Do You Need to Advertise?
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The marketing director of a large industrial company spending $1 million in print advertising asked recently, “what would happen if we spent no money on print advertising next year?”

It’s a shocking question, one made more startling by the answer:  nothing.  For the first time, it’s possible for business-to-business companies to conduct business, find customers, make sales, even grow, all without print advertising.  Marketing techniques such as public relations, direct mail, email, web marketing and a direct sales force have all proven so effective in recent years, that today it’s possible to book orders without any print advertising.

In fact, since the downturn has made cash a scarce commodity, many companies are concluding that print advertising, typically the most expensive of promotional techniques, has no place in their companies.  Aside from the downturn, they say, they may never come back to run ads for their products in trade journals.

They’ve concluded that other tactics, particularly online advertising and email, have proven so effective and cost-efficient at generating leads that they’ll just forego the expense of print ads and stay with these lower cost-per-lead programs.  

And that would be a mistake.

For the record, we are genuinely concerned about the state of print advertising and b-to-b magazines.  We had always assumed that trade publications, currently alarmingly thin from the lack of advertisers, would recover alongside the economy.  Companies conserving cash would restore their ad schedules, we believed, just in time to avoid a massive wave of closings and consolidations among the country’s 13,000+ trade journals.

But now, I’m not so sure.  While it’s perhaps not surprising for smaller companies to be unfamiliar with the benefits of print advertising, hearing large companies question the role and effectiveness of print, traditionally the foundation of any company’s brand awareness program, leads me to question whether print magazines will return to economic health in lock step with the economy.

But we argue with the marketing directors and company presidents who see no advertising in their future.   We know that companies with high brand awareness receive more responses to their direct mail than an unknown company.  We know that it’s easier for a salesperson to get in the door if the purchasing agent recognizes the name of his or her company.  We know that companies with higher “brand preference” are able to charge more for what they sell.

And we know that the most powerful way to build and MAINTAIN that brand awareness and preference is through print advertising campaigns.  

While it’s fashionable for companies to slash their ad programs today, we assert that the companies who continue to advertise will gain market share and profitability.  Non-advertisers will slowly see their response rates decline and their cost/lead increase, as their awareness begins a slow erosion in favor of advertisers.

We’re starting to see that beginning already.  Several studies have documented the link between brand awareness and banner click-through rates, as an example.  Those companies that are well known tend to generate more response on the banner than similar advertisers unfamiliar to their audience.

I expect we’ll see the same effect with other direct response and sales programs.  In the meantime, we encourage companies to take these steps:

1. Rather than slash advertising completely, continue what we call “moderated print campaigns.”  Re-deploy resources to be less focused on print, and more blended with email, PR, online ads, shows and direct sales initiatives.

2. Build ad campaigns around “leveraged buys,” in which you’re magnifying the impact of your print ad program with co-sponsored events, speaking engagements sponsored by the magazine, premium front-of-the-book positioning, articles, free research and other merchandising benefits.  These programs add tremendous impact to your schedule, and make your company far more visible than just placing print ads and letting them run.

I realize that some of marketers and executives reading these thoughts are likely thinking, “let the print magazines retire with the dinosaurs in favor of online magazines.”  In fact, we’re excited about the potential of online publishing communities and advertise with many of them.

However, for many, many years to come, print publications will continue to drive the way we obtain information.  While many people now obtain their news from TV and online sites, it would be premature to think that trade journals have lost their dominant position.  It’s coming.  But it’s not here yet. 

So, the answer I’d give to that million-dollar marketer asking about the impact of canceling all advertising is actually, “nothing,” with a few qualifications:  if you cancel your ad program, you’ll still book sales today, and you’ll still book sales tomorrow.  But it will become harder each month to maintain that momentum.  And you’d better hope your competitors follow your lead with the same ad cutbacks, and they don’t realize you’ve given them an opportunity to pick up a few points of easy market share.
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