Marketing notes -- October 2006
The Noun Gap
One of the crimes committed against language these days is dropping nouns from conversations.  Listen to kids talking and they, like, just ramble on around the, like. whatever. There is no subject.  Or object.  Or point.  Except whatever.  I’m speculating, but perhaps one reason they can’t come up with a noun is because they only know process and they’re afraid of, or ignorant of, content.  

Nouns are content.  That person, place or thing-ness quality is what anchors the world in a reality beyond the subjective.  Nouns are the gears that mesh and drive the machine.  Without them communication just sort of whirrs pointlessly. Our ability to perceive the persons, places and things that nouns represent  -- and to engage them, both in sentences and in life -- is what allows us to get outside ourselves and become more than our own, limited consciousness.

Kids aren’t the only ones who are noun-challenged.  I also see it in my peer group as we get older.  Sometimes that’s because we can’t come up with the right word to represent the thing we’re thinking of.  But sometimes it’s because we, like our kids, don’t want to commit to content either.  Taking a position -- defining a thing, stating an opinion, asserting what we feel to be a truth -- these are the work of nouns and they involve risk.  What if someone disagrees?  What if we break the flow of a social moment?  What if we turn out to be wrong?  

Kids can be forgiven, at least a little, for not using nouns.  They are young and their talk (and writing) is like a breeze passing through them.  Adults need to accept the responsibility of nouns.  We have made choices and built structures. We cannot get away with claiming ignorance any more than we can honestly remain innocent.  We can be forgiven if we can’t remember the exact word, but surely we must try to engage the people, places and things -- the nouns -- that are the fabric of our lives.

Liar Liar Pants on Fire
If you’re looking for good writing on varied subjects, try Masterfile.com.  It’s a site sponsored by the stock photo outfit, but it features articles picked out of little-known periodicals, many of them Canadian.

One piece, “The Truth about Lying” by David Hayes (9/28/05), has some relevance to this pre-election period.  “It is a creeping assumption at the start of a new millennium that there are things more important than truth.” says Jeremy Campbell in his book, “The Liar’s Tale: A History of Falsehood.”

Research shows that we lie an average of 13 times a week and that some kind of lying happens in two-thirds of our conversations.  Men and women lie differently -- women create “false impressions” to smooth over social situations while men tell “whoppers,” often for self-aggrandizement.  College students lie to their mothers in 50% of their conversations.  We have created a number of euphemisms for lying, some of which (“misspeak,” “spin”) are now in the Oxford English Dictionary.  Donald Trump is credited with coining “truthful hyperbole.”

If you’re interested in this topic (and if you work in marketing, you probably should be),  check out Princeton professor Harry Frankfurt’s essay (published last year as a small book) “On Bullshit.”  Surely a must-read for those of us in the promotion business.  And if you’ve had it up to here with chicanery in political ads, it may be time to go back to the grandaddy of all clear thinking on the subject, George Orwell’s 1946 essay, “Politics and the English Language,” easily available on line.

Stories from Create-An-Ad
This spring Chevy Tahoe had a web site that allowed visitors to put together various pieces and create an ad for the vehicle.  It’s become semi-famous among advertising wonks.  For one thing it was kind of fun: you could actually make a halfway decent ad and view the finished product (complete with sound track).   It also opened the door to a large number of critics who made up their own negative (and often funny) ads about the Tahoe’s oversized, gas-guzzling qualities.

  

Giving people an easy way to respond to your product and/or brand is valuable if you know how to use what you get. One of my favorite web sites, Chiefmarketer.com, suggests encouraging “loyalists” to participate in online exercises.  They like you; they are willing to share their reasons; and they have the force of “authenticity” because they aren’t on your payroll.  At the very least they can balance the critics.

There are lessons in this.  I’m always frustrated by “service” companies with web sites that are opaque to feedback.  Every web site should have an easy-to-find, easy-to-use, open-ended “contact us” button.  Responses should be tracked daily and those that offer meaningful content should be answered and put to use.

The main advantage is that you allow people to tell their stories about your brand -- for better or worse.  The most important trend in branding right now is linking your brand’s story to those of your customers.  The trick is getting the stories.  As one communication expert, Nicholas Bowman, puts it: "The quickest way to get what you want in the world of business is by metaphor and story." PowerPoint fades fast; 'once upon a time' is forever."

