Time to become a media owner – John Griffiths July 2004
Last February at the first AAA Madison and Vine conference, Steve Heyer the COO of Coca Cola the world’s largest product brand,  proclaimed that Coca Cola was a media company open for business.  What exactly did he mean by this and what implications does it hold for other product brands?

He announced the convergence of the trinity of brand building: content, media and marketing - away from ads as we’ve traditionally known it towards “ideas that bring entertainment value to our brands and ideas that integrate emotion and create connections.” 

In the US Coca Cola spends $1 million a day on advertising. But Heyer pointed out that if you aggregate the number of times the product is purchased and used publicly it amounts to over 2 billion brand impressions every single day. “There is no network on the earth more powerful than the Coca Cola company brand - powerful and unbelievably underleveraged.”

A swift review of Coca Cola websites shows that they are doing more than showing old commercials. The US and European sites feature predominantly sport, music and online gaming. My Coke Music launched in the UK at the start of 2004 providing songs you pay for and legally download to your computer/mp3 player. In the first 10 weeks there were over 150,000 downloads making them the fastest growing vendor of online music in the UK.

The world’s biggest online legitimate online vendor is … Itunes run by a computer company called Apple to satisfy demand for content for their Ipods.  Neither of these companies set out to become major music retailers. One does it to sell soft drinks, the other to sell computers and peripherals. In other words it is a secondary activity – content and programming which more than pays for itself and generates connections with their audiences. Coca Cola and Apple are thinking and behaving like media companies.

Here is my definition of becoming a media brand: having your own audiences and your own content to engage that audience and with the authority of the brand to deliver it. It means using content that often resides inside the organisation that customers will pay attention to and might even actually pay for.

Why media ownership is moving centre stage

Enter the attention economy

At the end of the 1990s came the Attention Economy. Thomas Davenport and John Beck informed us that with oversupply and constant price wars on the supply side and plentiful credit on the demand side the only scarce resource left was attention and there wasn’t enough of this to go round. Anything that could garner attention was guaranteed to make money. Then Channel 4’s Big Brother came out of nowhere.  The website became one of the ten biggest in the UK within less than a week. From a standing start.

Reality TV wasn’t just cheap programme making. It was a license to make money as the people queued up to vote by text and telephone, as advertisers queued to buy space on the air and on the site and sponsors got in line to sponsor. And that was well before you could buy the best moments on video or DVD.  Oliver Cleaver the European media director at Kimberly Clark has commented that consumers have closer relationships with media brands than with manufacturer brands.

If media brands are closer to the customers and concentrating their firepower it weakens the position of the advertiser as the temporary and obvious guest. At what point do brand managers recognise that they need to design their own network and engage directly with their customers as media owners in their own right? 

The rise of the entertainment economy

Media brands are valuable beyond just getting attention. They can accelerate growth by aggregating content and audiences. In his book The Entertainment Economy Michael Wolf documents the US media mergers by which major content producers such as Disney acquiring their distribution networks to ensure that their content could be recycled in the cinemas, paid for movies, channel revenue and merchandise. Media brands have become adept at recycling the same content over and over, charging for it every time while increasing their perceived value to their audiences.

It is instructive to recall that at one time Disney and Mars were in direct competition and priced almost identically the one to sell a matinee ticket, the other a confectionery bar.  But where Mickey Mouse went on through format after format so that now you can spend $2000 on a week on a Disney cruise ship adding value by a factor of several thousand per cent. During the same period Mars merely managed to double the value of the Mars Bar by freezing it then tripling its value by turning it into a spread. 

Good by product brand standards but if you want to grow your audiences dramatically or if you want them to pay a lot more for your basic product you almost certainly have to get into the entertainment business.

Advertisers merge with media owners

In fact it is becoming more and more difficult to tell the difference between advertisers and media owners.  In October 2000 ISBA threw in the towel and stopped trying to distinguish between advertisers (its own constituency) and the media owners it was originally set up to police. John Hooper the director general of ISBA at the time was quoted as saying “The boundaries are blurring and to exclude advertisers because they happen to be media owners is no longer a tenable position.” 

One of the prized values of buying space or getting a story placed was the editorial independence.  If media owners are just a different kind of advertiser then how long can this notion of independence be sustained? In short it can’t. What the advertiser is paying for is the association and the audience. And it doesn’t matter if the media owner is or isn’t an advertiser themselves.

Grocery retailers behaving more and more like media owners

Andrew Harrison former Marketing Director of Nestle announced in Market Leader last autumn that supermarkets are the new media. The largest supermarket chains have larger audiences on most days than most newspapers. So Nestle instructed their startled ad agencies to begin evaluating gondola ends in supermarkets on its media schedules. It is startling to think of the number of products and services the major multiples have been able to add to their offering: financial products, travel and now telecommunications most of which you don’t have to go to the shop to buy.

How can they do it? Because they don’t have customers, they have audiences.  They are trading more and more as media companies. And store magazines, and instore TV are the trappings of media ownership. 

What you need to be a media owner?

To be a media owner you need the following:

· Two kinds of audiences: the kind who pays you attention and the kind who are willing to pay you.

· To be able to source your own content or somebody else’s. 

· To have at least one major distribution channel to reach your audience. PS you already have at least one of these to hand. It’s  called the internet.

· To have strategic partnerships who can support you by sharing values, content, audiences and customer contact points, to help you increase your leverage. Even Coca Cola is looking for partners.

The  difference it makes thinking like a media owner

Media owners either concentrate on growing their audiences. Or increasing the value of their audiences.  They’re not tempted to dump product – oversupply just leads to lack of attention, which shrinks the audience.

Media owners are happy to work with audience segments. They don’t have to get one to one with their customers. This is much cheaper than database driven CRM where the cost of capturing and cleaning the whole has to be amortised against the returns from high value customers.

Media owners source content as cheaply as they can and have a content storage and distribution strategy. Product marketing has an appalling legacy of creating new promotional material and disposing of it after it has been used once. Aided and abetted by creative agencies who only get paid for making new stuff.  Which means that client companies are awash with bespoke materials created for different communication channels. Their store cupboards are brimful of promotional materials sourced from different agencies – where duplication is rife and nothing matches anything else.

Media owners need a primary channel but they don’t allow themselves to be constrained by that distribution channel – they use whatever channels their audiences prefer.  And as long as the programming is paid for they multiply channels.

Media owners don’t give content away. They get someone to pay for it. One of the besetting problems of promotional marketing is that customers don’t pay for it. Until they buy the product.

Media owners don’t just sell products, they multiply revenue streams. A household can only own so many cars. But demand for travel, or car programming is much more elastic.

Media owners don’t have to go and buy advertising space on the open market. They trade content and audiences with one another. Paid for advertising has a specific and supportive role. 

How to become a media owner

Think audience not consumers and attention share before market share

There are physical limits to the amount of product an individual can consume. There’s also a physical limit to attention but attention is more elastic.  Buyers in the latter stages of car buying, and supremely house buying think of little else. Couples expecting their first baby have 6 whole months to think about it and prepare.

Times Newspapers is a classic example of a business which extended first from a daily newspaper to a Sunday newspaper to a magazine, to a wine club, and now via the website will find you a job, a car or a house.  These are supplementary businesses designed to generate revenue from the same people who read the newspapers and buy the wine.  They don’t need to find more people. They are harvesting income from those who already buy the core products.

What they’re emphatically not doing is simply recycling old newspaper content on the website in the hope that it will attract a few readers and a few advertisers in their wake.

Build programming around your products

Think programming ahead of product promotion. Any product or service can be converted into programming. The two work off each other. Your customers have got more capacity for programming content than you have programming to distribute. So at present they have to go to conventional media owners to get it. This is the kind of material they absorb even when they filter out advertising. This is a major role for company websites. And partnerships with digital channels. Particularly now that a third of the UK’s wired households have broadband and over half of all households have digital TV.

Honda casestudy

For a six month period in 1997 following Honda’s launch of the new Accord, a cassette introducing the new model was hung from the mirror of every Honda serviced in a dealership. From a targeting point of view the coverage of existing owners was much more thorough than the customer database ever could be – virtually all new models under warranty are brought in for a service wherever their owners happen to live.  But the real opportunity was the 10-15 minute drive time, which provided a greater window for attention than other communications channels could provide for an audience of that size.  And while the cassette was a straight product sell not programming – the concept was much closer to media thinking than conventional response- driven direct marketing. If this was turned into a regular communication channel Honda could spend up to half an hour talking to its all its new car buyers once a year. 100% coverage and zero distribution cost.

Opportunities for small brands

A small hair colouring brand looks for opportunities to increase sales. Conventional marketing considers how to deliver the best hair colour – using printed instructions.  But on further investigation the hapless would-be home hair colourist has to mix the dye into their hair – wait for 40 minutes (variable by hair type) then use a second chemical to complete the process.  

When converted into a programming opportunity – 40 minutes of  programming which can be shared with a friend who is also colouring their hair. An audio CD sold as an accessory could function as entertainment (chart songs), trainer (DJ offering hair care tips between songs), and timing device. It could double the value of the purchase and provide standout as a point of difference on shelf versus competitors. And if there was a bounce-back offer then it could be redeemed against a new CD with the latest chart songs the next time the hair needed to be recoloured. Programming doesn’t replace the product but it changes the way the product is perceived and used.

Develop a content strategy

Most companies are awash with content they have never made available to their customers. Audit the content you have inside your organisation and make sure you measure the cost of content origination and the frequency of exposure.

Looked at in this way most TV advertising is profligate because the commercial format is not always amenable to recycling and distribution in other formats.  Viral video content can be shot on video and distributed and recycled many times over at dramatically lower cost. And it doesn’t have to stick to a 30 second format. Begin by assuming that you can get people to pay for it.

Channel 4’s new venture

Channel 4 have become adept at developing new revenue streams through their 4Ventures Division.  Via 4Broadband you can subscribe to download whole programme series no longer available on air.  Of course any media company worth its salt is adept at exploiting popular programmes with spin- off books and DVDs. However since these are licensed products a substantial proportion of the margins go to the licencees who developed the original programming. 

Since demand is strongly driven by the programming run on the network – estimating demand can be tricky. So Channel 4 have begun to develop their own content.   Paul Kanareck Strategy Manager of 4Ventures comments. “We need to unlock our own brand assets and potential as well as those of other people’s brands whose content we distribute. We can’t just wait to generate spin off products when the programming is on air we have to find ways to generate revenue all the time.” 

An example is “TexTips 4 Lovers” which has been developed to accompany programming about sex and relationships. Currently 25,000 subscribers pay 25p a day to subscribe to this and six other services ranging from lifestyle advice to religious inspiration. And attrition is minimal.  

While this won’t replace advertiser revenue for the foreseeable future – this does mean that add on services like this can be made to pay so don’t have to be written off in the cause of customer relations. And this is content entirely owned and sourced by Channel 4

Turn your brand into an editor and a mentor

Build mentoring and education into your brand plans. In The Communications Challenge, the Account Planning Group’s recently published guide to media neutral planning Julian Saunders comments “The web is a prime territory for the growth of new intermediaries which actively seek information or edit on our behalf. An individual may have several online intermediaries – professional (like Brand Republic or the Marketing Society), personal (Amazon) or travel (Opodo).” 

In his book After Image which is a masterclass in how to create life long learning for brand audiences John Grant relates a conversation with the marketing director of Boots who beomoaned “If only UK women were as sophisticated in their beauty routines as French women.”  And went on to discuss the type of programming which was capable of achieving this. Advertising unsurprisingly was not a primary candidate.

Developing strategic media partnerships

Don’t try and go it alone. Make your marketing spend go further by building alliances with partner brands who have values, audiences and content you want to share. This is in effect bartering but represents much more than the 3rd party promotions which dominate so many promotional calendars which take longer to plan than to execute, are rarely promoted sufficiently and almost never leveraged beyond the immediate promotional period.  If a brand campaign takes months to shift perceptions of the core values then it is going to take partnership of at least the same period of time to influence your own brand imagery by association.  Joint branded activity creates juxtapositions of values which because they are different force reassessment of both participating brands. 

The international media start up Da Vinci has developed a brand process to enable client companies to find brand partners using media ownership thinking.  The process enables the client company to identify the values it has to offer a potential partner as well as the values it wants. It sizes and values audiences in the same way and identifies the kind of content within the client organisation that a potential partner might be interested in. Lastly there is a review of the contact strategy to find points where the cost of reaching and servicing a customer contact point could be shared with another brand.

Chrysler Jeep is an example of the content which this process draws out. Several times a year Chrysler Jeep run an event called Camp Jeep. Jeep owners pay to bring their own vehicles to 3 day event which is designed to bring owners together and to teach them how to get more out of their Jeeps.  While this is a valuable loyalty mechanism which generates energy and interest around the brand for Jeep Buyers this is a clear opportunity for reality TV programming which could turn the event into mass entertainment. After all, the point of the event is that cars are being driven to extremes and, unlike the well-trodden road of car rallying – these cars aren’t being driven by seasoned racing professionals.

The high profile snog between Madonna and Britney Spears is a classic example of how two celebrity brands manage in a moment to exchange values, audiences and content using a shared contact point the MTV awards.

Of course this is not to rule out advertising but it does mean that the potential for strategic partnerships should be thought through before investing in conventional media spend. Which ultimately results in better paid for media selection with due attention paid to the values and content of the candidate media.

Who to get to help you

You could do this yourself. But there are clearly benefits in bringing in an intermediary or agent to develop the structures for media ownership. There are 3 obvious candidates:

· Media independents – they deal with media owners all the time both to place advertising and advertorial features, they know how to size audiences, they don’t get paid for creating content so they are independent, and they’re good at putting deals together.

· New Media agencies – they’ve lived on bread and water for the last 3 years. They’ve learned how to make a little go a long way. They are experts at originating content cheaply and recycling content in different formats.  And they are masterly at blending web content with other media channels. And making a business case for the results.

· Media owners themselves. Most of the media groups have resources companies that are out to sell excess capacity. After all who better to manage your own content and audiences than a media company who does it all the time?  As large client companies increasingly opt to go directly to media consortia to broker major content deals it will be interesting to see whether the media owners are happy to deal or whether they in turn will offer media expertise to client brands.

Media ownership the biggest thing since …branding?

Media ownership is set to become as powerful a concept as the idea of the brand has become.  Becoming a media owner is now permitted by trade bodies, through the internet and digital broadcasting. It is affordable and it offers a genuine way to measure marketers’ ability to engage with prospective and current audiences. Lastly through carefully chosen partnerships, client brands can substantially extend their reach. Is media ownership an idea whose time has come?
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