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Can You Teach a New Dog A d Tricks?

A marketing | esson from Pets.com

By Ed Ziegler

The recent dem se of e-tailer Pets.com holds an inportant
mar keting lesson for all of us in higher education: Superior
tactics cannot overcone a poor strategy.

Pets. com had one of the nobst nenorabl e product |aunches in
recent nenory, featuring the |ovable sock puppet nascot.
According to an article in the Decenber 11, 2001 issue of
Brandweek, the conpany spent close to $20 mllion on adverti sing
and seened to get its noney’'s worth. The Pets.comad that aired
during the 1999 Super Bow scored the No. 1 recall ranking for
the | owest nedia investnent. The conpany received a gold m ne of
free coverage when its nascot appeared on N ghtline and Access
Hol | ywood, and in Entertai nment Weekly, Tine, and People. Its Wb
site attracted twice as many visitors as its closest rival.

Less than two years after its debut, however, the conpany was
out of business. Its stock slid froma high of $14 in February
1999 to just 22 cents when it di sbanded in Decenber 2000. What
happened?

The conpany’s advertising plan was brilliant, but its business
pl an wasn’t. The conpany’s plan to use the Internet to sell
expensi ve pet toys to indul gent pet owners backfired; pet owners

were using the Wb site nostly to order pet food, and the conpany
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eventually realized it couldn’t make noney shi ppi ng 50- pound bags
of dog f ood.

What can those of us in higher education marketing |learn from
this exanpl e? The inportant | esson that we should heed is that an
enphasis only on pronotion, no nmatter how creative and attention-
getting, does not guarantee results. This is part of the reason
so many institutions’ “marketing canpaigns” fail. Canpuses wl|
spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on an ad canpai gn, but
they won’t spend the necessary tinme or noney to determ ne whom
they want to target and what nessages they shoul d use.

Most col |l ege adm ni strators, when they use the term marketing,
real ly nmean pronotion--brochures, direct mail, advertising, and
so on. They often want to skip all the market research, planning,
and strategy that make marketing so powerful. They think that
just getting the word out will draw students. Wuld nore

advertising have hel ped Pets. conf?

A sinple case study

Sone people refer to marketing as “research-based deci sion
maki ng.” Knowi ng that solid data is a val uable tool for making
deci si ons, Rowan University conducted basic research to help us
use our advertising dollars nore effectively and identify where
we shoul d concentrate our efforts.

Several area newspapers periodically publish education
suppl enments, which contain dozens of ads fromnearby institutions

in surrounding states. Many of Rowan’s faculty nenbers advi sed us
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to advertise in these suppl enents because “everybody el se does.”
That nmay be true, but do students read thenf

To find out, we conducted several focus groups with freshnen
and asked them where they received informati on about coll eges and
universities. Not a single student had | ooked at the suppl enents,
and nost students didn't even know they existed.

When | explained this to the faculty nmenbers, they responded by
saying, “but their parents read them” W |ater asked the
students about their parents; the answer was the same--not a
single student recalled if his or her parents had read the
suppl enents, and if they had, they didn't nention it. Cearly,
wi t hout the proper research, an ad in these publications may have

been a waste of noney for Rowan.

An inportant distinction

Much of the confusion about pronotion, public relations, and
marketing lies in the distinction anong them The three are
interrel ated, not interchangeable, even though | constantly hear
one termsubstituted for another. Hardly a week goes by without a
call froma canpus departnent head saying that he wants to market
his departnment or a special event, but what he really wants is an
ad or a brochure.

Marketing is nore than “getting the word out.” Marketing is a
way of thinking that focuses on understandi ng and neeting
custoner needs. It is not based on what an organization wants to

sell (inside-out) but on what custoners want to buy (outside-in).



4—Clos.Remarks—Ziegler—9/01

According to Philip Kotler, author of the groundbreaki ng book
Mar keting for Nonprofit Organizations, marketing is a "market-
oriented institutional planning process.” Made up of several
parts-pl anni ng, conducting research, segnenting target audi ences,
positioning the institution, and devel opi ng communi cations. You
must understand and think strategically about each part.
Certainly, pronotion and public relations are essential elenents
in a marketing strategy, but just because an institution is
spendi ng noney on pronotion and PR does not nean it is practicing
mar ket i ng.

The el enments of a marketing plan depend on both the conplexity
of the market and the needs of the organization. Its val ue cones
not fromthe plan’s elenents, but fromthe quality of the
anal ysis and decisions on which it is based.

If an institution’s reputation is bad, no anmount of pronotion
wi |l make people think differently. A recent article in the Wall
Street Journal about a corporate reputation survey showed that
whil e advertising can be effective in getting a nessage across,
it doesn’'t necessarily change opinions. Despite spending nore
than $100 mllion on a corporate advertising canpaign, Philip
Morris still receives |low marks on trust, respect, and
admration. ExxonMbil still receives poor grades for
environmental responsibility--nore than a decade after the

Al askan oil spill.
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A cl ai rvoyant spokesdog?

One popul ar Pets.comtel evision conmercial featured a sock puppet
singing the Chicago tune “Please Don’t Go,” as a variety of pets
ruefully watched their owners pull out of the driveway. At the
end of the commercial, the conpany clainmed to have “everything
they need.” Pets.com nay have had everything that pet owners
needed, but the conpany didn't have everything it needed to be
successful in the new marketplace. As narketing becomes nore
entrenched i n higher education, we need to be sure that we do
nore than just promi se to offer everything our students need--we

need to know what we really can offer and do it well.



