A Fundamental Error 

By Paul Richard McCullough 

Marketers and Researchers make a fundamental error almost universally when developing and testing marketing communications.  This error is particularly common and particularly serious when inflicted upon advertising and packaging.  We all do it.  And we all do it almost all the time.  The error isn’t to believe that the medium is the message.  The error is to believe the medium is the product. 

The primary role of any marketing communication is generally to sell products (ditto for services).  There are, of course, exceptions but usually what we want to do when we communicate with our customers is to persuade them to buy our product.  So what our advertising and our packages need to do is somehow motivate our customers to get off the couch, run to the store, go straight to the aisle we’re sitting in, grab us, not the other guy and then rush to the checkout.  It is not necessary that our advertising have high proven awareness (an axe murder filmed live would get great awareness scores), that it be entertaining (how many funny ads have you tried to recall for your friends and you couldn’t remember what was being advertised?), or that it win CLIOs for the agency (awards and sales are obviously and sometimes fatally different objectives).  It’s not necessary that customers think our packages are pretty or attractive (“oh, that package is so cute!  That’s the rat poison I want.”).  Strictly speaking, none of that is relevant.   But these are usually what we strive to create.  These are usually the standards by which we evaluate. 

All or some of these attributes may play a role in selling products.  But they are not the ultimate goal. We need to keep our eye on the prize and seek to create ads and packages that sell products.  To do that, we need to understand that all marketing communications are opportunities to tell the customer something that will motivate them to buy our product. We should we tell them?  I know, let’s tell them something about the product!  Spending any time telling them anything else is a wasted opportunity.  They aren’t going to buy the TV ad or the cardboard box.  They are going to buy the product.  What they think of the ad or the box is only relevant to the degree that the ad or box says something about the product being bought.  The ad or package doesn’t have to communicate verbally or even consciously but it does need to convince the customer that your product gives him/her more of what he/she is looking for than anybody else’s.  When that happens, your sales are going to go up.  Guaranteed. 

The first step is to understand that the role of ads and packages is to sell product, not ads and packages.  The second step is to determine which ads and packages do the best job of selling the product.  I must warn you, this second step can be a little tricky. 

There is an ancient Buddhist saying: “The finger pointing at the moon is not the moon.”   If you’d like to discuss how to best research the moon instead of the finger, please give me a call. Although I probably won’t have a pat answer, the discussion could be illuminating.
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