Lester Wunderman : Being Direct

David Ogilvy got me interested in advertising, but it was Lester Wunderman who got me interested in business.

A few years ago I went into Waterstones determined to buy something to do with my job - as the most interesting volume in the business section ‘Ogilvy on Advertising’ was an easy buy. It turned out to be a great, and inspiring read. A few years later, looking for something in a similar vein I bought Lester Wunderman’s autobiography ‘Being Direct’.  

Lester Wunderman’s book sits squarely in a line of advertising autobiographies that starts with Claude Hopkins’ 1923 ‘Scientific Advertising’ and includes works by both John Caples and David Ogilvy. While Ogilvy and Hopkins are content to talk about the successes they enjoyed and the money they made for both themselves and their clients Wunderman is interested in the bigger picture, in the implications of his work. In 1967 he gave a speech at MIT which could have been given by any of the late 20th century’s dot com revolutionaries :-

“We are living in an age of repersonalisation and individuation. People, products and services are all seeking an individual identity. Taste, desire, ambition and lifestyle have made shopping once again a form of personal expression.”

He went on to describe how the fledgling science of computing would transform marketing :-

“A computer can know and remember as much marketing detail about 200 000 000 consumers as did the owner of a crossroads general store about his handful of customers.”

Today this is the sales pitch of one to one marketers, software salesmen and CRM advocates worldwide, in 1967 it was heady stuff indeed. 

Throughout his book Wunderman demonstrates with marvelous clarity just what vision and hard work can bring to business, and just how interesting business can be.  I once turned down an interview to work for Amercian Express on the grounds that ‘credit cards aren’t interesting’. Lester Wunderman devotes a chapter to his involvement in the launch of Amercian Express credit cards, along the way providing the best justification for market research I have ever come across and making me regret not going to the interview.  He starts by looking at the hostility consumers had toward high levels of debt before credit cards became widespread.

“To Gallup’s question as to whether “credit… should be used to let people live the kind of life they want or something to use as little as possible”, 70% replied “as little as possible.” Only 27% admitted that “it was valuable””

From here Wunderman was able to employ a professor of Semiotics to identify the key words and symbols that were understood by the 27%. A few samples are given below

	
	The 70%
	The 27%

	Credit
	Know you need it, fear it
	A tool for leverage

	Loan
	Will I qualify, Something feared; the result of uncontrollable circumstances
	A flexible instrument to better manage one’s financial universe


The final advertisements that launched the credit card built on this vocabulary. To 70% of Americans they probably looked like an invitation to bankruptcy and penury, to the 27% who constituted the target market they were an invitation that was almost impossible to pass up. Wunderman refers to the language used in the advertisements as ‘codeword’ used so that the target market would recognise that the offer was for them alone. Today I run tests to decide what navigation should be called on websites – nomenclature and semiotics are very powerful tools.

Throughout his autobiography Wunderman talks about how he pulls in expertise and knowledge from outside his field. When he wants to develop a marketing curriculum to teach his customers about a new product (Ford Cars) he hires a teaching expert professor. When he is worried about merging his business he turns to an African chief for guidance on how to ‘look after your tribe when you have no power’. 

Since starting work I’ve always tried to look around for outside influences, and find new ways to use old skills. I agitated long and hard for the hiring of either an experimental psychologist or an anthropologist to build up a usability offering at the web agency which employs me. I’m pleased to say that when I eventually got my experimental psychologist to work alongside I was proved right, clients and staff alike appreciated the value of outside skills, and through conducting focus groups and other tests on our websites we were able to significantly improve results for our clients. 

My own history degree has contributed to this reading around, in an increasingly interconnected world being able to look for the root causes of change and stability proves enormously useful. A senior currency trader explained to me how he read Tacitus for insights into how to manage his team under pressure. In seeking to answer questions about how best to promote web addresses offline I dug out old research relating to the promotion of phone selling and found that the techniques used to make consumers pick up a phone on seeing an advert were almost identical to those which succeeded in making consumers respond to web addresses – but few dot com advertisers used them. Following the dot com crash many parallels were drawn with the economic situation which followed the collapse of the original railroad companies, but no one seemed to have looked into how the successful rail companies which emerged managed to do so. 

Lester Wunderman’s success meant he was able to work on big projects and achieve big things. Along with the launch of the American Express card he was a force in the creation of the Columbia Records Club, possibly the most interesting epsiode in the autobiography. 

Despite being a direct marketer by trade Wunderman describes how we was appointed to help Columbia not just with the creation of their new club, but with making decisions about how it should be structured, the prices it should charge and the relationship it should have with the record dealers. This last question of how retailers react to manufactuerers opening new, direct channels to market is another which has direct parallels in my work with the internet. 

Wunderman describes the antipathy of record dealers not just to the notion of catalogue sales, but their even earlier antipathy toward radio which they felt would stop people buying records. In time radio was recognised as a means by which record sales were generated. I enountered a similar situations at Dell Computers and Tiny Computers. In Dell’s case European telephone sales staff, worried by the incredible success of Dell’s American websites felt that the launch of an internet sales site would reduce their commissions. At Tiny management was worried that a successful e-commerce store would upset retail managers. In all these cases (Columbia, Dell and Tiny) the introduction of a new channel stimulated the market. The Columbia Record Club proved that it generated not just sales, but hit records, Dell’s e-commerce operation not only generated sales, it raised the commissions of the phone staff and Tiny’s e-commerce success helped it win its battle for high street dominance with Time Computers.

Lester Wunderman didn’t have the internet as an example when he started work on the Columbia Record Club, but he was able to draw on his experience with book clubs, where he’d learned that a good direct mail campaign stimulated retail sales as well as catalogue ones. He took the notion of direct marketing even further when he launched a ‘virtual store’ for John Blye Clothes in the pages of Esquire Magazine. The store was based around the twelve month booking of a specified page in Esquire magazine. The virtual store was envisioned as  a cheap alternative to opening a store in prime real estate, and one which would reach more, and better qualified traffic. While the parallels between the vocabulary he used to describe the concept and those of e-commerce are accidental the arguments he presented to the retailer behind the idea are strikingly similar to those used by retailers moving online today. Lester Wunderman’s initial virtual store failed, but he had enough faith in the concept to revive it a few years later for LL Bean where it proved enourmously successful.

Its hard to quantify the exact impact ‘Being Direct’ had on my thinking. I’d read plenty of business books before, an odd mix of old school advertising texts and new economy prophecies. I think Being Direct opened my eyes to the scope and scale of the business world, the impact a few good ideas can have on all of society, and the fact that this was not new, that business had been exciting and interesting long before Netscape’s flotation. 

Being Direct also confirmed in me many of the ideas I’d been pursuing in my own work, and convinced me that an ethos built around experimentation and vision was a viable one. While it may not be a good idea to run a company on hunches, it is certainly a mistake to ignore your hunches. New ideas need to be explored, tested and refined before they can be made to work. Lester Wunderman’s career stands as a testimony to that idea.

I have never met Lester Wunderman, although I came close once. I was waiting for a meeting with Thomson Holidays who share a building with the Wunderman agency. As I waited in reception an old man came out of a side door, a couple of art boards under his arm. He was out of the door before I realised who it was, but it got me thinking about what I’d have said to him. I’d love to know what he makes of e-commerce and e-business, and I’d like to know why the ad agencies which carry his name have done so badly at taking advantage of a phenomenon he seemed to understand so far in advance. Most of all though I’d like to know how he convinced so many companies to trust him so completely when it came to reinventing their businesses, and how he secured so many fascinating projects to work on. 
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