


REMEMBER THE VOLKSWAGEN RABBIT? THE
boxy, fuel-efficient hatchback was launched in
1974 to replace the legendary Beetle as the com-
pany's big seller and was the first VW made in the
U.S. It also became known for catching fire and
breaking down, and thus became the symbol of
VW's collapse in America through the 1980s. At
the insistence of VW's German parent, the Rabbit
name was killed in 1985, and the Westmoreland
(Pa.) assembly plant was shuttered soon after.

So it was audacious indeed when Alex Bo-
gusky, chief creative officer of Crispin Porter +
Bogusky, which took over the VW advertising ac-
count last December, suggested resurrecting the
Rabbit name. In a Mar. 20 meeting at the Auburn
Hills (Mich.) headquarters of VW of America,
with company brass and two members of its
dealer council, Bogusky reasoned that the re-

designed Golf launching in the U.S. this
year had already been selling in Europe

for two years, so auto writers probably
wouldn't pay much attention to the
stateside debut. "So let's change the
story," offered the 42-year-old ad di-

rector before the assembled group.
Nervous laughter followed. VW supervi-

sory board Chairman Ferdinand K. Piëch,
known for his bad temper and for insisting that
VW have global model names, was certain to dis-
approve. But VW's U.S. chief, Adrian M. Hall-
mark, bought in and took the idea to the car-

maker's German headquarters in Wolfsburg on
Mar. 25. Worldwide brand chief Wolfgang Bern-
hard said yes, and ordered new signs, photogra-
phy, and press releases to be rushed for the New
York International Auto Show on Apr. 12, despite
whispers that Piëch, already gunning for Bern-
hard's boss, management board Chairman
Bernd Pischetsrieder, was unhappy.

HATE MAIL
MANY LOVE the Rabbit idea, but plenty hate it.
That's just the kind of strong, polarized reaction
Bogusky and his partners like to provoke. VW's
U.S. dealer council supports the move. But con-
sider some of the hostile reaction: Peter M. De-
Lorenzo, founder and publisher of influential
Webzine Autoextremist.com Inc., called the deci-
sion to return to the Rabbit name "pure, unadul-
terated lunacy," and wrote that if U.S. VW mar-
keting chief Kerri Martin and her agency weren't
stopped, they would "destroy the brand in the
U.S. once and for all." Steven Wilhite, former VW
marketing chief and current global chief market-
ing officer at Nissan Motor Co., pronounced the
idea "brain-dead." Ranee E. Grain, editor-in-
chief of Advertising Age, editorialized that
Crispin's first work for VW has been "so horren-
dously awful that [it] smooths the way for [VW's]
quick and complete withdrawal [from the Amer-
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lean market]." Says a habitually cool Bogusky,
wearing a Kiss T-shirt and stabbing his fork in
the air as he scarfed banana pancakes at Green-
street's, a cafe near his Miami office: "I like that
they are talking about the work. If they aren't
talking, then your brand is dead."

Indeed, Volkswagen is trying to avoid the kind
of near-death experience it had in the early
1990s, when sales sank so low that German man-
agers seriously pondered pulling up U.S. stakes
altogether. At 224,000 cars sold last year, VW is a
long way from the nadir of 49,000 in 1992. But to
insiders who have watched the numbers drop by
131,000 sales per year since a peak of 355,648 in
2001, this period has felt eerily like the dark days
a decade ago, before the New Beetle lifted the en-
tire brand out of quicksand. Internal research
shows a lasting loss of confidence in the brand af-
ter costly, repetitive quality problems: VW's U.S.
division has lost more than $1 billion in each of
the past two years, and this year could be nearly
as bad. On May 2, Pischetsrieder had his contract
renewed for six years, but only after intense pres-
sure by the supervisory board to deliver better re-
sults with fewer job cuts than the 20,000 he
wants. "No question about it, it's a five-alarm
fire," says Crispin President Jeff Hicks.

Enter Crispin Porter + Bogusky, the eccentric
ad shop in Miami that's known for using viral
marketing and creating nutty characters like the
Subservient Chicken for Burger King Holdings
Inc.'s ailing franchises. VW had been through
three years of coolly received ad efforts as it jug-
gled a failed luxury sedan (the tony Phaeton,
priced at more than $75,000) and the $50,000
Touareg SUV, alongside $20,000 Golfs and Jettas.
Former agency Arnold Worldwide, saddled with
temporary VW ad directors before marketing chief
Kerri Martin arrived, struggled to make sense of it
all. A year ago, Martin got the heady title of direc-
tor of brand innovation, having been the celebrat-
ed marketing whiz at MINI USA and Harley-
Davidson Inc. Crispin worked with her at MINI to
create the kind of B-school case-study advertising
excitement for which VW used to be known.

As Crispin tries to douse the flames engulfing
the VW brand, it has to prove that it won the VW
assignment on merit, not just as Martin's pet
agency. Situated 1,300 miles south of Madison
Avenue's groupthink, Crispin stands apart.
Whether it was running MINI Cooper hatch-
backs around cities atop Ford Excursion SUVs or
getting teens to dump some 1,200 faux body bags
at the door of a tobacco company for an anti-
smoking campaign, Crispin has been changing
the industry's playbook. It famously helped
solve Burger King's irrelevancy problem, espe-
cially with consumers aged 14-25, with the Sub-
servient Chicken Web site, where a visitor could
make a chicken do almost anything on com-
mand—dust furniture or play air guitar.

That simple, inexpensive, wacky idea has gen-
erated a staggering 460 million-plus hits in two
years and helped Burger King post its first string
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of positive growth quarters in a decade. The
agency's relaunch of the MINI brand helped the
unit of BMW surpass sales targets by 80%.
Crispin's success has fueled growth in its own
staff from 105 in 2000 to 438. As it transforms
marketing messages into entertainment time
and again, "the agency has been redefining what
consumers even recognize as advertising," says
rival and admirer Jeff Goodby, co-chairman of
Goodby, Silverstein & Partners in San Francisco.

It's early days, but it looks as if Crispin's style
of marketing is working once more. Since its ads
started running, VW sales are up, dealers are en-
thusiastic, Internet chatter about VW is as high as
it has been since the public relations bonanza
around the New Beetle in 1998. Just about every
aspect of Crispin's work in its first five months on
the job has been covered in major media outlets.
As the agency and Martin have challenged many
of VW's old ways and ignored some of the com-
pany's internal political trip-wires, the brand is
being talked about again around the water cool-
er, a must for any consumer company today that
hopes to not just survive but thrive.

WEB ALLURE
VOLKSWAGEN, of course, has its own special
place in advertising history. Two separate agen-
cies defined themselves, and advertising as a
whole, in two different decades working for VW.
In the 1960s it was Doyle Dane Bernbach, which
created the headlines "Think Small" and
"Lemon," pioneering the use of self-deprecating



humor and wit to sell cars. "It was the first time
ever that people talked about ads at cocktail par-
ties and at work," says Andrew Langer, vice-
chairman of Lowe & Partners Worldwide, who
worked at DDB then. In the 1990s, VW and
Boston's Arnold Fortuna Lawner & Cabot, before
it was Arnold Worldwide, ignited a new genre of
storytelling mixed with independent rock music:
the "Da Da Da" ad, playing the German song of

the same title while two slackers drove around
town in their Golf. "It fits your life," went the ad's
voiceover, "or your complete lack thereof." Now
it's Crispin's turn to make history—or humiliate
itself trying—by taking on America's favorite ad-
vertising account for yet another comeback.

It certainly didn't take long for Crispin to get
people talking again. In place of a subservient
chicken, Crispin invented a German-accented,
dominatrix-type blonde bombshell named Helga.
She appears in ads with an effete German engi-
neer named Wolfgang, whose message to intro-
duce the GTI hatchback is "Unpimp Your Auto,"
a swipe at the over-accessorized, high-perform-
ance small Japanese cars often dubbed "rice
rockets." Billboards for the GTI read "Auf
Wiedersehen, sucka" and "Fast as Schnell.'"

Schnell, and then some. Day One on the ac-
count, Dec. 6, the agency began to perform triage
on the ailing carmaker. Bogusky, a Miami native
who dropped out of art school though both par-
ents are graphic artists, met with creative direc-
tor Andrew Keller, 35, and more than 40 writers,
art directors, and researchers in the agency's big
conference room. The brief for the GTI read:
"How does GTI regain its position as the original
hot hatch?" By the way, Keller told the crowd,
"we have to figure this out and execute a plan in
time to launch during the Winter Olympics [on]
Feb. 6." That gave the team fewer than 60 days,
with a Christmas holiday in the middle.

Crispin's cognitive anthropologists went to
work. Two-hour in-home interviews with two
dozen GTI buyers, all men 18 to 30, were done in
five cities. The researchers sent the subjects an
assignment in advance of visits: Make a collage
with magazine pictures to illustrate how they felt
about Japanese "tuner" cars, like Honda Civics,
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500 variations of GTI, and Helga can
talk you through them all.

Helga and Wolfgang, says Hicks, are
an example of taking an audience to a
place they didn't know they wanted to
go. "A lot of advertisers try and mirror
what the research tells them. What we
do is try and make the brand part of
the pop culture." Ads featuring Helga
and Wolfgang ran on TV in March and
April, but now enthusiasts all over the
Net are downloading them. In one, en-
gineer Wolfgang is consulting a young
owner with an oversized intake port on
his hood that sucks air into the engine
compartment. Says Helga: "It's defi-
nitely sucking." Thanks to the Internet,
VW has been fielding requests for
copies of these ads from media outlets
and VW clubs as far away as India.

A spike in Net chatter will go only so
far. Although VW ranked third from the
bottom in J.D. Power & Associates'
2005 Initial Quality Survey, it im-
proved from the year before—by 10%
fewer glitches per 100 cars. VW's quali-
ty woes have spread around the Net as
fast as Helga's double entendres. This
month, says VW, it will post another big
improvement, while dealers are report-
ing half as many warranty repairs on
new models as they did in 2004.

SEXYSYMBOL
DESPITE ITS hasty execution, the
campaign has already achieved what
Martin hoped it would. "We needed
to ignite a new conversation with

owners," she says. The viral dimension has
worked well. For about two weeks, VW ads were
the top download from video-sharing site
youtube.com. Wolfgang and Helga have become
part of the new VW story. They have sites on
MySpace.com, where more than 7,500 fans have
signed up as Helga's "friends" and are down-

loading a printable life-size Helga. "Bachelor
parties, maybe," quips Keller.

Can Crispin's edgy playfulness go over the
line? With the suggestive content, charges of sex-
ism have followed. TV ads for the Winter
Olympics depicted young men so into their GTls
that one refused to roll up the window to shield
his girlfriend's wind-blown hair and told her to
stop "yackin'" so he could enjoy the engine's
growl. Another refused to take his girlfriend on
an errand in his GTI because her weight would
slow him down. Ouch. Nissan's Wilhite says he's
all for shaking up VW's mes-
sage, "but I can't go along
with ads that marginalize
women like beer commercials
often do." Suzanne Farley, a
Boston education consultant
and owner of a 1999 VW Pas-
sat, agrees, saying the ads
"made me feel weird, like
they were talking right past
me." But the agency just in-
troduced its first work for
Miller Lite and junked the
predictable frat-boy ap-
proach. Instead, icons like
Burt Reynolds and Pitts-
burgh Steelers running back Jerome Bettis
thoughtfully discuss "man laws," like how long
to wait before dating a buddy's ex-girlfriend.

There's no doubt that Crispin and Volkswa-
gen's Martin are out to take some risks, and that
for now at least they have a long leash from man-
agement, which is doing its part to supply the
right products. VW is moving fast under Pischets-
rieder and Bernhard to bring out several new
models in the next 20 months, including a mini-
van, two light SUVS, and two sports cars—the Eos
convertible and a new interpretation of the 1970s
and '80s VW Scirocco—all priced under $30,000.
A pricier sedan larger than the Passat is due, too,
to try to hold on to aging boomer fans. It's the
fastest product proliferation in VW history, and
Crispin had better get a coherent strategy to repo-
sition the entire brand before the new models ar-
rive. "We are on a whole new timetable for getting

2006 MILLER LITE
An ad campaign with a
Web site posting
"evidence" that Miller Lite
has more taste than Bud
Light infuriated Anheuser-
Busch, which asked
networks to nix the ads.
The work sparked dialogue
about the rival beers.
Crispin initiated the ads as
a project and later won the
entire account.

Crispin's TV ads for the GTI
featured an onyx toy, "The
Fast," an alter ego to
speed-loving GTI drivers.
The toys sell for hundreds
of dollars on eBay, and The
Fast has 51,284 "friends"
on social networking site
MySpace.com. Ads
featuring Helga and
Wolfgang, caricatures of a
German dominatrix and
engineer, are popular
worldwide. Ad requests
from media are the highest
since the new Beetle
launch in '98.
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There's
Something
About VW
Over the decades,
VW has inspired
two ad revolutions.
Do we hear three?
1960s TV and print ads
for VW by Doyle Dane
Bernbach changed the
voice of advertising.
Headlining a car ad with
the word "Lemon" was
unthinkable before
DDB did it.

1995-2005 After 20 years
of sales and ad dol-
drums, Arnold Fortuna
Lawner & Cabot of
Boston revived VW with
storytelling ads that
tapped the 1990s subcul-
ture of indie rock music.
The memorable one: Two
guys driving around town
in a VW Golf to the song
Da Da Da.
2006 VW is again stirring
the cultural pot with ads
by CP+B. In five months,
every ad has been
praised or derided in the
media and blogosphere.
Do the GTI ads offend
women? Are the Jetta
crash ads too violent?
VW is back on the radar,
but will the new chatter
make people forget about
recent quality woes?

this brand right and will move faster than people
around here thought we could," says Bernhard.

In an industry that celebrates the slogan, that
magical line of ad copy that crystallizes a brand's
essence, Crispin hasn't yet hit on one for VW. It
did, however, kill off vw's 10-year-old "Drivers
wanted" line. "A slogan or tag line is not impor-
tant if the messaging is right," says Bogusky.
Still, Crispin likes the VW logo so much
that it came up with a gimmick in the GTI
ads in which Wolfgang forms the V and W
with his interlocked fingers. That's already
sticking online. People selling VWs on
eBay, for example, have turned up in pic-
tures in their cars making the hand sign.

Crispin may offer a new slogan some-
time in 2007 For now, it's giving each
model its own campaign. It just re-
launched the Jetta with ads that are far

from funky or sexy. In an about-
face from its usual humorous
tack, Crispin spotlights the car's top
side-impact safety ratings. And like al-
most everything else the agency does,
even these sober-as-a-judge ads have
stirred conversation. In one, two cou-
ples are chatting as they drive away
from a movie house. The driver is dis-
tracted and gets creamed by an SUV in
real time. The effect on the TV viewer is
jolting. The ad moves from the crash to
the people standing by, shaky but un-
harmed, looking at the crushed car. A
survivor says, "Holy...," and the ad
cuts to a video frame that says "Safe
Happens." Requests for Jetta bro-
chures went up 30% after the ads' de-
but. And dozens of newspapers and
NBC's The Today Shaw have reported

on their jarring quality. "When [Today Show
host] Matt Lauer talks for seven minutes about
our ads, I know it's right," says Santa Monica
(Calif.) VW dealer Mike Sullivan. GTI sales are at
20-year highs, and VW sales overall are up 20%
this year since Crispin's ads began.

WORK PILLOWS
EVERYTHING CRISPIN does for a client is with
an eye toward gaining media attention for the
brand, which is why it insists that clients break
down corporate silos separating advertising,
public relations, and other units. The agency
turns away clients that don't give it access to every
part of a company, says Hicks. The 40-year-old ad
man came to Crispin in 1995 from Chicago giant
Leo Burnett Worldwide, where he worked on the
Kellogg Co. account. He was recruited by Chair-
man Chuck Porter, now 60. (Agency founder Sam
Crispin left the business in 1993.) By the time
Porter arrived at CP+B in 1988, he had already set
a policy to punt clients that treated the agency as
an ad servant rather than as a partner. Hicks, the

"suit" who oversees day-to-day business, rarely
wears one and doesn't even don a necktie when
meeting new or prospective clients.

Few traditional boundaries between client and
agency are observed at Crispin. In its first meet-
ing with Burger King in 2004, recalls the chain's
chief marketing officer, Russ Klein, the partners
pitched a plan for turning the packaging and tray

liners into ad vehicles and changing the doors
and parking lot signs before they ever pitched an
ad idea. They even rewrote an employee hand-
book on their own initiative. At MINI, and now
VW, the agency has been creating a line of origi-
nal gear for owners. For Molson, it got the brew-
er to spend $1 million retooling its bottling plant
to put labels on the backs of bottles for Crispin to
use as an ad canvas with funny pickup lines.
"Cups, beer labels, door handles are all places to
make a worthwhile brand statement, not neces-
sarily an ad," says Jim Poh, Crispin's director of
creative content distribution.

Crispin President Hicks insists his shop is just
doing what ad agencies did in the industry's post-
war heyday. Changing names of products, even
coming up with new products, are old ad agency
tricks of the trade. When Hicks worked on Kel-
logg at Burnett, the agency was so deep into Kel-
logg's business that the company invited the ac-
count manager, Jim Jenness, to join the board and
then made him the current chief executive. Hicks
complains that since big holding companies be-
gan rolling up ad shops in the '80s and '90s, the
status of agencies has fallen to that of vendor, put-
ting monthly profits for corporate parents above
their own or their clients' long-term objectives. To
show how serious they are about partnerships
with clients, Crispin recently struck a deal with
Haggar Corp. to trade sweat in that apparel
brand's turnaround for an equity stake.

As Crispin's reputation grows, it's becoming
more protective of its cool take-your-skateboard-
to-work culture. It sold 49% of the agency to
MDC Partners Inc. in 2000 (page 80), but its
principals retained control. One recent decision
that could potentially make the soufflé fall,
though, is to move creative chief Bogusky, Keller,
and some 70 other staff to Boulder, Colo., next
year. For one thing, the Miami office space itself
helps foster a creative culture. It features unfin-
ished concrete walls and floors, with interior of-
fices that, covered with corrugated metal, look
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like merchant stalls in a bazaar. A large amphi-
theater-like public space with pillows, mattresses,
and wireless links draws staffers together for im-
provisational meetings or breaks. Skateboards,
bikes, and Rollerblades are favorite means of
transport from meeting to meeting. With so
many key creative staffers 2,000 miles away, the
agency's ecosystem could unravel.

But Bogusky is weary of spending a third of
his year in Los Angeles in various stages of ad
production, separated from his family in Florida
and talking to his kids via a Web cam. LA. is only
a two-hour flight from Boulder. And Miami's
pricey real estate and frequent bad weather—the
office ceiling is covered in tarps because of dam-
age from September's Hurricane Rita—made the
Rockies location seem attractive to others, too.

Before that move can spoil anything, Crispin
must keep pressing the pedal to the metal at VW. A
campaign for the Passat launches this month. It
plays up, in part, how the Passat is for people with
smaller egos and more zest for life than buyers of
Acuras and BMWs. Ads for the reincarnated Rab-
bit are about to be shot, aimed at erasing the
memory of engine fires in the 1980s. A second leg
of Jetta ads scheduled for May will poke fun at
conventional research showing, for example, that
Jetta owners are more likely to be scuba divers or
mountain climbers than owners of rival makes.

Bogusky, who grew up helping his father care
for and fix British sports cars like Austin-Healeys
and Sunbeams, says if there's one thing VW
owners don't like, it's being pigeonholed. No
wonder he and his partners can relate. •

This Holding Company
Sets the Talent Free

lies Nadal is something of
a mystery to his share-
holders. Drawn to Crispin
Porter + Bogusky in 1999,
when the Miami ad agency

was gaining notoriety for an antismoking
campaign, the Toronto businessman, who
made his fortune in private equity and check
printing, bought 49% of the firm in2001and
tossed it into a fledgling company known as
MDC Partners Inc. That's the eclectic
collection of ad, design, communications,
and sales promotions firms that Nadal has
put under one roof.

Crispin's billings are now six times their
level when Nadal bought in. But last August,
the 48-year-old chairman and CEO faced
angry stock analysts and fund managers on a
conference call after MDC's profits fell short
of forecasts. Then, just a few weeks later,
Volkswagen drove its $400 million account
through Crispin's door, injecting more than
$40 million in new revenue. Critics were
quelled, at least temporarily.

So is Nadal smart or lucky? There are
many who say neither. In fact, most of
Madison Avenue, not to mention Wall Street,
doesn't know what to make of his strategy of
buying partial stakes in small outfits and
keeping them mostly autonomous rather
than buying them out. Of the 32 companies
MDC owns pieces of, no others have
achieved the fame of Crispin.

Still, Nadal defends his strategy as a blow
against large ad agency holding companies

such as WPP Group PLC and
Omnicom Group Inc. These
giants tend to enrich a small
number of executives, he says,
who cash out and leave behind
agencies that become "slaves to
quarterly profit statements
instead of building their own
cultures." That's hardly music to
investors' ears.

For 20 years, says Jon Bond,
co-chairman of Kirshenbaum
Bond & Partners, his New York
agency spurned offers from
holding companies. "Miles was
the first guy we actually liked,"
says Bond, whose agency's profit
has tripled on wins such as
BMW's digital marketing
business and Panasonic since
selling 60% to MDC in 2004.

MDC agencies give up about half of their
profits but get to use MDC as a bank, lawyer,
real estate manager, and human resources
and business consultant. Says Crispin
Chairman Chuck Porter, 60, who is also
Nadal's chief scout: "We're interested in
firms that have terrific talent and need a
partner to get the business issues out of the
way so they can concentrate on the work."

So far, investors are mixed on the model.
U.S. analysts don't even cover MDC, calling
it too small. Richard Shuster, managing
director of Robeco Investment Management
in New York, which owns MDC shares, says

Nadal is communicating more realistic
expectations than he used to. Shuster also
likes MDC's declining debt as it sells off its
secured documents business. First-quarter
free cash flow was six times its level a year
ago, and revenues from agencies were up
33%. Still, MDC is losing money, and the
stock remains flat.

Sure, it's more complicated than the
check-printing business, Nadal says, but
way more exciting. "It's a rush to be able to
say: 'You know about Subservient Chicken?
We did that.'"

-By David Kiley
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