Spontaneous marketing

By   Paul Herbig

In this age of increasing customer sophistication, consumers are putting up, as never before, barriers and filters to ease the passage through media clutter which saturates his life.  In return, media have but two options to reach the consumer:  become more intrusive, more intense to break through the barriers built by the consumer or to find methods to circumvent those barriers.  One method used by clever marketers to get the consumer involved and make the message fun once again for him is called spontaneous marketing.

The consumer is increasingly tired of prepackaged, synthetic experiences.  He is becoming overwhelmed with fully scripted experiences as usually seen in the mass media.  One piece of evidence towards an alternative method can be seen in the rise of reality TV:  from “Who wants to be a Millionaire” to “Survivor” to “Bachelor” live-action sports. The result is highly engaging, habitual, and a consumer who can’t wait for the next game (perhaps this is why Soap Operas have been popular and addictive for over seventy years?  Real life, real time and empathetic characters.)

In years past, several advertisers placed on the Internet numerous ads and allowed consumers to vote on the best one.  The ad with the highest vote than appeared as the company’s ad on the Super Bowl.  The contest generated tens if not hundreds of millions of hits and resulted in a ready-made audience to view the chosen spot. Sony, Coke, and Pepsi have run similar promotional campaigns that were interactive, with results consumer driven.  They all prospered.  Arnott’s  Biscuits, a New Zealand brand, aired a series of commercials and then allowed viewers to vote on the ending preferred.   In every case, consumers did not see the promotions as intrusive but rather as entertainment and involving.  Few placed these campaigns in the same category as the hard-sell mass media programs they were used to. 

How can a marketer create a spontaneous marketing strategy?  The media best suited to doing so is with the Internet.  However, any promotional campaign could be used as long as:

1) Interactive.  Means must be made for the consumer to be involved and to participate.  And not participate passively.  To truly be successful, the consumer must believe he has a say.  No matter how successful the Survivor series has been, if the audience were invited to vote and have final say in who gets kicked out of the Jungle (island, whatever), it would have been an even greater success.  (The ‘Call a Friend’ feature on ‘Who wants to be a millionaire’ was a stroke of genius enabling the common man to become a part of the contestant’s victory or defeat.)

2) Uncertainty.  Here is where Live Action wins every time.  In a live coverage sports game, it is often uncertain to the very end whom  will win and how they will win.   Marketers should introduce elements that defy expectations or situations that are ambiguous and significant choices must be made. (Bachelor or bachelorette choosing a mater)  Reality TV approximates this but it is becoming very apparent that they too are often scripted or edited to provide the desired scenes.  Any indication of scripts or foregone conclusions will cause a loss of credibility.

3) Get your audience to care.  Soap operas have long been good at this—the Friday afternoon cliffhanger to get the viewer to return on Monday.  Voting on choices and then waiting until a certain time or episode to display the winner creates excitement and hence caring.  Involvement in the outcome and permitting the consumer a chance to affect the outcome will result in a high degree of care and attentiveness.

You have two choices:  a direct attack head on into the consumer’s main line of defenses, built upon decades of experience or to go around the barrier and make the message once again fun and entertaining.  The decision should be a no-brainer.

