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Goodbye,

-

Rosser
Reeves

ust stop and think:
when was the last
time you, as an
advertising person,
heard the.
‘USP'? Think real
hard now. Give up?
Already?
The fact is that
until not so long
ago the good old “Unigque Selling
Proposition” dominated an
advertising person's life. Every
product had a USP (which was
what kept it there in the market-
place, after all). Life was simple
then. For. as Rosser Reeves
informed’ you, all you had to do
was to isolate that USP and ham-
mer the hell out of it in your
advertising. And then everybo-
dy went home at 5:30 in the eve-
ning and had tea.

But, as the saying goes, that
was then and this s now.

Today, with full-blooded com-
petition, and open access lo
technology, we are confronted
with parity situations in one pro-
duct category after another.
Whether we're talking soaps or
two-wheelers, there is no real,
tangible difference between
one brand and another any
more. They're all intrinsically
more or less the same. (And
whiere one is lortunate enough
to enjoy a product advantage
over the competition, it would
be wise (o realise that one's
competitor, if he were serious,
could wipe it out in maybe six
maonths® time.) That is the way it
is all over the world. And that,
rapidly, is the way it's becoming
in India as well.

S0 no more USP, buddy. It is
dead. In fac, it is officially dead.
For the very agency that invent-
ed and popularised the cancept

term-

of the USP—Backer, Spielvogel.
Bales—has, according to a
news report in Advertising Age,
discarded il ‘as an operating
credo, and moved on to someth-
ing more relevant to our parity
age,

Il the age of the USP is now
officially over, where do we go
from here?

The most incisive answer (o
that question perhaps comes
from the UK agency, Bartle,
Bogle, Hegarty. For their basic
philosophy is summed up as:
“We are not a service industry,
we are a manufacturing
industry.” A strange thing, you
may say, for an advertising
agency to claim. Bul as they go
on to explain: “In the old days
advertising dramatised product
dilferences. Today advertising
usually is the product differen-
ce. 1L is therefore part of the
manufacturing process.”

So the role of advertising
shifts from merely communicat-
ing information about the pro-
duet to actually adding value (o
it. And, increasingly, the only
difference between one product
and another is the difference
that the advertising contri-
butes—the imagery that it
cloaks the produect with, mak-
ing it somehow more likeable,
more  “wantable” than its
competitors.

In India, as elsewhere, we've
made the quantum leap rom
the Age of the USP 1o the Era of
Value Addition. And in the pro-
eess the advertising industry is
having to throw out iis old bag
of tricks and develop an entirely
new bag of tricks—filled with
imagery, drama, emotion,
humour, whimsy entertain-
ment and the other sundry toals

of non-rational persuasion. The
kind of non-rational tools that
halp make MRF tyres, for instan-
ce, more waniable than Modi
tyres, Bajaj scoolers more wanl-
able than LML Vespa, Eveready
batteries more wantable than
Nippo, or Onida TVs more want-
able than Philips.

There are some product cate-
gories in India that have known
the reality of this kind of value-
addition advertising for 4 long,
long time—especially categor-
ies like textiles, cigarettes and
solt drinks. But now this reality
is racing to confront the mar-
keters of even the most unlikely
and hard-headedly rational pro-
ducts, from [inancial products
to computers; from industrial
chemicals w  machine tools,
Nobaody, it seems, can hide from
it any longer.

These days, advertising usually is the product difference

Thus, in an increasing num-
ber of these categories, it is no
longer meraly the product that
matters, but all of the necessary
surrounding imagery, the enti-
re set of intangible values and
attributes created around by
the advertising in order Lo
appeal 1o the consumer. And
that, really, is what makes the
difference between just a com-
modity product and a brand. A
brand is basically a product
with a mythology constructed
around it. The stronger that
mythology, the stronger the
brand.

In this context, it is interest-
ing to read the survey of ‘the
world's 300 most powerlul
brands' conducted by a UK
group called Interbrand not
long ago. For, in the shortlist of
the world’s 10 most powerful

brands,
brands like Coca-Cola, Marlbo-
ro, Nescafe and Sony, there is a

alongside consumer

computer brand—IBM. (Way
back in the 1960s the company
had already created a diaboli-
cally clever mythology around
its brand. For, as the slightly
menacing saying wenl among
the business executives of the
tme, “Nobody ever got fired
from his job for specifying
IBM..."

Going further down the list of
the warld's 300 most powerful
brands are other interesting
revelations. Brands such as 3M
(adhesives, abrasives  etc,
Caterpillar (garthmoving equip-
ment), Zantac (ulcer drug),
Castrol (industrial and other
lubricants), Massey Fergusson
(farm equipment), and Apple,
Lotus 123 and Unisys (com-

puters and software). All of
them, of course, in product
fields that one might consider
too hard-headed and technical
for such airy-fairy stull as
brand imagery.

But what was positively terri-
fying was to discover that one of
the world's 300 most powerful
“hrands” is apparently Exocet
missiles. The report explains
that until the Falklands War,
only military experts had heard
of this French missile, but ils
gpparent success in the War
{with the help of some very skill-
ful public relations manage-
ment) made it a household
name all over the world. Sub-
sequently, says the report, “the
brand name Exocet came Lo be
seen by various governmenis as
such a potent symbaol of nation-
al pride and virility that countr-
ies began Lo buy the missile far-

ly due to the appeal of the

rand”’ (italics mine).

What makes this all the mora
chilling is the fact that the Exo-
cel was technically a bit of a
dud: in its highly publicised sink-
ing of a British warship, for
instance, the missile itselfl failed
to explode, and the ship sank
because of a chance fire caused
by the missile’s Naming engine.

Anyway, coming back to the
point, it seems clear that this
new role of advertising—as
value-adder and brand-
difforentiator—is going to aflect
the entire marketing and
advertising industry in a fairly
radical way.

Alrcady, some fmdamental
changes have taken place, Ten
years ago, for example, whal a
client really looked for from his
agency was “‘good, solid servi-

e, ¢ ereative  produet,
while people paid ITp service to
it, was clearly seen asa necessa-
ry evil [or perhaps even an
unnecessary evill. Today, of
course, theree are fewer and
fewer clicnts who can afford to
think this way.

One can see an interesting
extrapolation of this trend in
the future: with the sophisticat-
od new tools that have recently
been developed in the West for
actually measuring adverlising
effectiveness, sooner of later we
are going Lo see a system where
agency compensation is linked
up with the actual effectiveness
of the advertising product.
(Why shouldn't an agency that
produces a premium advertis-
ing product earn & premium
compensation? And, converse-
ly, why should a client pay a
standard compensation lor a
substandard advertising
product?)

But that, of course, is the sub-
ject for a separate column by
itself,




