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Abstract

We are entering the third connected age, powered by deep connections
among data, interconnected and Internet-connected objects, and engag-
ing, immersive communication. Communication and media are under-
going radical transformations- influenced by artificial intelligence, the
Internet of Things, virtual and augmented reality, and voice-powered de-
vices- and as a result, the advertising landscape is transforming as well.
Brands connect directly with consumers, built on rich, data-driven re-
lationships. As the way brands are built changes, so must the skill sets
and approaches needed for building and advertising brands. We outline
a new model for success and discuss future challenges and opportuni-
ties for academics, students, and professionals, to thrive.
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Let’s start with a riddle. How many advertising dollars
does it take to build a $420 million company in 18
months?

Zero, if you’re Kylie Jenner.

(Nicolaou and Keane 2018)

This highlights an obvious statement: It’s a challenging time to be in-
volved with advertising. This is like saying “the sky is a bit blue”—ob-
vious, and an understatement. Advertising professionals, academics,
and students are all scrambling to understand a field that’s evolving
every day. This article addresses the present state of ad industry is-
sues, future challenges, and how best to prepare current and future
talent for success in the dynamic world of marketing communication.

Global trends and ad industry issues

Before even getting into advertising, let’s address the broader con-
text of the environment we’re operating within. There are three un-
stoppable forces requiring that we think and work differently: global-
ization, demographic shifts, and rapid technological change. We can
connect with and promote our products or programs to audiences vir-
tually anywhere in the world. There’s a multicultural reality; neat de-
mographic segments that we used to think were important have dis-
solved, and the future is brown and Buddhist. And technology, which
marketing has always been structured around, has exploded. Advertis-
ing has always looked the way it did because of the technologies of the
time: print, radio, and TV. These were technological breakthroughs in
communication. The first connected age, the link, changed that com-
munication structure, giving rise to Google and search engine market-
ing (post 1993). The second connected age, of mobile and social, en-
abled connection everywhere, to other people, enabling each of us to
become our own media company (post 2007). Now we’re experienc-
ing the third connected age, powered by deep connections among data,
interconnected and Internet-connected objects, and engaging, immer-
sive communication. This third connected era of artificial intelligence
(AI), Internet of Things (IoT), voice, and virtual and augmented reality
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is being ushered in by devices that are faster, run longer, and speak
and anticipate, all in a competitive environment that is far more in-
tense and category overlapping than ever before.

All of this plays into the present state of ad industry issues. The
single biggest challenge in advertising is that it’s built around com-
munication; it’s the “fuel supply” for media (Auletta 2018). And com-
munication and media are undergoing revolutionary changes. Skill
sets, business models, and the value agencies add to clients are be-
ing challenged, at the very same time as clients themselves are be-
ing challenged. Traditional brands aren’t growing the way that new
brands that go directly to the consumer are. Think back to Kylie Jen-
ner and her Kylie Cosmetics company. It’s projected to hit $1 billion
in earnings by 2022 (Strugatz 2017). By contrast, it took 10 years for
Estée Lauder Companies Inc.-owned Tom Ford Beauty to earn $500
million, 25 years for Bobbi Brown to reach $1 billion in earnings, and
80 years for L’Oréal’s Lancéme to pass the $1 billion mark (Strugatz
2017). Jenner gets to operate on a very different playing field than
any of those did. As of company launch in 2016, she had 97.4 million
followers on Instagram, 22.8 million followers on Twitter, the most
viewed Snapchat account as of August 2016—and products only sold
online (Mejia 2017).

The way brands are built is different. The old communication model
of how agencies create content and then place it on channels to reach
the consumer is no longer required. Brands can connect with global
audiences directly. This enables brands themselves to continually col-
lect all first-party data, harvested virtually in real time, from each and
every touch point. And data are power. Data are currency. Data are oil.
Data fuel every other function of a direct brand’s enterprise (Rothen-
berg 2018). Consider Warby Parker, Uber, Glossier, Away Travel, and
Casper. These direct brands are built on data-enriched, data-driven
relationships, in which valuable data is extracted from every interac-
tion with the consumer and applied to every touch point and offering,
from producing, marketing, and delivering goods and services to the
goods and services themselves (Rothenberg 2018).

Add to this the challenge of media brands going direct to consum-
ers as well, without advertising to support them (Netflix, Amazon).
Audiences value interruption-free environments because time is valu-
able. For each of us—our time is valuable. And people are increasingly
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choosing advertising-free environments that don’t waste their time.
Consumers aren’t cows to be milked dry. They are people. They are
gods, really, with god-like power in their pockets. We’re advertising
to people savvy about media. We can’t bombard them into submis-
sion, wear them down into finally buying a product. We’ve been say-
ing this for more than a decade, but how much have we changed the
way we practice and teach? The future doesn’t fit in the containers
of the past— that’s true for both the professional and academic ad-
vertising industry. As the way brands are built changes, so must the
skill sets and approaches needed for building and advertising brands.

Mind-set shift: New model for success

Brands matter more than ever; they are the ultimate navigation de-
vices in a world of fragmentation. But the way brands are created is
different. In the old days you could create a brand by having a well-po-
sitioned product, getting big distribution, and putting money behind
it in television. But after 2007, almost no brand was created through
TV. Instead, direct brands like Airbnb, Warby Parker, Uber, Bonobos,
and Dollar Shave Club were created through utilities, services, and ex-
periences, and then advertising was used to grow. Many, many large
companies still need television, ad agencies, and the traditional skills
they have been trained in. But they also need to think about how they
go direct to customers. There are some new skill sets and mind sets
that are needed for that. Academics and professionals alike should
coach talent in this model, which builds on concepts in Jones & To-
baccowala (2016).

Start by rethinking who the competition is and what a brand is re-
ally “selling,” the value it adds. Brands are moving from a share bat-
tle, with known competitors, to a growth battle, with unknown com-
petitors. While traditional competitor analyses include other currently
existing companies with similar products, goods, or services, compe-
tition today may be outside the traditional category, or not in any tra-
ditional category at all. Consider how Snap is promoting itself as a
camera company, or how Netflix identified its top competitor as sleep
(Hern 2017). Even more challenging is that a brand’s competitors
may not exist yet or may not yet be known. Think of how (relatively)
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quickly Dollar Shave Club emerged—particularly quickly when one
considers how far in advance most traditional brands plan their ad-
vertising. The real competitor for GM today is Uber, not Ford. That
segues into the next shift.

Reconsider the brand offerings to promote, assessing a variety of
audiences’ wants and needs and thinking beyond “ownership” as the
end goal for products. Millennials, for example, care much less about
ownership than previous generations. They subscribe to Dollar Shave
Club; they call Lyft when they don’t have a car. Flexible access—to a
car, for example—may still be vital.

Third, in a data- and tech-driven era, move past the idea of seg-
mentation to reaggregation. In the old days, marketers took large au-
diences and made them small audiences. In the digital world there are
audiences of one that can be put together. So, rather than going from a
cow to a steak, we’re making minced meat into a hamburger. Think of
search-engine marketing. This is reaggregation, reaching people who
have demonstrated a behavior that reflects interest, rather than seg-
mentation, shouting at broad swaths of demographics in hopes that a
portion of them will care.

Amid a skeptical, media-savvy audience, shift focus from market-
ing to enabling self-marketing. Rather than thinking of “advertising,”
think of “facilitating.” How can brands facilitate excellent experiences
and opportunities to easily share those with friends and networks, and
reconnect with those friends and networks in the future?

Similarly, in this hyperconnected era of self-marketing, think be-
yond the traditional idea of packaging a message. No one wants to see
“your stupid message” anymore. Interruption-based advertising will
decline over the next decade because it’s not a good experience for
most people (Mandese 2018). The “bombard with a packaged mes-
sage” model is essentially rooted in disrespecting people’s time. So
think less about communication and advertising and more about util-
ities and services. Audiences want their needs to be met, their wants,
desires, and goals to be understood and become accessible. The data-
rich oil that brands collect can be refined, and brands can add value
by providing utilities, services, and experiences—that, hopefully, will
inspire self-marketing. Think acts, not ads, such as the Nike Fuel Band
experience, or the Glade Museum of Feelings. In 2017 Apple launched
“Today at Apple,” programs at Apple stores around the world in art
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and design, photo and video, music, coding, and more meant to cel-
ebrate creativity and connect and inspire participants. “Traditional”
advertising becomes a catalyst, a way to ignite interest in and conver-
sations around experiences that add value and earn media.

Finally, channels that used to be regarded separately have now
collapsed among one another. We can’t neatly separate analog from
digital and above the line from below the line. It’s also hard to sepa-
rate awareness, consideration, and traditional stages of purchase de-
cisions because it all happens too quickly. A well-organized market-
ing platform is like someone has thrown hydrochloric acid on it and
it’s all spewing together, with connected channels feeding into each
other. So it’s important to rethink how organizations come together,
from how talent is hired to how behavior is incentivized, and what it
is organized around.

The single most important thing a business has is the relationship
with the customer or consumer. If you were to ask consumers “Do you
want to build relationships with brands?” they would most likely say
“No.” If they have a headache, they just want the headache to go away,
not to build a relationship with Tylenol. But if you were to ask them
“Do you want detergent sent to you right when you need it? Do you
want products and services tailored to you? Do you want help reach-
ing your goal?” their answers would likely be very different. Those
things are possible when a relationship is there, and that relationship
is built on data and transformed into better goods, products, utilities,
services, or experiences for the audience.

Preparing students: Schizophrenia is the way forward

Whether preparing for a meeting or for a class, in this professional
environment we need to be schizophrenic, balancing both today and
tomorrow, focusing on both roots and wings. There are some things
that will always be needed and will never change: an understanding of
the field, what is happening and what has happened. These are roots,
and if you don’t have these, it’s hard to convince audiences to change
or think differently. Roots provide credibility. Wings, on the other
hand, provide inspiration. They come from new ideas, from helping
audiences—students or clients—think creatively and think differently
about the future.
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Similarly, marketers must deliver today, and students need skills
they can apply today, but they also need to ensure they are prepared
for and investing in tomorrow. It’s no longer an either-or choice but
both at the same time.

More specifically, advertising today requires three bundles of skills
and abilities. First, teach people how to communicate and work in
teams. That’s still important. Help them develop roots by understand-
ing how communication has worked, and by being good at storytell-
ing, and convincing someone of their point of view. In a connected age,
collaborating and working in teams, even those you’ve never met, are
vital as well. The second bundle is around content. We all have to reg-
ularly upgrade based on this. It’s good to know the old avenues, but
you have to update the map. Think about new areas such as social in-
fluence and selling directly, the importance of which is evidenced by
Jenner’s Kylie Cosmetics. Show how the field is changing and how to
integrate with other disciplines. The third bundle is around teaching
people to learn, to think, to teach themselves, because some of the
content you teach will stay and some will become obsolete. Help them
learn to think analytically and be comfortable with statistics and re-
fining the “oil” that is data, which is increasingly important in adver-
tising. Beyond just the ability to run analysis to get meaning, good
thinkers will also be able to listen hard so they can understand what
the real problem is and then tell the story to sell their analysis.

Cross-pollination: Professional and academic collaboration

How do we work together? By sending faculty to the real world and by
bringing the real world to faculty. Ensure that someone from indus-
try comes to your program or class every month for at least a day or
two. Many of you, no doubt, regularly invite guest lecturers into your
classes. Could that be done more strategically, with greater integration
into the curriculum and coordination around the visit so that more
students benefit? On the flip side of things, academic programs should
partner with marketers, agencies, and tech companies and have ev-
ery professor spend 2 weeks in the real world every 2 years. This can
happen through channels such as the Advertising Educational Foun-
dation’s Visiting Professor Program or within your own communities.
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How do we integrate and require more current thinking to sprout
wings for students, faculty, and professionals? Some universities pro-
vide one-credit pop-up courses for students in specialized, topical ar-
eas, taught by professors, alumni, or professionals, and open to tal-
ent across campus. This is a great way to be interdisciplinary, attract
diverse skill sets, and build partnerships with industry. Think about
what you can export to or import from other parts of the university.
Consider talent in tech or stats who will work in advertising compa-
nies and vice versa. Further, think about how your programs can bun-
dle opportunities for professionals who need to upgrade their con-
tent and skills.

Future challenges and opportunities

As “outside” people who aren’t making money from persuasion, ac-
ademics have the benefit of being viewed as neutral and believable.
That provides great opportunity to focus on research structured for
the benefit of a society that’s impacted by what corporations do. Help
society and industry by studying the big issues of the future: pri-
vacy, trust, and manipulation. How are people are being impacted in
a world where we spend all of our time on mobile phones, checking
them 150 times per day (Harris 2016)? How can technology take over
your mind, and have the opposite effect of empowerment? Teach stu-
dents about where the field is going, what implications are, and what
role advertising should and should not play.

One particular potent challenge in a data-driven environment is
considering the line between persuasion and manipulation and mind
control. Jaron Lanier, a pioneer in the field of virtual reality and cur-
rent interdisciplinary scientist at Microsoft, has talked about what
went wrong on the Internet, and the repercussions of adopting a
model of ad-supported content in which content that gets attention
gets rewarded. With the rapid pace of technology, one of the unstoppa-
ble forces noted earlier, and more and more data, Lanier worries that
“advertising has morphed into continuous behavior modification on a
mass basis, with everyone under surveillance by their devices and re-
ceiving calculated stimulus to modify them” (Kulwin 2018). A/B test-
ing, for example, shows that the more extreme option beats the less
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extreme. So we live in an environment of extremes, when nuanced
thinking is ever more important. Tristan Harris, former Google de-
sign ethicist and co-founder of the Center for Humane Technology, ar-
gues that much technology is based on intermittent variable rewards,
like slot machines; we take out our phones and play the slot machine
to see what notifications we get, what social approval we get through
social media (Harris 2016). How is the Internet being fueled? What’s
the impact of content? Are we in the media manipulation business?
These questions will shape our future, and you and your students can
help answer them.

Ultimately, humans don’t like change, but we have to embrace it.
We are all still students ourselves. At Publicis, we have reorganized
around providing one-to-one consumer engagement at scale, and fo-
cused on the importance of three things: data skills to identify and un-
derstand audiences; thinking broadly about creativity, which includes
ideas, new ways of reaching people and communications; and build-
ing everything around the empowered person (consumer) and their
journey. This comes down to understanding what the customer is try-
ing to do and where and how best to deliver. There are parallels with
redesigning academic programs—we have to deal with different types
of client needs, we need to find ways to be more productive (faster
and getting done more with less) and we need to remain relevant by
building or partnering for new skills.

When thinking about the future, consider the three Cs: competition,
cannibalization, and competence. Get a blank sheet of paper, and cre-
ate a competitor to yourself, bounded only by the rule of law and mak-
ing money in three years. New organizations can destroy you because
they are organized for tomorrow and you are organized for yester-
day. Second, consider how to cannibalize yourself. This involves tak-
ing money away from old things that worked and funding new things,
which no company likes to do. But if you don’t cannibalize, someone
else will. Third, question your own competence. There’s no way to be
successful in this professional environment besides continuous educa-
tion and learning. Spend 1 hour per day or 7 hours per week studying
and learning new things; refer to the reference list for some starting
points. And embrace schizophrenia, balancing both today and tomor-
row as you and your students thrive in today’s marketing landscape.
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