challenge doctors during consultations, their white coats no longer a symbol of sanctity. The Internet is empowering people to make informed decisions about the treatments and medicines they receive and the specialists they see.

				But technology is not just about added functionality or connectivity. It is empowering lives in ways no one expected. The Internet is a blank canvas of self-expression, allowing anybody with a unique point of view to become a star. In well-behaved Singapore, Wendy Cheng, a blogger known for her profane writing style and occasional race-tinged rants, gained notoriety overnight. She criticized a disabled man for scolding an able-bodied person who used a toilet designated for the handicapped. In China, Li Yuchun achieved instant fame when she won the nationwide singing contest Super Girl in 2005. More than 400 million people tuned in to see her win, and more than eight million voted by text during the finale—an unprecedented exercise in mainland Chinese democracy. What’s important is not just that the Chinese voted but for whom they voted. Li Yuchun is not a typical Asian beauty with soft features and a round face: she has attitude and an edgy style. The people, armed with their mobile phones, rose up and said: “We are going to define a new standard of celebrity. We are not going to have the Communist Party apparatchiks dictate to us who we like and who we admire.”

				Emerging markets are likely to become the biggest beneficiaries of the digital universe as an agent of social change. Technology is already unraveling centuries of top-down patriarchal authority. In Asia social media are giving people a voice; they are able to talk back to traditionally deaf governments and to a certain extent define the agenda. Social media participation counterbalances the large sections of the media that are still state controlled, allowing alternative points of view to proliferate. In Malaysia activist organizations use social networks to spread information about protests against electoral fraud. Images of police trying to shut down the rallies with tear gas and water cannons now quickly fill news feeds, reaching media outlets around the globe.

				The Arab Spring shows just how influential social media can be in helping to change the fate of entire regions. As protests against autocratic governments spread throughout the Middle East and North Africa, Twitter and Facebook played an instrumental role in disseminating information to activist groups. In Tunisia the self-immolation of a then-unknown street vendor, Mohamed Bouazizi, sparked an uprising that eventually brought down the government. As Al Jazeera reported, one of Bouazizi’s relatives said that people protested with “a rock in one hand, a cell phone in the other.”14 Social media helped spread information nationally and internationally, creating a domino effect across the region.

				In Egypt social media were considered so instrumental in the uprising against President Hosni Mubarak that the government scrambled to shut down Internet and cell phone services. Rafat Ali, a social media expert and founder of online media hub PaidContent, told Wired that this power caught the Egyptian government unaware. “These despots are five generations older than the youth,” he observed. “None of these people in their 60s, 70s, and 80s have ever used Facebook or Twitter.”15

				The stage has been set. The Internet will increasingly intersect with culture and government, pulsing through society and disrupting and reshaping the relationship between rulers and ruled that has existed for millennia. Ultimately we are still humans with the same timeless desires, but technology is opening new worlds of possibility. It is empowering societies and creating new definitions of community. This has major implications for brands.

				Bottom-Up Communications

				Technology has altered the balance of power between brands and consumers. People will no longer be told what to think or do. The advertising industry is in the midst of a paradigm shift, with consumers actively wresting control. The success or failure of an advertising message is no longer controlled by how many people it reaches but by how well it engages people to reinforce loyalty to a brand. The fate of companies now rests squarely in the hands of consumers.

				No one wants to be a passive receiver of information; no one wants to be interrupted by one-way advertising or talked down to by advertisers. Rather, consumers demand commercials that are as involving as any other entertainment option. Consumers want to participate, but this must never become an obligation; a brand that makes its audience work too hard for entertainment is not sustainable. The key is in evoking a desired behavioral response by creating material so engaging that consumers can’t help but want to become part of it.

				Bottom-up advertising is colliding head-on with its top-down predecessor—and the end goal is not exposure or chasing eyeballs but developing relationships with empowered consumers to engender loyalty and brand advocacy. At its core this approach is multidirectional and interactive. It can be a one-on-one dialog between brand and consumer; it can be intense expressions of dissatisfaction; it can be intimate whispers of delight. This approach begins organically, is rooted in passion, and relies on word of mouth: people are the medium. They can spread the message in unexpected ways.

				As a result consumers can, and will, hijack brands. They are prepared to co-create messages and push them to evolve over time so advertising becomes of the people, for the people. This is a scary thought for many brands, which have been pulling the levers for decades. But Cadbury’s experience is testament to the awesome power that a brand can release if it is willing to loosen its grip and allow consumers to take a degree of control over creative messages.
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				Cadbury’s viral video is a manifestation of the chocolate’s “producers of joy” brand idea. It sparked a participatory phenomenon, including the co-creation of the world’s longest communal eyebrow dance, and is a simple example of how content can spread spontaneously in the digital era. (Permission of Mondelez International)

			




				The company’s “eyebrows campaign” in the United Kingdom started in 2009 with a simple one-minute TV commercial that showed two kids breaking into a wiggling “eyebrow dance” that was perfectly in time with a funky backtrack blasting from a digital watch. The spot was an exuberant expression of Cadbury’s longtime “producers of joy” position, but it had no conventional product shot or other branding device. The only way consumers knew it was a Cadbury’s commercial was through a closing end line, “a glass and a half full of joy,” a spin on the product’s well-known story of having a “glass and a half of milk” among its ingredients. The film went viral, racking up four million views within the first three weeks. As Lee Rolston, Cadbury Dairy Milk’s marketing director, explained in an interview with the Observer, the UK newspaper, at this point the brand stopped trying to control the message and allowed it to evolve at the whim of the public. “TV and online are morphing almost daily,” Rolston said. “We tend to put our first ads in big things such as the Big Brother final or the X Factor, then it’s immediately online, which becomes a very fluid, organic process. People tend to interact with the films and make their own versions and their own music. We just let it go and see what people think of it.”16

				The response was resounding. The British public embarked on the world’s largest communal eyebrow dance, a 24-hour national event during which people created their own dances and shared them by webcam, with the results streamed directly onto the MSN home page. People submitted about 6,000 remixes in eight hours, and the site attracted six million unique users—10 percent of the entire UK population. The American rapper Kanye West promoted the video on his blog; the celebrity gossip blogger Perez Hilton, known for his cattiness, described it as supercool; the multitalented English comedian, actor, writer, journalist, film director, and serial tweeter Stephen Fry described it as “Wrong. Wrong. Yet oddly right.”17 While Cadbury was responsible for the initial framing of the message, the rest of the world ran with it. Consumers interacted with the message, made it their own, and deepened their connection to the brand.
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				The digital universe is growing ever-more complex, leading many professionals to question whether anyone can navigate its many realms.

			



				Brave New Marketing World

				Digital technology and omnipresent data sourcing has also transformed the commercial landscape and reconfigured how brands are able to connect with consumers. “Real-time marketing” companies with new age names such as siSense, Outbrain, Datura, AppsFlyer, and Ubimo optimize engagement with pre-identified consumers at distinct times and places. Ultra-precise targeting could enable, for example, real time delivery of discounts to consumers as they pass through specific points on their shopper journey. By “pushing” the most appropriate offer for a given sales opportunity, marketers overthrow conventional marketing—that is, attracting customers by using a predefined offer.

				And then there is the ominous sounding “Internet of Things.” “Machine-to-machine” connectivity has the potential to turn any product into a service. The first Internet appliance was a Coke vending machine at Carnegie Mellon University in the early 1980s. Programmers could connect to the machine to see whether it was empty or full. Kevin Ashton, cofounder and executive director of the Auto-ID Center at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, explains the potential of the Internet of Things:

				Today most computers—and, therefore, the Internet—are almost wholly dependent on human beings for information. Nearly all of the data available on the Internet are first captured and created by human beings by typing, pressing a record button, taking a digital picture or scanning a bar code. The problem is people have limited time, attention and accuracy—all of which means they are not very good at capturing data about things in the real world. If we had computers that knew everything there was to know about things—using data they gathered without any help from us—we would be able to track and count everything and greatly reduce waste, loss and cost. We would know when things needed replacing, repairing or recalling and whether they were fresh or past their best.”18

				Up until now, clothes were simply worn. Today, they track physical exertion and manage caloric intake. Washing machines do much more than clean clothes. Equipped with intelligent technology, they help repair themselves by sending and receiving information to and from parts suppliers.

				“Big data,” the algorithmic aggregation of multiple data points from different platforms into predictive behavioral modeling, has enhanced our ability to target with great precision—for example, to identify runners who also like heavy metal music or theater aficionados who love European travel. This new power has, in turn, made media buying and planning sexy again, while unhelpfully de-emphasizing creativity. In fact, the eclipse of the creative department began several years ago. Many communications professionals rue the day media buying and planning functions were taken out of creative advertising agencies and aggregated into powerful media holding companies that control where and when ad dollars are invested. Then came the emergence of a new industry—the high-tech, low-charm “marketing as a service.” These vendors help companies manage marketing-intensive activities such landing page creation, campaign design, lead scoring, lead generation, and marketing analytics—capabilities often given short shrift in traditional sales management systems that focus on sales force automation and customer service. Providers of marketing as a service, sporting names such as Eloqua, Primo, and Silverpop, operate in the cloud, hosting applications that ensure integration with existing customer relationship management (CRM) systems.

				Thus quantitative rationalism might appear to compete with ideation and inspiration as drivers of behavior change. In truth, both are critical. Data inform, and can increasingly predict, the decisions consumers make along their paths to purchase. But statistics don’t exist in a vacuum. They don’t explain behavior. The underlying concepts are the connective tissue that brings these tactics together into a cohesive selling idea rooted in an understanding of human motivation.

				Digital Daze

				The communications industry is at an exciting crossroad, with two concurrent models: the timeless top-down approach and the morphing, shape-shifting bottom-up model. Advertisers and marketers need not only be fluent in both but also to find new ways to reconcile the two. This divide is often exacerbated by intellectual and culture gaps. For example, digital agencies tend to celebrate entrepreneurialism and technology-led invention. Experimentation and design are obsessions, traits of a workforce with honed analytic and technical skills. On the other hand, advertising agencies tend to nurture conceptual precision and communication of abstract ideas.

				Clive Sirkin, Kimberly-Clark’s global Chief Marketing Officer, neatly expresses the reality of needing to reconcile two paradigms: “We don’t believe in digital marketing. We believe in marketing in a digital world, and there’s a huge difference.”19 In other words, we must permit consumers to participate with brands without surrendering the ability to manage the message and what people say about their products.

				Engagement that changes behavior is now the imperative—so let’s agree on a proper definition. Most north Asian languages have no equivalent for the word engage. Whenever I have to explain it in China, I use the context of an engagement to be married. As Jim Stengel, Procter & Gamble’s former chief marketing officer, said back in 2007 at the 4As Media Conference and Trade Show: “It’s not about telling and selling. It’s about bringing a relationship mind-set to everything we do.”20 Engagement must be a long-term connection that blossoms over time. It is a behavioral commitment between two parties—the brand and consumer—to remain together and withstand challenges over time. It must be dynamic, capable of responding to change and a variety of different needs but also consistent. Engaging consumers is not achieved by discrete messages aimed at holding their attention. It is a lifelong relationship.

				New technology presents a breathtaking, yet overwhelming, array of combinations. Many marketers have become intoxicated by the sheer scope of what’s possible, reassuring themselves that doing something is at least better than doing nothing—How many times have we heard, “Let’s create an app” without first asking why? While all brand leaders need to experiment, it’s not enough. Marketers need to wield technology to build brand equity and strengthen consumer loyalty. Too often technology does neither.

				Mercedes Benz, for example, established dominance in the luxury auto segment by owning “engineering perfection,” a fusion of mechanical performance and sensuous indulgence. In a typical ad shot in Taiwan in 2005, the dashing owner of a 700 series Benz celebrates his birthday with colleagues. He is unable to blow out the candles on his birthday cake because he has nothing left to wish for. The message is clear: once a driver has a Mercedes, nothing—or no one—else measures up. However, a few recent high-tech initiatives have done little to reinforce the brand’s role as a statement of ultimate arrival in society. And it is worth noting that back in 2006 Mercedes lost its leadership in the luxury segment to BMW. Audi now ranks second.

				To promote Mercedes’ zero-emissions fuel cell technology, Jung von Matt, the Hamburg advertising agency, created an animated light-emitting diode clock that made the car invisible. The technological innovation turned heads but was inconsistent with Mercedes’ aspirational image. A year later in the United Kingdom, Mercedes attempted to “move brand perceptions away from ‘sedate luxury’ as well as drive 50,000 leads” with YouDrive, the world’s first “audience-driven commercial.” According to Maxus Global, Mercedes’ media agency: “Our young audience hates being passengers. They’re used to driving content and conversations. So we gave them power over something they’d never had power over before—the world’s first real-time audience-driven TV commercials. Using Twitter, viewers drove the action over three commercials in a single show.” The ads centered on a musician, played by Kane Robinson, a British rapper better known as Kano, and a professional driver who are on their way to a secret gig when they are chased by authorities. While the series was designed to promote a new A-class vehicle to younger consumers, plot options had little to do with Mercedes’ engineering craftsmanship. Even if this effort managed to boost short-term sales among young car buyers, it probably did little to strengthen long-term equity.

				Dan Ingall, the managing director of JWT Shanghai, manages to be both commercially aggressive and conceptually ambitious. He conveyed to me: “In our role as strategically led idea pioneers, we must be better at navigating between what can be done and what should be done to achieve set objectives, from brand engagement to sales, in order to build the brand and business. We achieve this by knowing—through superior analytic capabilities made possible by the era of ‘big data’ and technology—and fusing it with the idea. By bridging what can and should be done, we arrive at CASH, a nifty acronym for the ultimate desired outcome of competitive advantage and business growth.”

				Brand stewards should avoid the temptation to deploy technology in a manner that dilutes long-term equity in exchange for a short-term sales fix. In 2013 several McDonald’s franchises in Spain took advantage of their powerful wi-fi network signal to hijack customers who were eating in nearby establishments. By changing their signal name into a message—for example, “Free drink with your McMenu,” or “Come eat with us and have a sundae on the house”—the McDonald’s franchises lured people into their restaurants. The local stunt was clever and generated a burst of incremental sales. But the fast-food chain missed an opportunity to combine hard-hitting discounts with reminders of why people love McDonald’s—that is, its reputation for quality food and family friendliness.

				Sometimes even the best brands succumb to high-tech expedience. As I will discuss in Chapter 5, Uniqlo is one of the world’s most inspired digital marketers. The Japanese apparel retailer sells stylish mix-and-match clothing so even fashion-challenged individuals can create their own style. Ahead of the 2010 reopening of its UK e-commerce site, Uniqlo ran a “Lucky Counter” Twitter promotion in which more tweets yielded deeper discounts. A temporary web “micro-site” displayed ten items. When users clicked on an article, a tweet appeared with the hashtag #luckycounter that users could personalize and send. Prices dropped in relation to the number of tweets elicited by each article. This exercise in unabashed discounting lacked even the faintest brand message and as such did nothing to enhance brand equity or strengthen loyalty.

				Even more pernicious than random digital discounting is the rise of an e-commerce business model based on “deals-of-the-day” or “flash sales” in which online retailers offer a single product for sale for a period of 24 to 36 hours. Potential customers register as members of the deal-of-the-day websites and receive online offers and invitations by e-mail or social network. Gilt.com was at the forefront of flash-sale sites, which sell excess inventory at deep discounts for a limited period. As the New York Times reported, “Most of the sites took off in 2009 when even wealthy people cut spending. They solved a range of e-commerce business problems, particularly the risk of buying inventory upfront, because flash-sale sites generally buy on consignment.”21 In the process virtual bargain basements have degraded even luxury brands such as Rolex, Valentino, and Vera Wang.

				Compare the debasement of flash sales with the inspiration of “Project Re: Brief,” rolled out jointly in 2013 by Google and Coca-Cola. The breakthrough initiative captures the spirit of the famous “Hilltop” advertisement from the early ’70s in which all colors of humanity bonded on a mountain with a Coke. Internet users can record a message and send it with a Coca-Cola to someone on the other side of the world at a specially designed vending machine. And the receivers can then send a thank-you message back to the sender. Technology, properly deployed, can deepen engagement between people and between consumers and brands.
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