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Creating the ads
Only connect…

E. M . Forster

There used to be an agency on the west coast of the US that had a statement about how to 
make good ads. It went:

 Rule 1. There are no rules
 Rule 2. There may be exceptions to rule 1

Most that has been written on the subject over the years concerns rules of style and form, 
not of content - simply because the best ads are, by common consent, those that are new 
and original.

There  are,  however,  a  number  of  principles  that  can  usually  prevent  the  creation  of 
positively bad advertising, and a substantial number of guidelines that may help refine the 
details of individual ads, and enable them to work better. Since the world is full of very 
ordinary advertising, this may help to reach at least a good average standard. The problem 
is always to do better than that, and that is where creativity and imagination, rather than 
any rules, have to dominate.

General principles: essential elements
Branding and category identification
Any ad needs to make it clear what is being advertised - the product category and, most 
importantly, the brand. As Prof Ehrenberg has suggested, an important role for advertising 
is to enable the brand to say ' Look! Here I am!'. It is possible, of course, to play a bit of a 
guessing game, and this is quite common on TV, where brand names are often not revealed 
until  the end of the commercial,  and in postmodern Britain, there is a small  fashion for 
creating  ads  which  take  the  conventions  of  one market  sector,  and  turn  out  to  be  for 
another.

Research evidence suggests that suppressing the brand name can be counter-productive: 
the earlier the brand name appears in a commercial, the more people will correctly make 
the link between ad and brand. You have to trade off this fact against the possible benefits 
of giving viewers a 'reward', in terms either of guessing the brand before it is revealed or of 
satisfying their curiosity towards the end. Equally, there seems small justification for the 
policy of a now retired ad controller of a very large multinational who used to examine every 
new commercial, frame by frame, and reject automatically all those where the brand name 
failed to appear by frame 11.

Similarly, in press ads, there is a well-known desire among agency art directors to reduce 
the size of the client's logo or other branding devices, and a corresponding requirement 
among clients to have it as large as possible. It seems reasonably obvious that there is no 
point in being anonymous, though there may  - just may be some point in playing a bit of a 
'guess the brand' game in some circumstances.

When the client starts to fret, make his logo larger yet.
If he still remains refractory, show a picture of his factory.

But never in the direst case show a picture of his face
Anon, 1950's
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Attention-getting devices
Advertising has to attract attention, somehow, in order to penetrate the divided interests of 
the audience. There are far too many commercial stimuli fighting for our attention, and most 
are ignored. So, ads have to find ways of breaking through the noise.

This leads, frequently, to excess. Loud music, hectoring voices, the over-use of what are 
believed to be 'trigger' phrases: 'new, 'don't miss it', 'listen', 'free', 'now' - frantic speed of 
delivery of voice-overs, funny voices, press ads full of starbusts and bold print, fast-cut TV 
commercials,  flashing  lights,  use  of  provocative  headline  words  ('sex',  swear  words), 
exploitative sexy pictures… and so on. The list is almost endless, though disappointingly 
predictable.

It is clear that the keys to effective attention-getting lie in combination of media context and 
brand concerned. You stand a better chance of getting attention if  what you are saying 
stands out in contrast to the programme or editorial in which it appears or if it tunes closely 
with its context that it appears almost seamlessly apart of that context, and the reader or 
viewer is simply carried into the ad by the flow. Bearing in mind too, that you are often 
going to be among other ads, a distinctive tone of voice - quieter perhaps - may make the 
difference. (…)

In practice, it is probable that visuals are more important as attention-grabbers than words, 
especially for print ads; it is the ability of the advertiser to create fascinating, compelling, 
unusual - but relevant - pictures that will often make the difference. We are psychologically 
more responsive to pictures than words, and we can take them in more quickly.

Attention can be influenced by factors such as size, colour, sound intensity (loudness, bright 
colours) movement, and directional signs. In terms of the qualities in a stimulus that help 
attract attention, novelty, surprise, uncertainty, unusualness and complexity (up to a point) 
all seem to encourage our interest.

Likeability
American research in the late 1980's identified likeability of an ad as a key factor in its 
effectiveness. People respond better to ads they like.

Likeability is a complex concept: it does not mean that an ad should set out to be humorous 
or to entertain. It means that the audience should feel that it is useful, informative, helpful, 
pleasing, constructive - and, perhaps, entertaining and/or humorous.
(…)
Likeability is a common element in many TV strategies and almost essential for cinema, but 
is less consistently aimed for in pre. Part of the reason for this lies in the severely functional 
and informative nature of much press advertising, especially for retailers and financial ads.

Simplicity
In general, people are not interested in what ads have to say. This means that ads have to 
have straightforward,  concentrated message,  and to  avoid  confusing this  message with 
extraneous matter.

On the face of it, this is a recipe for very boring ads - which fail on the grounds of both 
attention-getting and likeability - so it has to be recognised that simplicity on its own is not 
enough. What it does mean though is that the number of points that an ad tries to make has 
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to be limited in general. This depends, ultimately, on the medium used and the nature and 
purpose of the ad.

Ideally every ad should have one key point. Posters are the ultimate discipline because the 
maximum number of words that you can hope to use successfully is reckoned to be seven, 
and even fewer are better.

The problem this raises lies in the fact that one of the factors that encourages our attention 
is complexity: there is a quite difficult balance between the complexity that involves and 
attracts and that which alienates and irritates. The message is that it is all right to wrap up 
a simple thought in a relatively complex format but that over-complication is risky.

Have an idea: be original
Implicit  in the importance of  novelty for  getting and retaining attention is  the need for 
originality. Ads that work tend to contain original ideas. The use of the word "idea' is here 
important: it is not especially difficult to present a brand in a way that is novel - more or 
less. It is a lot more difficult to present through the medium of an original idea, that says 
something new and interesting to the target audience and wraps it effectively around the 
brand.  In  the  classic  Heineken  campaign,  'refreshment'  is  the  basis  of  the  brand's 
proposition, but the idea that the brand 'refreshes the parts other beers cannot reach', and 
the many ways in which this was executed over the years made it a great campaign. (...)

Offer the audience real benefits
One of the great -and true- advertising clichés is 'sells the sizzle, not the steak'. In other 
words, make people truly salivate by offering them the rewards (or the anticipation) or of 
the product, not the product itself. This heightens the desire for the product.

Mostly the benefits you offer should be those conferred by the product: the results people 
can expect to obtain by buying or using it. These are mostly fairly generic to the category, 
but the necessary trick is either to appropriate to the brand a key category benefit that no-
one else is exploiting, to concentrate on psychological benefits that can be linked closely to 
the brand (as in most fragrance ads) or to create benefits for the advertising itself. The 
category benefit approach is obviously akin to the USP approach. By advertising benefits, I 
mean making the ad itself so attractive and 'more-ish' that people will get a benefit from it. 
The  classic  example  of  this  from recent  years  is  the  Nescafé  Blend  Gold  'soap  opera' 
campaign, which attracted a large following for a number of years, as people watched the 
progress  of  the  mini-romance  between  the  two  protagonists.  In  the  same  way  beer 
marketers often say that consumers buy the ads, not the beer.

Product benefits: some examples from different categories
FMCG
Tea: Relaxation, pick-me-up, sociability/entertaining
Cheese: More  interesting  sauces,  quick  and  nourishing  snack,  easy  sandwiches, 

traditional country nourishment
Canned soup: Warmth, quick simple meal, homeliness, comfort, reward, relaxation
Perfume: Sexiness, attract opposite sex, impress friends, fantasy, escapism.

Durables
Microwave: Quick and easy catering, new kinds of recipes, quick defrosting, easy to use 

up leftovers, = less wastage
Car: Very wide range - status, family transport, rally driver, sexiness.

Services
Insurance: Peace of mind, reliable assistance, quick and easy purchase
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Fast food: Quick family meal, trust, cheap good food.

Be careful with humour
Some of the great figures of advertising, such as Claude Hopkins and David Ogilvy, have 
been extremely scornful about the use of humour in advertising. No one, they said, buys 
from a clown. This may be true of their special field of expertise direct-response, off-the-
page press advertising but it  is  manifestly  untrue in  general,  even in terms of  straight 
salesmanship.

Nonetheless, there is a need to be careful with humour. Obviously, there are some product 
categories  where  humour  is  clearly  inappropriate,  if  not  actually  in  bad  taste.  Equally, 
humour can get in the way of a n advertising message, unless the proposition is carefully 
integrated into the joke. Finally, of course, you come up against the ultimate problem of all 
humour. Some jokes are simply not very good and some people don't get them even when 
they are good.

A number of analyses show that humour tends to contribute to advertising recall and liking, 
but may be slightly less good at persuading or modifying attitudes. Humour can get in the 
way of  an argument.  Overall,  however it  is  clear tat  there are benefits  to be had from 
getting humour right, and its ability to be liked is an important incentive to try.

Sex sells
Well, yes it does, but then so does almost any other powerful emotion. What's more, you 
have to be careful with sex. Political correctness and the industry's self-regulation system 
combine to restrict the uses of sex to the subtle or relevant - it makes perfectly good sense 
to  use sex to  sell  a fragrance,  but the Advertising Standards Authority monthly reports 
regularly carry complaints about car parts firms or office equipments using near-0naked 
women as attention-getting devices (or worse) in totally inappropriate settings. Yes, sex 
sells, but really only in the right media, to the right audience, for the right product.


