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Introduction

 

 

It’s said that the best way to learn is through our own mistakes. If that were always true, the incompetent and reckless would be the wisest among us, and lurching ostentatiously from one awful error to another would hold the key to success. Follow such flawed logic to its conclusion and we’d entrust vital assignments to people known to have frequently screwed up. Reassured by that? No, nor me. Better, surely, to keep our own mistakes to a minimum by learning from those made by our rivals and contemporaries, with insight gained from historic disasters thrown in for good measure.

Even the greatest brands make a mess of their marketing from time to time. The roll-call in this book includes Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, Apple, Starbucks, Virgin, Nestlé, Qantas, Mattel, Sony, Danone, Microsoft, Colgate, Wal-Mart, Bic and many others on the global A-list. I’ve also drawn on plenty of instances of flops and calamities from across the world featuring smaller brands. All told, Great Brand Blunders covers more than 175 examples of marketing misadventures, major and minor, spanning Europe, North America, South America, Asia, Africa and Australasia.

Yet although the book is predominantly about those occasions when things went awry, I have purposely leavened it with some inspiring examples of getting it majestically right. It doesn’t do to be relentlessly negative. And while there are passages where I may be a trifle acerbic in tone, I have aimed also to be upbeat, balanced and instructive – without, I hope, being preachy. In addition to scrutinising stupid decisions and dissecting cadaverous campaigns, I offer some helpful marketing tips. By marching expectantly down blind alleys, others pinpoint for us directions to rule out.

A high proportion of examples in this book are drawn from the last few years. On the one hand, that’s a deliberate effort on my part to be relevant, but on the other it also reflects the fact that more brand blunders than ever are occurring and being magnified because of the phenomenon that is social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook. However, no comprehensive book on marketing disasters would be complete without ‘classic’ failures such as the Ford Edsel, New Coke and Hoover’s infamously out-of-control free flights debacle. Through new research and analysis and some first-hand interviews with those involved, I like to think I’ve brought a fresh perspective to bear on such famous fiascos. At the same time, I hope my take on many of the lesser known faux pas that feature on the following pages will be equally entertaining and illuminating, if not more so.

Blunders from previous generations provide timeless insights and valuable lessons even today. But at the same time it’s important to acknowledge how much the world has changed. We now live in the age of ‘conversational brands’. While without question interacting with a target audience through social media channels is a good thing, it has made marketing more immediate and infinitely more perilous. In the rush to exploit digital opportunities, a lot of the old checks and balances have been swept away. Sometimes relatively junior team members who ‘get’ social media are left to make decisions that can have huge implications for a brand reputation nurtured over decades. Moreover, the loss of message control that is inherent in social media opens the door to all manner of unintended consequences. Today’s consumers expect their voices to be heard. They are passionate in support of their favourite brands. But they also have a sense of ownership that often manifests itself in holding brands to account. The world isn’t populated by unaware, constantly sunny characters like Forrest Gump or Ned Flanders who see good in everyone, everywhere. Real people have strong opinions and take great pleasure in pointing out shortcomings and faults. And when there’s a bona fide balls-up, they may relish the role they play in criticising the brand that’s to blame, helping bad news spread like wildfire – the nightmarish flipside of a successful viral marketing campaign packed with rigorously pre-agreed messages.

Brands that should know better have dropped some terrible social media clangers. Some have opened themselves up to abuse by posting insulting or offensive content – dissing President Obama, joking with young teenagers about hardcore pornography and making light of natural disasters being just a few choice examples of errant behaviour – or by unleashing hashtags that are wildly inappropriate or carelessly present an open invitation to mischief makers. Social media has an insatiable appetite for content, and it is in trying to feed this appetite that brands can come unstuck.

Just as marketing itself has many facets, this book considers numerous aspects of failure, from crass ads that are offensive to their target audience (and in one case a campaign so misjudged it drove a brand to extinction) to publicity stunts so ill-conceived and chaotic that they required the intervention of the emergency services, and in a couple of extreme instances even caused the deaths of participants and bystanders. Brands have unwittingly or incompetently found themselves embroiled in unpalatable controversies about sexism, racism, violence and child abuse. Marketers have blown huge sums of money by pursuing misguided strategies, launching laughable new products such as the Sinclair C5, misunderstanding their customers and running badly devised promotions. There have been fateful product reformulations, like Unilever’s development of a washing powder potent enough to shred clothes, which despite being a bruising, expensive experience was not even close to being the most disastrous product revamp the company had ever undertaken. And there have been bizarre brand extensions (hats off in particular to Kraft in Australia – the oddness of the Vegemite iSnack 2.0 story takes some beating). We can also throw into the mix panicked U-turns, baffling cross-cultural miscommunication, ridiculous rebrandings, devious dishonesty, rogue creative teams and so much more.

Read on, to be amused and amazed. This isn’t a book about taking delight in the foolhardiness of others (well, maybe sometimes a little – when people have done something that is truly, jaw-droppingly, what-were-they-thinking? idiotic) but about understanding why marketing mistakes were made and how to avoid repeating them. It’s about context and insight as much as it’s about comedy and ineptitude. It’s a book not just for marketers, academics, students and business owners but for anyone curious about the complicated issues brands and the people behind them must deal with in order to thrive. When poor choices are made, as with bad architecture the results are there for all to judge – as obtrusive as a giant digital billboard. It’s perhaps of little consolation to those involved in marketing mishaps, but their errors provide a wonderful learning opportunity.

Let’s hear it for the f-word that no advertiser thinks is sexy: failure.
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“An engaging read and a valuable lesson for marketers”
 Coleman, Managing Partner, We Are Soci
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