Book Insights:
Confessions of an Advertising Man
By Curt Clinkinbeard

With this month’s book we review another timeless classic, written by famous advertising guru David Ogilvy. Though Ogilvy died in 1999, his agency, Ogilvy and Mather, continues to be one of the most sought-after firms in the world. Originally penned in 1963, Confessions of an Advertising Man is a classic which discusses advertising, but also shares timeless insights into communications that can be used in nearly any business setting. 

I was using a green highlighter when I first read this book, and while I found the first four chapters on the advertising business interesting, I marked very little. Starting with section five, however, the green highlighting takes over the book. Chapters five through nine of this book are packed full of indispensable information on creating communication connections. If you want to reach customers, read this part of the book with your own green highlighter!

This book rocketfires insights, so this article will opt more toward quickly sharing the insights instead of sharing flowery prose.
INSIGHT: Advertising works by making an important promise. The content of any marketing communication must reach out to the customer and make a compelling promise that motivates the customer to seek the benefits the company offers. Ogilvy contends that “the promise is the soul of an advertisement.” His belief in this concept runs so deeply he suggests incorporating the promise into the name of the product, service or company, as well as doing research to determine which promises motivate prospects most. 
INSIGHT: Promote brands over discounts. Ogilvy warns clients often put too much time, money and effort into promoting “price off” discounts and not enough into developing the real personality or identity of the offering and the company. Discounts can provide a nice sales spike temporarily, but condition the customer to look for specials and, ultimately, lower the customers’ perceptions of the product or service. Long term planning, originality, and consistency over the long haul are necessary elements to building a company image and meaningful brand.
INSIGHT: The headline is the most important part of your ad. This is true whether you are use print, direct mail, mass marketing or even telemarketing. The introduction to the ad is essentially “an ad for the rest of the ad which flags down readers.” Ogilvy states running an advertisement without a powerful headline is “the wickedest sin of all.” 
Ways to strengthen headlines include (a) make a powerful promise, (b) appeal to the target’s self interest, (c) use news, (d) employ motivating words, such as free, new, how to, introducing, amazing, sensational, remarkable and last chance, (e) don’t be afraid to use clichés, (f) make the meaning clear – people are not going to spend time thinking about your clever headline, it must connect fast, (g) arouse curiosity and (h)use positive statements – avoid the use of negatives.
INSIGHT: Words sell. Once the customer prospect has made it through the headline and is actually interested in stopping to learn more, the importance of the copy or sales presentation comes into play. First, use facts and benefits – they sell. Next, use long copy if you need to. The author cites an interesting statistic in which readership trails off greatly up to 50 words, but very little between 50 and 500 words. Basically, if you capture their attention, you have it for a while, so don’t be afraid of being thorough. A very powerful tool is the use of testimonials – always. People believe other satisfied customers much more than the advertiser themselves. Finally, writing for advertising should always speak to the everyday person – only use technical language if you are specifically targeting technical people. Basic wording connects with most people. 

INSIGHT: Pictures sell. Using photography in marketing communications is an important strategy. Ogilvy tells us the pictures in ads should be related to the promise and show the reader the benefit which is forthcoming. He makes a special point that “before / after” pictures are especially engaging, as are photos that show a process and help tell the story. He also shares that logos should be prominent, consistent and repeated in advertisements. Finally, the author tells us about research indicating more people read the captions under photos than the actual body copy, creating a great opportunity to reach people with important messages with photo captions. 
You don’t have to work for an advertising agency or design ads for a living to learn from the insights shared in David Ogilvy’s Confessions of an Advertising Man. Communicating in a very crowded marketplace and getting through to prospective customer is a challenge every business faces. 

If you want a copy of this out-of-print advertising classic, you can easily find one, but you will need to search on the internet or in a used bookstore.  Good luck!
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