We love Advertising, don’t we?

By  Paul Herbig

The most recent Yankelovich Monitor survey, for example, found that consumers rank advertising among the top five things that need more government regulation. The others: water pollution, toxic wastes, air pollution, and nuclear safety (great company to keep hey!).  Estimates are the average American is bombarded by several thousands of marketing messages a day (In 1991 the number of daily impressions was over 3,000 and the number keeps rising year after year). The glut of information is leading to consumer attention deficit disorder (ADD), the difficulty of getting anyone’s attention:  as the problem widens, companies must spend ever more money to get their attention.
A consumer study conducted by  Yankelovich on behalf of the American Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA) is particularly alarming. The survey reveals 65 percent of survey respondents "feel constantly bombarded with too much marketing and advertising," over 50 percent "avoid buying products that overwhelm them" with advertising, 61 percent say the amount of advertising "is out of control"; and 69 percent claim interest in products and services that help them skip or block advertising and 33 percent "would be willing to have a slightly lower standard of living" to live in a society without advertising. Despite this, total ad spend rose  in 2003 and 2004 and is expected to rise again this year, too. What's interesting is how divergent that spend is becoming. Advertisers are reacting to consumer frustration with ad clutter and their increasing ability to opt or tune out of commercial messages

As users become more immune to pitches, as they become more sophisticated in blocking marketing communications (think TIVO here), as they become more cynical of the messages they do hear, advertisers are being forced to become more intrusive and louder in their messages just to overcome the blockages.  One such example of new high in advertising intrusiveness is called Forehead Advertising (Call it in-your-face or on-your head marketing sic!).  One English creative marketing agency has contracted college students (at 88 pounds a week) to use their foreheads as advertising space.  This is great for students earning their college tuition or assisting them in their huge bar tabs.  Many students have no qualms about such behavior, “ Advertising is everywhere you look; you can’t get away from it.  I don’t see the difference between a message on a billboard and an ad on my forehead, except that I’ll be earning money from it being there.”   Clients are signing up to use the service saying, “We want to hit our viewers right between the eyes s what better place to place an ad than on their foreheads.”

If this is not enough, and direct marketing of all sorts escalate, a new concept called reverse telemarketing is alienating more consumers in new ways.  In this drama, a customer calls customer support or a call center complaining about e-mail, phone, direct mail, etc, about either getting a message you did not want or not getting a message you desired.  Although unable to directly assist you, the support person makes a pitch for a product or attempts to cross sell you on another product (a good marketing concept just delivered at a bad time in a customer’s lifespan).  Just what you needed in your moment of travail.

The call is going out to marketers to market smarter, not harder.  Rather than badger consumers by continual intrusion in their daily life on a race for the short term, shouldn’t marketers think long-term?  Relationships, not used-car salesman zero-sum approach to customers.   Shouldn’t they get to know what customers truly need and want as well as when they want it, by what process, and what information they require for their decision? Customers want more control over marketing messages (note the rise of TIVO).  Perhaps allowing customers to provide acceptable modes of communication, times of day, and place of message for contact to me back will be sufficient.  Perhaps providing enough incentive (in being paid per contact or message or discounts off products for listening to the message) will be sufficient for customers to allow marketers back into their lives.  If prorated to each citizen of the United States, the total advertising spent per capita is the equivalent of over $1,000.   Perhaps, consumers would like some of that money directly given to them instead of images they are not viewing.

Whatever the device to be used, something has to give in the near future.  The increasing barrage of advertisements in number, in settings, in intensity, in intrusiveness is only going to lead to a consumer rebellion.  There must be a better way.

