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focusproductplacement

This is only the beginning of the strug-
gle for authenticity when it comes to
product placement opportunities. The
day will come when product placement
invades smell, touch and, possibly, taste.
The groundwork for cool brands needs to
be laid before it gets here. 

Four pillars of effective product
placement
1. Ongoing mapping of cultural opportuni-
ties to the brand•s equity
Mapping is critical to see where a brand is
going and where it•s coming from. Mis-
steps might kill a brand in its tracks if the
path of product placement doesn•t res-
onate authentically among early
adopters. 

Red Bull, for instance, the brand that
almost single-handedly created the 
energy drink market, came under intense
pressure from rivals such as Britvic•s Red
Devil and Frucor•s V. It moved beyond its
core of extreme sports and into entertain-
ment. One of its recent product
placement spots includes a cameo in It•s
All Gone Pete Tong, a comedy following the
tragic life of legendary DJ Frankie Wilde.
The film received its world premiere at
the Toronto Film Festival, winning the
Toronto City Award for Best Feature.

Conversely, even when a brand isn•t
•top-of-mind• among mass media, it just

school children have yet to distinguish
between conscious and unconscious
thought. Clearly, outright deception is a
simpler concept than subtle bias. 

It•s a complex world, no doubt. And it•s
going to get even more intense. Television
itself is very different now from what it
was 30 years ago. It•s harder, says Steven
Johnson in his book Everything Bad is
Good for You. A typical episode of Starsky
and Hutch, in the 1970s, followed an essen-
tially linear path, whereas a single
episode of The Sopranosmight follow five
narrative threads, involving a dozen char-
acters who weave in and out of the plot,
and allusions to politics or cinema or pop
culture. 

Video gaming
The same holds for video gaming. Twenty
years ago, computer games like Tetrisor
Pacmanwere simple exercises in motor
coordination and pattern recognition.
Today•s games involve fully realised,
imaginary worlds and several levels of
complexity. 

This calls for products to be seamlessly
woven into the threads of the narrative•s
complexities. If brand managers become
talent agents and can train their products
to live cool and confident within media,
whether it be film, television, online or
gaming, we can start the process.

might have a life of its own among cult
admirers. When Quentin Tarantino used
a 1970s Pontiac Firebird in Kill Bill: Vol. 2, it
was resurrected as a cool car … this time
around, for hot women.
2. Product innovation
It seems obvious. The more innovative
your product, the more effective your
product placement. Think of Plantronics•
communications  headsets, which were
featured in Fantastic Four, Mr and Mrs
Smithand Transporter 2. Plantronics car-
ried the first words from the moon in
1969. Now, they tap into advanced tech-
nology to make sought-after headsets for
everyone, including Xbox gamers.

Sadly, innovation is not the norm. Cer-
tainly there has been a rise in chatter
about product innovation. Although the
nod to innovation recognises a corporate
interest in the strategic contribution of
design, the follow-through is sorely lack-
ing. It often results in some great design
found by cool hunters, but little true
innovation to work with.

According to BusinessWeekmagazine, a
lot of thoughtful analysis is emerging
from the great debate under way on the
subject of innovation versus design (first
raised at a NYC conference organised by
Patrick Whitney, head of the Illinois Insti-
tute of Design). Michael Bierut, of design
firm Pentagram, kicked it off on
www.DesignObserver.com.
3. Cultivating niche relevance
As custom markets multiply, consumer
expectation of relevance is increased. The
most annoying product placements are
the ones that seem out of place. Audi, for
example, is quite adept at placing its cars
in movies. It worked in Transporter 2,
where it lived within the story, but in I,
Robotit seemed like a bit of brand name-
dropping.

Or consider how well Adidas worked
into the script of The Life Aquatic With
Steve Zissou. In the film, Team Zissou, a
group of deep-sea explorers, wear Adidas
trainers with blue and aqua stripes, bright
yellow laces and •Zissou• stitched along
the side. An altered version of a 1959 Adi-
das training sneaker, the shoe doesn•t
even exist for consumers today, yet its
appearance spawned desperate Team 
Zissou sneaker seekers. Superman stag party: brands can appear in the most unlikely guises

Focus_Tupot&Stock3.qxd  16/03/06  12:24  Page 24



April 2006 • Admap 25© World Advertising Research Center 2006

Consider The Warriors, Walter Hill’s
1979 fantasy about street gangs, just
released on DVD. At the same time, Rock-
star Games issued The Warriors video
game in PlayStation 2 and Xbox formats.
Throughout the development of The War-
riors, Rockstar pursued unique, vintage
product placement from classic brands in
order to further enhance the game’s over-
all sense of realism. MTV Productions is
planning to release a ‘reworking’ of The
Warriors in 2006. 

Most product placements in video
games still are static – burned into the

video game software – and show the same
logo or product each time the user plays
the game. But that too will evolve quickly
as companies such as IGA Partners
embrace dynamic in-game advertising,
which connects to the internet to down-
load new product placements each time
the game is played.
4. Hunting for behavioural nuances
Sometimes, the most insightful thing a
marketer can seek to do is be part of the
nuances – the things we often overlook
that are so critical to setting the right
scene. In The Bourne Supremacy, critics
were quick to make their comments
about the prevalence of Lay’s potato chips
in India. In fact, Lay’s is so popular that
Frito-Lay India appointed Bollywood star
Saif Ali Khan and Indian cricketer
Mohammad Kaif as brand ambassadors a
few years ago.

Our own research into the brand of
Superman for our clients showed Super-
man as thriving among adults. There are
Superman stag parties in Amsterdam as
witnessed on Flickr.com, Superman
mobile-phone-strap figurines in Taiwan,
hip-hop boys dressing the part for school,
a US fraternity that prides itself on mem-
bers having Superman-like qualities and
Superman comic books distributed to

warn children of land mines in Bosnia.
Who knew?

Finding the nuances requires immer-
sion, looking for the second-nature things
people aren’t apt to tell you – like office
behaviour, dating rituals and playground
games.

Cross-channel support
If you use a variety of media vehicles in a
thoughtful and connected way to reach
your target consumer, you have a higher
likelihood of making a connection. 

Ford cemented its brand standing with
its trucks in the pickup-friendly Brokeback
Mountain. The carmaking giant is also
increasing its ad spending in gay media,
in spite of the outcry from a conservative
Christian groups. Ford Motor decided to

side overtly with gay media and gay advo-
cacy groups, potentially inviting a
reinstatement of the group’s boycott.

Last year, IGA Partners inked a deal
with Walt Disney Co to use characters
from the movie The Incredibles to give tips
to people playing the online video game
Counterstrike, developed by IGN Enter-
tainment, Inc.

As the channels blur, consumers will
cross over from one to the next effort-
lessly. They already expect to access the
same types of content through many 
different media channels and devices. ■
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The Warriors: a tried and tested arena for brand placement offering cult status

Adidas: a perfect product fit?

‘Finding the nuances
requires immersion,
looking for the
second-nature things
people aren’t apt to
tell you – like office
behaviour, dating
rituals and
playground games’
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