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Advertising can change the way we think…but only if it thinks big enough, says John Ogilvie of Network VEKA.
Thought control
BBC World News recently published a piece on its website about six adverts that changed the way we think. While advertisers have always sought to influence people, there have been only a handful of ads can claim to have ‘monumentally changed the way people think about a product.” There were some old favourites in the list, including the DeBeers ‘A Diamond is Forever’ series of adverts, Advertising Age’s most effective campaign of the 20th Century. Launched in 1948, DeBeers’ campaign established the hardest substance on earth as the only socially suitable stone for an engagement ring. Men’s wallets – and women’s expectations – have been suffering ever since.

The Marlboro Man was also a winner. The ultimate cowboy changed the image of the cigarette brand forever (it was previously targeted at women), and in the two years after the first ad in 1955, sales rocketed by 300%. James Twitchell, author of 20 Ads that Shook the World, put it perfectly: "The genius of the ad is that at the same time there was a rising realisation that this thing will kill you, it was identified with a character who was, on the face of it, indomitable." In a sad codicil, the three actors who played the Marlboro Man all died from lung cancer.
Volkswagen’s 1959 campaign, ‘Think Small’, challenged the status quo in several ways, just as the Beetle did. It was humorous and kooky when almost all other ads were serious to a fault. Now it’s as common to see a funny ad on the TV as it is a serious, sexy one. 
There are a few lessons our own industry could learn from this list, which also included Nike’s ‘Just Do It’ ad; Absolut Vodka, and the controversial commercial for Lyndon Johnson’s presidential campaign, which showed a young girl playing before cutting to a shot of a mushroom cloud from an atomic bomb. While we might not want to play as dirty as the latter, what all of the ads in the BBC’s run-down had in common was a big and bold idea.

Although we can all recall some successful campaigns (Everest’s ‘Fit the Best’ series in the early 80s was a brilliant example of a consumer ad in this industry), there are few truly different or provocative trade ads, in terms of the visuals or the concepts. Of course, there are major differences between consumer advertising and business-to-business campaigns, and not just in the budget, although this does have a big impact. B2B advertising is often cautious, frequently focusing on product features or price offers to draw people in, or simple brand recognition ads. Perhaps they think the audience isn’t sophisticated enough. But the people who populate the B2B world are also consumers, and used to seeing advertising that appeals on all sorts of levels. 
You don’t always need a million pound budget to do things differently. A recent Kingspan advert stopped people in their tracks. It showed different materials as animated insulated panels doing a limbo dance. Kingspan’s low lambda panel cleared the bar with ease, putting competing panels in a poor light. Kingspan didn’t identify the also-rans but everyone knew who was in the race. Many people shy away from comparative advertising, but this ad made its point strongly, and more importantly, stood out in a sea of sameness. Big and bold advertising works in any market.
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