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John Ogilvie, Managing Director of Network VEKA, says marketers must take care that their claims can be proved…but this doesn’t excuse an ineffective ad.
The Advertising Standards Agency is watching you!
In my last column I spoke about the power of advertising, and how exceptional ads become part of the national consciousness and influence the way we look at life. Since I wrote that, advertising has been in the news for different reasons. The Advertising Standards Agency (ASA) has been rattling its sabre at companies large and small. Some of the cases have been entertaining. The small hotel near Bristol which was told not to advertise itself as 10 minutes from the airport, because often it took longer, has actually generated more publicity for itself by crossing out the 10 from its sign and writing 11 in spray paint. Reporting in local media has led to more coverage than they could have hoped for, and all for free. 
Judgements against giants such as ASDA, B&Q and Homebase have been less amusing, dealing with possible interpretations of claims made in their ads requiring a bit of maths and more interest than the average person probably takes in the small print. It’s revealing that B&Q complained about the Homebase ad in question (‘Extra 15% off’), and Homebase was the complainant in the B&Q case (‘Insulate your loft for £25’). It’s tempting to ignore the whole thing – ‘it doesn’t apply to me; it’s big boys fighting among themselves’ – but that isn’t the case. The ASA makes rulings on all sizes and types of company, and it’s just extended its powers to cover claims made on websites and social networks. Just to make it clear, the ASA enforces the advertising standards code, which includes the rule “No marketing communication should mislead, or be likely to mislead, by inaccuracy, ambiguity, exaggeration, omission or otherwise.” And it now applies to websites, Twitter and Facebook profiles.

The new powers, which have applied since March 1st, are designed to help the ASA respond to the numerous complaints it has received about misleading statements companies have published online. Our industry has had a mixed history when it comes to advertising and we all need to be aware of this extension to the ASA’s net. Most of us are now aware that the ‘anything goes - until I get caught’ approach to advertising – usually aimed at the consumer rather than trade - is not just unacceptable, it’s ineffective. Many of us are now, if anything, over-cautious, leading to dull and uninspired ads. We tend to be more relaxed about our online marketing, but it’s important to realise that any claims made in statements on sites that can be interpreted as marketing are now subject to the same rules. 
The ASA has made its position clear. It will operate a name and shame policy for companies which don’t comply with the guidelines and it will also look closely at user generated comment where it is incorporated into any kind of advertising material. If the offender persists the offending material can be removed from search engines. The recent publicity given to ASA rulings is designed to generate awareness. They are watching us and they want us to know it!
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