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“Ideas on Advertising Come and Go… 
To the creative mind, thoughts are like birds.  They come, they go, they 
swarm and flock and mess up the public statuary…  Okay, maybe that’s 
pushing the metaphor: regardless, I needed a place to let mine roost; a 
repository of thought and opinion for big ideas, little insights and total 
misses.  Some thoughts rarely stray from your synapses, returning to your 
consciousness time after time like swallows to Capistrano--involuntary 
thoughts, if you will.  But others fly off, never to be seen again.  
Capturing those inspired this blog.” 
 
And with that post on October 23, 2008, I joined the blogging legions, 
beginning my weekday chronicle on all things advertising at 
www.collective-thinking.com.  Those were and these continue to be 
confusing times for anyone trying to make sense of the rapidly changing 
world of marketing.  Yet somehow, the daily act of thinking and writing 
ideas down helps one construct a cohesive overview amidst the flood of 
conflicting industry perspectives. 
 
This booklet contains twenty posts from collective-thinking.com that 
represent my take on the business.  Things may change 
further still, but then they always do, don’t they? 
 
Dennis Ryan, Chief Creative Officer, Element 79 



 

 

November 16, 2008 

It’s Not Digital or Traditional, It’s Not Push vs. 
Pull: The Model Must Be Perpetual Motion 

In the ongoing tussle that characterizes too many competing agency 
interactions, separatists on both sides make blanket statements asserting 
the superiority of traditional reach or digital engagement or whatever 
approach favors their business model. 
And everyone loses, the brands first among them. 

Today’s converged world requires both.  The 
balance changes from brand to brand based on 
product lifecycles and demographics, but all 
require orchestrating pull and push.  
Unfortunately, ‘push/pull’ reminds me of that 
goofy llama from Dr. Doolittle, so let’s call this 
approach the Perpetual Motion model. 

These days, marketing work must flow back and forth in an endlessly 
interactive cycle.  You announce then engage, or you attract then inform; 
you set a lofty brand goal and then take small daily steps to bring your 
market to that better, better place. 

In a dynamic world, brands take on their own lives.  And as anyone who 
has ever had a pet knows, living things demand constant attention to keep 
them healthy.  That’s key to perpetual motion.



 

  

     April 23, 2009 

Brands Are Opinions 

I’ve read and heard hundreds of 
definitions of brands over the 
years and while many are 
compelling in one way or another, 
most of them get bogged down in 
intellectualism. To me, the 
definition is simple: brands are 
opinions. 

Of course, thinking of your brand 
as a collective opinion of your 
market reveals the classic notion of brand management to be a rather 
hollow conceit.  Today’s socially-networked, highly-viral world enables 
the exchange of opinions with unprecedented reach and speed far outside 
the brand’s control, thus the idea of ‘management’ overpromises; 
‘advocacy’ would be more appropriate. 

To be truly effective these days, we must move beyond the static concept 
of reporting structures to a more nimble, balls-of-your-feet stance.  
Protecting and advancing consumers’ quicksilver opinions demands we 
stay highly aware, consistently focused, and quickly responsive. 



 

 

When I first started this blog, the convergence of digital and traditional 
advertising seemed critical to this changing industry.  Yet despite all the 
jawing and posturing, digital agencies are hiring traditional agency 
people and digital people are becoming increasingly mainstreamed within 
traditional agencies.  The digital/traditional convergence is already well 
underway. 

Nevertheless, convergence remains the central issue, but now it is the 
convergence of advertising and public 
relations as dictated by interactivity. 
When brands are opinions and that 
opinion has a mass channel made 
possible through Web 2.0 and the rise of 
social networking, brand champions 
can’t afford to ignore the impact of 
word of mouth. 
Advancing any brand today requires 
balancing the paid messages we broadcast and the earned messages we 
only influence.  We must all juggle the responsibilities of creating 
awareness while encouraging advocacy.  Our jobs now extend from 
simply getting brands recognized to ideally making them recommended. 
Suddenly, it’s a whole new ballgame. 



 

  

June 1, 2009 

A Simple Distillation of Advertising’s Modern 
Challenge: Opinion Now Has A Mass Channel 

Technology strategist Jonathan Yarmis wrote a very insightful article 
about Facebook for Business Week where he concisely defines the 
challenge agencies face in today’s socially-networked world.  He boils 
the issue down to credibility: advertising is no longer a trusted channel, 
but peer opinion is.  With our extensive adoption of social networks, peer 
opinion spreads exponentially further and faster. 

While none of this comes as earth-shattering news to anyone who’s paid 
even the slightest attention, it is a helpful distillation of the problem.  As 
Charles Kettering, the inventor of Freon and leaded gasoline, once wrote: 
“a problem well stated is a problem half solved.” 

Yarmis also demonstrates the need for the Brand Missions we advocate at 
Element 79.  Since opinion now enjoys wide distribution that’s often 
better targeted than mass commercial messages, savvy marketers must 
create ideas that travel.  Advertising be less trusted today, but it has lost 
none of its capacity to generate interest or capture consumer 
imaginations.  When ads inspire and engage, consumers respond and we 
influence opinion.  When we create compelling executions around 
relevant insights, we make it easy for people to pass our ideas along and 
spread the brand mission for us. 



 

 

In other words, the problem isn’t advertising, it’s BAD advertising.  Last 
year, advertisers buried the web under 3.6 trillion banner ads (that’s “36” 
followed by eleven zeroes). 

It’s hard to consider that staggering 
volume as anything other than an ugly 
Brandfill: a heaping mess of irrelevant, 
uninspiring brand trash.  It’s a safe bet 
that the overwhelming majority of those 
banners were hideously bad.  Or at least 
wasteful.  And useless. 

In the environment Yarmis outlines, smart 
advertisers should focus on engagement 
and spreadability.  When our messages 
become missions, they travel further and 
have a far greater likelihood of entering those vast, well-targeted markets 
within social networks. 

Brand Missions only thrive when shared.  At their best, they place words 
in all of those mouths, driving critical peer recommendation. 
Which is why we must consider “advertising” a verb: it has lots to do. 



 

  

January 21, 2009 

Facebook: Members Only™ Jacket of the Early 21s t 
Century? 

A friend of mine makes a very 
convincing case for why we may look 
back on the whole Facebook 
phenomenon as something on the order 
of the early 21st century’s Members 
Only™ jacket.  At this moment, we are 
all caught up in the novelty—the 
constant status updates, the endless 
movie, music and culture trivia quizzes, 
even the emerging etiquette debates 
around friending that drive daily life on 
Facebook.  But most adults would agree 
that it is one massive time suck. 

And that ultimately, may be what causes 
this white-hot trend to cool: at a certain point, the benefits of all this new 
light connectedness may no longer outweigh the investment required.  Or 
more probably, in a world with seemingly infinite opportunities for 
distraction, this particular one may lose its novelty and the herd will 
move on.  My friend makes a reasonable point... 



 

 

But one need Facebook seems uniquely suited to fulfill became 
extremely obvious yesterday.  The number of continual updates and 
comments surrounding the Inauguration was stunning.  Dozens of people 
around our agency left their pages up all morning, commenting and 
building and sharing on each new post about this historic event.  People 
wanted to participate and Facebook provided an outlet for all that 
emotion, all that desire, all those hopes and dreams and wishes. 

So even if Facebook does prove to be the Members Only jacket of the 
current moment, a number of us will probably drag it out again sometime 
down the road…like when we walk on Mars. 

Or learn that someone we don’t really know did something that stirs our 
better selves and highest hopes for our species; you know, like safely 
landing an Airbus on the Hudson. 



 

  

February 26, 2009 

Bob Greenberg’s “Apps Not Ads” Philosophy 
Applies Far Beyond Technology Platforms 

A week ago, Adweek named R/GA their Digital Agency of the year for 
2008.  In the past ten years, few saw the sea changes coming to our 
industry like Bob Greenberg.  So he harangued clients, award show 
juries, the media–basically anyone he could buttonhole–with his zealot’s 
vision of a vastly altered communications landscape.  And today we’re 
living it.  Nice job Bob. 

But the thinking behind his shop’s 
“Apps not Ads” philosophy is nicer 
still.  In R/GA’s opinion, disruptive 
marketing techniques no longer work, 
so they strive to direct their 
technology in helpful and useful ways 
which create positive branded experiences.  In a cluttered world of parity 
brands, that idea makes a ton of sense. 

But this thinking should not be limited to technology.  Social media, 
microsites, events, sampling, even the humble recipe print ad: all sorts of 
marketing tools provide tremendous opportunities to engage consumers 
by being helpful instead of intrusive.  Thinking creatively, we can bring 
usefulness and meaningful value to our communications by considering 
their context and content. 



 

 

In these times when advertisers no longer control their brands’ story…  
When Web 2.0 empowers consumers to share their own brand stories…  
When social networks enable those consumer-generated stories to spread 
swiftly, far and wide…we need to rethink all of our assumptions about 
effective messages.  We need to imagine ideas beyond an interruptive, 
attention-demanding context and take the polar-opposite POV: empathy. 

But not just empathy, radically immersive empathy.  We need to get 
inside our customer’s lives and schedules and values to really understand 
their needs and wishes. Because the more we can empathize, the more we 
can innovate ways to intersect their lives with positive, meaningful and 
memorable brand experiences. 

Radically immersive empathy well might provide a new creative frontier.  
At least, I think so, even if that hasn’t previously been considered a 
creative goal.  And so much like Bob Greenberg back when people like 
me only knew R/GA as ‘that movie title company,’ I could be talking to 
myself for a while… 
But hopefully it will start making sense before too long. 



 

  

May 7, 2009 

The First  Question for Advertisers Considering 
Social Media: Is Your Company Agoraphobic? 

Imagine this: you are at a cocktail 
party: chatting, mingling--nothing 
out of the ordinary.  Suddenly, a 
total stranger walks up and throws 
their appletini in your face.  What 
do you do?  Throw your drink at 
him?  Arch an eyebrow and toss 
off a withering bon mot?  Or do 
you stop, consult your lawyers, 
then return days later with a 

scripted response? 

This is not an idle exercise; it’s actually a reasonable gauge of any 
organization’s comfort with the all-access world of social media.  
Recently, a planner friend of mine told me how something like this 
happened to McDonald’s after they posted a spot on a social networking 
site.  Within the first few comments, PETA activists showed up and 
launched a coordinated assault against the ad, the restaurant, and most 
every aspect of the McDonald’s business.  The client was horrified and 
wanted to immediately pull the posting: a corporate reaction that is 
totally natural and understandable. 



 

 

But in this environment, it’s also totally wrong.  This medium is ’social’; 
even if you are there as a corporation, the group expects you to behave 
like a human being.  You can’t suddenly lawyer up and start speaking in 
that robotic, Teflon language of corporate PR; this isn’t the venue.  
Transparency is critical.  Imperfection is okay.  Immediacy is everything. 

People go to social media to talk, so anything that happens generates 
discussion and debate.  Returning to the cocktail party metaphor, how 
would other guests view that unprompted assault?  They wouldn’t like it 
anymore than if someone launched into a strident political diatribe over 
crab cakes; it’s uncalled for and entirely inappropriate.  Yes, the insult 
remains, the offense still happened and you will definitely need to get 
your tie drycleaned, but the other guests will recognize that you were 
wronged, not wrong.  So many otherwise neutral bystanders will now 
actually support you. 

Negative opinions about brands have always been out there, we just 
never saw them. They were never widely shared.  We never had web-
scrubbing programs that could uncover them and bring them to our 
attention.  Now that they can and we do, the real challenge is determining 
the importance of any negative comment.  Is the complaint viral or just 
the rantings of a crank?  We need to know the difference.  If we respond 
to every insult, we will exhaust ourselves in the effort and waste untold 
resources on this fool’s errand. 



 

  

At Element 79, we advise clients considering social media efforts to take 
a brutally honest look at their own corporate culture and assess how 
comfortable they are with public exposure.  A few take to it naturally, 
putting themselves out there in a highly-human manner, but many more 
recoil.  They worry about liability and the need to protect proprietary 
assets.  In the new world of social media, these clients are agoraphobic, 
and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. 

Emily Dickinson, arguably America’s greatest poet, was a noted eccentric 
who could not endure public spaces, yet she did pretty well for herself.  
The same applies to client organizations; when you’ve made literally 
hundreds of millions of dollars over the years behaving one way, you 
need very strong fiscal arguments to change those ways.  As of yet, there 
are no guarantees that entering social media will pay off for every 
organization.  In fact you could create a rather compelling argument that 
to date, it has paid off for very few, and may never pay off for some.  

The old truth endures that every medium is not appropriate for every 
organization.  The key issue today is for organizations to truly know 
themselves. 
Which, interestingly, applies to people as well. 



 

 

December 2, 2008 
Our Business Doesn’t Run on Dollars; It Runs on 
Confidence  

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again–
no doubt to the consternation of those 
who know me well–advertising is a 
confidence game.  Not a con game, 
certainly not, but a game that runs 
almost exclusively on confidence: the 
confidence that our ideas merit 
investment, that opinion can be swayed 
and that in the end, spending money on 

our ideas beats spending them somewhere else. 

The only problem is that today, the government finally copped to the 
reality that the United States is in a recession.  And we have been since 
last December, which goes a long way toward explaining why 2008 has 
been such a bust.  In a recession, you can’t expect clients to display much 
confidence.  And so the cycle intensifies.  My biggest visual impression 
over the recent Thanksgiving break was of full lots at car dealerships: 
definitely not a sign of confidence. 

Fear is an ugly, hateful, contagious thing.  For the sake of our industry, 
we all need to swallow hard, look forward, and picture a brighter future.  
If we work for it, we will create it.  And in the process, help ourselves out 
of this tough spot.

 



 

  

     November 19, 2008 
The Motrin Debacle: It’s Less About Twitter Power, 
More About a Bad Idea 

So a couple of creatives tried to create a 
knowing, lightly-sarcastic bit about the 
stresses of mommy-hood and things went 
horribly, desperately wrong.  Is it funny?  
Almost, just not quite funny enough.  If it 
were hilarious, Mom’s less prone to 
righteous indignation might have weighed 
in and leavened the response.  But it 
wasn’t, they didn’t, and now we all must 

read post after post discussing how Twitter microbloggers brought a big, 
heartless pharma company to its knees and how the overly corporate tone 
of McNeil Consumer Healthcare’s eventual response failed to connect.  
And on and on… 

All of which misses the point.  The blogosphere responses only address 
the symptoms; the actual sickness lies with the ill-considered idea that 
started everything.  I loved that “Reservoir Dogs” animated typography 
on YouTube too but that doesn’t mean swiping it and applying it 
injudiciously makes any sense.  Marketing begins and ends with ideas, 
but those ideas need to be clever, strategic, and relevant to the target. 

On those points, this one missed.  Big. 

 



 

 

January 2, 2009 

Want Dramatically Better Results?  Research What 
Consumers DO, Not What They Say 

The word “drama” comes from ancient Greece where it meant “to do.”  
The doing matters: the talking?  Not so much. 

That is exactly my POV on marketing research: I’m far more interested 
in what consumers do than what they say.  Unfortunately, that’s rarely 
what we measure.  We ask people’s opinions, we focus group their 
responses, we tally up their ratings of stimulus and try to ascertain how 
likely they will be to purchase our product or use our service based on 
what they tell us. 

But the thing is, people lie.  A lot.  Not maliciously, 
but with those little socially-lubricating lies of 
kindness, the defusing half-truths of non-
confrontation.  This is not a slap against people–I like 
people.  Heck, I am a people myself.  But any 
reasonable person must wonder if paying someone a 
hundred bucks and plying them with soda and snacks 
merely to render an opinion doesn’t skew the results.  
Or at least wonder why, if consumer packaged goods 
companies spend such ungodly sums on this kind of 
research year in and year out, they don’t produce 
better, more engaging ads. 



 

  

Yes, I am another creative who doesn’t trust research; that’s not because I 
think it’s evil, but rather because it’s bad science.  People lie, so why 
does 99% of testing methodologies rely on what consumers tell us?  This 
glaring shortcoming is downright irresponsible today when real answers 
can be found using the vast data engine of the internet.  Online behavior 
can be tracked, actions can be analyzed and responses can be measured; 
this data is not speculative, it’s real.  At last, we can learn what people 
actually do. 

So imagine if advertisers took the money they spend to make animatics 
and instead created two or three rich media banners and actually ran 
them.  They’d immediately learn which one performs best.  On the fly, 
they could adjust the creative, tweaking the art and copy to see if it made 
any difference in conversion.  This kind of real world research would 
remove the all too human penchant for overstatement and instead, show 
how people respond in real life when there are no two way mirrors or 
bowls filled with M&M’s.  Better still, even the ads that didn’t perform 
as well would still drive some sales.  It’s an indisputable win-win. 

So why don’t more advertisers innovate their testing?  Probably because 
it’s hard to differentiate benchmarks from bad habits. 

The Web allows us to measure what people do.  Advertising research and 
analysis would do far, far better to start there. 



 

 

March 23, 2009 

Better Brands Tell Better Stories 

Who doesn’t love a good story?  Something 
that makes you laugh, that surprises you or 
fascinates you.  In very real ways, good stories 
change the way we perceive the world around 
us.  They always have.  Our ancestors shared 
their stories, huddled in small groups around 
their long-lost antediluvian firepits.  And so it 
continues today, as we gather virtually around 
the flickering light of cathode ray, CRT or 

LCD screens, still swapping tales and thoughts and anecdotes.  Stories 
distinguish us from all other life on Earth.  They humanize us. 

In a socially-networked world, stories humanize brands as well.  
Recognizing this, we must learn to fashion brand communications in ways 
that make them easy to share and extend.  Because what are planning 
insights but a means to create powerful context for brand stories?  What is 
creativity but a means to insure your brand story sticks in listeners’ minds 
and encourages repetition and pass along? 

We’ve told brand stories for years, but today when so many buying 
decisions are influenced by stories from our friends and neighbors, making 
those stories easier to pass along powers real brand success. 



 

  

All of which means that in this two-way world of recommendation and 
consumer participation, simply telling those stories does not go far 
enough.  Today, whether or not we actively propagate narratives about 
our brands, brand stories develop and expand on their own, and not 
always in ways we like.  When that happens, when brand stories wander 
too far away from the core brand truth we hope to seed, agencies must 
intervene and redirect them.  This intervention and redirection requires 
fast-acting and influential word-of-mouth outreach.  By directly engaging 
in consumer conversations, savvy agencies can correct or at least 
improve brand perceptions far more quickly and effectively. 

At Element 79, we have been very fortunate to partner on some of our 
brands with Paul Rand’s band of WOM experts at Zocalo Group.  And 
our client stories are far better for it; more actively tended, more actively 
encouraged, more personally engaged.  While many tools exist to 
measure brand conversations online, we need to go further and try to 
influence and encourage them.  To reconfigure an analogy Seth Godin 
made in his book Tribes, this is the difference between a thermometer 
and a thermostat: one measures, but the other actually creates change. 

So, heard any good brand stories lately? 



 

 

March 26, 2009 

A Whole New (Planning) Mind…or Fun With 
Context 

The best planners demonstrate what Daniel Pink coined A Whole New 
Mind: they pull together seemingly disparate ideas to reveal something 
new and imminently useful.  Sure, planners still turn to old standbys like 
syndicated research, but the most inspiring and creative ones comb all 
sorts of digital sources for insights.  

The vast amounts of user-generated 
content on the web provide easy entry 
into the personal lives, interests and 
values of various people.  Sites like Flickr 
and YouTube  Flickr hold a wealth of 
visual information, much of it within 
innocuous background detail, letting us 
inspect homes, offices, desks–even 
purses.  Since few people activate their 

security settings, Facebook and MySpace provide detailed troves of 
personal opinions, such as which TV shows they like and which they 
claim to be ‘fans’ of.  Comb www.search.twitter.com and you quickly 
learn who mentions you, plus what else they are tweet about, who they 
follow, and in turn, who those people follow.  Even something 
like Pandora can be illuminating: anyone who has ever shared a dorm 
room knows musical tastes reveal inordinate amounts of deeply personal 



 

  

information. 
Handled clumsily, this is all merely deck-clogging data.  Considered 
creatively however, an insightful planner can extrapolate meaningful 
human truths to shore up one very critical aspect of every brand story: the 
context.  When planners draw fresh personal insights from these 
unfiltered sources, they guide creatives and insure the brand stories they 
craft will be deeply relevant and meaningful to their audiences, that they 
will gibe harmoniously with their lives. 

After all, while most people like stories, everybody loves stories about 
themselves. 



 

 

April 27, 2009 

R.I.P. Pontiac Motor Division: 1926-2010 

I’ve owned exactly two Pontiacs in my 
life: both GTO’s, both convertibles.  
Sitting still, they exuded a raw, rumbling, 
asphalt-shaking power… 
Which was a really good thing because 
they never ran worth a tinker’s damn.  
Truth be told, I’ve never owned more 
unreliable automobiles.  The list of major 
family events where my cars wouldn’t 
start is legendary, including my older 

daughter Zoe’s Eighth Grade Graduation, where only the combined 
efforts of three grease monkey Dads and the Joseph Sears Elementary 
School janitorial staff brought my car to lurching, sputtering life a full 
three minutes after the rest of the cars had driven away for the traditional 
convertible parade through town. 
Determined not to let Zoe down, I drove like a bat out of hell knowing 
our entire small town police force was at the front of the parade.  Cutting 
in at a less-trafficked corner, I was able to hijack my daughter and two of 
her classmates out of their makeshift rides and back into the GTO before 
sneaking into the tail end of the line and turning down our town’s main 
drive.  We passed our family and friends, waving and smiling Grand 
Marshal style with no one the wiser. 



 

  

Through the years, my Pontiacs proved to be mechanical nightmares; 
rusty frames, overburdened door hinges, entirely unreliable convertible 
top motors.  Both had huge, loud V-8 engines, yet a tiny Honda could 
smoke them off the line.  I got nowhere near the value out that I invested 
into them, with one major exception… 
They looked vicious.  Exciting and sexy, they were bold in a notice-me-
dammit way that no affordable production car is today.  Pontiac GTO’s 
and Tempests were integral to a proud Detroit muscle car heritage, even 
if my two specimens were pathetically out of shape.  Sadly, that era is 
now long gone, ground under the iron heel of assembly-line efficiency, 
wind tunnel dictates, and the total elimination of individuality the 
corporate industrial process engenders. 
And there lies the real threat, not just to GM as it struggles to find a way 
back from the dangerous precipice it drove to under it’s own freewill, but 
to every American manufacturer.  Yes, efficiency is a valid production 
concern.  Certainly, management can eke out greater productivity from a 
workforce.  But neither efficiency nor management inspires.  They don’t 
fire our imaginations. 
In a world cluttered with too many choices and too much parity, we 
would be wise not to discount those rare products that represent the 
maverick, the singular, the non-focused group fever dream of a true-
believing zealot.  Because unlike every other species, mankind alone 
respects and needs art. 



 

 

May 27, 2009 

Still Confused by Twitter?  Think of It As Today’s 
CB Radio 
A lot of people don’t get Twitter (see www.idontgettwitter.com) 
Actually, that’s okay; you don’t have to get Twitter.  But in these 
turbulent times of rampant social networking and changing media 
environments, not getting Twitter can feel awkward and uncomfortable.  
Since nearly a third of its demographic is 35-49, it might help to think of 
it this way: Twitter is the latest iteration of the CB radio, albeit with a far 
greater reach and message diversity. 

Remember the mid to late ’70’s?  Remember 
those big-collared days of polyester, pornstar 
mustaches and a nascent musical style called 
disco?  Back then, a great portion of America 
suddenly got caught up in CB radio.  The 
Citizen’s Band, made famous by Smokey 
and the Bandit and a string of other mid-to-
low budget movies, basically amounted to a 
big regional multiparty telephone line.  To 
join the conversation, people had to learn 
some words of a new language, christen 
themselves with a short and preferably 
memorable name or handle, and learn some 
basic rules of participation etiquette.  



 

  

Sound familiar?  A related offshoot of this phenomenon was listening to 
scanners, most of them tuned to police and fire dispatch.  People who 
geeked on monitoring scanners learned about local emergencies first, 
long before they became general knowledge. 
CB radio represented real time media long before marketing eggheads 
coined the phrase ‘real time media.’  Like CB, Twitter works in real time.  
It is the platform of now; what people are thinking and doing and 
concerned about right now, this moment.  People on Twitter participate 
in a huge, ongoing conversation that’s searchable and easily 
customizable.  You can jump in and talk, or simply use it like a scanner, 
monitoring individual reactions to issues of the day. 
So should you be on Twitter?  That’s a personal decision based on what 
you want to accomplish with it.  Twitter may be a ‘real time micro 
blogging media platform that aggregates the collective zeitgeist 140 
characters at a time’ but it is also merely a tool.  You can use this tool 
many different ways but you don’t have to use it at all.  Personally, I’ve 
long been fascinated by those little Dremel rotary tools: they seem so 
precise, so flexible, so perfect for any number of fine sculptural and 
woodworking projects.  But as cool as they are, I don’t need one so I 
never bought one. 
Twitter is a tool anyone can pick up and use but before you make any 
serious investment in it, ask yourself: ‘what do I want to do with it?’ 
10-4, Good Buddy. 



 

 

May 5, 2009 
When Entering the Social Media Scene, Never Be 
“That Guy” 
Every party of reasonable size has That 
Guy… 
That Guy drinks too much and suddenly 
thinks he can Pop and Lock.  That Guy tries 
to fit in with the kids by wearing age-
inappropriate club wear.  That Guy 
buttonholes everyone with an endless series 
of ill-considered, off-color jokes. 
As our clients venture into the social media 
swirl, our primary responsibility is to 
insure that whatever else they do, they are never That Guy. 
It’s “Social” Media, so a good guideline to keep in mind is that most 
people are there for the party.  If you want to be there as well, then you 
have a responsibility to be a good guest.  Bring a hostess gift, add to the 
party, and leave at the appropriate time.  Be funny, be charming, be 
generous, but first and foremost, be social. 
Don’t be That Guy who only talks business.  Don’t be That Guy who 
wallflowers all night, lurking like some creepy stalker.  Don’t be That 
Guy who just won’t stop talking about himself.  Be social, be friendly, and 
you’ll be a welcome addition.  To any social network. 
Unlike That Guy. 



 

  

July 2, 2009 
Can We Please Stop the Self-Loathing?  Ads Work 

This week’s Advertising Age cover headline 
reads “Cannes swept by PR, integrated, internet 
winners” with the subhead “Tally suggests ad 
age is over–or, at least, it’s evolved to higher 
plain.”  Setting aside my issue with the 
subhead’s overuse of commas, this reads like a 
textbook example of a classic journalistic 
mistake: burying your lead. 
The headline should emphasize that advertising 

is “evolving to a higher plain,” instead of perpetuating the whiny, 
helpless hand-wringing that’s become endemic to our industry (“It’s 
over!  Everything we’ve ever known is now wrong!”). Yes, the media 
landscape has changed radically.  Yes, our industry must address social 
networks.  And yes–most critically from my perspective–advertising 
alone is not enough anymore. 
But here’s the thing: it never was.  For advertising to really work, it has 
always needed a great product or service, attractive design, and engaging 
street and retail programs.  But somehow, as advertising grew vastly 
more complicated over this past decade, too many people–including 
apparently, the editors of Ad Age–now subjectively dismiss the 
foundation of our industry: generating creative messaging in paid media. 

 



 

 

That fries my bacon, salts my shorts, and makes me pigbiting mad.  
Because here’s a newsflash: advertising works. 
Please read that sentence again.  Better still, let’s read it aloud together, 
shall we?  Advertising works. 
Television?  Still works.  In fact, that audience is bigger than ever. 
Radio?  Still works: we may court disaster by texting in our cars but all 
that commuting time is still filled by AM/FM radio.  Subscription 
satellite radio may be wonderful, but it is barely a niche player. 
And print?  This medium may be changing most radically, but answer 
this: would you rather be mentioned in the online version of the New 
York Times or the actual paper?  Enough said. 
It’s time our industry cures itself of this odd fever of self-loathing, 
because the facts simply don’t support all the wailing and gnashing of 
teeth.  In the June 22 issue of Adweek, Mark Dolliver wrote a story citing 
a recently fielded Adweek Media/Harris Poll that concludes yes, indeed, 
people are still swayed by ads. 
Is advertising alone enough?  Of course not. 
The real innovation our industry requires is the strategic melding of 
creative messages distributed through a coordination of both paid and 
earned media. 
It’s not one.  It’s not the other.  It’s both.  And it works. 



 

  

June 8, 2009 
Opinion’s Omnipresence Renders Traditional Ad 
Conceits like “Brand Truth” and “Consumer 
Truth” Irrelevant 
For the past four years, HSBC has 
run a provocative poster campaign 
from JWT.  Using a brilliant media 
buy in high traffic airport jetways, 
the ads highlight paradoxical points-
of-view.  Simple graphics and 
headlines illustrate the insight that 
people from different regions, 
backgrounds or cultures often view the same phenomena in vastly 
different ways.  
More than anything, this campaign demonstrates the fungible nature of 
opinion; something that’s become all the more relevant with the massive 
informational and behavioral changes brought on by the pervasive, 
worldwide adoption of the participatory Web 2.0.  By most any measure, 
opinion’s recently emerged mass distribution channel makes it far more 
impactful than TV, print, and radio combined.  We may not think of it as 
a traditional medium per se, but we ignore it at our peril.  As word-of-
mouth experts are fond of saying, as much as 92% of all purchase 
decisions are driven by recommendation, which is nothing more than 
vocalized opinion. 

 



 

 

More importantly, opinions have never been easier to come by; our 
culture is literally awash in them. 
Google “review of Pixar’s Up” and you will get 3.6 million entries in .33 
seconds.  Every product on Amazon features buyers’ ratings and other 
key retailers like iTunes, NetFlix and eBay encourage prominent 
feedback opportunities.  The crushing volume of blogs and the 
exponentially larger world of Tweets are now searchable.  We even edit 
our own networks to match our personal opinions, watching Fox News, 
listening to Air America, or subscribing to magazines and blogs because 
they reflect our personal politics.  Opinion is literally everywhere and 
louder than it has ever been. 
All of which threatens the relevance and usefulness of those long-held 
marketing saws ‘brand truth’ and ‘consumer truth.’  What is ‘truth’ in a 
world where opinion holds such dominance?  And whose truth?  Can 
there truly be a universal product or consumer truth? 
Instead of the classic Venn diagram that guided years of integrated 
marketing by highlighting the intersection of ‘brand truth’ and ‘consumer 
truth,’ we now have one vastly larger, much less uniformly shaped 
universe of consumer opinion, with all of it’s variants, anomalies and 
conflict.  Brands are opinions–and so our job today is to determine not 
something as debatable as brand truth, but rather the Brand Authenticity 
(and yes, Authenticities) within all that opinion and then help meld and 
coalesce them into a universally-accepted Brand Authenticity.  Do that, 
and you bring powerful alignment to the often warring worlds of paid and 
earned media. 



 

  

July 16, 2009 
There Is No Free Lunch.  Or Free Media 

In a post on Advertising Age’s Small Agency Diary, Marc Brownstein 
offers some thinking on ‘free media’ and whether or not it poses a threat 
to advertising and media agencies.  Despite the soaring popularity of 
social media, do brand efforts there advance the strategy and differentiate 
the product?  Can a fanpage create enough attraction on its own without 
an introduction via a TV commercial?  Is the platform even viable for 
brand-promoting sales messages? 

In the end, Marc gently and 
tactfully demurs, his answer 
boiling down to “possibly, kinda, 
but not really…’  I’ll be more 
direct: absolutely not.  There is 
simply no way ‘free media’ will 
usurp paid media. 

First of all, the notion that ‘free 
media’ even exist is flawed.  The 
placement of brand messages 
within social networks may not 
have an associated cost like a TV spot, but the time required to create 
bespoke responses to every inquiry, complaint, compliment, and request 
for more information can be staggering. 



 

 

For most companies, the way they work social media amounts to little 
more than an update of the old department store complaint office; they 
create a human representative for their brand so people can engage with 
them directly and conveniently.  Of course, this requires staffing, 
manhours and training, none of which come free. 

I far prefer the title ‘earned media.’  Brands committed to this space earn 
meaningful media placements and consumer recommendation that’s in 
line with their strategic foundation. 

Second, advocates love to trot out a few high profile examples of success 
to demonstrate the emerging power of social media.  While a few efforts 
merit our attention, even those require a bit more sober assessment.  Yes, 
@DellOutlet is a notable success story for social media with its Twitter-
exclusive offers and 600,000+ followers.  Its growth has been 
phenomenal, earning two million in annual sales in less than two years.  
All of which is remarkable.  But it’s chicken scratch compared to the 
company’s total 2008 revenues of $61 billion.  Twitter sales represent 
roughly .003% of total Dell revenues, which makes it a bit premature to 
toss aside traditional media driven sales channels in hopes of using free 
media. 

Lastly, do consumers really welcome brands as active participants in 
these spaces?  After all, these are social networks where the ’social’ 
notion comes first and foremost.  Some brands can navigate this 
challenge, offering enough interesting content to keep people engaged, 
but it requires tremendous effort and a clear strategy. 



 

  

Every brand should engage with social media at some level because 
brands are opinions and social networks let marketers assess ever-shifting 
consumer opinions of their brands on a real time basis.  Since social 
networking provides opinion with a powerful mass channel, marketers 
should take steps to actively influence the opinions within those 
channels.  This is why we see such powerful convergence in the form of 
advertising and word-of-mouth. 

If you truly want to integrate your messages, you can never rely on 
simply one tool.  You need to use your entire toolbox in thoughtful, 
strategic concert to build a truly great brand. 



 

 

June 25, 2009 
“Social” Comes First, “Media” Comes a Distant 
Second…If At All 

A lot of clients have their knickers in a twist over the profound changes 
brought on by the rapid adoption of Social Media like Facebook, Twitter, 
MySpace, et al.  They want to know how to leverage these new media: 
what it takes to make a fan page or develop 
lots of followers by tweeting. 

Unfortunately, the only people who consider 
these networks “media” are marketers— that 
woman in your book club who just friended 
you certainly doesn’t.  To most users, these 
platforms simply provide a convenient way to 
maintain personal relationships in our 
increasingly time-starved lives. 

Recently, the clipboard set at Yankelovich has been making the rounds 
with a presentation on Millenials and Social Media that echoes this 
perspective.  Their research suggests social networks present a unique 
forum for personal engagement that is very hard for brands to penetrate 
effectively.  Despite their surging popularity, Yankelovich contends that 
the social media provide lousy environments to sell people on brands. 



 

  

For the most part, I agree with those findings.  Most brands do not offer 
anything particularly unique or compelling to consumers; few boast the 
passion-stirring qualities of a true badge.  But some do.  Two million fans 
signed on to follow Adidas Originals on Facebook.  Nike+ created their 
own network of runners and as of last January, they logged over 200 
MILLION miles.  Tony Hsieh, the hyper-connected CEO of Zappos has 
821,000 dedicated Twitter followers, an impressive number but still far 
behind celebrities like Shaquille O’Neal (1.35 million), President Obama 
(1.5 million), and the shameless Ashton Kutcher (2.3 million). 

Notice that none of those examples could even remotely be termed a 
‘parity product’—each is unique and singularly devoted to a passion that 
millions of people share (a team, a lifestyle, politics).  The same can 
probably not be said for something like say the Swiffer. 

Moreover, each of these successful social media brands delivers 
something unique to their audience: advice, insider perspective, first 
looks: unique content people care deeply about.  Passion has always 
created and defined social groups.  If your brand legitimately 
demonstrates and champions some passion that excites a group of people 
in your market, you stand a good chance to earn positive returns on social 
media investments. 

But if your brand does not, you can and should still leverage social 
media, but instead of trying to talk and lead, watch and listen. 



 

 

Twitter makes it easy to aggregate what people say about your brand and 
Facebook users are notoriously public with their opinions.  Flickr posts 
feature tags and comments and combing through Amazon customer 
reviews provides refreshingly unvarnished consumer opinions.  
Intelligently reviewing the vast number of publically available social 
networks can provide a constant real time focus group for any savvy 
brand. 

So, should every client be in Social Media?  Definitely. 

Should every client be there with Facebook fan pages and Twitter 
accounts?  Not so much. 

Because this forum is far more “Social” than “Media.”  Here, you don’t 
buy followers or purchase a captive audience.  You can’t demand 
attention; you have to earn interaction. 



 

  

July 30, 2009 
The Challenge for Marketers Regarding Social 
Networks: Embracing the Narcissism 

Back in the mid-70’s, I used to ride the bus to junior high with a kid 
called “Tiger” Jackson.  Actually, none of us called him “Tiger” but 
apparently someone in his family did and he liked the sound of that a 
whole lot better than “Bill Jr.”  Tiger was never particularly popular but 
he was always the first to have any comedy record–George Carlin, Steve 
Martin, the National Lampoon–and somehow, the mere act of owning 
and sharing that material lent him a consideration he wouldn’t have 
enjoyed otherwise. 

I hadn’t thought about Tiger in three decades but yesterday we had a long 
discussion about social networks with a client that is getting very active 
in that space and facing the challenges every corporation does as they 
foray into the less-charted world of earned media.  As we explained the 
“Hey Everybody!” nature of Facebook and the “Hey Anybody!” nature of 
Twitter to a curious if bemused seventy-year old, the question of 
“But…why?” came up again and again.  ”Why do people spend so much 
time on these networks?”  ”Why do they stop what they’re doing to write 
about it?”  ”Why would anyone care?” 

Ad people try to answer these queries with intellectual theses about the 
need for connection in a socially-isolating world where people bowl 
alone…  We wax philosophical on how technology empowers a cognitive 
expansion of our collective Dunbar numbers… 



 

 

But at it’s heart, this need to broadcast what we’re doing, what we think, 
or what we have found to an unseen audience that includes friends, 
nodding acquaintances and a considerable amount of total strangers, 
bears more than a trace of narcissism.  ”Look at me!  Follow my links!  
Enjoy this comedy brought to you…by me!“ 

I type this fully aware that this insight 
indicts me and my social network habits 
perhaps most of all.  I write this blog 
most weekdays, creating lessons on 
marketing for…well, for whoever 
stumbles across them.  But I want 
people to stumble across them so I send 
out links to these posts over Twitter and 
LinkedIn.  Every morning during my 
commute, I try to find some topical story 
to inspire a one-liner for my Facebook 
status update.  I tell myself that I do 
these things because I need firsthand 

knowledge of social networking or that writing about contemporary 
advertising forces me to develop an intellectual discipline during these 
rapidly-evolving times.  And all of that is true. 

But that hardly explains why I check my blog stats everyday to see how 
many people read my post.  Or why I secretly thrill when a friend on 
Facebook ‘likes my status’ or someone re-tweets a link. 



 

  

Or why so many people on Twitter spend hours each day, forwarding 
links like a modern day Tiger Jackson.  All of that springs directly from 
narcissism; a narcissism every client wading into the waters of social 
networking with hopes of spreading their messages is well advised to 
keep in the forefront of their minds.  As an advertiser in social media, 
your wants and needs will always fall a distant second to your audience’s, 
unless you align your needs with theirs.  

If that seems unthinkable, consider these opening lines from a recent 
MobileInsider post by Steve Smith.  As he winds up for his pitch against 
ill-considered mobile phone apps, he writes: “For the benefit of those 
consumer brands that weren’t listening the first few hundred times this 
has been said, consumers do not wake up in the morning thanking the 
lord they live in a country where they get to worship your brand and see 
life through its narrow self-serving lens. That only happens in the retro-
fantasies of Don Draper and the households of top executives at many of 
these major brands.” 

Ouch.  

Adjusting to the personal narcissism that fuels social networks not only 
presents a real challenge but a direct juxtaposition to the professional 
narcissism of every corporate marketer.  Which is why these are, and will 
continue to be, very interesting times… 



 

 

June 24, 2009 
The Greater Part of “History” is “Story” 
A few of us from Element 79 came to New York City for an Omnicom 
program on digital platforms.  We spent the night at the Marriott 
Downtown in the heart of the still-bandaged Financial District.  After an 
al fresco pizza dinner at Adrienne’s, Brian Williams remembered once 
visiting ‘the oldest bar in New York City and so we set off in search of a 
pub called McSorley’s. 
It’s obvious why writers love New York; every block holds a hundred 
stories (the Trinity Boxing Club behind our hotel with its brittle leather 
boxing gloves and fading poster of Rocky Marciano, the Volvo crossing 
the Brooklyn Bridge into Mannhattan with a canoe strapped to its roof), 
any ten of which would make a compelling short story in the hands of 
Dorothy Parker or Robert Benchley or even Jay McInerney–this is after 
all, the financial district.  This town lives and breathes stories, and they 
came to vivid life when our taxis pulled up to McSorley’s in the East 
Village. 
It’s a simple pub really, serving a few uninspired sandwiches and pints of 
either light or dark ale, neither of which is very heavy on the hops, with 
the light in particular displaying the brewer’s mystifying fondness for 
nutmeg.  Vintage photos and handbills cover the walls, the kind that 
Bennigan’s and TGIFriday’s reproduce with lifeless precision in their 
sanitized locations but here, they lay thick with the grime and dust of 
decades.  It is, after all, New York City’s oldest continually operating 
saloon, open since 1854. 



 

  

Speaking of old, the clientele there helped me feel my proper age as they 
looked to average twenty-four or so, tops.  Gathered talking and flirting 
and joking around community tables, they smacked of first jobs and long 
hours, happily spending their paychecks at a watering hole they assured 
each other was ‘classic.’ 
And that’s what really hit me–these 
young adults with their wingtips 
and rep ties and work skirts were all 
enthusiastically reveling in the 
storied environs.  Three recent 
UVA grads at our table–two 
interning at law firms, one at 
Macy’s– were quick to share the 
story of the chicken bones hanging 
over a ceiling lamp above the bar.  Apparently McSorley’s served 
chicken dinners back around the Second World War and outbound GI’s 
would save the wishbones from their meals and balance them up on the 
light fixture, with plans to take them down when they returned.  On that 
happy day, they would hoist a pint and pull them apart, preparing for 
their post war life. 
More than a dozen of those wishbones still remain on the light fixture, 
coated with a heavy rime of greasy dust, talismans for men who never 
came back from Europe or the Pacific. 

 



 

 

The young law school grads pointed them out to us with a respectful awe, 
clearly caught up in the lives and drama of those soldiers of the Great War 
who lived in an era so far removed from our own. 
Why should these young people care?  In a world of 3G networks and text 
messaging and a million and one everyday miracles where everything is 
amazing and nobody is happy, why does a sixty year old tale still hold such 
a powerful sway on the imagination?  Why do legends still loom so large 
with young people who ostensibly have so many other distractions? 
Because they are very good stories.  And in the end, though cities may 
crumble and our civilization may change in a million different ways, we 
hold stories dear.  Stories bring us together, demonstrating our common 
hopes and dreams and laughter and sadness in a way no other art form does.  
Stories make us human. 
Stories matter. 



 

 

About The Writer/Blogger/Self-Appointed 
Commentator 
I’ve been in this business twenty-five 
years.  I’ve witnessed the rise of Super 
Bowl advertising and viral video, the 
transition from the chocolate-filtered skies 
of Top Gun era Ridley Scott to the flat 
look of reality programming. 

Now, I’ve got ringside seats to the mammoth struggle between off-line 
and on-line, paid and earned media, marketing and P.R. as we all learn to 
navigate the tricky currents of convergence.  With technology re-
inventing itself on a six month cycle, information no longer travels a 
super-highway, it lives in a super-collider.  

Brands are opinions, and our viral, networked world now provides 
personal opinion a mass channel that requires marketers to treat 
advertising as a verb: an active, ongoing, moving pursuit.  Instead of 
brand ads, we must think brand stories: simple, sharable, stories. 

To get a sense of my creative work, visit element79.com or 
dennisryancreative.com.  And thank you very much for reading. 

 

 

Dennis Ryan, Element 79 


	Cover
	7515542



